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ix

This volume is the culmination of more than a decade of shared inquiry 
involving dozens of scholars investigating the origins, evolution, and conse-
quences of racial colorblindness as a metaphor for social relations across the 
academic disciplines. Its genealogy, however, reaches beyond the academy 
both to the Civil Rights Movement, which briefly shook the foundations of 
American social life, and to the demobilizing campaigns within the legal and 
political arena to restabilize the American social order in its aftermath. 
Anchoring the slowed pace of race reform in the 1980s, and the dismantling 
of the civil rights infrastructure throughout the 1990s, colorblind rhetoric 
crossed over into popular culture to provide ideological cover for ballot ini-
tiatives and other efforts to neutralize affirmative action and other antisub-
ordination measures.

Despite its solidly conservative deployment in the post–civil rights era, 
colorblindness received an unexpected rebranding in 2008 as the ideological 
standard-bearer for the country’s postracial future. This was a remarkable 
ride for a concept that defied definition, measurement, or theorization. 
Indeed, the work that colorblindness does across so many sectors and issues 
is stunning given the utter lack of consensus as to what it really is. Unanswered 
questions about whether it is a social theory, a moral imperative, or merely a 
rhetorical prophylactic have not significantly undermined its uptake by insti-
tutions and pundits ranging from liberals who hold it as a transcendent ideal 
to organizations whose assault on university policy marches under this ban-
ner. Descriptive questions about whether human beings can actually choose 
to be colorblind or whether it is a cognitive impossibility only complicate the 
more fundamental question about whether it can produce a more just and 
legitimate social world. The feeble justification for colorblindness seems 
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x •  P R E F A C E  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

incongruous with its ubiquitous presence in public discourse pertaining to 
race and the social world.

This anomalous reality formed the centerpiece of a research initiative that 
moved from the affirmative action battlefields of California, Michigan, and 
Washington to the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences 
(CASBS) and the Center for Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity 
(CSRE) at Stanford. The African American Policy Forum (AAPF) had been 
involved in campaigns in multiple states to preserve race-conscious policies, 
working together with the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and 
other organizations to bring cross-disciplinary research to bear on the endur-
ing nature of racial inequality in American society. The dominance of color-
blindness as the embodiment of racial justice underscored the need for a 
powerful counternarrative that could convey an alternative vision of racial 
equity, one tied to the historical and contemporary ways that race actually 
worked as opposed to the fantasies of racial transcendence peddled by critics 
such as Ward Connerly and organizations like the Center for Individual 
Rights. The idea that the commonsense appeal of colorblindness could not 
be directly countered to defeat popular initiatives to undermine equal oppor-
tunity policies was underscored by the conventional messaging experts who 
encouraged a version of a “mend it, don’t end it” approach. Campaign mes-
saging in defense of affirmative action largely sidestepped racial matters to 
foreground the presumably more palatable case of gender equity.

With the exception of Colorado, the campaigns designed to defend racial 
justice and affirmative action without acknowledging racial injustice went 
down to withering defeat. Without a powerful counternarrative, the easily 
inflated rhetoric of colorblindness proved to be a trap for liberals. For critics of 
civil rights, colorblindness served as a battle-tested Trojan horse, one that could 
deliver easy reversals of the painstaking victories that courageous Americans 
had risked everything to secure. Under the magic of the colorblind trope, his-
torically marginalized communities were reframed as illegitimate beneficiaries 
of reverse discrimination while those who inherited the advantages of a society 
built, as Justice Harlan approvingly observed in Plessy v. Ferguson, on the supe-
riority of whites were lifted up as victims. As Luke Charles Harris notes, 
through this classic misdirection the diminished overrepresentation of whites 
became the critical civil rights issue of the post–civil rights era.1

The yawning losses sustained by civil rights constituencies and the troubling 
future that lay ahead prompted the editors of this collection, both individually 
and collectively, to mobilize knowledge to reveal the contemporary workings of 
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P R E F A C E  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S  •  xi

racial power. Daniel Martinez HoSang’s Racial Propositions: Ballot Initiatives 
and the Making of Postwar California, for example, uncovered the connections 
between California’s anti–affirmative action and anti-immigrant campaigns 
and midcentury efforts to use popular initiatives to reverse civil rights victories. 
HoSang reveals how California’s long history of subjecting minoritized racial 
groups has long been rationalized by appeals to race-neutral values like “free-
dom” and “choice.” George Lipsitz’s work interrogating power and resistance 
stretched across sociology, history, and Black Studies. Luke Charles Harris’s 
trenchant critiques of both constitutional jurisprudence and political science 
revealed the otherworldly dimensions of a constitutional and political theory 
of equality that failed to center white supremacy as its starting proposition. And 
Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw’s work as a founder of Critical Race Theory took 
up the ways that the racial revolt against white supremacy had been depoliti-
cized and tamed by liberal legalism. The common denominator in all of these 
projects was their focused interrogation of the profound contradiction between 
abstract American ideals of equality divorced from social reality and the messier 
story of how racial power is constituted and reproduced through colorblind 
tropes and stealth performances.

These projects, like so many others pursued across the academy, set forth 
powerful frameworks that revealed the illegitimate hold of colorblindness as 
either a descriptive prism or a normative analytic. Yet a powerful counternarra-
tive to colorblindness had yet to emerge. Thus, the Countering Colorblindness 
across the Disciplines project grew out of an effort to aggregate knowledge 
about our racial past to illuminate how the legacy of white supremacy contin-
ued to shape contemporary racial disparities.

Although information gaps between researchers and advocates were not 
new, the more surprising but equally important chasm between academics 
dedicated to race scholarship across disciplines had yet to be addressed. 
Indeed, even as the need for cross-institutional collaboration between aca-
demics and policy advocates was frequently acknowledged in the efforts to 
defend civil rights, opportunities for the collective targeting of the colorblind 
gloss on racial hierarchies across academic disciplines were rare. Disciplinary 
boundaries and research practices threatened to deepen rather than disrupt 
the tenacious hold of colorblind ideology. Evidence that revealed the unwar-
ranted prominence of colorblind discourse remained in disaggregated disar-
ray across the academic disciplines.

A particularly powerful illustration of the way that colorblindness 
remained uncontested absent intentional cross-disciplinary efforts lies in the 
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xii •  P R E F A C E  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

interface between social psychology and law. Claude Steele, the leading 
researcher in the discovery of stereotype threat, brought a new and compel-
ling viewpoint into AAPF’s summits and interventions on affirmative action. 
His breakthrough work on stereotype threat revealed the demonstrable 
instability of the baselines on which so much of the constitutional debate 
about “preferential treatment” and “reverse discrimination” was predicated. 
As Justice Powell had observed in the 1978 decision Regents of University of 
California v. Bakke: “Racial Classifications in admissions conceivably could 
serve [another] purpose, one which petitioner does not articulate: fair 
appraisal of each individual’s academic promise in light of some cultural bias 
in grading or testing procedures” (438 U.S. 265, fn. 43).

Steele’s work seemed to provide direct evidence that could, if taken up by 
legal theorists and judges, disrupt the meritocratic baseline on which the 
constitutional presumption against affirmative action was predicated. Of 
course, the fact that disruption was possible did not automatically reshape 
the contours of legal doctrine. What it did do, however, was reveal that doc-
trinal rules that framed colorblindness as the constitutional embodiment of 
race neutrality were nothing but a policy choice of judges that could just as 
convincingly go a different way.

This critical race encounter between law and social psychology prompted 
important insights that eventually come together as central themes of the 
Countering Colorblindness project. First among them was the recognition 
that a comprehensive understanding of colorblindness’s many implications 
required multiple opportunities for participants to understand the history 
and methods of the disciplines and how developments in one discipline bear 
implications for another. Notwithstanding the promise of an interdiscipli-
nary approach to colorblindness, it is clear that targeted opportunities for 
scholars to engage these questions of colorblindness across disciplines were 
rare. AAPF then convened short working-group meetings around the world, 
including in the United States, India, Italy, and Brazil. Yet there were no fully 
sustainable opportunities to stage a multilayered exchange among scholars 
who were in some way engaging colorblindness.

The Countering Colorblindness project finally came to fruition in 2008 
when a critical mass of thinkers met together at Stanford for a yearlong effort 
to build a sustainable initiative around colorblindness and its consequences. 
Luke Charles Harris and George Lipsitz, along with Kimberlé Crenshaw  
(a fellow at CASBS) and director Claude Steele, formed the initial group, 
which several CASBS scholars subsequently joined.
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P R E F A C E  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S  •  xii i

The working group set about to challenge colorblind ideology and to bring 
disciplinary knowledge to bear against the unchecked growth of this frame-
work in all discourses pertaining to race. As we framed the missions at the 
time, the goal was to

examine how the idea of colorblindness influences the dominant sensibilities 
of an array of academic disciplines, shaping knowledge production and other 
institutional practices. Here our goal will be not only to create an interdisci-
plinary genealogy of colorblindness as an idea. More provocatively, we will 
seek to understand colorblindness as an institutional practice that reproduces 
its own appeal by limiting the means by which countervailing information is 
legitimately produced.

These were not simply academic questions but were central to our effort to 
build a stronger research-based foundation for racial justice advocacy in the 
civil and political sectors.

On paper, the plan was a good one. In reality, the early stages of dialogue 
proved tough going. While the interrogation of colorblindness across the 
disciplines bore the illusion of a common point of departure, the constraints 
of disciplinary allegiances, distinct terminologies, and analytic conventions 
made it difficult to agree on a clear agenda or language. Still, we labored  
on with our hit-or-miss experiments in framing what we would interrogate 
and how.

Eventually, we would learn just how significant disciplinary barriers can 
be, and how the agnosticism that helped to facilitate meaningful exchange 
among some of us was discomforting to others. We learned as well that dis-
ciplinary methods could contain useful avenues into various ways of conceiv-
ing and managing information and that there was, to paraphrase an adage, 
“a method to the disciplinary madness.” Specifically, there were insights  
that might be drawn from our respective paradigms notwithstanding their 
sometimes troubling histories.

Those who navigated a space between unmitigated endorsement and utter 
abandonment of their disciplinary paradigms seem to be most suited for our 
exchange. Claude Steele, in his characteristically succinct display of concep-
tual profundity, described how the project attracted three kinds of scholar. 
The first (and largest) group were the “true believers,” those who consider the 
norms and commitments of their discipline to be sacred and beyond 
reproach.  A second group, the “heretics,” remain deeply suspicious and 
skeptical of disciplinary norms, logics, and knowledge, often altogether 
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xiv •  P R E F A C E  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

fleeing the disciplines in which they were originally trained. Only the last 
group—“those that pray to their disciplinary gods with one eye open”—con-
tributed to and gained the most from this transdisciplinary encounter. We 
were all, by that time, focused on bringing our tool set to the common prob-
lematic: colorblindness. But we did so with an agnosticism about what was 
workable.

The scholars who have contributed to this volume and who have otherwise 
supported this project understand and can utilize the conventions, methodo-
logical norms, and theoretical commitments that structure our respective 
disciplines. But we also deploy them to challenge, rather than simply enforce, 
ways of producing officially recognized knowledge. We seek to subvert, rede-
ploy, and marshal the particular insights of disciplinary formations to address 
the structural dimensions of racial domination.

Across the year at Stanford, during weekly dialogues, we taught ourselves 
to become “transdisciplinary,” a product of listening and dialogue to under-
stand how academic disciplines contributed to the contemporary legitimacy 
of racial hierarchies. Guided by the convening strategies out of which the 
Critical Race Theory movement emerged, we were intentional about estab-
lishing a practice across disciplines that would allow us to better grasp the 
contours of colorblindness and to peel away its ability to mask illegitimate 
racial power. We catalogued particular institutional practices and beliefs that 
suppress intellectual projects that challenge such hierarchies and explored 
why exclusionary practices in knowledge-building institutions escaped the 
kinds of critiques and reforms deemed appropriate for other realms of soci-
ety. In stepping out of comfort zones, we uncovered insights we hadn’t 
known we were looking for. Our meanderings produced surprising insights 
derived from sustained dialogues; yet once identified, they were foundational 
to our work moving ahead.

Eventually, participants began to see race and colorblindness through a 
polysynthetic gaze forged from our multiple prisms. Colorblindness, after all, 
constitutes a core orientation and presumption in most academic disciplines, 
shaping research methodologies and channeling resources in a way that mar-
ginalizes and sometimes entirely precludes critical work on race-related topics. 
To counter it is to confront many of the most enduring shibboleths of the 
academic disciplines, particularly constructions of research objectivity, neu-
trality, and authority. In so doing, we acquired an inventory of exemplary 
interdisciplinary works, methods, and theories, along with the tropes intended 
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P R E F A C E  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S  •  xv

to disguise race, such as merit, market, and choice. We learned to recognize 
affinities between the role of precedent in law and history; the stance of neu-
trality in science and musicology; and the tendencies toward disaggregation in 
epidemiology, education, and sociology. We sought to identify critical inter-
sections wherein studying race from more than one disciplinary perspective 
might illuminate previously taken for granted aspects of a problem. For exam-
ple, in the law the idea of the “intent” to discriminate has become the primary 
touchstone of a constitutional claim for racial discrimination, attenuating 
more nuanced possibilities of understanding racial power. These developments 
reflect and parallel trends in social psychology in which, in the 1950s and ’60s, 
racism was often conceptualized as an intentional phenomenon and associated 
with particular personality types. Similarly, in sociology, institutional and 
structural accounts of racism and political economy are often displaced by a 
race relations paradigm that trivializes attention to the material distribution 
of resources and power across disparate sectors of society. Philosophy, history, 
literary studies, and other fields in the humanities have often foreclosed an 
understanding of the ways in which race, as an optic of power and a mode of 
social formation, has served as a structuring force within these disciplines.

The exchanges and conversations helped us to open up the radical contesta-
tions that emerge within particular disciplines that sometimes shape and 
inform practices and critiques in other fields. For instance, legal scholars have 
been able to be better prepared to assess the colorblind scholarship of social 
science when it is used in legal cases to indemnify racist laws. At the same time, 
scholars in the social sciences can be more conversant in the ways in which a 
colorblind constitutionalism travels outside the law. Legal thinkers and social 
scientists can learn about the nature of textualization, narrative, and argument 
from humanists, while scholars of expressive culture in the humanities can 
learn from social scientists and legal scholars about the ways in which cultural 
texts emerge from and speak to social and historical contexts.

We also developed a heightened awareness of the migration of concepts 
across academic disciplines into the realms of journalism, philanthropy, pub-
lic policy, and popular culture. These questions matter not just to the acad-
emy but also to the broader arena of public policy in which colorblindness 
functions as a laissez-faire intervention against the redistribution of resources 
and reform efforts.

Our initial group met weekly for eight months, culminating in a weeklong 
seminar at Stanford in which we doubled our number by recruiting colleagues 
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xvi •  P R E F A C E  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

who were similarly “one eye open.” Together we represented scholars from 
diverse disciplines, including psychology, sociology, education, economics, 
philosophy, law, political science, comparative literature, English, history, 
and musicology. The success of this first weeklong seminar propelled the 
project forward in a number of directions. We have since convened multiple 
Countering Colorblindness seminars and meetings, and have collectively 
offered several undergraduate and graduate courses. Many of the essays in 
this volume were first presented at a weeklong seminar in 2015 at the 
University of Oregon organized by Daniel Martinez HoSang.

Countering Colorblindness is predicated on the fact that knowledge pro-
duction in the academy is intimately linked to policy development in civil 
society. Academics, teachers, and researchers possess substantial resources 
that can be better mobilized to advance socially just policies and practices. 
Moreover, within each discipline there have been efforts for antiracist 
thought and practice that have faced resistance and suppression. A nuanced 
understanding of disciplinary norms, methodologies, and registers is essen-
tial if we are not only to identify what happened to suppress those currents 
but also to comprehend the ways that considerations of race have been 
excluded at the broadest levels of epistemic investigations within the tradi-
tional disciplines.

Having turned our critical lens onto the academy itself to understand how 
colorblind paradigms shape the production of knowledge, the faculty semi-
nars, workshops, and research that have unfolded within the first decade of 
the Countering Colorblindness project have culminated in this volume. The 
implications of these pieces, however, constitute the case for disciplinary 
practices that go beyond the superficial appeal of diversity.

The historical conditions of conquest, slavery, Indigenous dispossession, 
apartheid, and attempted genocide from which every traditional academic 
discipline emerged require a thorough vetting of these legacies. For these 
established disciplines to be revitalized, we must reckon with these histories. 
One cannot simply diversify the existing disciplines without such a reckon-
ing. And while we believe the disciplines possess modes of analysis and meth-
ods of inquiry that can allow us to understand and mobilize against racial 
subordination and hierarchy, we know that the university is once again 
becoming a central site of social and political struggle. Conservative forces 
have renewed their attacks on the academy in ways that undermine critical 
work and widen the gap between conventional race management and the 
deeper interrogation that Countering Colorblindness represents. A path 
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forward, we hope, will come by garnering the strength to fight back with 
tools to enhance our own capacity, and through projects that keep the uni-
versity from being a silent partner in—and a promoter of—social injustice 
rather than an institution that interrogates the most challenging questions 
about racial equity.

Almost all of the essays in this volume were authored or coauthored by par-
ticipants in the Countering Colorblindness project. The inaugural seminar 
at Stanford in 2009 was convened by CASBS fellow Kimberlé Williams 
Crenshaw and sponsored by the African American Policy Forum. CASBS 
director Claude Steele and CSRE director Dorothy Steele provided support 
for cofacilitators George Lipsitz and Luke Charles Harris. Glenn Adams and 
Alfredo Artiles rounded out the CASBS planning team. Subsequent conven-
ings were hosted in 2013 at the UCLA School of Law in partnership with 
Devon Carbado, Cheryl Harris, and the Critical Race Studies program, and 
in 2015 at the University of Oregon, organized by Daniel Martinez HoSang 
and the Department of Ethnic Studies with funding provided by the College 
of Arts and Sciences, the Office of Academic Affairs, and the Wayne Morse 
Center for Law and Politics, led by Margaret Hallock.

In addition to the aforementioned coordinators, scholars who contributed 
to these seminars include Carol Anderson, Felice Blake, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, 
Bryan Brayboy, Jordan Camp, Justine Cassell, Jean-Claude Croizet, William 
Darity, Jennifer Eberhardt, Lynn Fujiwara, Alison Gash, Leah Gordon, Lani 
Guinier, Kris Gutiérrez, Michael Hames-García, Craig Haney, Paula Ioanide, 
Loren Kajikawa, Claire Jean Kim, Brian Klopotek, Joseph Lowndes, Sharon 
Luk, Zakiya Luna, Hazel Markus, Ernesto Martínez, Marzia Milazzo, Charles 
Mills, Natalia Molina, Chandan Reddy, Milton Reynolds, Dwanna Robertson, 
Nikhil Pal Singh, Sandra Smith, Lani Teves, Barbara Tomlinson, Kimberly 
West-Faulcon, Priscilla Yamin, and Tukufu Zuberi.

Following the 2015 seminar, Daniel Martinez HoSang coordinated the 
effort with coeditors and contributors to bring this volume to fruition. Many 
more people whose work does not appear in this volume contributed to its 
formation. Their ideas and scholarship shaped the contours and content of 
this volume in myriad ways. Various staff affiliated with CASBS, the 
University of Oregon, the UCLA School of Law, CSRE, and AAPF pro-
vided important assistance in the planning and hosting of these seminars. 
The efforts of AAPF’s Camila Morse were vital in this respect for the  
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2009 CASBS seminar. Ever Osorio Ruiz at Yale and Anna Titus at the 
University of Oregon provided critical editorial assistance toward the end of 
the project.

Finally, we thank Niels Hooper, Bradley Depew, and the wonderful pro-
duction team at the University of California Press for their diligent work in 
bringing this volume to fruition, along with four anonymous reviewers 
whose comments strengthened many of the individual essays and the volume 
as a whole.

Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw
Luke Charles Harris

Daniel Martinez HoSang
George Lipsitz

N O T E

1. Luke Charles Harris, “Beyond the Best Black: The Making of a Critical Race 
Theorist at Yale Law School,” Connecticut Law Review 43, no. 5 (July 2011), http://
uconn.lawreviewnetwork.com/files/2011/12/Harris.pdf.
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1

The essays in this volume reflect and engage the profoundly contradictory role 
of the university in constructing, naturalizing, and reproducing racial stratifi-
cation and domination. Stretching from the racially specific projects of the 
past to the colorblind conventions of academic performance today, leading 
scholars in the social sciences, law, and humanities reveal in this book how 
disciplinary frameworks, research methodologies, and pedagogical strategies 
have both facilitated and obscured the social reproduction of racial hierarchy. 
The indictment of the knowledge-producing industry contained in these pages 
uncovers the chapters of racial history that remain undisturbed behind the 
walls of disciplinary convention and colorblind ideology. At the same time, 
the conditions of possibility out of which these essays were produced situate 
the university as a site in which antiracist projects can be seeded and devel-
oped. The disciplines not only produce racial power and inhibit racial knowl-
edge, they also offer discursive tools and analytic moves that, properly contex-
tualized, enable and enhance the telling of race and the reimagination of racial 
justice. In grappling with this duality, this collection embodies the twin objec-
tives of the Countering Colorblindness project: to unpack and disrupt the 
racial foundations of the disciplines, and to aggregate and repurpose discipli-
nary insights into an alternative understanding of the social world.

This volume amplifies the methods and challenges that are foundational 
to critical race projects that interrogate the epistemic parameters of racial 
power in order to enable emancipatory possibilities both within the academy 
and in the social world beyond. Countering Colorblindness transcends the 
institutional and discursive boundaries that contain racial knowledge in mul-
tiple ways. The project is first and foremost transdisciplinary. The story it tells 
about the foundations of racial hierarchy and its contemporary disavowals 

O N E

Introduction
Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, Luke Charles Harris, 

Daniel Martinez HoSang, and George Lipsitz
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2 •  I N T R O D U C T I O N

across the university—in particular the traveling and uptake of particular 
orientations toward race between disciplines—can only become fully legible 
through the aggregated sum of its disciplinary parts. One cannot, for exam-
ple, understand the narrowed ways in which racism has come to be imagined 
within law as the bigotry of specific individuals without engaging similar 
containments within sociology, social psychology, and the like.

Countering Colorblindness, however, transcends not only boundaries 
within the university, but boundaries between the university and civil society 
more broadly. The contemporary social conditions shaped by histories  
of white supremacy—education, health, criminal justice, employment, 
housing—are linked to the construction and disavowal of race within the 
academic disciplines themselves. Most institutions are now formally organ-
ized around the untested assumption that colorblindness is the exclusive 
measure of a fair and just organizational practice, an assumption that is 
predicated on and enabled by the privileging of colorblind solutions to color-
bound problems within scholarly disciplines. Questions of racial discrimina-
tion, inequity, and injustice are typically framed as problematic only to the 
extent that the troubling conditions can be attributed to contraventions 
against the colorblind ideal. This resort to colorblindness is not solely an 
institutional-level response. As Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s work has long docu-
mented, individuals now defend themselves against the slightest intimation 
that their preferences or decisions might be racially inflected with the all-
purpose disclaimer that they neither see race nor take it into account.1

As a political project, colorblindness derives from a seeming naturalness 
and inevitability. It resonates with time-honored practices and ideals in 
Western thought and social relations. A long history of artistic expression 
and humanities scholarship has grounded aspirations for social justice in the 
elision of difference. The market subject of classical capitalist theory, the citi-
zen subject of liberalism—and even the universal worker of Marxism and the 
universal woman of feminism—all rest upon an ideal of interchangeability 
wherein differences are said not to matter. These traditions teach that simi-
larity should trump difference; that beneath the surface the appearance of 
“otherness” masks a common human condition.

Although many humane and egalitarian projects in history have been 
based on humanist concepts of liberal interchangeability, contemporary 
scholars have raised questions about the dangers of ignoring fundamental 
differences, particularly distinctions linked to social position, vulnerability, 
and power. While conceding that all of our fates are linked and acknowledg-
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  •  3

ing the sordid histories of parochial particularism, these scholars contend 
that some important differences do not disappear simply by affirming same-
ness. Furthermore, the identities celebrated as universal by the standards of 
humanism and liberalism are almost always actually dominant particulars 
masquerading as universals. Indeed, the abstract assertions of human inter-
changeability in law, economics, and politics tend to serve as mechanisms for 
occluding the seemingly endless differentiations, inequalities, and injustices 
of existing social relations.

In postulating a common human experience, many great traditions in art, 
law, and politics celebrate the symbolic transcendence of difference without 
offering or even suggesting the need for access to equitable opportunities or 
conditions. In these settings, differences become contaminated with a men-
acing otherness, an otherness that threatens the promise of an ideal egalitar-
ian future. People with problems thus become identified as problems; and the 
members of groups who object to social inequality then become castigated 
for calling attention to differences that matter in their lives.

These perspectives make colorblindness seem a laudable goal. They make 
it appear as though the solution to vexing problems of difference is to simply 
stop acknowledging such differences. In this way, they cover over embodied 
inequalities with a disembodied universalism. Perhaps most importantly, 
they locate questions of social justice in a stark choice between egalitarian 
universalism on the one hand and a putatively parochial and prejudiced par-
ticularism on the other.

Against this deep philosophical background, today’s colorblindness easily 
trumps race-conscious interventions as more appealing and ultimately mor-
ally just. As a consequence, efforts to sustain investment in race-conscious 
research and policy face an uphill battle. A telling example of the malaise 
that exists in social justice discourse can be found in the ineffective efforts of 
social justice advocates to push back against colorblindness with concepts 
and strategies that are at best anachronistic. Moreover, much of the policy 
that is the object of policy debates bows to the colorblind imperative in the 
final analysis. As the legal scholar Mark Golub explains, “Anti-racist criticism 
too often has been defined by the object of its critique, and so offers inade-
quate tools for resisting it. Even when it is rejected, that is, color-blindness 
discourse sets the terms of debate, defines normative goals, and limits the 
scope of legitimacy for alternative formulations of racial justice.”2 In his 
exemplary research, however, Golub deploys careful, critical, and detailed 
analyses of landmark Supreme Court cases to reveal how the ideal of 
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4 •  I N T R O D U C T I O N

colorblindness as the default position for social justice actually functions as 
a color-conscious tool crafted to protect white preferences and privileges.

As colorblindness becomes increasingly entrenched as the common 
denominator in efforts to deny and transcend racial power, the parameters of 
racial discourse between the university and the general public reveal an inter-
dependent relationship that is far closer than scholars often acknowledge. 
Colorblindness operates as the default intellectual and ethical position for 
racial justice in many corners of the academy and in public policy, imposing 
profound limitations on scholars, students, and the wider public. The com-
promised capacity of disciplines to respond effectively to the wide set of 
political, economic, and social problems that mark public life today demand 
new strategies that situate a critical understanding of race and racism at the 
center of knowledge production and public engagement.

Despite colorblindness’s appearance as a commonsense value and practice, 
it is an idea sustained more by the repetition of its use and by the power of 
those who invoke it than by a firm basis in reality, research, theory, or for that 
matter, the Constitution. Indeed, scholars from a variety of disciplines have 
produced powerful studies that contest its viability as a definitive determi-
nant of social justice. This research disproves some of the central claims made 
for colorblindness, and casts considerable doubt about how a future wrapped 
around this ideal will unfold.

Yet even apart from this research, colorblindness at the most basic level 
mobilizes a metaphor of visual impairment to embrace a simplistic and mis-
leading affirmation of racial egalitarianism. Its emphasis on color imagines 
racism to be an individualistic aversion to another person’s pigment rather 
than a systemic skewing of opportunities, resources, and life chances along 
racial lines. The blindness part of the metaphor presumes that visually 
impaired people are incapable of racial recognition and that recognition itself 
is the problem that racism presents. Yet as the research of Osagie K. Obasogie 
establishes, visually impaired people hold the same understandings of race 
that sighted people possess. They are neither more nor less likely to engage in 
racist judgments.3 Moreover, visually impaired people who are white enjoy 
the unfair gains, unjust enrichments, and unearned status of whiteness, while 
those who are people of color experience the artificial, arbitrary, and irra-
tional impediments caused by racism and social prejudices against disability. 
Not only must the logic and salience of colorblindness as a metaphor be 
rejected, but so must the presumptions about normativity and disability that 
underwrite it.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  •  5

Given the slender reed upon which the weighty denial of racial power 
rests, one might think that a powerful antidote to the widespread use of 
colorblindness might arise fully activated from the knowledge-producing 
industry. But despite the depth of scholarly understanding about the 
inadequacies of colorblindness as a theory, policy, cognitive possibility, or 
constitutional principle, this canon has gained little traction in efforts to 
draw attention to the racist realities that the colorblind perspective works to 
obscure. Consequently, the wealth of information produced in the academy 
pertaining to race—historical, economic, sociological, psychological, literary, 
and legal—has yet to converge into a coherent commonsense understanding 
of the world that we live in. Indeed, far from countering colorblindness, the 
prevailing practices around which privileged knowledge is produced and 
authorized operate to enhance the stabilizing dimensions of colorblind dis-
course. Thus, countering colorblindness requires an interrogation into the 
disciplinary, cultural, and historical dynamics that sustain a disaggregated, 
partial, and parochial knowledge base about one of the most vexing societal 
problems of our time.

The failure of the disciplines to produce a collective accounting of the 
realities of race in contemporary society occludes the more fundamental 
indictment upon which countering colorblindness rests. Behind the color-
blind façade of the existing disciplines is the historical role that knowledge 
production has played in creating and fortifying racial projects ranging from 
slavery and segregation to imperialism and genocide. Historically situated 
against this backdrop, colorblindness thus becomes a series of moves and 
investments that conceal the fingerprints of the university in constructing 
the very conditions that colorblind frameworks refuse to name.

S E E i N G  A N D  U N S E E i N G  R A C E  i N  T h E  A C A D E M y

Every established discipline in the academy has an origin that entails engage-
ment and complicity with white supremacy. In the age of conquest, coloniza-
tion, Indigenous dispossession, and empire, Europeans’ vexed confrontations 
with peoples from Africa, Asia, and Latin America whom they perceived to 
be “other” gave rise to anthropology’s interest in “primitive” civilizations and 
geography’s impetus to map the world.4 Scholars of philosophy, history, soci-
ology, political science, and economics turned to biology in explaining how 
and why European empires came to dominate the world, attributing that 
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6 •  I N T R O D U C T I O N

dominance to evolution and “the survival of the fittest” instead of systemati-
cally investigating the brutality of conquest and the cruelties of expropriation 
and exploitation.5 Invocations of biological difference imbued racism with a 
seemingly scientific inevitability, positioning whites as the winners in a fair 
struggle while displacing people of color from the realm of history and posi-
tioning them in the domain of nature.6 This displacement provided the 
organizing logic for the seemingly endless depictions of monstrous uncivi-
lized primitives in Euro-American literature, painting, theater, and film.7

The social sciences took form as nomothetic enterprises committed to 
discovering general scientific laws governing social structure and organiza-
tion. This search for general laws through discrete and particular methods of 
study tended to disaggregate the unified totality of social relations into 
detached and disconnected practices. The binary opposition between race 
and class, for example, presumes a racial system that is not classed and a class 
system that is not raced. Moreover, this search for “universal” principles in 
sociology, political science, history, and economics was conducted almost 
exclusively in just five nations—Germany, France, Italy, Great Britain, and 
the United States—and the practices dominant in those places were judged 
to be applicable to all of humanity.8 The search for a putatively authentic 
human culture in populations presumed to be previously untouched by 
European contact led ethnographers to position the Indigenous and colo-
nized people they studied in Africa, Asia, and the Americas as “people with-
out history” rather than coinhabitants of the modern world.9 This denial 
positioned Europe as the center of modern progress while viewing inhabit-
ants of the global south as premodern and therefore rationally and ontologi-
cally deficient.10 Political science and sociology came into being as managerial 
sciences promising to promote the efficient and orderly administration of 
nations and empires while providing mechanisms for controlling the social 
discontent and discord that they attributed to people characterized as differ-
ent, deviant, delinquent, defective, or dependent.11

For example, Robert Vitalis demonstrates that the formation of 
International Relations as a scholarly field in the early twentieth century was 
intimately tied to U.S. expansion and imperialism.12 Columbia’s John 
Burgess, considered one of the founders of the field, stated plainly that 
“American Indians, Asiatics and Africans cannot properly form any active, 
directive part of the political population which shall be able to produce mod-
ern political institutions.” After the U. S. military helped to overthrow the 
Hawaiian monarchy in 1894, the new provisional government appealed to 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  •  7

Burgess seeking his counsel in establishing a new “republican government.” 
Burgess replied: “I understand your problem to be the construction of a con-
stitution which will place the government in the hands of the Teutons, and 
preserve it there, at least for the present.” Burgess then offered a series of 
recommendations related to representation and voting requirements in order 
to sustain white rule in Hawaii.13 Perhaps not surprisingly, the discipline’s 
first scholarly journal was titled the Journal of Race Development. Published 
continuously since 1910, it was renamed Foreign Affairs in 1922, the title it 
carries today.14 Academics like Burgess and many of his contemporaries, 
including historian Lothrop Stoddard and naturalist Madison Grant, played 
central roles in elaborating the white supremacist commitments of U.S. 
immigration and foreign policy across the twentieth century.15

Perceptions of innate human difference led scholars in the emerging physi-
cal and natural sciences in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to labor 
tirelessly to generate scientific theories of racial difference and hierarchy. 
Physical and cultural anthropologists continued to pursue and publish such 
studies well into the 1960s.16 Many of the key tools of the social sciences were 
developed in the early twentieth century by sociologists, psychologists, and 
other social scientists as methods of statistical evaluation that were designed 
to measure innate and hereditary group-based differences in cognitive abili-
ties.17 Despite centuries of devastating critiques of the core premises and 
presumptions of this research, some contemporary social statisticians remain 
trapped in the underlying logic of racial reason by treating race as a biological 
category rather than a social construct and by attributing life outcomes to the 
racial identities of individuals rather than to the racist practices of systems 
and structures.18 While some antiracist scholars make excellent use of statis-
tical methods, the seeming neutrality of statistical research design often 
masks unacknowledged ideological predispositions.19 As Leah Gordon, a 
contributor to this volume, demonstrates in her insightful book From Power 
to Prejudice, a commitment to methodological individualism has often func-
tioned to render racism a private matter rather than a public concern. She 
shows how seemingly neutral decisions about research design skewed scholar-
ship on race to privilege the idea of prejudice over power. Gordon argues that 
because the validity of statistical findings depends on submitting significant 
numbers (n) to analysis, researchers came to privilege surveys of the attitudes 
of individuals which contained a large “n” (as many numbers as there were 
individuals) over the study of groups where each group could consist of only 
one “n.” This provided a methodological impetus to focus on individual 
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8 •  I N T R O D U C T I O N

prejudice rather than collective power, not because prejudice was more 
important, but merely because it was easier to measure.20

The emergence of economics as a discipline separate from its previous 
locus inside moral philosophy suppressed the study of socially constructed 
institutions. Economic activity would be assessed as simply the sum total  
of autonomous actions by universally interchangeable rational and self-
interested acquisitive subjects.21 Moreover, as Nancy MacLean has shown, 
particular subfields of economics, such as the “public choice” paradigm devel-
oped at the University of Virginia in the 1950s and 1960s, linked attacks on 
a broad range of public institutions (especially public education) with the 
preservation of American apartheid. Here, the core logic of an entire aca-
demic subfield was implicitly constituted around assumptions of white 
supremacy, even as it disavowed any racial intent and animus.22

The humanistic disciplines coalesced around idiographic inquiries focused 
on the particularities of difference. Yet by presuming that the dominant 
particulars of Europe represented the apex of human achievement and aspira-
tion through what Sylvia Wynter terms the project of man, the humanities 
falsely aggregated all of humanity into a disembodied universalism said to be 
the only alternative to parochial particularisms. This legacy has structured 
the study of difference largely on axes of margins and centers rather than axes 
of domination and oppression, leaving the humanities ill-suited in respect to 
race to discern which differences make a difference and why.23

Within the humanities, since the Renaissance, scholars of religion, ethics, 
philosophy, history, literature, and the arts have shaped their inquiries around 
what Walter Mignolo describes as the “ humanitas” model of the bourgeois 
Western subject—the self-possessed individual uniquely capable of logic, 
rationality, and contemplation.24 A clear racial bias governed the ways in 
which the disciplines studied the civilizations of antiquity. Classics depart-
ments venerated the literature, history, and philosophy of ancient Greece and 
Rome as part of a continuous history that culminated in modern Europe. 
Great civilizations in China, India, and Egypt, however, were studied sepa-
rately in disciplines like Oriental Studies. They were presumed to have no 
influence on the modern world.25 The Maya-Aztec, Tawantin-suyo, and Nok, 
Nri, and Oyo Benin societies were not studied as civilizations, but rather as 
parts of a premodern primitivism that belonged more to nature than to his-
tory. Anthropologists might have been expected to engage in nomothetic 
generalizations, but their study of allegedly primitive peoples led them to 
emphasize particularity and difference through idiographic epistemologies.
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Humanitas lives in opposition to the “anthropos,” embodied in the range 
of colonized peoples alleged to stand outside of modern history and whose 
labor, land, and bodies become resources for the advancement of civilization 
itself. Like the prodigious theorists of scientific racism, humanists also played 
a central role in justifying the modern epoch of colonization, slavery, and 
genocide. Europe’s most prominent theorist of human freedom, John Locke, 
not only justified chattel slavery, but invested in the slave trade himself and 
helped South Carolina’s slave owners write the constitution that secured 
their control over the humans they held in bondage. Immanuel Kant con-
structed philosophical arguments about morality from the vantage point of 
a person who believed that “humanity is at its perfection in the race of the 
whites.” He argued that only white Europeans were capable of mastering the 
arts and sciences, and advised that administering beatings to Black servants 
required a split cane rather than a whip because of the thick skin of the 
Negro. Kant dismissed a statement made by an African on the grounds that 
“the fellow was quite black from head to foot, a clear proof that what he said 
was stupid.”26 Similarly, G. W. F. Hegel constructed a theory of change over 
time in which the “true theatre of history” existed only in the temperate zone 
in which he lived, leaving Africa as “no historical part of the world” because 
that continent allegedly lacked any “movement or development.”27

The canonization of national literatures and efforts at purification of 
national languages in Europe functioned as instruments of class rule at  
home and of imperial domination abroad. In his Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding, John Locke took time out from savoring the profits he made 
from the slave trade to advance the idea of purified national languages as the 
key to modernity. Locke considered “impure” speech as the domain of the 
peoples of Asia and the Americas, laborers, the poor, and women. Unregulated 
discourse led to factionalism, conflict, and disorder, in his view. He argued 
that language had to be separated from society, purified of ties to social posi-
tions and interests. Just as he had done for the subject of the contract in law, 
Locke emphasized the abstraction, decontextualization, and generalization 
of language, imagining that each individual needed to be trained to speak 
from within an autonomous self. This concept of language represented 
knowledge as monologic, rational, individual, and universal and replicated in 
expressive culture a preference for the self-regulating autonomous individual 
of contract law and economic theory.28 Yet the autonomous individual pos-
ited by Locke always remained haunted by the enslaved “other” whose bond-
age made possible the profits garnered by contracting free subjects. The novel 
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10 •  I N T R O D U C T I O N

became a key mechanism for universalizing this individual subject, not by 
depicting unfettered agency but instead by constituting the subject as 
besieged and frightened, always on the verge of engulfment by the social 
aggregate, an aggregate often made up of dark faces from the global south 
and their surrogates in the metropolis, rendered through depictions of night-
mares, hallucinations, and incidents of horror.29

In her innovative, insightful, and enormously generative research on the 
discursive construction of colorblindness in essays and literary works created 
in Panama, South Africa, Brazil, and the United States, Marzia Milazzo dem-
onstrates how even intellectuals from the colonized global south came to 
embrace the epistemology of disavowal in regard to race. Milazzo reveals how 
Olmedo Alfaro, for example, deployed racist attacks against West Indians in 
Panama as a means of advancing nationalist ideals about that nation as a para-
gon of Iberian-American civilization while disavowing any racist intent. 
Alfaro celebrated Panama as a multiracial democracy threatened by the pres-
ence of West Indian immigrants through a series of subterfuges central to the 
toolkit of colorblind racism. He used the Spanish language and Latin civiliza-
tion as proxies for Panamanian whiteness while asserting that because West 
Indian Blacks were indistinguishable (to him) from American Blacks they 
were carriers of the U.S. imperial project suppressing Panamanian national-
ism. Milazzo notes that this kind of white nationalism, now ascendant in 
Europe, the United States, and beyond, requires demonization of racial oth-
ers, even while it purports to be about national culture, religion, language, 
citizenship, and virtually anything but race.30

In short, during their emergence and initial development, most academic 
disciplines had no difficulty “seeing” race. The logic of racial hierarchy and 
colonialism structured the very foundations of their research and teaching 
paradigms. Their development was coextensive with the emergence of impe-
rialism, slavery, and modern racism. These institutional relationships have 
surfaced explicitly in the recent wave of campus protests at universities—
including Yale, Princeton, Brown, and others—over the participation by 
those institutions in various parts of the slave economy and their continued 
veneration of the champions of slavery and genocide in the naming of 
buildings.

Contemporary humanists and social scientists generally believe that the 
disciplines have come a long way since their origins in the era when Europe 
was solidifying its colonial empires. Most humanists would not endorse the 
claims about Africa and Africans that Hegel and Kant declared. Very few 
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social scientists openly embrace eugenics, even as academic efforts to claim a 
biological or genetic foundation for race in some quarters remains stubbornly 
persistent.31 Yet changes in the disciplines with respect to race have been 
more cosmetic than substantive. The history of the disciplines leaves them 
suffused with unacknowledged and uninterrogated premises and practices 
that preserve the patterns of the past and impede progress in the present and 
future.

Disciplinary knowledge, then, is more than the sum of separate inquiries 
in discrete areas of knowledge. It is part of a historically specific body of 
knowledge, an episteme, that contains premises, presumptions, and practices 
that work together to hide the workings of racialized power.

R E S i S TA N C E  A N D  D i S AV O WA L

Beginning in the early twentieth century, the academy’s complicity with 
racial domination faced rising opposition, evident in the interventions of 
scholars such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Anna Julia Cooper, Ida B. Wells, Zora 
Neale Hurston, and Carter G. Woodson. Du Bois’s magisterial Black 
Reconstruction in America, for example, took specific aim at historiographi-
cal narratives depicting Reconstruction and the postbellum period as a dis-
astrous experiment in multiracial democracy. Du Bois understood that the 
imperative to upend and remake such paradigms of scholarship was central 
to the broader task of antiracist freedom movements.32

As these challenges became linked to broadening social movements in the 
mid-twentieth century, higher education itself became a central locus in the 
struggle for racial justice. The academy could no longer claim to be a neutral 
observer of the problem of the color line. As Roderick Ferguson explains, the 
Third World students that marched on the halls of San Francisco State, 
Cornell, UCLA, and hundreds of other campuses during the 1960s and 
1970s carried a vision of education and knowledge production based on the 
“idea that everything could be rewritten, knowledge could be reorganized, 
and institutions could be changed for the good of minoritized communi-
ties.”33 These conflicts fueled critical institutional transformations, evident 
in the establishment of Black Studies, ethnic studies, and women’s and gen-
der studies programs and the arrival of a new generation of students from 
groups that had long been excluded from the academy. Children of the 
anthropos found places in the halls of humanitas.34

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



12 •  I N T R O D U C T I O N

While this period of insurgency discredited some of the more odious 
intellectual defenses of white supremacy, the disciplines and their keepers 
remained unwilling to interrogate many of the foundational commitments 
of their fields. Mainstream disciplines largely abandoned the explicit use of 
racist language, referents, and claims in favor of a discourse of racial color-
blindness. Paralleling what Neil Gotanda calls the “racial non-recognition” 
that was unfolding within the broader legal and political culture, this modal-
ity of racial performance in academia became the implicit norm and standard 
of antiracism.

In the main, disciplines replaced their investments in flagrantly racist 
modes of inquiry and knowledge production with a refusal to apprehend and 
engage racialized histories, structures, identities, and contexts. An alternative 
that stopped short of outright denial of race was to assign such projects to 
marginalized subfields—for example, “Racial and Ethnic Politics.” 
Incorporating race as a bounded and peripheral topic that may be relevant 
only in some situations or for some people left the white supremacist origins 
of the disciplines undisturbed. The emergence of a subfield paradigm—dom-
inant across the social sciences and humanities—depoliticizes the meaning 
and implications of racialized difference through putative strategies of inclu-
sion. In this way, it reproduces the colorblind framework by treating minori-
tized scholarship as an object of disciplinary study (e.g., the study of Black 
political participation) rather than as a foundational framework for the dis-
ciplines as a whole. Race and racism are rendered as marginal to the funda-
mental intellectual concerns of research and pedagogy, reproducing the 
notion of the white subject as the normative standard or “reasonable person” 
in academic, legal, and public policy discourse. As the groundbreaking 
Trinidadian theorist C. L. R. James explained in an interview in 1970 to The 
Black Scholar—one of the first academic journals explicitly oriented toward 
antiracist scholarship—emerging fields such as Black Studies had a far-
reaching intellectual imperative: “Black Studies require[s] the complete 
reorganization of the intellectual life and the historical outlook of the United 
States, and world civilization as a whole.” Yet while James believed that the 
institutional autonomy of formations like Black Studies was important, he 
did not imagine it as a disciplinary subfield. Instead he argued that for schol-
ars it was “a chance to penetrate more into the fundamentals of Western civi-
lization, which cannot be understood unless Black studies is involved.”35

Thus, during a period of growing intellectual and activist insurgency, 
disciplines that for more than a century had explicitly recognized race and 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  •  13

utilized it to justify the legitimacy of racial hierarchy decided to resist the 
implications of their racial investments in terms of a sensory limitation: 
colorblindness. By thoroughly disclaiming the racial contours of the discipli-
nary project in response to the insurgency, they sought to describe their 
preferred mode of inquiry in a way that valorized their capacity to ignore race 
and racism. Yet colorblindness is inadequate to the task at hand, not only to 
repudiate the racial projects around which the disciplines were built, but also 
to make plain the contemporary practices that continue to discipline knowl-
edge about racial power and contain resistance to it. The challenge is not 
simply to disrupt the discourse of colorblindness. It is also to comprehend 
and critique how contemporary disciplinary practices enable racial structures 
and inhibit the means to dismantle them.

Colorblindness is a wide-ranging technology of power, fundamental to all 
disciplinary formations, that functions within the prevailing university struc-
ture to sustain a disaggregated knowledge base about one of the most trou-
bling societal problems of our time. Disciplinary knowledge exudes epistemic 
whiteness, thus refusing to assess and transform relationships of domination 
and inequality across the social field. One dimension of contemporary prac-
tice can be seen in the way that the separation of knowledge inquiries into 
discrete disciplines produces both unjust aggregation and destructive disag-
gregation. When we need to account for the particularities of individual and 
collective experience, prevailing patterns of research design falsely aggregate 
antagonistic populations into seemingly harmonious universal totalities. At 
the same time, a facile aggregation appears in the embrace by psychologists 
and economists of the experimental techniques that rule research in biology, 
physiology, physics, and math. This dynamic promotes proclamations of puta-
tively universal principles about psychic and economic life that ignore the 
crucial specificities of time and place. Similarly, the market subject of capital-
ism, the individual interior subject of psychology, and the rights-bearing 
subject of law are all presumed to embody universal human traits, rather than 
being the products of a particular history in one part of the world.

When we need to see the interconnectedness and totality of human rela-
tionships, prevailing patterns of research design study them separately and 
often incommensurably. A destructive disaggregation emerges when histori-
ans focus on specialized monographs about discrete times and places that 
ignore larger patterns of social history. Scholarship premised on the special-
ized tasks of biology, psychology, and physiology that assess human life in 
isolation from the social forces that shape it results in laws that treat social 
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14 •  I N T R O D U C T I O N

institutions as unconnected atomized entities. In this setting, discriminatory 
acts by school boards, real estate agents, corporate polluters, employers, and 
urban planners can only be adjudicated separately, rather than interactively 
and dynamically, rendering their aggregated racial costs as curious societal 
disparities having no legal consequence. In both the social sciences and 
humanities, colorblindness relies on an interrelated process of abstraction 
and decontextualization, emphasizing the ontological priority and primacy 
of the private interiority of the individual (and individual feeling) detached 
from context. Methodologically, many disciplines conceptualize social rela-
tions as merely the sum of many different and easily identifiable actions, 
imagining universality as something that can only be structured on solidari-
ties of sameness rather than dynamics of difference. 36

The task of countering colorblindness is thus not merely to see race again, 
but to reenvision how disciplinary tools, conventions, and knowledge-pro-
ducing practices that erase the social dynamics that produce race can be criti-
cally engaged and selectively repurposed toward emancipatory ends.

S E E i N G  R A C E  A G A i N

A generation after the passage of landmark civil rights legislation, scholars 
from numerous fields documented the ways in which the reproduction of 
racial power and domination required particular forms of disavowal and 
denial. In the 1980s, legal scholars in the field of Critical Race Theory (CRT), 
such as Kimberlé Crenshaw, Mari Matsuda, Neil Gotanda, Charles 
Lawrence, Cheryl Harris, and Gary Peller, interrogated the doctrinal basis of 
“racial nonrecognition,” which transforms race into a matter of skin color 
and then demands formal symmetry as the embodiment of equal treatment 
under the law. Having thus reduced the ways in which racism takes place to 
the use of racial classifications, a broad range of social, economic, and politi-
cal asymmetries become sequestered from legal review, essentially constitu-
tionalizing relationships of racial domination. CRT scholars charted the 
Supreme Court’s deployment of this impoverished conception of “equal pro-
tection,” which is now utilized by the Court to restrict the remedial uses of 
race while maintaining a very high bar against challenges to a wide array of 
practices that burden and disempower minoritized communities.

Thus, equal protection protects unequally, strictly scrutinizing race clas-
sifications that limit the constitutionality of race-conscious remedies, yet 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  •  15

utilizing exceedingly narrow interpretations of what constitutes discrimina-
tory effects against racialized minorities. As a result, untold numbers of dis-
criminatory practices against historically aggrieved communities are allowed 
to continue unabated.

Critical race scholarship has also articulated the need to use racial position 
as an epistemological perspective from which to better apprehend the reality 
of all topics, not just “race-relevant” ones. Similar interventions have emerged 
across the numerous disciplines. In the 1990s, influential work by sociologists 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Leslie Carr, Stephen Steinberg, Tukufu Zuberi, Ruth 
Frankenberg, and others revealed the ways that white subjects evaded their 
complicity with racism by invoking colorblind tropes. In the humanities, 
scholars including Toni Morrison, Gayatri Spivak, and Edward Said similarly 
recognized the foundational imperative to remake the conventions and 
frameworks of disciplinary knowledge production in order to unfetter the 
possibilities for more widespread political transformations.

The academic resistance to the conventional modes of racial disavowal 
stretched into the early decades of the twenty-first century as generative work 
has explored the deployment of colorblindness within criminal justice, genet-
ics and medicine, education, political history, media studies, visual arts, lit-
erature, public policy, and many other fields. These and other critical inter-
ventions reveal that disciplinary knowledge is more than the sum of separate 
inquiries in discrete areas of knowledge. It is part of a historically constituted 
episteme that contains premises, presumptions, and practices that together 
hide the workings of racial power.

The chapters in this volume build upon an important body of scholarship 
on the emergence of racial colorblindness within and outside the academy. 
The demand that underscores this volume challenges scholars and the disci-
plines to see race again. The task it urges is to confront the underlying logic 
and assumptions of the colorblind paradigm that dominates so many disci-
plines today. It describes, analyzes, and interprets exemplary efforts by 
researchers and teachers to contest commitments to colorblindness within 
their respective fields. In the process, it identifies an array of methodologies, 
pedagogies, and theoretical approaches that use race as a central analytic and 
framework to reimagine and invigorate their disciplines, their research, their 
teaching, and their public engagement. As Kimberlé Crenshaw has observed, 
there is an opportunity now for “scholars across the disciplines not only to 
reveal how disciplinary conventions themselves constitute racial power, but 
also to provide an inventory of the critical tools developed over time to 
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weaken and potentially dismantle them.” Indeed, because the conventions of 
colorblindness enacted within the university have far-reaching effects, 
Crenshaw argues that an unprecedented opportunity exists “to present a 
counter-narrative to the premature societal settlement that marches under 
the banner of post-racialism.”37 The Countering Colorblindness project 
could not be a more timely answer to this call.

R E C L A i M i N G  T h E  U N i V E R S i T y

In an essay in 1971 describing the “vocation” of the Black scholar in a moment 
of political and social upheaval, the writer and political strategist Vincent 
Harding noted the ways in which the “American university” has become “so 
regularly filled with misleading calls to the mystic, universal fellowship of 
objective, unpigmented scholarship (or with more crassly formulated invita-
tions to respectability and a certain safety, in exchange for the abandonment 
of our real question).” Like the many scholar activists working from the 
frameworks of feminists of color, Indigenous studies, and other critical fields, 
Harding argued that scholarship and pedagogy must always be responsive to 
the political, social, and economic conditions that constitute the university 
and its conditions of possibility. As with Harding, for us the answers to the 
“real question” must “emerge hard and thorny out of the ancient, ever-present 
struggles of our community towards freedom, equality, self-determination, 
liberation” in an effort to secure “the essential reality we seek.”38

Following Harding, Roderick Ferguson has argued that critical interdis-
ciplinary work attending to race must acknowledge and pursue opportunities 
afforded by not only the formalization of such programs (e.g., the departmen-
talization of programs such as Ethnic Studies, Chicano/a Studies, etc.) but 
also the informalization of critical strategies that aspire to “redraft and 
reclaim the university” around principles of social and epistemological redis-
tribution. For Ferguson such strategies must activate and deploy the critical 
insights and energies of race-conscious modes of scholarship “without pre-
suming that we need formal authorization and certification to do so.”39

This volume and the broader Countering Colorblindness project aspire to 
the interventions framed by Ferguson. Challenging disciplinary adherence to 
colorblind strategies must take place in an array of formalized and institution-
ally recognized spaces: new courses, pedagogy, and syllabi; publication 
projects; and initiatives within disciplinary organizations and conferences. 
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But institutional recognition and incorporation is not the ultimate horizon of 
possibility. As Ferguson explains, the broader imperative is to produce “insti-
tutional spaces within and outside the academy that can disrupt the various 
economies that attempt to narrow the possibilities of minority existence.”40

Thus, in the process of challenging and destabilizing various disciplinary 
iterations of the colorblind paradigm, we must also, in Ferguson’s words, 
“remake and remobilize energies for the reorganization of knowledge and the 
transformation of institutions.”41 To counter colorblindness is to contribute 
to the urgent task of reorienting the contemporary university to engage a 
wider set of social crises, taking seriously the forms of hierarchy, violence, and 
dispossession that mark our world. This project accompanies a broader effort 
in which scholarship and teaching that explicitly engage issues of racial 
power, domination, and resistance form the groundwork for new possibilities 
and imaginaries that can make contemporary academic disciplines relevant 
rather than cynical, democratizing rather than constraining.
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Masks

The essays in this section address words, tropes, and concepts used within the 
disciplines to occlude race privilege via colorblind approaches. The authors 
examine popular tropes that hide colorbound conditions, such as merit, mar-
ket, choice, neutrality, and innocence, as well as the different modes of 
racialization (i.e., through Indigeneity, blackness, foreignness, white victim-
hood) that mask and sustain racial domination. We urge readers to consider 
the insights produced when reading these essays together, shedding different 
perspectives on the shared process through which racial power becomes 
cloaked and expelled from critical examination or critique.

In the opening essay, George Lipsitz shows that colorblind racism is not 
new—not the product of a late-twentieth-century “post–civil rights” era, but 
instead one of the oldest technologies of racial domination, a long-standing 
practice rooted in slavery and Indigenous dispossession. This essay reveals the 
long legacy of colorblind policy formations and formulations in politics, 
public policy, and law. It chronicles a record of legal measures dating to the 
Colonial Era that deployed colorblindness to achieve racist effects without 
having to declare racial intent. This juridical framework provided the politi-
cal and ethical groundings for pervasive patterns of private discrimination 
that prevail today whereby businesses enact racially targeted policies without 
expressly mentioning race, as in the operation of credit scoring and the siting 
of environmental hazards.

Lipsitz’s essay can be read productively with Kimberlé Williams 
Crenshaw’s chapter reviewing the political and intellectual currents that 
fueled the emergence of Critical Race Theory (CRT) in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s. In response to the histories and forces documented by Lipsitz, 
the Civil Rights Movement advanced a series of insurgent demands for 
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structural transformation. Crenshaw demonstrates how, following these 
demands, a politically broad range of institutional actors within legal schol-
arship and legal education “embraced a gradualist strategy of integration 
premised on the assumption that colorblind meritocracy stood outside the 
economy of racial power.” Meritocracy, then, became one of the central 
tropes deployed to demobilize and disavow challenges to racialized struc-
tures of power within the law.

Sociologist Dwanna McKay of the Muscogee nation attends to the ordi-
nary ways that racial power becomes naturalized across a variety of sites, such 
as sports mascots, children’s songs, and cultural celebrations. But Robertson 
argues that the practices of disavowal central to some forms of colorblindness 
often operate differently for Indigenous groups, for whom racist stereotypes, 
representations, and narratives, including celebrations of genocide, are often 
quite explicit. Robertson describes the processes and consequences of the 
racialized invisibility of Indigenous peoples in an era of colorblind rhetoric 
that works to produce a legitimized form of racism. Marzia Milazzo then 
demonstrates the malleability and transportability of colorblind discourse in 
contemporary Brazil and South Africa. Within a range of genres and set-
tings, Milazzo reveals that when racial disparities and differences are repre-
sented as aberrational rather than structural, long histories of white suprem-
acy become disavowed and naturalized. Her work confirms what scholars in 
the social sciences have also found, that colorblindness gives a liberal veneer 
to decidedly illiberal policies.

Finally, Kimberlé Crenshaw’s chapter “How Colorblindness Flourished 
in the Age of Obama” connects to the other essays in the section by demon-
strating the ways in which a symbol of hyperracial visibility (Obama) para-
doxically facilitated the further disavowal of racist structures and outcomes. 
Viewed from this perspective, we can understand Obama’s election and presi-
dency as the culmination of the long history of disavowals documented by 
Robertson and Lipsitz, rather than their negation. Similarly, the insights of 
Lipsitz and Robertson about the latent and everyday forms of white racial 
resentment are crucial to understanding Crenshaw’s argument about the 
links between Obama’s tenure and the white nationalist impulses that ani-
mated the Trump campaign. Crenshaw shows how the ascendency of postra-
cialism under Obama served to accelerate the invisible and disavowed racism 
chronicled by Robertson. By denying and foreclosing the need for any sys-
temic efforts to address racial disparities and hierarchies, Obama’s postracial-
ism offered fertile grounds for those resentments to flourish.
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The Sounds of Silence
h O W  R A C E  N E U T R A L i T y  P R E S E R V E S  

W h i T E  S U P R E M A C y

George Lipsitz

How precisely does the issue of color remain so powerfully deter-
minative of everything from life circumstance to manner of 
death, in a world that is, by and large, officially “color-blind”?

P A T R i C i A  W i L L i A M S 1

While appearing to be color blind and power evasive, patriarchal 
whiteness is a system that protects the privileges of whites 
through diminishing Indigenous entitlements.

A i L E E N  M O R E T O N - R O b i N S O N 2

Colorblind talk furthers racial power not through the direct 
articulation of racial differences but rather by obscuring the 
operation of racial power, protecting it from challenge, and per-
mitting ongoing racialization through racially coded methods.

C L A i R E  j E A N  K i M 3

Very few problems can be solved by pretending that they do not exist. In a 
society plagued by pervasive racial stratification and subordination, race-
bound problems require race-based remedies. Yet the idea that we can and 
should be colorblind has emerged as the preferred response to racism in both 
public policy and private life in the United States. Despite continuing residen-
tial, school, and job segregation, a growing racial wealth gap, severe racial 
health disparities, and diametrically divergent racialized relationships to 
criminal justice institutions, we are told that it is dangerous and divisive to 
enforce fully the laws that ban discrimination in housing, schools, jobs,  
and business opportunities, to invest in asset-building programs and educa-
tional-enhancement initiatives, or to utilize affirmative action in hiring, 
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contracting, and college admissions. A series of Supreme Court decisions, 
state laws, and presidential proclamations dating back to the 1970s have 
severely limited the ability of government to craft race-based remedies for 
race-bound problems. In popular culture and everyday discourse, purporting 
not to see color is considered a virtue. Whites who live in mostly white neigh-
borhoods replete with advantages and amenities where children attend well-
funded fully equipped schools with experienced and credentialed teachers 
boast that they “don’t see race.” They express dismay that Latina/o, Black, 
Asian, and Indigenous people living in impoverished ghettos, barrios, and 
isolated rural enclaves plagued by inadequate housing, disproportionate expo-
sure to toxic hazards, and inferior educational opportunities seem unduly, 
and improperly, focused on racial identity. We should not even mention race, 
we are told, because that only strengthens racism. Yet as David Theo Goldberg 
explains, the formula that requires us to give up the mention of race asks us 
to reject “the word, the concept, the category, at most the categorization. But 
not, pointedly not, the conditions for which those terms stand.”4

Colorblindness pretends that racial recognition rather than racist rule is 
the problem to be solved. Colorblindness does not do away with color, but 
rather reinforces whiteness as the unmarked norm against which difference 
is measured. Moreover, the appeal to colorblindness is a claim with no con-
tent. It is a proclamation without a program, a pronouncement without a 
plan of action. Even its most zealous proponents cannot explain how simply 
not noticing and not mentioning the decidedly unequal distribution of 
opportunities and life chances in U.S. society can possibly lead to closing the 
racial wealth gap or the racial health gap. As Kimberlé Crenshaw has repeat-
edly argued, expecting social institutions to redress racial injuries without 
referring to race is like having to ask directions to a destination you are not 
allowed to name. Colorblindness thus survives and thrives not because of 
what it produces, but because of what it prevents: that is, exposure, analysis, 
and remediation of the skewing of social opportunities and life chances by 
race. Rather than a recipe for a just society, colorblindness constitutes a core 
component of a long-standing historical whiteness protection program.

Colorblindness is a one-way street. It is invoked as an ideal and an impera-
tive only when color consciousness is used to address and redress the unearned 
privileges of whiteness, when it could lead to accountability and action in 
response to conditions created by centuries of structural and personal racism. 
It holds that whites are all individuals who can never be held accountable for 
the enrichments they enjoy as a group. Yet the very collective color conscious-
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ness that is marked as illegitimate when it comes to explaining white advan-
tage is deployed relentlessly as an explanation for the disadvantages experi-
enced by communities of color. The most enthusiastic proponents of 
colorblindness as public policy routinely notice the existence of races and in 
fact harp on the purported collective flaws in the genes, chromosomes, and 
cultures of aggrieved racial groups as causal factors that “explain” and justify 
unequal educational and economic outcomes.

The political and cultural legitimacy of colorblindness rests on a series of 
deliberate and debilitating lies about history. Colorblindness purports to be 
a recent invention, an imputed product of the success of the civil rights move-
ment, civil rights laws, and the political and legal gains they envisioned and 
enacted. Yet in fact it is merely a present-day manifestation of a long-standing 
political project emanating from Indigenous dispossession, colonial con-
quest, slavery, segregation, and immigrant exclusion. Its invocations of the 
egalitarian aims of the freedom movements of the mid-1960s hide an endur-
ing allegiance to the evasions of accountability and practices of denial and 
disavowal at the heart of white supremacy.

The falsifications of history central to colorblindness attribute conquest, 
colonization, slavery, segregation, and immigrant exclusion to the mere  
fact of racial recognition rather than to carefully constructed structures of 
racial rule. For this stance to be credible, we would have to believe that the 
mere shock of seeing differently pigmented people, rather than desire for 
unjust enrichments, led European Americans to kill indigenous people and 
seize their lands, kidnap Africans and work them as slaves in America, con-
quer Mexico and make its former citizens second-class subjects, bar immigra-
tion from Asia, and ban intermarriage. Yet the actual historical record  
demonstrates that the structures of white supremacy stemmed less from the 
color differences that Euro-Americans did see than from their refusal to see 
the humanity of people of color. Aileen Moreton-Robinson notes that 
Indigenous dispossession around the world depended on an act of not seeing, 
on the fiction of terra nullius. This legal principle proclaimed that lands 
inhabited by Indigenous people, held in common and with no recognizable 
state claiming sovereignty over them, were in fact empty and available for 
white possession.5 This refusal to see the history, dignity, and humanity of 
the people Europeans conquered did not require direct reference to race, but 
it produced a form of racism that established, solidified, and regulated legal 
and economic structures premised on white patriarchal possession that 
endure to this day.6
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Attributing racist subordination to the mere act of racial recognition 
reverses cause and effect. As the scholarship of Ian Haney Lopez establishes, 
describing racist legal categories as responses to differences in color occludes 
the ways in which legislation and litigation produced the very differences they 
purported to police. Laws banning immigration from Asia, reserving natu-
ralized citizenship only for whites, and outlawing racial intermarriage cre-
ated the different complexions and phenotypes that became understood as 
constitutive of nonwhiteness and whiteness.7 Explicit racial recognition has 
never been a necessary prerequisite for racial subordination. Nationalities 
and continents served as proxies for race when Congress enacted the Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1882 and the Asiatic Barred Zone provisions of the Johnson-
Reed immigration act of 1924. No law naming Mexican Americans was 
needed to justify state and federal authorities working in concert to round up 
and deport hundreds of thousands of people of Mexican ancestry in the 1930s 
and 1950s. Race never needed to be mentioned in legislative acts and admin-
istrative actions in the 1970s and 1980s that encouraged immigration from 
Ireland but produced backlogs of applicants from Asia.8

Many of the key mechanisms of white racial rule in U.S. history achieved 
determinate racist effects without ever having to declare racial intent. These 
include the three-fifths clause and the fugitive slave provisions in the 
Constitution, state “grandfather” clauses, poll taxes and “understanding 
clauses,” alien land laws, the Wagner Act, Social Security, and, more recently, 
the sentencing differential between powder and rock cocaine in the war on 
drugs, the requirement for picture identification cards in order to vote, plac-
ing the governments of economically depressed municipalities under state 
control, the use of high-stakes testing as a guide to allocating educational 
resources, and the use of measures of credit worthiness that do not mention 
race but work to disqualify worthy minority borrowers. Social welfare provi-
sions routinely accessed by whites are belittled as racial entitlements when 
accessed by Latino/as, Native Americans, Asian Americans, or Blacks. To 
focus only on overt uses of race by the state in the past or present hides from 
scrutiny most of the actions that produce, preserve, and protect racial strati-
fication. In the past, employment, housing, and educational discrimination 
thrived in both the north and south with and without overt state endorse-
ment. Both the historical record and present practices expose the faulty 
premises and assumptions that purport to fight racism by requiring the state 
to dispense with any direct reference to race but not to challenge the racist 
practices that make such references necessary.
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C O L O R b L i N D  R A C i S M  i N  T h E  A G E  O F  S L AV E R y

The practice of producing racist effects without having to declare racial intent 
informed the drafting of key provisions of the United States Constitution. A 
possessive investment in whiteness was inscribed early in the document in 
the three-fifths clause that appears in article 1, section 2, paragraph 3. This 
provision gave slave-holding states preferential representation in Congress 
(and consequently a quota of extra influence over the federal government) by 
allowing slaves to be counted as three-fifths of a person for purposes of  
representation. Yet neither slavery nor race is mentioned explicitly. Instead, 
representation is described as determined by the numbers of “free Persons,” 
“those bound to Service for a Term of Years” (indentured servants),  
and “three fifths of all other Persons.” Everyone knew that those “other per-
sons” were African Americans held in bondage, who were not considered 
citizens or even humans in many other senses but whose enslavement added 
to the political power of the states in which they were held. Thus the first 
constitutional support for the slave system was articulated in a colorblind 
frame.

Similar colorblind language characterized article 4, section 2, paragraph 
3 of the Constitution, which put the full force of the federal government 
behind returning runaway slaves to their owners. This provision provided the 
foundation for subsequent legislation that essentially compelled every person 
under the jurisdiction of the government to serve as a slave catcher. Yet once 
again, neither slavery nor race was mentioned. The wording in this section 
describes the obligation of all to return to bondage a “Person held to Service 
or Labour in one State, under the Laws thereof, escaping into another.” In 
similar fashion, article 1, section 9, paragraph 1 did not need to refer to race 
to protect the interests of white supremacy. It stipulated that Congress could 
not prohibit the “Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the 
States now existing shall think proper to admit” until at least 1808. Thus the 
slave trade was given constitutional protection for at least one generation. 
The three-fifths clause, the fugitive slave clause, and the clause protecting the 
slave trade all secured racial advantages for whites, achieving racist effects 
without having to declare racial intent. Legal scholar Robert Williams dis-
cerns a similar pattern in systematic violations by the U.S. government of 
treaties with Indigenous peoples. These actions required no explicit mention 
of race but rather rested on stated and unstated assumptions about civiliza-
tion and savagery.9
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C O L O R b L i N D  R A C i S M  i N  T h E  A G E  O F  j i M  C R O W

The era of Jim Crow segregation provides the key points of reference for pro-
ponents of colorblindness. They allege that in these years, overt, direct, and 
referential uses of race created injustices that were corrected by the putatively 
colorblind remedies of the modern civil rights era. Yet colorblindness was 
also a tool of racial tyranny in the era of Jim Crow. Because the 15th 
Amendment expressly prevented denying Black men the right to vote, segre-
gationists resorted to ruses steeped in colorblindness to preserve the fran-
chise for whites. State grandfather clauses that stayed in place for much of the 
nineteenth century deployed colorblind language in restricting the right  
to vote to people whose grandfathers had been voters. This provision was 
colorblind, in that it made no mention of race; yet because the grandfathers 
of Blacks had been slaves or otherwise disenfranchised, they could not  
qualify to vote by this colorblind standard. Many whites who qualified  
also did not have grandfathers who voted; poor whites only got the fran-
chise  in the south because coalitions of Blacks and whites in the era of 
Reconstruction instituted the universal franchise. But in a racially stratified 
society in the Jim Crow era, poor whites could be welcomed as voters by  
local registrars without needing to account for their grandparents’ status as 
Blacks did. When grandfather clauses fell out of favor with the courts,  
they were replaced with other colorblind ruses: literacy tests given to  
Blacks but not whites and made so difficult that no one could pass them; poll 
taxes pegged at exorbitantly high amounts when Blacks tried to vote; and 
selective enforcement of laws against vagrancy and loitering to force Blacks 
to labor for whites under oppressive slavery-like conditions or be sent to jail 
where they did similar labor for the state, effectively removing them from 
voting.

While these colorblind laws functioned to augment and extend white 
supremacy, a law containing express recognition of race provided a key 
resource in the fight against racism. The 1866 Civil Rights Act affirmed that 
all people under the jurisdiction of the United States—citizen and nonciti-
zen, ex-slave and never enslaved—had the same right to make contracts and 
pursue business opportunities “as is enjoyed by white citizens.”10 Never 
repealed and never invalidated by the courts, this act remains statute law as 
it was in 1866. Its express color consciousness reveals how race-based remedies 
often mischaracterized as inventions of the 1970s have a long and honorable 
history of legal standing and precedent.
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Before the Civil War, the full force and power of the federal government 
worked to support and sustain the system of racialized, permanent, and 
hereditary chattel slavery. In his famous address at Gettysburg, Abraham 
Lincoln called for a new birth of freedom designed to give the nation the first 
real democracy it had ever known. The 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to 
the Constitution and the 1866 Civil Rights Act gave tangible form to this 
new freedom by placing the power of the federal government behind Black 
freedom to the exact dimension and degree that it had previously backed the 
slave system. In a very short time, however, the racial regime of white suprem-
acy reasserted itself, and it did so through the ruse of colorblindness. Laws 
intended to dismantle racial subordination were interpreted maliciously by 
the courts as merely bans against racial recognition by the state, giving judicial 
impetus and approval to private discrimination. Actions by the state to pro-
tect Black rights were portrayed as intolerant incursions on the liberty and 
traditional privileges of whites. The 1875 Civil Rights Act that mandated 
equal access to public accommodations for all races was ruled unconstitu-
tional by the Supreme Court in 1883 on the grounds that it constituted 
reverse racism against whites. Even though section 2 of the 13th Amendment 
empowered Congress to pass laws eliminating the “badges and incidents of 
slavery,” i.e., the racial stigmas pervading public and private policy in the 
afterlife of slavery, the Court claimed that Congress had no right to regulate 
racial exclusion from public accommodations because this exclusion was 
implemented through private individual behavior rather than state statutes. 
Civil rights laws were not seen as a guarantee of equal rights for Blacks, but 
instead only a temporary punishment for whites found guilty of discriminat-
ing in too overt a fashion. Speaking for the Court majority in the 1883 Civil 
Rights Cases, Justice Joseph Bradley stated that the public accommodations 
law passed in 1875, only ten years after the adoption of the 13th Amendment 
and seven years after the 14th, bore no relevance to the enduring legacy of 
slavery. Belittling Black people and the alleged special favors he saw being 
given to them by civil rights laws, Justice Bradley stated with exasperation 
about the Negro that “there must be some stage in the progress of his eleva-
tion when he takes the rank of a mere citizen and ceases to be the special 
favorite of the laws, and when his rights as a citizen or a man are to be pro-
tected by the ordinary modes by which other men’s rights are protected.”11 
Few Blacks could have imagined themselves as special favorites of the law in 
1883 in the face of vigilante and state violence, unprosecuted rapes and kill-
ings, theft of property, mass incarceration, and debt peonage. The Court took 
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no notice of these conditions. Instead, its decision went so far as to claim that 
the 13th Amendment only banned slavery itself, that it was far-fetched to 
think that pervasive racial discrimination in the 1860s and 1870s was a badge 
or incident of slavery.

The case of Plessy v. Ferguson looms large in the discursive politics of color-
blindness, but in a way that distorts its true history and enduring meaning. 
Justice John Harlan, in his dissent against the ruling for the majority by 
Justice Henry Brown that upheld a Louisiana law requiring Blacks and 
whites to ride in separate railroad cars, argued that “our constitution is color-
blind and neither knows nor tolerates classes among its citizens.” This passage 
is often cited in support of colorblindness as the antidote to racial segrega-
tion. Yet when placed in the context of the rest of the paragraph authored by 
Harlan and his subsequent record, it becomes clear that for him, declaring 
the Constitution to be colorblind was a way of making white supremacy more 
powerful and more effective rather than less so. In the sentence that precedes 
his description of the Constitution as colorblind, Harlan observes: “The 
white race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country. And so it is 
in prestige, in achievements, in education, in wealth and in power. So, I doubt 
not, it will continue to be for all time if it remains true to its great heritage 
and holds fast to the principles of constitutional liberty.”12 Here, colorblind-
ness becomes a means for preserving the dominance of the white race, of 
allowing custom and vigilante violence to do the work of racial suppression 
without relying on formal intervention by the state. Yet even Harlan sup-
ported segregation by the state in some cases. In 1899, he authored the 
Supreme Court’s unanimous opinion in the case of Cumming v. Board of 
Education, which upheld as consistent with the “colorblind” Constitution 
the legality of Jim Crow segregation in public schools.13 The disagreement 
between Harlan and the other justices about colorblindness was not a disa-
greement about whether whites would rule, but rather about whether color-
bound or colorblind policies worked best to secure white rule and the con-
comitant unfair gains and unjust enrichments of white supremacy.

Proponents of the colorblind approach to law and social policy often iden-
tify themselves as heirs to Harlan’s dissent and as opponents of the racial 
recognition allowed by Plessy. In fact, however, they share with both sides in 
the Plessy decision its key ruse: treating differently situated people as if they 
are equal. Plessy justified segregation not because it claimed Blacks were infe-
rior, but rather by purporting that the Louisiana Separate Car Act enacted no 
racial injury because while Blacks were prohibited from riding in the clean, 
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well-appointed, safe cars reserved for whites, whites were equally prohibited 
from riding in the dirty, shabby, dangerous cars reserved for Blacks. The pre-
tense that justified Jim Crow segregation for the next sixty years was that 
separate was equal, that Blacks and whites were treated alike. This is the same 
rationale, as we shall see later in this chapter, that the Roberts Court would 
employ in the first decade of the twenty-first century in dissolving desegrega-
tion programs in Seattle and Louisville, fair hiring and promotions standards 
in New Haven, and legal protections for voting rights in Shelby County, 
Alabama. Striking down these policies and programs, in the Court’s view, 
now extends the presumption that differently situated Blacks and whites are 
treated equally. The Jim Crow segregation that Plessy promoted as the law of 
the land may now be unconstitutional, but the logic of formal equivalence at 
its heart remains in place. As Kimberlé Crenshaw explains, “The same inter-
pretive strategy deployed to legitimize segregation is now being deployed to 
immunize the racial status quo against any substantive redistribution.”14

Achieving colorbound ends through colorblind means persisted in public 
policy throughout the Jim Crow era. Race did not need to be mentioned 
expressly because legislators could always find proxies for race such as eligibil-
ity for naturalized citizenship (denied to Asians) or labor market segment 
(farmworkers and domestics were predominantly Latino, Asian, and Black).

In the first two decades of the twentieth century, the alien land laws 
passed in fifteen states made it illegal for Asian immigrants to own land. 
These acts proceeded from expressly racist and nativist campaigns against 
Asians as unassimilable, unwelcome, and forever foreign. Yet the laws care-
fully avoided any overt mention of race or nationality, denying these property 
rights only to “aliens ineligible for citizenship.” This phrase comes from the 
openly and expressly racist immigration and nationality act of 1790 restrict-
ing naturalized citizenship to “free white males.” As Ian Haney Lopez dem-
onstrates in White by Law, the courts never came to a definitive conclusion 
about who was white or what constituted whiteness, finally declaring in 
United States v. Bhagat Singh Thind that whiteness was essentially whatever 
white people thought it was.15 Yet there was no ambiguity or confusion about 
who was not white in respect to the alien land laws that deprived immigrants 
from Asia of the opportunity to own assets that appreciated in value and 
could be passed down to subsequent generations, precisely because of their 
perceived race. This created an indirect yet real and lucrative subsidy to 
whiteness.16 White privilege became more secure rather than less by not 
being named specifically.
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Legislation passed as part of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal in 
the 1930s also achieved colorbound ends through colorblind means. No 
expressly racial language appeared in the Wagner Act, which established the 
National Labor Relations Board and helped workers form unions to bargain 
for better wages and working conditions; in the Social Security Act, which 
established government-supported old age pensions and survivor benefits 
policies; or in the Federal Housing Act (FHA), which saved the homebuild-
ing and lending industries by putting the full faith of the federal government 
behind private mortgages. Yet each of these laws contained covert and coded 
colorbound clauses. The Wagner Act and Social Security did not cover 
farmworkers and domestics, occupations with large numbers of workers  
of color. The Federal Housing Act set up the Home Owners Loan 
Corporation, which relied on “secret city survey files” that channeled loans 
with favorable terms to whites while virtually shutting Blacks out of the pri-
vate housing market.17 The appraisal manuals used by the Home Owners 
Loan Corporation in assessing worthiness for FHA loans redlined Black 
neighborhoods, making them ineligible for loans, while designating white 
neighborhoods—especially those with deed restrictions banning residency 
by Blacks in perpetuity—as good credit risks.

The Jim Crow segregation that prevailed mostly in southern and border 
states entailed express references to race that resulted in dual school systems 
for Black and white students and in laws relegating whites and Blacks to 
different water fountains, bathrooms, and sections of buses. Proponents of 
colorblind policies envision these practices and policies as the real racism. Yet 
even in the age of Jim Crow, racial subordination and oppression were not 
confined to the south. Blacks who came from the southern states to the cities 
of the north discovered that Jim Crow laws and signs reading “Whites Only” 
were not necessary to produce segregated schools, jobs, and neighborhoods. 
At the 1963 March on Washington, Martin Luther King declared that in the 
south the Negro cannot vote, but in the north the Negro has nothing to vote 
for. Malcolm X repeatedly counseled his followers not to think of racism as 
a peculiarly southern problem. “Stop talking about the South. Long as you’re 
south of the Canadian border, you’re south,” he quipped. Kwame Ture, who 
challenged Jim Crow segregation directly and fiercely in Mississippi in his 
work with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, wrote in 1967 
that the key to racial justice resided in the north, where “the core problem 
within the ghetto is the vicious circle created by the lack of decent housing, 
decent jobs, and adequate education.”18 In his last book, Where Do We Go 
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from Here? Chaos or Community, Dr. King argued that the Black freedom 
movement could never be content with simply taking down the Jim Crow 
signs but leaving in place the racial stratification that prevented a real sharing 
of rights, responsibilities, and resources.

C O L O R b L i N D N E S S  i N  T h E  A G E  O F  C i V i L  R i G h T S :  

G E T T i N G  A R O U N D  B R O W N

The foundational fictions of colorblindness portray the historical struggle for 
Black freedom as a struggle to be free from racial recognition rather than 
from racial subordination. Their adherents assume that colorblindness is the 
antithesis of racism despite its long history as an effective tool of racial sub-
ordination. In attacks on civil rights laws and affirmative action policies they 
cite Dr. King’s wish expressed at the 1963 March on Washington—that one 
day his children might be judged by the content of their character rather than 
by the color of their skin—as proof that he opposed the very affirmative 
action and restorative justice measures that he in fact emphatically and 
expressly supported. Perhaps most tellingly, proponents of colorblindness tell 
a story of where the struggle for civil rights went wrong that ignores the 
depths, dimensions, and duration of white resistance and refusal. They focus 
instead on the myth that Blacks proved unfit for freedom and sought special 
preferences that they had not earned. These accounts conveniently omit that 
the most ferocious (and most effective) arguments against Brown v. Board of 
Education of Topeka, the Civil Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act, and the 
Fair Housing Act were phrased in colorblind terms that did not openly 
defend the privileges of whiteness but instead couched their claims as 
defenses of states’ rights and property rights, as well as efforts at “saving” 
putatively innocent white women and children from the predations of Black 
criminality and disease.

The massive and largely successful resistance to Brown v. Board in both the 
north and south rarely proclaimed white supremacy overtly. Instead it used 
the language of neighborhood schools, property rights, and child protec-
tion.  Just as the grandfather clause was necessary to get around the 15th 
Amendment’s prohibition against denying the right to vote to Blacks, oppo-
nents of Brown who could not openly argue for the supremacy of whites 
could depict Blacks as unfit for freedom. They depicted Black children as 
unruly, as riddled with disease, as products of indecent and immoral conjugal 
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relations.19 Anticipating subsequent manipulation of the words of Dr. King, 
the segregationists could claim they were not objecting to Black students 
because of the color of their skin, but because of what they alleged to be the 
content of their character. As a footnote to the ruling opinion in Brown v. 
Board noted acerbically, they were attempting to cite the effectiveness of 
segregation in harming Black communities as a rationale for continuing to 
segregate them.

In the north, widespread residential segregation enabled resistance to 
school integration to masquerade as a defense of neighborhood schools, small 
government, and local control. Opponents of desegregation found succor in 
the Supreme Court’s 1974 Milliken v. Bradley decision.20 In this case, the 
district court found that officials in Detroit created illegally segregated 
schools by locating new schools in neighborhoods that were either all white 
or all Black, and by allowing white students to transfer out of predominately 
Black schools while forbidding Black students to transfer. Judge Stephen A. 
Roth ruled that private sector decisions in real estate and home lending busi-
nesses shaped and reflected expectations that white schools would have more 
resources and more experienced and better teachers. He ordered a cross-
district transfer program throughout the city and its suburbs as the proper 
remedy to create integrated and equitable education. Opponents did not 
openly ask for the perpetuation of white and Black schools. Instead they used 
district lines as a proxy for race and promoted the ideal of local autonomy as 
a colorblind principle that had to be upheld. This claim was clearly a pretext 
for discrimination. Drawing school district lines in Michigan had always 
been a state rather than a local responsibility. The eighty-five districts in the 
Detroit region did not conform to neighborhood or municipal boundaries. 
The opponents of desegregation bemoaned the uses of buses for the purpose 
of integration, even though some three hundred thousand children in the 
region already rode to schools (most of them segregated) in buses that crossed 
a variety of boundaries. Some suburbs were served by as many as six different 
school districts. One district extended over five cities, two districts sprawled 
over three counties, and seventeen districts served two counties. When the 
case came to the Supreme Court, the majority opinion banned busing across 
district lines in deference to the newly invented but piously invoked principle 
of local autonomy. Speaking for the majority, Justice Potter Stewart declared 
that segregation in Detroit and its suburbs stemmed from “unknown and 
unknowable causes,” ignoring the enormous volume of evidence presented in 
the case. The decision instructed white parents that they could escape the 
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mandates of Brown v. Board by moving to all-white suburbs where they could 
hoard resources for their children and deny them to Blacks by invoking the 
colorblind principle of local control. The concept was upheld by the Court as 
sacred when it benefited white interests in Milliken v. Bradley, yet it would 
be dismissed out of hand by the Roberts Court in 2007 when respect for 
local decision-making and control of schools served the interests of desegre-
gation and Blacks in Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School 
District No. 1, despite long-standing claims by each of the conservative jus-
tices that they respected judicial precedent, honored settled law, and opposed 
activism from the bench.21

Twenty years after the Milliken decision, proponents of desegregation in 
Kansas City attempted to take advantage of the one loophole that case 
offered them. While Milliken forbade interdistrict busing, it did allow school 
boards to provide enhanced educational opportunities for victims of racial 
exclusion. After seeing city school officials resist implementation of Brown v. 
Board for twenty-three years, the federal courts ordered Kansas City to 
desegregate its schools in 1977. Yet city and state officials did all they could 
to evade their responsibilities. They did not produce even a plan for desegre-
gation until instructed to do so by the courts in 1985, and did not implement 
the plan until 1988. Consistent with Milliken v. Bradley, the plan included 
expenditures on educational enrichments for inner city schools attended 
mostly by Blacks. Preposterously but effectively, opponents complained that 
the educational “sweeteners” provided by the plan were too good—so good, 
in fact, that they might provide an incentive for suburban white students to 
attend inner city schools, which would promote the cross-district busing 
banned by Milliken. Echoing the language deployed in the Civil Rights Cases 
in 1883, the Court ruled that these benefits allocated to Blacks constituted 
unfair impositions on whites, that after seven years of desegregation educa-
tional inequity in Kansas City no longer had anything to do with the past. 
The Court declared that innocent and individual decisions by home seekers 
caused segregation in Kansas City and the attendant quality of well-funded 
schools in the suburbs but dilapidated and underfunded schools in the city. 
Once again, the Court decided that Blacks could no longer be the “special 
favorite” of the law because seven years of limited desegregation had wiped 
out the effects of slavery, state laws banning Blacks from public schools, man-
datory Jim Crow segregation, and thirty-four years of resistance to Brown.22

As Kimberlé Crenshaw has demonstrated repeatedly, colorblindness  
is not a valid legal principle, nor a viable social theory. It is essentially  
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a rhetorical prophylactic, a device designed to prevent color-conscious 
responses to colorbound conditions. Coaching by the federal courts has 
encouraged its deployment in organized campaigns against affirmative 
action, school desegregation, fair housing, and fair hiring. Both private and 
public actors have learned that colorblindness provides a language that legiti-
mates the pursuit of white racial advantage without having to admit racist 
intent. This process is exemplified in a report written by the Los Angeles 
consulting firm Cerrell Associates for the California Waste Management 
Board in 1984. The report advised the state to locate waste incinerators and 
toxic dumps in Mexican communities, but it did so covertly through care-
fully coded language. The report’s profile of places suitable for these nui-
sances and hazards described them as sites with large numbers of low-income 
working-class Catholics with a high school education or less and generally 
employed in farming or ranching.23 As with the Constitution’s three-fifths 
clause, state grandfather clauses, and alien land laws, no one was actually 
fooled by this kind of circumlocution; everyone knew it targeted people of 
Mexican ancestry, but its colorblind language provided protective cover for 
color-based suppression and oppression. The use of education, income, and 
place as a proxy for race enables and excuses the systematic poisoning of com-
munities of color, as evidenced by the crises caused by environmental racism 
in areas inhabited primarily by Asians in Richmond, California, by Native 
Americans in northern Wisconsin, and by Blacks in Flint, Michigan.24

T h E  R O b E R T S  C O U R T  A N D  C O N T E M P O R A R y 

C O L O R b L i N D N E S S

In the Parents Involved in Community Schools case of 2007, the Supreme 
Court abandoned more than fifty years of precedent in ruling that the suc-
cessful, popular, and voluntary school desegregation programs that were 
adopted in Louisville, Kentucky, and Seattle, Washington, in accord with 
the mandates of Brown v. Board violated the Constitution. The Court 
objected to the practice of taking race into account in assigning students to 
schools for the purpose of integration. Chief Justice Roberts declared that 
race-based remedies for segregation are impermissible. “The way to stop dis-
crimination on the basis of race,” he announced, “is to stop discriminating 
on the basis of race.”25 Roberts’s carefully crafted rhetoric elevated color-
blindness into a constitutional principle fabricated to protect, preserve, 
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augment, and lock in the distinctly colorbound privileges, advantages, and 
enrichments secured by whites through long histories of both de jure and de 
facto segregation in housing, education, and employment. With an indiffer-
ence to reality worthy of the totalitarian state described by George Orwell in 
1984, the Court declared in this case that integration is discrimination, that 
segregation is colorblindness, that racial subordination is fine but racial rec-
ognition is prohibited, and that the best way to make racism disappear is to 
pretend that it does not exist.26

The Court’s ruling in Parents Involved invalidated as discrimination the 
only practical and feasible means of reducing discrimination. The remedies 
outlawed by the Court had been developed democratically by local school 
boards and communities in order to address and redress de jure segregation 
in Louisville and de facto segregation in Seattle. These legacies of school 
segregation coupled with systemic housing discrimination in the two cities 
relegated Black students to overcrowded and underfunded schools with lim-
ited course offerings, inadequate instructional equipment, and fewer experi-
enced and credentialed teachers compared to the schools attended by white 
students in more affluent neighborhoods. Yet the collective, cumulative, and 
continuing material injuries inflicted on Black students by segregation did 
not interest the Court. The case did not reveal one single actual injury  
suffered by any white student because of the desegregation programs. Yet  
the ruling and concurring opinions of the conservative justices focused on 
the largely imagined potential injuries that white students might suffer in the 
future if school board assignments by race would ever put them in a position 
where they lost a desired place in a school to a Black competitor.

Prohibiting state agencies from recognizing race makes it impossible to 
craft effective remedies for racial discrimination, not just in schooling, but in 
employment and voting as well. The Roberts Court went on to expand the 
specious rationale of colorblindness that it placed at the heart of the Parents 
Involved case in a series of subsequent decisions about employment discrimi-
nation and voting rights. In the 2009 Ricci v. DeStefano case, the Court 
thwarted enforcement of fair employment law by city officials in New Haven, 
Connecticut.27 That municipality’s fire department administered a test to 
firefighters seeking promotion. No Black test takers attained the scores 
needed for promotion. As they were obligated to do by Title VII of the Civil 
Rights Act, city administrators checked to see if the test contained biases 
that imposed unfair impediments to Blacks seeking promotion. They discov-
ered that the test was flawed, that there was no legitimate merit rationale for 
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giving the written portion of the test 60 percent of the final grade. The city 
decided to devise a new exam, one consistent with long-standing race-neutral 
best practices in psychometric testing. The lower courts supported this deci-
sion as a matter of equity and fairness, but the Supreme Court overturned 
their rulings, ordering the fire department to honor the results of tests shown 
to be both defective and racially biased, simply because promotion applicants 
who were not Black and did well on those tests might feel that not counting 
those results would constitute being disadvantaged because of their race.

In his dissenting opinion in the 2012 case Arizona v. U.S., Antonin Scalia 
put the contradictions of colorblindness on clear display.28 Scalia claimed the 
state had the right to require local law enforcement officials to engage in 
profiling of potential violators of immigration law, a statute that the majority 
of the Court recognized to be both an improper preemption of federal law 
and a promotion of racial profiling practices. Scalia had long opposed civil 
rights remedies because he claimed that racial recognition and assertions of 
group identities violate the Constitution. Yet in order to justify a law that 
placed all Latino/as in Arizona under suspicion, he cited as legal precedent 
the laws passed in southern states before the Civil War to ban entry into the 
state of free Blacks. In essence, Scalia held that Blacks and Latino/as could 
not be treated as members of aggrieved groups when they petitioned the 
courts for civil rights, but they could be condemned as a collective racial 
menace when states felt doing so would protect the interests and settled 
expectations of whites.

In the 2013 Shelby County v. Holder case, the Court invalidated the “pre-
clearance” clause crucial to the enforcement of the 1965 Voting Rights Act (as 
renewed and amended in 1975, 1982, and 2006) on the grounds that it stig-
matized the states and counties with long histories of racially motivated voter 
suppression in the past and present by treating them differently from juris-
dictions with clean records.29 Writing for the majority once again, Justice 
Roberts claimed that these states and counties were being punished for prac-
tices of voter suppression from 1965 that no longer applied. He compared 
voter registration numbers by race in 1965 and 2013, found relative parity, and 
declared the problem solved. Yet as Roberts knew well, the Voting Rights Act 
was designed to do more than make it possible to register to vote. Over four 
decades, the preclearance provision was used to prevent a proliferation of new 
forms of discrimination once the right to register to vote had been won. The 
record before the Court revealed that there had been more than seven hun-
dred overtly discriminatory actions in the covered jurisdictions between 1982 
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and 2006. These actions included continuing efforts at suppressing and dilut-
ing Black votes in the areas covered by the act through measures that included 
canceling or delaying elections when it appeared Blacks would win elective 
office, gerrymandering district lines, curtailing early voting, moving polling 
places to inaccessible locations outside Black neighborhoods, purging voter 
rolls, and responding to victories by Blacks in district elections by requiring 
all offices to be voted on at-large. During oral arguments in the case, Justice 
Scalia described the protection of Black voting rights as a “racial entitlement,” 
that is, a special privilege given to Blacks by recognizing them as an aggrieved 
racial group. Scalia attributed the overwhelming votes in favor of the act by 
Congress in 1965, 1975, 1982, and 2006 not to the workings of representative 
democracy and the accountability of representatives to their constituents, but 
rather to the fears among legislators that they would be seen as racist if they 
did not vote to protect Black rights. Thus saving them from this imagined 
injury, in Scalia’s judgment, justified dispensing with a provision needed to 
address and redress the documented record of extensive actual injuries to 
Blacks by racist voter-suppression schemes.

The ruling by the Roberts Court in Shelby v. Holder had its desired effect. 
In some 165 out of 381 counties surveyed that were previously covered by the 
preclearance provisions of the Voting Rights Act, the numbers of polling 
places in segregated minority neighborhoods during the 2016 elections were 
reduced. At least 868 polling places were closed outright. In others, new vot-
ing restrictions such as requiring picture identification were put in place. 
These no longer needed Department of Justice clearance because of the 
Shelby v. Holder decision. They depressed minority voter turnout, especially 
in Arizona, Texas, Wisconsin, Michigan, and North Carolina. Cochise 
County, Arizona, an area near the Mexican border that has a 30 percent 
Latino/a population, opened only eighteen polling places for its 130,000 resi-
dents in 2016, compared to the forty-nine polling venues in place in 2012 
before the Shelby v. Holder decision.30

In a society suffused with systematic school segregation, employment 
discrimination, and voting suppression, the Roberts Court thus finds race-
based remedies to be objectionable, but not the race-bound realities that 
make them necessary. Justice Roberts argues that he is stopping discrimina-
tion on the basis of race by banning the use of race as a factor in making 
school assignments, preventing city officials from discarding the results of a 
fundamentally flawed test that produced a racially biased result, and ending 
the federal government’s ability to require states and counties with records of 
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racially discriminatory behavior to clear in advance changes in voting proce-
dures that could damage minority voters.

In the Parents Involved, Ricci, and Shelby cases, the Roberts Court 
deployed the rhetoric of colorblindness to terminate the very remedies that 
Congress and previous courts found to be most effective in combating unjust 
colorbound conditions in school segregation, employment discrimination, 
and voting suppression. The Roberts Court, however, discovered inequality 
not in the differently situated positions of Black and white students in 
Louisville and Seattle, of Black and non-Black applicants for promotion in 
the fire department in New Haven, or of Black and white voters in Shelby 
County, but in remedies that recognized that long histories of discrimination 
leave Black people differentially situated from whites. In their zeal to pro-
mote an illusion of colorblindness and to cloak their claims in universal 
interchangeability, the conservative justices responsible for the decisions in 
these three cases abandoned principles they had long claimed to be central to 
their judicial philosophy: (1) stare decisis (the legal principle of determining 
points in litigation according to precedent), (2) deference to decisions by local 
authorities and Congress, (3) insistence that civil rights claimants demon-
strate actual injuries, and (4) requiring overt declarations of racist intent 
before finding a policy with disparate impact to be racist. In these cases, 
however, the Roberts Court overturned the settled law that stare decisis 
would require them to let stand. They overruled the judgment of local school 
boards, municipal authorities, and Congress. They required no proof of any-
one actually being injured by the policies in place, nor did they find or even 
look for any evidence of overt racist intent. Yet while contradicting what they 
had long claimed to be their core beliefs, they acted in accord with obliga-
tions to something much greater than their often-stated judicial philosophy: 
the racial regime of white supremacy.

The linguistic and logical inversions needed to justify decisions in these 
cases did not stem from inconsistency or hypocrisy on the part of individual 
judges. They were instead part and parcel of the workings of what Cedric 
Robinson describes as a racial regime, which he defines as a constructed 
social system “in which race is proposed as a justification for the relations of 
power.”31 Racial regimes make racial stratification appear natural, necessary, 
and inevitable by hiding their history, by refusing to reveal their origins or 
expose to scrutiny their enduring mechanisms. Analyzing the decisions of 
the Roberts Court from this perspective reveals that its invocation of color-
blindness was not, as claimed, a good-faith effort to implement the ideals of 
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the mid-twentieth-century civil rights movement, but rather an expression 
and extension of the consistent, continuing, cumulative, and collective 
machinations of the racial regime that has always been central to the legal, 
social, and cultural order of the U.S. nation. Patricia Williams attributes 
“racism’s hardy persistence and immense adaptability” to habits “of human 
imagination, deflective rhetoric and hidden license.”32 When placed in his-
torical context, the decisions of the Roberts Court reveal the precise imagina-
tion, rhetoric, and license behind what Robinson terms the “discernible 
origins and mechanisms of assembly” of an ongoing and poisonous racial 
regime that remains “unrelentingly hostile” to its exposure as racist.33

In banning school desegregation in Seattle and Louisville, undermining 
fair hiring in New Haven, and ending protection of voting rights in Shelby 
County, the Roberts Court followed the pattern of denial and disavowal that 
permeated Justice Bradley’s ruling opinion in the nineteenth-century Civil 
Rights Cases. Antidiscrimination law becomes portrayed as race discrimina-
tion. Measures designed to secure rights for Blacks are caricatured as making 
Black people into special favorites of the law. Whites asked to obey the law, 
conversely, are represented as victims of reverse racism. In the Parents 
Involved and Shelby cases, the very success of school desegregation policies 
and laws protecting voting rights were cited as reasons for dismantling them. 
As Justice Ginsberg noted in her dissent in Shelby, this is like throwing away 
your umbrella because it is not raining today.

Devon Carbado and Cheryl Harris note the link between this revival of 
nineteenth-century racist arguments and attacks on affirmative action in the 
post–civil rights era. Parents Involved, Ricci, and Shelby were not affirmative 
action cases, but the Roberts Court treated them as if they were, as if educa-
tional equity, fair hiring, and voting rights are what Justice Scalia called 
“racial entitlements” to be belittled and discarded.34 Decades of mean-
spirited and mendacious attacks on affirmative action as a special preference 
for undeserving minorities and women stands at the center of the Court’s 
logic on cases that are not about affirmative action at all, revealing that the 
campaign against affirmative action has in fact been a campaign all along 
against antidiscrimination law in general. Colorblindness is useful as a trope 
in this discursive battle because it relies on a widely believed but completely 
false historical fiction: that racial subordination by law has been simply a 
matter of overt racial recognition, that colorblind policies prevent color-
bound practices. This view fails to acknowledge the long history of colorblind 
racism embodied in a wide range of laws and practices that secured racist 
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ends without having to declare racist intent. By separating recognition of 
difference from differential power it presents the inaccurate and even implau-
sible claim that the harm done by de jure segregation in schools, jobs, public 
accommodations, and housing rested solely on the state’s recognition of race. 
By this measure, whites and Blacks would have suffered equally from Jim 
Crow segregation. Yet the racial recognition attached to Blackness created a 
racial caste system rooted in social subordination, economic exploitation, 
and barriers against asset accumulation and education. Racial recognition by 
the state posed no problem for whites until the Civil War amendments and 
the 1866 Civil Rights Act directed the federal government to support Black 
freedom to the same dimension and degree that it had supported slavery and 
segregation. The problem with “whites only” water fountains, bathrooms, 
railway cars, shopping and recreation venues, and deed restrictions was not 
that they made people think about race, but rather that they functioned as 
visible manifestations of a racist caste system that relegated people of differ-
ent races to distinctly different opportunities, life chances, rights, and 
resources. The signs and symbols of Jim Crow, the laws that mandated sepa-
rate schools and public accommodations, and the statutes prohibiting inter-
racial marriages were only the most obvious manifestations of a system of 
racial subordination that could function quite successfully without ever hav-
ing to make direct mention of race.

In the era of the Roberts Court, new proxies have emerged. Race can be 
identified—but not named—by policing residents of particular neighbor-
hoods differently, by making voting eligibility dependent on possessing the 
kinds of photo identity cards Blacks are least likely to have, by judging credit 
worthiness on the basis of criteria that whites are most likely to possess, by 
giving tax abatements and subsidies for the kinds of property white people 
are most likely to own.

The long history of focusing on racism as color hides its identity as a condi-
tion. Racism today is less a matter of interpersonal recognition than of social 
organization. It manifests itself as displacement and dispossession, deporta-
bility and disproportionate vulnerability, as eviction and incarceration, 
predatory lending and premature death. A society suffused with commit-
ments to colorblindness is not a less racist society; it is merely a more effectively 
racist society. As Ian Haney Lopez explains, “Colorblindness is . . . not a pre-
scription but an ideology, a set of understandings that delimits how people 
comprehend, rationalize, and act in the world.”35 Colorblindness creates 
an ever-increasing list of proxies for race that function as pretexts for 
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discrimination. Seemingly race-neutral policies will have disparate effects on 
differentially situated individuals and groups. As Kimberlé Crenshaw notes 
with acerbic insight, “Treating different things the same can generate as 
much inequality as treating the same things differently.”36 Fighting nonexist-
ent “voter fraud” by requiring prospective voters to have the forms of photo 
identification that Blacks are least likely to have suppresses Black voters with-
out having to admit doing so. Tax-cutting measures that are really just tax-
shifting mechanisms provide tax abatements and subsidies for the property 
most likely to be owned by whites (income, property, capital gains, and inher-
itance), while increasing the payroll taxes, user fees, and fines that are likely 
to be levied on Blacks, to create a covert form of racial wealth redistribution 
away from Blacks and toward whites. Reductions in federal and state support 
for cities coupled with demands that municipalities conduct themselves like 
capitalist enterprises lead to privatization of public services with attendant 
increases in fees, shutoffs of service, indebtedness, and municipal bankrupt-
cies that disproportionately affect Blacks.37 In Michigan, the cities placed 
under state emergency management contain 9 percent of the state’s residents, 
but 50 percent of Michigan’s Black population.38

In private transactions, qualities associated with whiteness are used to 
determine merit. In mortgage lending, for example, the FICO 4 score is used 
to measure qualifications for home purchasers. Yet this scoring system 
revolves around the experiences of whites and their historically open access 
to credit. People of color who are capable money managers and thoroughly 
good credit risks get disqualified by this scoring system precisely because 
discrimination has prevented them and their families from securing loans in 
the past. If lenders used the FICO 9 or Vantage 3.0 credit scoring systems, an 
estimated nine and half million more Blacks and Latinos would qualify for 
loans.39 Yet even the best credit scoring systems contain biases against bor-
rowers of color, as Lisa Rice, Deidre Swesnik, James Carr, and other fair 
housing advocates have long argued.40 When mortgage loans were channeled 
almost exclusively to whites, credit scoring did not exist. Like standardized 
tests in education and literacy tests in voting, credit scoring came into exist-
ence largely to provide a seemingly colorblind way to make colorbound 
distinctions.

Cedric Robinson teaches us that racial regimes are unrelentingly hostile 
to their exposure as racist. They discourage inquiries about their history, 
their “discernible origins and mechanisms of assembly.”41 The history of 
white supremacy in the United States reveals that colorblindness is not new, 
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not fair, and not even feasible. As Malcolm X observed, when it comes to 
racial subordination, the names change but the game’s the same. The persist-
ence of colorblind rhetoric binds us to colorbound conditions. Symmetrical 
treatment under decidedly unequal circumstances perpetuates injustice. 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva reminds us that rhetorical frames like colorblindness 
are diversions designed to direct attention away from differential incomes, 
wages, and wealth, from occupational stratification and segmentation, from 
residential segregation and educational inequality, from environmental rac-
ism and health inequities, and from differential treatment inside the criminal 
justice system.42 Colorblindness is a tawdry part of the present, not a noble 
ideal for the future. It is part of a political program that elevates white vanity 
over Black humanity. It leaves unrefuted W. E. B. Du Bois’s answer nearly a 
century ago to the question, What is whiteness and why do people desire it? 
“Then always,” Du Bois wrote, “somehow, some way, silently but clearly, I am 
given to understand that whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and 
ever. Amen!”43

C O L O R b L i N D N E S S  A N D  T h E  D i S C i P L i N E S

The uncritical acceptance of colorblindness as the pervasively preferred 
response to racism perpetuates a long-standing history of failure by the legal 
and political systems to offer equal opportunity and equal protection of the 
law to all. It also demonstrates, however, a tremendous failure of the ways of 
knowing institutionalized in disciplinary research and teaching. The funda-
mentally false renderings of history and law at the core of appeals to color-
blindness are not aberrant and isolated mistakes, but rather evidence of an 
epistemic regime inscribed in the disciplines that is designed to preserve, 
protect, and defend the privileges and powers of whiteness. As philosopher 
Charles Mills explains, the knowledge traditions of the Enlightenment entail 
“an agreement to misinterpret the world” through “a particular pattern of 
localized and global cognitive dysfunctions (which are psychologically and 
socially functional), producing the ironic outcome that whites will in general 
be unable to understand the world they themselves have made.”44 The histori-
cal archive about slavery and reconstruction has been structured in domi-
nance by primary source documents placed in archives by people with power 
and by secondary sources that reflect the perspectives of the narrow range of 
people in society with sufficient wealth (and whiteness) to secure credentials 
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from elite institutions. Oppositional scholars able to tap into alternative 
archives and knowledge traditions are tolerated but most often treated as 
witnesses whose testimony can be ruled inadmissible even before they 
speak.45

Legal scholarship has consistently perpetuated the errors and misjudg-
ments of the past by relying on precedents set by slave owners and white 
supremacists in the Civil Rights Cases of the 1870s and 1880s, rather than the 
New Birth constitution announced by President Lincoln at Gettysburg and 
inscribed in law in the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments and the 1866 Civil 
Rights Act.46

Although the disciplines of history and the law bear significant culpabil-
ity for the uncritical embrace of colorblindness as public policy and popular 
common sense, disciplines do not exist in isolation. Fabrications and falsifica-
tions of history and law take place within an episteme created across the 
disciplines. The facile assumptions by nineteenth-century social scientists 
that human experience is governed by the boundaries of the sovereign terri-
tories on the world map took the existence and the legitimacy of the nation 
for granted, erasing the dispossession of Indigenous people as the founda-
tional fact of nationalism and empire.47 John Locke’s arguments placing the 
autonomous contracting subject at the center of the social world provide the 
organizing logic for political and legal theories of rights and responsibilities. 
Yet Locke had the leisure and luxury to contemplate the free contracting 
subject only because of the profits made from the labor of Black humans held 
in bondage in South Carolina by his patron the Earl of Shaftesbury. Locke 
invested in the slave trade, proclaimed the legitimacy of chattel slavery as the 
fruits of victory in a just war, and created rationales for slavery that proved 
extremely useful to slave owners in North America, especially key framers of 
the U.S. Constitution.48 This history has an enduring influence in the 
present, when the property of investors, owners, and high-end consumers is 
considered sacred while the possessions of homeless people are confiscated 
routinely, when protecting the lives of police officers is the state’s highest 
responsibility while the lives of unarmed Black men and women taken by 
those officers are considered disposable and their deaths beyond accountabil-
ity. As Charles Mills observes, “The representative political figure of the 
modern period remains the White contractor of social contract theory—not 
the Red aborigine whose land has been taken for the contractual construc-
tion of the White settler state or the Black slave who has been contracted over 
by being bought and sold by the White Atlantic.”49
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The migration of concepts across the disciplines has played a fundamental 
role in creating epistemic whiteness. The early anthropological and later 
philosophical writings of Immanuel Kant sowed the seeds of what would 
become modernization theory and state of nature anthropology in political 
science and economics. Charles Darwin’s theories about evolution as a bio-
logical phenomenon became appropriated for white supremacist purposes in 
economics and sociology. Psychology’s emphasis on the individual sociobio-
logical subject, law’s concern for the autonomous rights-bearing subject, and 
the emphasis on the self-interested market subject in economics cohered 
around a methodological individualism that constructed social relations as 
simply the sum of easily identifiable actions by individuals. Within that 
framework, structural racism and race as a sense of group position disappear, 
denying the collective agency central to white supremacy and precluding 
recognition of collective injuries and remedies. In the humanities, creative 
work and criticism of novels, paintings, symphonies, theater, and dance privi-
leged the cultivation of interiority rather than social connections. The narra-
tive arc, tensions, and closures of these creative works called into being an 
interior psychic subject characterized by a fear of engulfment by a threaten-
ing social aggregate, a sensibility easily adaptable to forging monstrous depic-
tions of presumably primitive people at home and abroad. In the ages of 
conquest, colonization, and empire, these phobic investments projected 
white guilt about the violence of empire onto its victims, portraying aggres-
sion as frontier defense.50

The division of research into disciplinary specialties took place under his-
torically specific conditions. The disciplines constitute part of a pattern from 
the past that shapes both the problems and the possibilities of the present. 
The core premise of disciplinary inquiry is that productive research takes 
place through concentrated study of separate and seemingly discrete aspects 
of our shared social existence. This practice of allocating different research 
objects and different research questions to distinct fields has been, and con-
tinues to be, a generative source of important evidence, ideas, and arguments. 
It has enabled disciplinary scholars to conduct worthy work on all aspects of 
human existence, including the practices and processes of racialization. The 
disciplines will not disappear anytime soon, and important work remains to 
be done inside each of them. Yet in scholarship, as in most aspects of life, 
everything that can enable can also inhibit. Yesterday’s solutions can become 
today’s problems. As David Marshall quips about the humanities, in universi-
ties we often have “twenty-first century students, a twentieth-century 
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curriculum, and a nineteenth-century bureaucracy.”51 On campuses, each 
discipline generally has its own floor or building. Libraries place books from 
different disciplines on different shelves. In the world outside these institu-
tional spaces, however, the concerns of the disciplines meet, meld, clash, 
conflict, converge, and diverge. We need to rethink the disciplines and go 
beyond them. The self-reflexive criticisms of the disciplines and the interdis-
ciplinary inquiries that emerge from the Countering Colorblindness across 
the Disciplines project and that appear in this book are efforts in that 
direction.

When it comes to the reckoning with disciplinary complicity in past and 
present racisms, however, it will not be enough to change the practices of 
research, reading, writing, and teaching. The academy is a product of the 
society it studies, and it is structured to serve managerial ends, to make the 
existing unjust and unacceptable allocations of dignity, wealth, and power 
function more smoothly. It should not be a surprise that the pervasive pat-
terns of segregation and subordination that shape society are evaded, ignored, 
or disavowed by colorblind constructs in history, law, education, economics, 
psychology, sociology, and urban planning. It is not just what Mills calls “the 
epistemology of ignorance” that produces this neglect; it is also the effects of 
societal segregation on the demography of the academy. More than a half 
century after the passage of important civil rights laws, academic disciplines 
and the professions they serve remain disproportionately the preserve of 
whites. Nearly 70 percent of mathematicians and life scientists are white. 
Whites account for 70 percent of health care professionals and more than  
80 percent of social scientists. Seventy-four percent of all college and univer-
sity faculty members are white, as are 84 percent of full-time professors  
and 89 percent of college and university presidents. As Jennifer Hamer and 
Clarence Lang inquire, “How, then, can we legitimately criticize the over-
whelmingly white character of, say, the Ferguson Police Department when 
the dean’s, provost’s and chancellor’s offices of many four-year public univer-
sities are virtually all white, even as state demographics have become more 
racially diverse?”52

Attempting to counter colorblindness reveals the systemic and structural 
nature of racist subordination. It punctures the illusions of innocence and 
objectivity that scholars use to deny and disavow the academy’s culpability in 
the indecent and unjust social order of our society. It means that we have to 
examine, critique, and revise old ways of knowing and develop new ones. 
These are daunting obligations. Yet countering colorblindness also offers an 
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opportunity to do our work better, to do it decently and with dignity, to 
become cocreators of a new society rather than apologists for the one that 
now exists.
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T H R E E

Unmasking Colorblindness 
in the Law

L E S S O N S  F R O M  T h E  F O R M AT i O N  O F 

C R i T i C A L  R A C E  T h E O R y

Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw

This essay revisits the history of how Critical Race Theory (CRT) emerged as 
an intellectual response to colorblindness in the context of institutional 
struggles over the scope of equality and the content of legal education. It 
exemplifies how in the aftermath of a groundbreaking challenge to the social 
order, institutional actors from across the political spectrum embraced a 
gradualist strategy of integration premised on the assumption that color-
blind meritocracy stood outside the economy of racial power. The emergence 
and continuing significance of CRT in relation to colorblind ideology is a 
reflection of the cross-institutional traveling of resistance, the conditions of 
possibility that seed insurgent knowledge, and the continuity of these dialec-
tics in the contemporary era.

The multiple and politically inconsistent articulations of colorblindness 
would seem to challenge the coherence of any narrative in which it was cen-
tered. Yet its various articulations across the historical and political terrain 
give testament both to its endurance and to its generative role as a point of 
critical interrogation in the rationalization of racial inequality. While cele-
brated as the ultimate objective of the Civil Rights Movement, its original 
articulation in constitutional law revealed that formal colorblindness and 
white supremacy are far less antagonistic to one another than the faithful 
would otherwise believe.

Portions of this article were originally published as Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “Twenty 
Years of Critical Race Theory: Looking Back to Move Forward,” Connecticut Law Review 43, 
no. 5 (July 2011): 1253–352.
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Colorblindness is further entrenched by the fact that opponents and true 
believers are not easily positioned along a conventional liberal/conservative 
divide. As the struggles over faculty hiring and curricular content would ulti-
mately reveal, colorblindness, in some way or another, carried purchase within 
liberal, conservative, and radical conceptions of law. Liberals—including 
academics and powerful allies within the civil rights establishment—would 
embrace its norms but argue for exceptions in order to diversify institutions 
that had been historically constituted as white. Conservatives, many of  
whom once opposed integration and resisted the legitimacy of Brown v. Board 
of Education (1954), eventually changed their rhetorical strategies. 
Reinterpreting Brown as a constitutional commandment imposing color-
blindness, conservatives mobilized the landmark case to justify race-blind 
limits on the scope of race reform. In some ways, colorblindness was also 
adopted by left-leaning theorists and activists, including some adherents 
within critical legal studies, a progressive-leaning field of scholarship whose 
foundation was to challenge the notions of law’s neutrality and show how the 
rule of law was highly politicized to reinforce structures of power. Even within 
those spaces there were those who resisted the legitimacy of race as a point of 
departure for any intellectual project or discursive claim.

CRT emerged out of concrete institutional struggles over how these ideo-
logical investments would converge in the prevailing battles over the produc-
tion of legal knowledge. The struggles revealed an ambivalence among main-
stream civil rights advocates over the content and contours of the revolt 
against white supremacy as it moved from lunch counters in the South to 
elite institutions of the North. The gradualism that so many lawyers had 
resisted when mobilized by southern elites to defend de jure segregation 
became a fuzzier target when mobilized in the context of elite academic insti-
tutions. De jure and de facto distinctions had been contested by civil rights 
advocates. They recognized that patterns of segregation and racial power 
were built not simply on formal rules and “White Only” signs, but also on 
practices, networks, and other social interactions that predictably reproduced 
white dominance across the social terrain. Yet something was different when 
it came to higher education, especially as it pertained to teaching jobs in the 
legal profession. More pointedly, the civil rights establishment, never fully on 
board with ethnic studies and other demands from activist students on col-
lege campuses, was even less inclined to endorse conceptions of knowledge 
that contravened basic ideologies about law and legal education. As the  
controversy exposed a generational and ideological rupture over race and law, 
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it deepened the tension between those who understood “bias” as the touch-
stone of illegitimate hierarchy and those who spoke the language of power. 
When it became clear that the debate was less about the pace of reform and 
more about its substantive content, the conceptual divide among elites and 
their critics about the relationship between racial power and colorblind merit 
sharpened.

Those who eventually gravitated to a more critical perspective understood 
the remedial challenge in terms of dismantling particular regimes of epis-
temic power. Among those who understood the challenge solely from a van-
tage point of integrating colored bodies into previously white spaces, the 
constitutionally permissible use of race to enhance “diversity” was defended 
as a race-conscious exception to colorblindness. Yet this liberal investment in 
colorblind merit revealed a contradiction that undercut the most powerful 
arguments to sustain race-conscious projects within the law and society as a 
whole. The same proponents who supported “diversity” when it came to stu-
dents in the classroom argued against any substantive valuation of race in the 
context of recruiting faculty. This liberal ambivalence would come back to 
undercut affirmative action, creating a confusing rhetorical agenda that 
decried the absence of fully integrated professions but failed to interrogate 
the meritocratic baselines that naturalized this maldistribution of opportu-
nity. The baselines that remained uninterrogated figured prominently in the 
conservative critique of “reverse discrimination,” rendering the remedial 
exception to colorblindness vulnerable to constitutional assault.

The scope of the conflict, however, extended beyond the more immediate 
controversy about courses and faculty recruitment. The contestation about the 
contours of legal education—what it constituted and who was authorized to 
engage in it—exposed a mode of rationalizing racial dominance that was also 
being deployed in the courts and across society. The rhetorics of institutional 
defense that were playing out in legal education were of a piece with judicial 
rule-making that was actively reversing the momentum toward racial reform.

The struggle about racial power and its relationship to colorblindness 
helped to clarify exactly what was at stake in both legal education and law 
more broadly. The sharpening of the conflict not only exposed tensions 
between the emerging critics and discursive formations that were left, cen-
trist, and conservative, but it also clarified the boundaries between opposi-
tion, accommodation, or agnosticism. Critical Race Theory was the embodi-
ment of a race-conscious and justice-oriented intellectual project within and 
outside the institutional spaces of the discipline.
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W h y  T h E  L AW ?

The first question of “why law?” is seldom asked, notwithstanding the con-
temporary trajectory of CRT’s travels across disciplines. Today, CRT can 
claim a presence in education,1 psychology,2 cultural studies,3 political sci-
ence,4 and even philosophy.5 The way that CRT is received and mobilized in 
other disciplines varies, but it is clear that CRT has occupied a space in the 
canon of recognized intellectual movements that few other race-oriented 
formations have achieved. Given that many of the basic insights of CRT grew 
out of other disciplinary traditions, one wonders whether there is a temporal, 
disciplinary, or institutional explanation from which to understand how and 
why CRT emerged where and when it did.

The question takes on added significance when one considers the long if 
disjointed tradition of scholars, students, and other actors setting forth 
trenchant critiques of how the various disciplines framed and legitimized 
racial power within the academy and in society at large. W. E. B. Du Bois, for 
example, critiqued the disciplinary practices of history in his seminal Black 
Reconstruction in America.6 Sociologist Oliver Cox exposed the whiteness of 
sociology by the mid-twentieth century.7 Joyce Ladner delivered yet another 
salvo against the disciplinary practices of sociology in the 1970s with her 
provocatively titled collection The Death of White Sociology.8 Robert Guthrie 
published a scathing critique of psychology in 1998 with Even the Rat Was 
White.9 More recently, the sociologists Tukufu Zuberi and Eduardo Bonilla-
Silva have challenged empirical methodologies.10 And the incomparable Toni 
Morrison’s Playing in the Dark became an instant classic in literary criti-
cism.11 These and other texts from a variety of fields have contested the terms 
by which the academy has disciplined knowledge about race. Indeed, cri-
tiques of the academy’s role in establishing the epistemic foundation and 
political legitimacy for racial hierarchy have circulated within the academy 
for years.12 Although these critiques smoldered, it is perhaps fair to say they 
never quite caught fire as intellectual movements within their respective 
disciplines.13 What was it that ignited CRT as a movement in law? How is it 
that certain preconditions for a critical intellectual movement actually devel-
oped into one? I want to explore these questions through various angles, 
taking up the possibility that a unique confluence of temporal, institutional, 
and political factors set the stage out of which CRT emerged.

The question raised herein is one that has been asked of social movements 
more broadly, particularly the Civil Rights Movement. An important 
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overarching factor that historian Aldon Morris examines is “frame align-
ment,” the notion that the movement was buoyed and pushed forward by a 
rhetoric that created a broad consensus on the relevant frame.14 Through this 
frame, Morris argued that the Civil Rights Movement was able to overthrow 
the southern Jim Crow regime because its organized, rational, and successful 
use of mass nonviolent direct action persuasively shifted previous notions of 
movements as spontaneous, nonrational, and unstructured. Morris’s concept 
of frame alignment can be used to understand how, why, and when CRT 
emerged as an intellectual movement, but with nuance that stands the con-
cept on its head. One might say that what nourished CRT and facilitated its 
growth from a collection of institutional and discursive interventions into a 
sustained intellectual project was a certain dialectical misalignment. Within 
the context of particular institutional and discursive struggles over the  
scope of race and racism in the 1980s, significant divergences between allies 
concerning their descriptive, normative, and political accounts of racial 
power began to crystallize. This misalignment became evident in a series of 
encounters—institutional and political—that brought into play a set of “mis-
understandings” between a range of individual actors and groups. Although 
all of the players would have seen themselves as fully embracing the norma-
tive commitment to “racial equality,” institutional conflicts over issues such 
as the integration of elite law faculties, the prevailing construction of merit, 
and the viability of intellectual projects centered on race brought what might 
have otherwise been viewed as marginal differences between allies into sharp 
relief. Early CRT was occupied by efforts to create an inventory of these 
“sharp reliefs,” theorizing the tensions between competing frames as well as 
interrogating the different interventions and rhetorical claims that they pro-
duced. This process in turn created the conditions for the emergence of a 
particular articulation of racial power, one that eschewed the reigning frames 
that worked to reduce racism to matters of individual prejudice or a by-
product of class.

CRT was not, however, simply a product of a philosophical critique of the 
dominant frames on racial power. It was also a product of activists’ engage-
ment with the material manifestations of liberal reform. Indeed, one might 
say that CRT was the offspring of a post–civil rights institutional activism 
that was generated and informed by an oppositionalist orientation toward 
racial power. Activists’ demands that elite institutions rethink and transform 
their conceptions of “race neutrality” in the face of functionally exclusionary 
practices engendered a particularly concrete defense of the status quo. These 
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defenses in turn produced precisely the apologia for institutionalized racial 
dominance that critics of the dominant thinking on “race relations” had 
voiced both historically and in more recent struggles over the terms of knowl-
edge production in the academy. These institutional struggles presented 
postreform critics with the hands-on opportunity to create an affirmative 
account of racial power and to mark the limits of liberal reform. How the 
first generation of Race Crits came to understand these limits and to create 
space to generate a fuller account of racial power in law and society are key 
dimensions of the CRT story.

This movement dimension of CRT is probably the least engaged aspect of 
its original formation and perhaps the most at risk in efforts to define, brand, 
and market CRT. Specifically, the view of CRT as a stable project sometimes 
denies the extent to which CRT was and continues to be constituted through 
a series of dynamic engagements situated within specific institutions over the 
terms by which their racial logics would be engaged. Thus, what is in play 
here is less of a definitive articulation of CRT and more of a sociocultural 
narrative of CRT .15 CRT is not so much an intellectual unit filled with natu-
ral stuff—theories, themes, practices, and the like—but one that is dynami-
cally constituted by a series of contestations and convergences pertaining to 
the ways that racial power is understood and articulated in the post–civil 
rights era. In the same way that Kendall Thomas reasoned that race was bet-
ter thought of as a verb than a noun,16 I want to suggest that shifting the 
frame of CRT toward a dynamic rather than static reference would be a pro-
ductive means by which we can link CRT’s past to the contemporary 
moment.

So, was there something special about law as a discursive field that made 
it a particularly fertile ground for the synthesis of the ideas that would 
become “critical race theory”? As I will argue, I think the answer is a quali-
fied “yes.” In short, the key feature of the story rests not on the uniqueness of 
the critiques themselves, but on the rapid unraveling of liberal reform and the 
rule of law as guarantor of racial progress.

M O V E M E N T  O R i G i N S  A N D  P O L i T i C A L  F O R M AT i O N

In the summer of 1989, twenty-four faculty of color answered a call to attend 
a “New Developments in CRT” workshop at the University of Wisconsin. 
Meeting oddly enough in a convent, they all had agreed to submit something 
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written as a ticket for admission. It was not at all clear, however, that this 
would be an event worth lining up to attend. After all, the title was a bit 
misleading. The “New Developments in CRT” was premised on the assump-
tion that there was already something old. But prior to the moment that the 
invitation was drafted, there really was no CRT as such. The name was made 
up by this author. It represented more of a possibility than a definitive 
project.17 Although the terms did make sense in light of the group’s aspira-
tions, the billing suggested that there was a “there there” that wasn’t really 
there yet.

The committee that sent that letter and the invitees whom they solicited 
represented a motley crew of minority scholars who populated the backdoor 
speakeasies at the American Association of Law Schools (AALS) and Critical 
Legal Studies (CLS) annual gatherings. These speakeasies were usually hotel 
rooms and other small enclaves where a certain cohort congregated, drawn 
by word of mouth, to discuss the events and dynamics transpiring on the 
main stage. The group might be described as intellectual nomads, folks who 
were attracted to both liberal antidiscrimination and Critical Legal Theory 
discourses at a time when the two traditions were connected only at the mar-
gins. The organizers had all gravitated in some way or another toward the 
environs of CLS: among them was an Asian American law professor who had 
attended the very first CLS conference about a decade earlier, and three oth-
ers who had first approached CLS as students at Harvard Law School during 
the late 1970s and 1980s. That group was, respectively, Neil Gotanda, 
Stephanie Phillips, Terri Miller, and this author. Joining this group were 
Richard Delgado and, later, Linda Greene, both linked to the project through 
earlier integration struggles at Harvard, and who were by then professors at 
the host site, Wisconsin Law School.

We were all veterans, in one way or another, of particular institutional 
conflicts over the nature of colorblind space in American law schools. Among 
the twenty-four participants who attended the first workshop, fully a third 
had been directly involved in a protracted and very public protest over race, 
curriculum, and faculty hiring at Harvard Law School six years earlier.18 
Adding to that number were several others who had gravitated toward CLS 
conferences and summer camps, attracted by its critical stance against hier-
archy, but often frustrated by the currency of arguments that cast doubt on 
the viability of race as a unit of analysis or the utility of race consciousness in 
deconstructing hierarchy. The workshop was, metaphorically speaking, a 
clearing at which we had arrived, each bearing something of a travelogue of 
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a journey through the uncharted terrain of the post–civil rights landscape. 
Partly because of our struggles within liberal environments like law schools 
and within radical environments like CLS, we sought like-minded souls who 
wanted to begin the conversation beyond the points where we so often got 
stuck. We did not know exactly where the project would go, but we did know 
that we wanted to move beyond the noncritical liberalism that often cabined 
civil rights discourses and a nonracial radicalism that was a line of debate 
within CLS.

This gathering was thus underwritten by specific institutional and organi-
zational struggles over how racial power would be articulated in a post–civil 
rights America. There were by this time many fights, both within the acad-
emy and in society at large, over how far and to what ends the aftershocks of 
white supremacy’s formal collapse would travel. These tensions were evident 
in struggles ranging from the raw contestations over schools and public 
resources in the public sphere to the more refined debates about “diversity” 
in the walled-off worlds of the nation’s editorial rooms and faculty lounges. 
Among the many tremors at the fault lines of race reform and retrenchment 
were contestations that stand out as defining moments because of their 
unique role in both synthesizing the multiple strains of racial politics of that 
moment, and serving as a point of departure for series of related events. The 
eruption that served as a point of departure in CRT’s trajectory was the insti-
tutional struggle over race, pedagogy, and affirmative action at America’s 
elite law schools.

S E T T i N G  T h E  S TA G E  O F  A N  A LT E R N AT i V E  C O U R S E

The time was 1982. The setting was Dean James Vorenberg’s office at Harvard 
Law School. Dean Vorenberg, a man with solid civil rights credentials, and 
longtime member of the NAACP’s Legal Defense Fund’s (LDF) National 
Board of Directors,19 sat face-to-face with a small delegation representing 
Harvard’s Black Law Student Association (BLSA). Years had passed since 
the Civil Rights Movement brought down the “White Only” signs across 
America’s formally segregated institutions. Any remaining battles over seg-
regation and white supremacy seemed worlds away from the genteel environs 
of Harvard Law School. The ship that the dean captained had sailed smoothly 
through the unrest that had disrupted other institutions, and there was no 
immediate reason to assume that anything but calm seas lay ahead. The dean 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



60 •  M A S K S

had one problem though: the school over which he presided had a faculty of 
more than sixty, yet only one tenured faculty member was a person of color.20

The virtual shutout of people of color had not always been quite so extreme 
at Harvard. The school had suffered a 100 percent reduction in its tenured 
minority faculty when Derrick Bell left the school the preceding spring, frus-
trated that the school had not managed to hire additional people of color.21 
Regrettably, from the school’s perspective, the pool of minority candidates 
who were qualified to join the Harvard club was just too shallow to pluck out 
minority professors on demand. The dean had his eye on a couple of potential 
candidates, but recruiting these few highly successful lawyers was a long-term 
strategy at best. The dilemma was simply put: those who were able were not 
willing, and apparently those who were willing were not able.22 Gradualism 
was thus dictated by the circumstance. The dismal number of minority fac-
ulty would eventually increase as the growing number of elite law graduates 
acquired the requisite credentials to compete for positions at Harvard and 
other elite law schools.

Across from the dean sat several students who, like him, also had a prob-
lem. Many had come to the law school in hopes of pursuing careers in social 
justice advocacy, a trajectory that was in keeping with their histories of com-
munity activism and social protest. Some had also been exposed to ethnic 
studies and other disciplines in which the basic premises of institutional 
authority were open to critique, especially in contexts in which racial mar-
ginality seemed at play. They had hoped to resume such studies in Derrick 
Bell’s courses, especially Constitutional Law and Minority Issues. From the 
students’ perspective, then, Bell’s departure left the school with gaping holes 
in the curriculum.23 Constitutional Law and Minority Issues, for one, had 
simply been dropped from the curriculum, and efforts to encourage the 
school to offer the course and to recruit scholars of color to fill this and other 
curricular gaps had gained little traction.24

As the students saw it, the course was an essential component of a basic 
legal education that Harvard was failing to deliver.25 Equally urgent for the 
students was the dearth of minority law professors at the school and the inad-
equate attention given to the legal problems facing racial minorities more 
broadly. For the students, the problems were linked: greater minority repre-
sentation on the faculty would likely increase the attention to a range of 
issues that were currently marginal in the school’s curriculum.26

Moreover, as students entering into a profession in which race was likely 
to play a significant role in their career trajectories, exposure to lawyers who 
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not only had acquired legal expertise in fighting racism but who had also 
experienced its dynamics individually and institutionally was a critical com-
ponent of any meaningful preparation for the careers they hoped to pursue.27 
The students thus urged the dean to schedule the course and to use the search 
for someone to teach it as an initial step in recruiting full-time professors to 
integrate the law school.

As they faced each other, it was apparent that the dean had a real dilemma 
on his hands. The students were clearly articulate, comfortable, and confi-
dent. The dean could at least be satisfied that Harvard was creating a strong 
cohort of minority students primed for entry into the corporate machinery 
of America. With the brass ring so close at hand, surely these students could 
be captured by basic reason. The truth of the matter was that the course they 
sought quite simply was not part of the core mission of the law school and 
there was no sense of urgency to staff it. More importantly, given the per-
petual “pool problem,” very few people of color were qualified to teach at 
Harvard Law School. Those were the basic facts as Dean Vorenberg saw 
them. But given that they were law students, perhaps he mused that it would 
be far more effective to lead them to these conclusions through Socratic dia-
logue rather than to declare these facts outright. Thus inspired, he methodi-
cally interrogated the group at the conclusion of their presentation with a 
series of lawyerly challenges. He began his curricular inquiry by asking what 
was “so special” about a course on constitutional law and minority issues that 
it could not be learned through the basic course in constitutional law in com-
bination with perhaps a placement in legal services.28 On the question of 
recruitment, the dean parried with a reference to a white civil rights attorney 
and queried, “Wouldn’t you prefer an excellent white professor over a medio-
cre Black one?”29

For a moment, both the students and the dean sat in silence as the stu-
dents tried to make sense of what had just happened. The dean may well have 
taken the students’ momentary speechlessness to signal that his point had 
struck a chord, but he would have been wrong. It was merely the calm before 
the storm.

The dean’s Socratic efforts notwithstanding, all hell broke loose at 
Harvard Law School. Over the next two years, Harvard would become the 
scene of acrimony unlike any time since the student takeovers during the 
Vietnam War. The long, carpeted halls with conspicuous “Quiet” signs 
would be taken over by chanting students; the sacred faculty library would 
be invaded by a sea of “Desegregate Now!” t-shirts; and even the dean’s inner 
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sanctum would suffer the indignity of students standing on his desk. Worse 
still for an elite institution where even a hiccup finds its way into the main-
stream press, this embarrassing “scene” would be broadcast for the entire 
nation to witness. The students were acting out, it seemed, and the spark 
seemed to be a battle over an obscure course and the departure of one African 
American professor.

The dean surely would have had no reason to predict that his conversation 
with students would spin so far outside the walls of Harvard Law School. 
First, he clearly had the upper hand in framing the debate. The dominant 
discourse on race and merit at the time was completely consistent with the 
notion that the standards for entry into law teaching were indeed colorblind, 
and that the so-called pool problem was simply the unfortunate consequence 
of meritocratic and fully defensible academic standards.30 Few scholars and 
advocates questioned the blanket assertion of a null set of qualified minority 
law professors.31 Given how shallow the pool was, the absence of minority 
law professors at elite institutions such as Harvard failed to trigger a serious 
internal dialogue about the possibility of unfair exclusion.32

If the school’s institutional reliance on qualifications and merit was not 
enough to naturalize the nearly complete absence of minority law professors 
in the building, then no doubt the fact that the winds of racial retrenchment 
were beginning to blow in the direction of less rather than more “diversity” 
would have reinforced the conclusion that Harvard risked little in refusing 
to compromise its standards in order to increase the number of minority 
faculty. Institutions like Harvard had never been viewed as the bastions of 
discrimination like other law schools that were on the frontlines in the seg-
regation wars.33 In fact, by that point in time, Harvard typically enrolled a 
large class of students of color, a fact that demonstrated to some its willing-
ness to bend the rules of meritocracy enough to diversify its student body.34

Notwithstanding its robust policies to advance student diversity, the 
school drew a line in the sand when it came to faculty, maintaining a firm 
commitment to “merit.”35 Yet as the students saw things, there was nothing 
magical or intrinsically compelling about the typical standards offered to 
justify the virtual absence of faculty of color. A degree from an elite law 
school, membership on a law review, and a Supreme Court clerkship were not 
the exclusive criteria for identifying candidates who were likely to make sub-
stantial contributions both to the educational mission of the school and to 
the broader goals of advancing legal knowledge. Instead, the traditional cri-
teria were increasingly viewed as an informal and unjustified preference for 
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the social cohort to whom these opportunities were overwhelmingly distrib-
uted: white and male candidates.36 This perception was reinforced when the 
law school hired ten white males in the midst of the escalating crisis over 
hiring and curricular reform.

While standing firm in resisting the students’ affirmative action demands, 
the school apparently conceded that Harvard’s failure to teach any discrimi-
nation course at all was untenable. Thus, at the very end of the spring term 
and in the midst of the fallout over the all-white, all-male hires, the dean 
finally announced that a three-week minicourse on civil rights litigation 
would be offered in the January intersession.37 Although the offering came in 
response to student demand for Bell’s course, the staffing of the course would 
not provide an avenue for integrating professors of color into the full-time 
faculty at Harvard. Instead, the minicourse would be taught by two respected 
and very busy civil rights lawyers—Julius Chambers, a well-known civil rights 
attorney, and Jack Greenberg, executive director of the NAACP-LDF.38

The students rejected the dean’s resolution as an inadequate response on a 
number of fronts.39 First and foremost, the recruitment of two civil rights 
lawyers for a three-week course did nothing to desegregate Harvard’s faculty, 
but instead merely confirmed the dean’s provocative framing of the pool 
problem. As Derrick Bell subsequently argued, many students may have 
agreed that an “excellent white” was preferable to a “mediocre Black,” but 
they decisively repudiated the implicit message that none of the thirty law 
professors whose names were forwarded to the dean were sufficiently quali-
fied to be lifted out of the ghetto of mediocrity.40

On the curricular front, the students were utterly dissatisfied with both 
the length and scope of the course. A three-week minicourse did not provide 
the sustained consideration of the issues the students had hoped to address, 
nor did packing the entire treatment into a concentrated and exclusive time 
slot provide a wide enough footprint to thoroughly engage and integrate the 
lessons of the course into their learning and advocacy. Bell’s course had 
invited students into a semester-long exploration of the subject matter, and 
the students were not prepared to settle for anything less.

This objection led somewhat naturally into a more substantive one: the 
course that the dean offered and the course that the students sought were 
simply not the same. While civil rights litigation was indeed an important 
addition to the curriculum, it was no substitute for an analysis of how law 
helped constitute the very racial structure that antidiscrimination law aimed 
to regulate.
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The students’ insistence on hiring faculty who had lived the life they 
would teach about was ostensibly framed as a demand for role models, but on 
a more fundamental level it raised epistemological questions about “perspec-
tive” that would constitute central themes in the subsequent articulation of 
CRT.41 Some critics of the students understood these demands to be con-
trary to the notion that knowledge is objectively discoverable apart from the 
self, and thus they argued that the demand for a professor of color to teach 
the course was intellectually flawed.

Perhaps surprisingly, commentators who considered themselves civil 
rights traditionalists weighed in—not to critique the law school’s failure to 
rethink its reliance on exclusionary practices but to critique the law students 
for reintroducing race as a criterion of merit. Reflected in their failure to 
question whether the criteria were functionally fair and race neutral was a 
narrow understanding of the institutional arrangements that were destined 
to reproduce racially disparate outcomes. BLSA, La Alianza, American 
Indian Law Students, Asian Law Students Association, and Arab Law 
Students collectively, as the Third World Coalition (TWC), argued that the 
standard, and arguably arbitrary, criteria that the law school endorsed—
attendance at elite law schools, admission to the law review, and clerkships 
for a prestigious judge—were grossly maldistributed along racial lines. It was 
entirely unsurprising that candidates of color would not readily emerge from 
a pool they had largely been prohibited from entering.

What was predictable was that that “pool problem” would be readily 
accepted outside Harvard’s walls without a serious interrogation of how and 
to what ends the pool was constituted. Absent in the public discourse was 
any caution against relying on the same processes for defining merit that 
helped to create the nearly all-white law school in the first place. In the after-
math of what was, in some sense, a social revolution against the previous 
racial order, it might be expected that a critical review of the practices and 
institutional values that had made the institution virtually all white before 
the collapse of white supremacy would have been more than appropriate. But 
Harvard administrators adopted an evolutionary approach to pool-watching. 
Their commitment to integrating the faculty was realized by remaining ever 
vigilant to see what unlikely candidates might crawl out of the pool rather 
than rethinking the fundamental question of how the pool was populated in 
the first place.

Part of that reluctance to rethink criteria for faculty recruitment was 
premised on a firm conviction about what the school did and did not do, a 
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conviction that seemed to change little in the face of the social transforma-
tion that the Civil Rights Movement had underwritten. The very fact that 
there were no standard courses on discrimination, immigration, Indian law, 
and women and the law well into the 1980s indicated how sluggish legal edu-
cation had been to address the seismic shifts that had taken place in the 
preceding decades. The fact that law was a major site of contestation around 
these issues, yet they remained marginal within legal education, only under-
scored how deeply elite legal training was tied to intellectual regimes that 
rewarded continuity with a troubled past rather than innovative thinking 
about new legal issues and constituencies. This preference, reflected in the 
administration’s specialized vision of elite education, changed relatively little 
as the school began to recruit growing numbers of students from historically 
underrepresented groups. Nontraditional students—Black, Latino, Asian, 
and Native American students, female students, students interested in legal 
aid/legal services, and others—organized to pressure the school to think 
beyond the limited menu of educational options that failed to address the 
social transformation that had prompted many of them to study law in the 
first place.

Their expectations were not groundless. There was reason to think that in 
the context of a new social regime, Harvard might thoroughly reevaluate the 
content of the curriculum and the new communities and values it might 
serve. After all, as noted above, the school was far from a bastion of conserva-
tive resistance to integration; it had stepped up its recruiting of minority 
students in the 1970s, and some of its faculty were engaged in efforts to bring 
about social change elsewhere. The dean himself was on the board of the 
premier civil rights litigation organization, the Legal Defense Fund. Yet 
underlying the school’s inability to think beyond the pool problem was a 
failure to bring these commitments inside the institution’s everyday practices 
and norms, a failure to reevaluate the givens and nonnegotiables with an eye 
toward rethinking those dimensions of law school practice that were forged 
in, consistent with, and facilitated by formalized inequality.

It was at least remotely possible to imagine that aspects of legal education 
that had easily coexisted with and even normalized racial subordination 
might be reviewed with a skeptical eye whether or not the institution itself 
formally practiced segregation. The wholesale failure to consider the interests 
of underserved communities, the failure to interrogate the gaping contradic-
tions between the formal commitment to the rule of law and the realities of 
racial dictatorship through much of the nation’s history, the failure to reward 
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innovative legal theories or to explore the reformist potential of legal 
advocacy—all these features of pre–civil rights elite legal education might 
have been viewed from a position of skepticism given their collaborative role 
in normalizing broadscale societal stratification. That “excellence” and 
“merit” could be attached to legal thinking that consistently failed to take up 
some of the most complex legal problems in society was troubling enough 
during segregation’s tenure, but to effortlessly reproduce these values in a 
postsegregation world seemed to undermine rather than enhance the claims 
of social progress.

Obviously, a different conception of the interests and constituencies that 
the law school would serve would have created a different “pool” of people 
qualified to teach there. The school, however, was stubbornly attached to its 
traditional view of merit and its particular mission. Its insistence on viewing 
the crisis through the prism of the pool was a repudiation of the students’ 
larger demands that it rethink its foundational assumptions about how to 
prepare a new generation of students for the careers that they there were 
planning to pursue. Indeed, the law school’s commitment to preparing stu-
dents for elite service in America’s corporate apparatus was sometimes 
defended by faculty as a badge of personal honor. For instance, in one of 
several student-faculty fora on faculty integration, students demanded that 
the school revise its curriculum to offer more in the field of legal aid/legal 
services. A distinguished faculty member analogized such demands to asking 
the men at Massachusetts Institute of Technology to teach students how to 
fix toasters.42

All together, these themes established the parameters of the conflict 
between liberal notions of discrimination, framed around bias and color-
blindness, and an emerging sensibility that comprehended such problems in 
terms of institutionalized racial power. If bias and discrimination consti-
tuted the lingua franca of liberal conceptions of the race problem, then objec-
tivity and colorblindness were its natural—if not immediate—goals. Liberals 
and conservatives may have disagreed about the scope and defensibility of 
exceptions to this conception of equality, and as the case at Harvard shows, 
even liberals might draw lines differently depending on the context (for 
example, student admissions versus faculty recruitment). At the end, they 
shared a notion that a world free of race “bias” constituted the promised land 
rather than any substantive measure of racial participation in institutions 
across the social terrain. Colorblind merit was thus presumptively race neu-
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tral, and it was the students’ demand for an affirmative effort to recruit and 
hire professors of color at Harvard that was framed as discriminatory.

As events unfolded, it became apparent that the struggle was not solely 
between the students and the administration, but between the students and 
the media as well. The media’s framing of the controversy was not simply a 
product of sloppy reporting, but a marker of the preexisting tropes in main-
stream civil rights discourse that were readily mobilized to narrate the stu-
dents’ race consciousness as racism pure and simple. The protest was initially 
framed by Dean Vorenberg in a letter informing the student community 
about the new course and the fact that BLSA and the TWC were boycotting 
it. Framing the students’ response to the school’s failure to recruit a full-time 
minority scholar to teach the course, the dean put the matter thus: “To boy-
cott a course on racial discrimination because part of it is taught by a white 
lawyer, is wrong in principle and works against, not for, shared goals of racial 
and social justice.”43 The frame of reverse discrimination, intimated in the 
dean’s letter, became increasingly shrill as the media amplified the story.44 
The progression began with stories that highlighted race as the primary but 
not exclusive reason for the students’ boycott and soon dispensed with the 
underlying battle over integration altogether. Pundits—including civil rights 
luminaries—joined the chorus of critics to declare the student actions to be 
racist, pure and simple.45

Despite the students’ disappointment over the dean’s response and the 
subsequent conflation of a complex political contestation into a simple nar-
rative of reverse discrimination, this sequence of events proved to be enor-
mously meaningful in the development of the intellectual project that the 
controversy helped spawn. Specifically, the dean’s decision and the narrowed 
parameters in which the ensuing controversy was framed helped to sharpen 
awareness of how conceptions such as colorblind merit operated to obscure 
the continuing patterns of racial power in presumptively race-neutral institu-
tions. It also set in motion a chain of events that would provide fertile ground 
for the emergence of CRT.

In the early 1980s, the codes by which the gradual retrenchment of race 
reform would be articulated were not easily decipherable. It was clear that the 
pace of reform had slowed, and ominous clouds were gathering. While 
Regents of University of California v. Bakke (1978) effectively took racial jus-
tice off the table as the foundation for affirmative action, diversity emerged 
as the vehicle that would effectively integrate people of color into institutions 
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from which they had been excluded. Hope thus prevailed within the civil 
rights community that significant victories could still be squeezed out of a 
receding reformist agenda. Yet entire bastions of entrenched racial power 
were rendered off-limits, clothed in the magical discourse of “merit” and 
“qualification.” Like the scene in The Wizard of Oz where the omnipotent 
voice warns, “Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain,” meritocratic 
discourse often blinded racial justice constituencies to its role as a mechanism 
of racial power. Thus it might have remained were it not for the dean’s artless 
juxtaposition of the mediocre Black professor against the excellent white 
professor, and his challenge to students to recite what they might have 
learned had the very course that lay at the center of the controversy been 
offered.

The “Toto” that pulled the curtain to reveal the racial dynamics of this 
purportedly race-neutral claim was the Alternative Course, organized by the 
TWC to present an “affirmative vision of what a course which purports to 
address the needs of their communities can and should be.”46 The Alternative 
Course brought together the representational and substantive demands of 
the students in a vehicle that illustrated the twin goals of recruiting minority 
professors who were not merely “duplicates” of current faculty members and 
amplifying their deepening critique of American legal education. Countering 
the orientation of traditional legal education, the course would advance a 
concept of law as fundamentally political, not a set of abstract, neutral prin-
ciples about which one can have purely “technical” expertise divorced from 
one’s social and political views and values. The latter image of the law is  
the one upon which the status and prestige of Harvard’s faculty (as all  
other law faculties) is built; it is also the image that legitimizes the American 
legal system’s consistent perpetration of injustices against people of color—
which is the more important reason for the Third World Coalition’s rejection 
of it.47

Within this framework, the law would not be taken for granted as a tech-
nocratic institutional discourse in which lawyerly competence was being 
developed. Instead, the course would diverge from traditional offerings in 
the area by placing litigation-oriented strategies in conversation with the 
broader political and social struggles of racially defined communities. 
Organizers similarly promised that the course would explore “how racism 
touches peoples that are both unified by their status as minority groups and 
diverse in their interests and goals.”48 This signaled not only an interest in 
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exploring race outside the context of the Civil Rights Movement, but also a 
commitment to interrogate the legal infrastructure of foreign policy that 
touched the lives of Third World people around the world. The Alternative 
Course thus set the stage for a broader inquiry into the relationship between 
race and law, and for a critical interrogation of traditional legal education 
more broadly. These themes would be taken up and further developed by 
Critical Race Theorists.

From the TWC perspective, the course was a stunning success. It drew 
more than one hundred participants and provided students with frameworks 
to understand and articulate the complex context of the current institutional 
struggle and its relationship to broader dynamics pertaining to race and law. 
Not only did the Alternative Course make the effects of the gate-keeping real 
(the illustrative cover on our booklet featured Harvard law professors piling 
desks and bookshelves against people of color pushing in from the outside), 
the course also provided the opportunity for a cohort of existing and future 
race scholars to become collectively immersed in a developing canon of criti-
cal discourses and scholarly texts.

The long-term traction the course generated was partly grounded in the 
collective engagement with particular texts that became part of the CRT 
canon. Central among them was the principal textbook for the course, Race, 
Racism, and American Law by Derrick Bell.49 The textbook and Bell’s overall 
product were especially important in setting the foundation upon which 
CRT was built. Bell’s scholarship encouraged an emerging cohort of critical 
thinkers to place race at the center of scholarly inquiry, a license that had not 
yet been granted by the legal academy.

Along with Bell’s foundational text, the course was informed by other 
works that eventually became part of the CRT canon, such as Richard 
Delgado’s “The Imperial Scholar”50 and an early iteration of Charles Lawrence’s 
“The Id, the Ego, and Equal Protection: Reckoning with Unconscious 
Racism.”51

Delgado had shaken up the constitutional law establishment by framing 
their internal conversations about race as imperialistic and white, conducted 
as though scholars of color had made no contributions to the discourse that 
merited engagement.52 Denise Carty-Bennia, one of the first female African 
American law professors, provided a compelling vision of the rhetorical poli-
tics surrounding minority scholarship that circulated within the legal profes-
soriate. In both her presentation in the course and her advice “off-line,” 
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Carty-Bennia decoded the various “raps” on minority scholarship that 
framed the work as nontraditional (which much of it was) and presumptively 
disqualifying (which was the crux of the debate).

For young scholars, Bell, Delgado, Lawrence, and Carty-Bennia modeled 
an orientation toward race work that transcended then-current paradigms in 
search of new discourses and possibilities. Their articulation of such critical 
frames within the traditional parameters of legal education linked up with 
the academic and activist traditions out of which many students in the Third 
World Coalition emerged. These formative engagements reinforced the pos-
sibility that race projects need not be contained and constrained by conven-
tional expectations and that, indeed, the authorized points of departure in 
legal analysis often imported with them a rationalizing orientation toward 
racial domination rather than a critical one. This intimate exposure to 
groundbreaking scholarship reinforced and deepened a sense that a new and 
more integrated sensibility was emerging, one in which the regulatory frames 
of “race relations” and “racial prejudice” were being overwritten by the mutu-
ally constitutive frames of law and racial power.

The terms of the institutional conflict between the students and the 
administration were relatively easy to comprehend, but the conflict between 
the students and those members of the civil rights “old guard” who denounced 
the boycott reflects an important “misalignment” out of which CRT 
emerged. From the vantage point of the civil rights establishment, it was 
possible to frame the controversy as an intergenerational conflict between 
cool strategic reformism versus hot-headed youthful posturing. In this tell-
ing, the controversy boiled down to basic differences between those who 
favored a lawyerly stance of deliberate, reasoned demands, backed up when 
necessary by litigation, and those who were more interested in elevating and 
interrogating race and racism as an ideological project. At the most reduc-
tionist level, the tension was framed in terms of a certain pragmatism, a 
notion of learning the game in order to play the game, versus an identity-
driven performance of racial pride, a posturing that was reckless, immature, 
and ultimately counterproductive. The former vision was the hallmark of 
orderly integration, best achieved through the selection of students who 
would master the institutional expectations of the rarified environment to 
which they had gained access and careful management of their racial particu-
larities so as to affirm the possibility of a fully assimilated future. What 
Harvard students had done had triggered the nightmarish alternative that 
the old guard’s hard work and sacrifice would turn to naught through the 
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“bad behavior” of irresponsible youth demanding unreasonable accommoda-
tion to their special needs.53

The controversy revealed a realm of racial power that lay outside the regu-
latory boundaries of antidiscrimination law and the broader liberal reper-
toire on race. This “remainder” of racial power was located not at the margins 
of traditional forms of racial subordination but in some ways at the very 
center of liberal institutions that were otherwise lined up in favor of “racial 
reform.” Within this recognition lay a font of contradictions and unrecog-
nized convergences. For example, although liberals and conservatives tended 
to differ in their support of “affirmative action,” there was less daylight 
between them on their fundamental commitment to notions of merit. While 
liberals may have differed with conservatives on whether these notions 
should be modestly revised to advance the pace of change, they were in some 
senses closer to each other than they were to the emerging cohort of racial 
justice advocates who contested the very terms on which “merit” was defined. 
For critics, framing such criteria as “objective” merely sanitized the racial 
power that was at play in determining what counted, whose interests would 
be privileged, and what mechanisms would serve them.

A different institutional history—one in which the legal facilitation of 
Jim Crow would have been recognized as one of the most significant legal 
problems of the twentieth century—would have widened the parameters of 
its institutional mission, thus inviting an alternative baseline for defining 
merit. This broader sense of the relevance of race would have challenged the 
“off-limits” question about whether and how experience shapes intellectual 
work and whether race should matter or simply be regarded as an unfortu-
nate fact of social life that would eventually just “wither away.” This wider 
prism reflected the idea that no institution was untouched by racial power.

Merit, therefore, couldn’t be interrogated without attending to its social 
construction, and social construction could not in turn render social identity 
meaningless. In sum, one could not sustain an argument for affirmative 
action against the reverse discrimination/lowering standards line without at 
the same time addressing the racial preferences built into the existing 
standards. Liberal defenders of affirmative action seemed caught in the con-
tradiction of defending a race-blind notion of merit alongside a color-
conscious departure from it. This contradiction was the Achilles’ heel of 
affirmative action advocacy that would weaken the rationale for such 
programs as the attack on affirmative action metastasized into a full-on 
assault by conservatives.
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E M E R G i N G  R A C E  D i S C O U R S E  A M O N G  T h E  “C R i T S ”

Why did CRT emerge out of law, and not some other discipline where simi-
lar pressures were percolating? CRT came to life in the cracks between align-
ment and misalignment with liberals and the civil rights establishment, as 
reflected in the struggle over faculty hiring, and also in relation to the pro-
gressive left in legal education—Critical Legal Studies. Early Race Crits were 
thus situated in a dialectical loop, attracted to and repelled by certain ele-
ments of liberal civil rights discourses, and at the same time, attracted to and 
repelled by certain discursive elements within CLS. CRT grew as a repertoire 
of discursive moves and projects that marked specific engagements over race 
in both liberal and radical spaces. Emerging from the anteroom of both dis-
courses, the CRT workshop became the drawing room where the further 
development of these ideas took place.54

The opportunity to occupy a dedicated collaborative space finally came 
when a critical mass of minority scholars who had been active in CLS came 
together for an extended time period at the University of Wisconsin. CLS 
veterans Stephanie Phillips, Terri Miller, Neil Gotanda, and this author 
joined with the recently hired Richard Delgado to form an organizing com-
mittee to plan a convening initially titled “New Developments in Minority 
Scholarship.”55 David Trubek, at the time director of the Institute for Legal 
Studies at Wisconsin and a cofounder of CLS, was amenable to the proposal 
and agreed to provide institutional support for a four-day summer retreat. 
With the alignment of a working concept and institutional resources, the 
first CRT workshop became a reality.56

How, then, did we arrive at a convent with the twenty-four people who 
attended the first CRT workshop?57 First, we reached out to the usual 
suspects—the folks who had organized and been key players in the unfolding 
discourse on race within CLS. Added to this core group was another set of 
scholars who occasionally turned up at CLS events, and a slightly larger 
group of scholars whose scholarship suggested an ideological and epistemo-
logical relation to the project. To identify others, we asked a question that by 
today’s lights seems almost incomprehensible, namely, which scholars were 
demonstrably open to engaging a race project that was left of the liberal 
center? Some characters we knew personally, and others we simply cold-
called after reading their work.

We borrowed a lot of different strategies to create the workshop. This 
author had traveled with CLS to Germany and returned with ideas about 
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how to facilitate a certain kind of intellectual exchange designed to draw out 
specific connections and common themes among potentially congruent 
projects. Also influential were Martha Fineman’s feminist workshops that 
sought to develop a methodology oriented toward building the field of femi-
nist legal theory. As organizers, we wanted to get beyond the standard confer-
ence model of participants presenting their current works-in-progress. The 
point was to identify common threads that ran through all of the work and 
to synthesize those into a mosaic of ideas that would constitute an initial 
mapping of CRT. Recognizing that authors may be too close to their work to 
make such links themselves, we assigned others the task of presenting the 
argument and integrating the various themes into a broader frame. This strat-
egy produced three different levels of analysis for any given work that in turn 
broadened the content that was available to synthesize into a whole. Not only 
did the participants receive direct feedback on their conceptualization and 
methodologies, but as a group we were able to link our projects together 
within an emerging ideological frame. The project thus grew into its name: 
Critical Race Theory.

It might be easy to underestimate the learning process and group negotia-
tion that engaged the early participants in CRT. Forging connections into 
something greater than the sum of its parts involved exceptional labor, intel-
lectual creativity, and considerable patience. In our second workshop, for 
example, it was clear that there was a critical, theoretical backdrop that some 
participants had mastered and that others wanted to learn.58 Patricia 
Williams and Kendall Thomas created seminars with titles such as Liberalism 
and Its Critics; Poststructuralism and the Concept of Race; Race and 
Political Economy; and Intellectuals, Race, and Power. The topics of our ses-
sions reveal our efforts to become conversant with a large set of critical texts 
and a range of analytical tools. We became students of each other and learned 
to respond to, and sometimes fight against, the concepts that were being 
mobilized to discipline or deflate the CRT project.59

R E A S S E S S i N G  T h E  C O N D i T i O N S  O F  P O S S i b i L i T y 

F O R  C R T ’ S  F O R M AT i O N

These were the formative years of CRT, a period of uncertainty, excitement, 
and contestation. There are, of course, other important chapters to be told 
about the CRT workshops, including the emergence of internal debates 
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concerning the intersections of race with other systems of oppression; strug-
gles over substance or identity in defining the parameters of participation; 
debates about the role of whites in the project; tensions about the politics and 
scope of the “white over black paradigm”; and questions about whether sub-
sequent formations such as LatCrit or QueerCrit are turns, spinoffs, or splin-
terings of CRT. While a fuller exploration of these developments is outside 
the scope of this essay, it is important to note that these are ongoing debates 
with new chapters still to be written. The principal inquiry in this chapter 
highlights its key conditions of possibility in relationship to the dominant 
parameters in the discipline, specifically, its institutional, temporal, and epis-
temological dimensions.

Institutional Infrastructure

As noted above, many of the critiques of racial power that were amplified and 
integrated within CRT had been generated by leading race scholars for nearly 
a century.60 Yet this history of critical race critiques outside law actually 
heightens the question of why the CRT movement emerged in law. First, 
although the tradition of critical thinking about race was alive for decades, 
numerous factors clearly suppressed the viability of a collective project organ-
ized around counterdisciplinary practices within the established disciplines. 
The small number of racial minorities in the academy also militated against 
any organized contestation at any level, but more tellingly, the consequences 
of foregrounding conceptions of race that were at odds with prevailing 
thinking were tragically debilitating for academics of color.61 Even intellec-
tual giants like Du Bois were stymied by rank racial gatekeeping within an 
academic power structure that tightly regulated the boundaries of discipli-
nary inquiry.62 When Black and Ethnic Studies programs finally did become 
a force, it was through transcending traditional disciplinary boundaries 
rather than by setting up house within the confines of any specific disci-
pline.63 Given the transdisciplinary nature of Ethnic Studies—certainly a 
condition of its possibility—the emergence CRT in one of the more con-
servative disciplines is all the more interesting.

Unlikely as it initially seems, it is the particularly conservative character 
of the legal discipline that allowed a series of counterdisciplinary projects to 
be spawned, thus creating a possibility for CRT. The possibilities that a radi-
cal race project would emerge within a conservative discipline such as law 
were bolstered by the fact that the discipline had already been challenged by 
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a series of critiques over its foundational claims. Well-respected scholars from 
elite institutions had famously set about the project of deconstructing core 
legitimizing principles, setting in motion a genealogy of critical engagement 
that included Legal Realism, the Law and Society movement, and eventually 
Critical Legal Studies. It is not exactly a straight line, ideologically speaking, 
and the underdeveloped engagement with race in each of these projects hints 
at their limitations; but the presence of organized, dissenting voices not only 
created cracks in the façade of law, but also established institutional beach-
heads upon which subsequent mobilizations could be launched.

Casting the genealogy in this direction does not suggest that there was a 
critical race sensibility hidden in the DNA of these projects that naturally 
evolved into CRT. Yet what this history of disciplinary contestation did pro-
vide was discursive spaces—both organizational and institutional—in which 
these sensibilities would be articulated and further refined in the context of 
law. Race discourse was a “moving target” in the 1980s. The courts, the public 
arena, our law schools, and colleagues in CLS provided a constant flow of 
texts against which our developing critiques were pitched. We were both 
inside and outside the communities we were struggling alongside and against, 
trying to theorize what we were living with and embattled within. These 
engagements highlighted the ways in which shared frames helped define and 
normalize various dimensions of CRT while various misalignments helped 
fine-tune its contours.64

Temporal Opportunity

An equally important factor in the emergence of CRT was the gravitational 
force of the centrist projects of liberal legalism that were unfolding in the 
1980s. As I have set forth above, when CRT came into existence, the spirit of 
insurgency still hung in the air. Sociologists might call this a period of con-
tinuously rising expectations. Affirmative action was still permissible. Racism 
remained speakable. Few people had ever heard of Clarence Thomas. Yet the 
consequences of the civil rights retreat and the limited scope of racial reform 
were becoming increasingly apparent.

The ideological terms upon which this slowed course of legalized reform 
would be rationalized were being hashed out at the same time that the unrest 
that rocked the university system in the late 1960s and 1970s was shaping the 
experiences and expectations of a new generation of students in American 
colleges and universities. This new cohort included activist students of color 
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emerging from academic programs and community-organizing campaigns 
with intellectual and political sensibilities that were at odds with the status 
quo–oriented logics of mainstream institutions.

Many of the students and young faculty entering legal education in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s shared not only a common background in student 
and community activism, but also an orientation toward racial power and 
inequality shaped by Ethnic Studies programs that the generation before 
them struggled to establish. Beyond the earlier battles over mere entry into 
white institutions, struggles over the terms of knowledge production had 
become a new frontier in the academic debates on racial justice.

Legal education attracted many of these students who had come of age in 
the years after the Civil Rights Movement. Law students in this cohort 
entered academia with the notion that sit-ins and other modes of protest were 
appropriate avenues of action to challenge the foot dragging of recalcitrant 
institutions. Those who cut their activist and intellectual teeth in the univer-
sities of the 1970s and early 1980s emerged from these experiences with his-
tories of contesting the institutional terms of higher education through 
direct action as well as through intellectual critique.

Given the unraveling of the reformist movement that would soon be in 
full swing as the Reagan courts came online, entry into law schools at this 
point was somewhat akin to being in the officers’ club in a war zone. As the 
process of retrenchment gathered speed in the courts, the rationalizing 
dimension of legal discourse became especially visible in law schools. Battles 
were raging just over the wall, it seemed, but the business at hand was to 
achieve technocratic competence in manipulating legal rules. This in turn 
required shuttering the mind to pretty much everything that the activist 
cohort had learned.65 Exposure to these routinized dimensions of legal train-
ing not only pointed to the self-referential and, in some ways, bankrupt 
notions of merit; they also revealed how the discipline of law underwrote a 
highly contestable status quo.

The Politics of Law

What remains to be added to this temporal explanation is what precisely it was 
about law that proved to be an exceptionally fertile medium for this kind of 
project to take root. Of course, law is not the only discipline that shores up 
racial hierarchy. Other disciplines certainly contribute epistemic authority  
to the naturalized structures of thought and action that constitute racial  
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hierarchy. However, at least during the 1980s, law seemed to be on the frontlines 
of retrenchment, in part because the relationship between losing a legal battle 
and suffering a particular material loss was readily visible. While other disci-
plines do enable racial power, the connections between disciplines such as soci-
ology, political science, and philosophy, and the social practices they authorize 
appear to be far more attenuated. No sophisticated theory is needed to see law 
operating to constitute and insulate racial hierarchies in American society.

Students and faculty of color entering this arena were thus drawn to chal-
lenging the institutional practices of legal education that in their view gener-
ated the narrow conceptions of discrimination and equality that underwrote 
the retrenchment. While it was certainly true that by this time the frontlines 
of the conservative pushback were in the courts, the White House, and 
Congress, the terms under which the rollback of civil rights was legally ration-
alized implicated legal education’s own limitations. While law was far from 
the only discipline contributing to the narrowed possibility of reforms, it was 
the place that many who oversaw the collapse of race reform called home.

These factors come together to suggest a partial answer to the question 
“Why law?” The qualified “yes” to the question of whether there was some-
thing special about law can now be linked to the institutional, temporal, and 
disciplinary narrative that I have set forth. The prevailing understanding of 
race and law that came to a head in the 1980s had premised racial liberation 
on the enlightened terms of rationality. As such, racial power was understood 
as discriminatory racial attitudes and behavior, that is to say, a deviation from 
reason that was remediable through the operation of legal principles. 
Rationality would prevail over the bias of racial thinking through the appli-
cation of neutral principles. And although civil rights lawyers and liberal 
allies may have differed to varying degrees on the need for targeted interven-
tions to achieve a state in which the universalist repudiation of racial distinc-
tion might prevail, confidence that law, properly deployed, could deliver on 
such promises was widely shared. Yet by the 1980s and 1990s, this liberal 
equation of the rule of law and racial liberation was ripe for reconsideration. 
At the same time that hopes for continuous racial reform were unraveling, 
certain modes of thinking that were far more skeptical of the rule of law 
began to take root.66 The critique of the ways that legal discourse rationalized 
dismal limits to race reform provided a window into seeing something more 
than a failure of legal reform. Indeed, one was able to see how the claim to 
rationality itself—“the rule of law” rather than to the “politics of the mob”—
helped to rationalize existing racial power.67
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The problem was not simply the takeover of the judiciary by right-wing 
judges, but the limits of “reason” itself. Of course, this particular critique of 
the dominant sensibilities in law was analogous to critiques made by a genera-
tion of scholars in other disciplines who unmasked how notions of “objectiv-
ity” and “science” shored up rather than disrupted the racial order.68 Yet the 
critique in law was perhaps more explosive because of law’s putatively apoliti-
cal status and the corresponding claims that reason more generally could 
distinguish truth from ideology. Thus, the critique of the apolitical character 
of law merged with a concrete critique of the epistemological claims of the 
Enlightenment tradition more generally.69 In other words, the epistemologi-
cal critique was not simply a “philosophical” one; it was also a practical com-
ponent of claims that no neutral concept of merit justified the lack of minor-
ity law professors at elite law schools, or that no neutral process of principled, 
legal reasoning could justify the racialized distribution of power, prestige, 
and wealth in America.

My sense here is that breaking down the concept of “knowledge” that 
seemed necessary to contest the claims of law’s neutrality in the late 1980s 
and 1990s migrated well across disciplines. In one way or another, every dis-
cipline faced a core problem that its very constitution as a “discipline” might 
be related to legitimating scholarly assumptions that have their roots in 
political, cultural, and racial domination.70 The claims to nonracial discipli-
nary neutrality were contested to varying degrees in all disciplines, but law’s 
apparent intimacy with the prevailing racial order presented a unique site for 
an intellectual sit-in. This window into the constructed nature of the racial 
order presented an acutely legible nexus between knowledge and power. Its 
legibility was facilitated as well by the temporal dimension of the post–civil 
rights reform in which the crack in the external façade of the status quo 
provided a fuller vision of a social order “caught in the act” of reforming. 
CRT was thus built on a platform made up of the intellectual and activist 
traditions that had come before. This plateau facilitated glaring scrutiny of 
racial order at a time when certain questions were up for grabs in a way they 
were not before, and probably have not been since.

C O N C L U S i O N

Critical Race Theory came to be as one discursive response to the integra-
tionist retreat and postreform normalization of institutional practices  
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that produced grossly unequal distributional outcomes. A close examination 
of the conditions of its possibility revealed that students and faculty of color 
synthesized their collective encounters with liberal institutions and progres-
sive allies into a new school of thinking about race and law. CRT’s articula-
tion in the context of specific ideological encounters was not limited to the 
specific institutional setting or to law writ large. It was a sustained interroga-
tion about how the contemporary terms of racial normalization were articu-
lated within law and increasingly insulated by it. Extending the story to 
contemporary developments would take up the rebranding of colorblind dis-
course by the terms of postracialism and the eclipse of that brief historical 
epoch with white nationalist investments that travel under the mantra of 
Trumpism. Today, critical race theories both inside and apart from the uni-
versity are being primed to map the continuing significance of race despite 
the rhetorics of denial that are now commonplace within the societal order. 
The challenge is now to interrogate the limitations of contemporary race 
discourse in terms of both its popular embodiment and its epistemic 
foundations.

This is indeed the task of a broadened, interdisciplinary Critical Race 
Theory: to remap the racial contours of the way racial power is observed and 
denied—not simply to better understand and to navigate it, but to nullify 
and ultimately transform it.

N O T E S

1. See, generally, Gloria Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate IV, “Toward a 
Critical Race Theory of Education,” in Critical Race Theory in Education: All God’s 
Children Got a Song, ed. Adrienne D. Dixson and Celia K. Rousseau (New York: 
Routledge, 2006), 11, 18.

2. See Glenn Adams and Phia S. Salter, “A Critical Race Psychology Is Not Yet 
Born,” Connecticut Law Review 43 (2011): 1355. And, generally, Gregory S. Parks, 
Shayne Edward Jones, and W. Jonathan Cardi, eds., Critical Race Realism: 
Intersections of Psychology, Race, and Law (New York: New Press, 2008); and 
“Symposium on Behavioral Realism,” special edition, California Law Review 94, no. 
4 (July 2006), in particular Anthony G. Greenwald and Linda Hamilton Krieger, 
“Implicit Bias: Scientific Foundations,” 945–68.

3. See Imani Perry, “Cultural Studies, Critical Race Theory, and Some Reflection 
on Methods,” Villanova Law Review 50, no. 11 (2005): 915, 918–19.

4. See Barbara Luck Graham, “Toward a Critical Race Theory in Political 
Science: A New Synthesis for Understanding Race, Law, and Politics,” in African 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



80 •  M A S K S

American Perspectives on Political Science, ed. Wilbur C. Rich (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2007), 212.

5. See, generally, Charles W. Mills, Blackness Visible: Essays on Philosophy and 
Race (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998); and idem, “White Ignorance,” in 
Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance, ed. Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana 
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2007), 11, 13, 15, and 19.

6. See, e.g., W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Propaganda of History,” in Black 
Reconstruction in America: 1860–1880 (1935; New York: Free Press, 1998).

7. See, generally, Oliver Cromwell Cox, Caste, Class, and Race: A Study in Social 
Dynamics (New York: Doubleday, 1948).

8. Joyce Ann Ladner, The Death of White Sociology (New York: Random House, 
1973).

9. Robert V. Guthrie, Even the Rat Was White: A Historical View of Psychology, 
2d ed. (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 1998).

10. Tukufu Zuberi and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, eds., White Logic, White 
Methods: Racism and Methodology (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2008).

11. Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1993), 9.

12. See, generally, Stanford M. Lyman, “Race Relations as Social Process: 
Sociology’s Resistance to a Civil Rights Orientation,” in Race in America: The 
Struggle for Equality, ed. Herbert Hill and James E. Jones Jr. (Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1993); Charles W. Mills, The Racial Contract (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1997), 3; idem, Blackness Visible; Sandra Harding, ed., The 
“Racial” Economy of Science: Toward a Democratic Future (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1993); George W. Stocking Jr., Race, Culture, and Evolution: Essays 
in the History of Anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1968); Charles A. Valentine, 
Culture and Poverty (1968); William Darity Jr., “Stratification Economics: Context 
versus Culture and the Reparations Controversy,” University of Kansas Law Review 
57, no. 4 (2008–9): 795; Laura Pulido, “Reflections on a White Discipline,” 
Professional Geographer 54, no. 1 (2002): 49.

13. This is not to say that these projects had no traction. Many of these cri-
tiques—and the scholars articulating them—influenced thinking about race within 
disciplines and within society at large. W. E. B. Du Bois, for example, made signifi-
cant inroads both within traditional disciplines and within public discourse. See, 
e.g., Elijah Anderson, “Introduction,” in W. E. B. Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996).

14. Aldon Morris, “A Retrospective on the Civil Rights Movement: Political 
and Intellectual Landmarks,” Annual Review of Sociology 25 (1999): 517, 524–25.

15. I build here on the sociocultural perspective as articulated, for example, by 
Hazel Rose Markus and Shinobu Kitayama, “The Cultural Psychology of 
Personality,” Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 29 (1998): 63.

16. Kendall Thomas, comments at a panel on Critical Race Theory, Conference 
on Frontiers of Legal Thought, Duke Law School, Jan. 26, 1990, quoted in Charles 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



U N M A S K I N G  C O L O R b L I N D N E S S  I N  T H E  L A W  •  81

Lawrence, “Unconscious Racism Revisited: Reflections on the Impact and Origins 
of ‘The Id, the Ego, and Equal Protection,’ ” Connecticut Law Review 40 (2008): 943.

17. Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “The First Decade: Critical Reflections, or  
‘A Foot in the Closing Door,’ ” UCLA Law Review 49 (2002): 1343, 1364.

18. While this protest was one of the first, protests such as this were confined 
neither to Harvard nor to the 1980s. See Wendy Leo Moore, Reproducing Racism: 
White Space, Elite Law Schools, and Racial Inequality (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2008), 13.

19. Dean Vorenberg was a member of the National Board of Directors of the 
NAACP’s Legal Defense Fund for twenty-eight years. See his obituary, New York 
Times, Apr. 15, 2000, A13. Jack Greenberg notes that he worked with Dean 
Vorenberg on civil rights matters and persuaded him to join the LDF’s board. Jack 
Greenberg, “In Memoriam: James Vorenberg,” Harvard Law Review 114, no. 1 
(2000): 1, 3.

20. Adam S. Cohen, “Law School Dispute: Blacks’ Boycott Creates Press 
Frenzy,” Harvard Crimson, Sept. 13, 1982.

21. Derrick A. Bell, Confronting Authority: Reflections of an Ardent Protester 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), 42, 44–46.

22. See Abby D. Phillip, “Race Sparked HLS Tension,” Harvard Crimson, June 
1, 2008, www.thecrimson.com/article/2008/6/1/race-sparked-hls-tension-a 
-battle/.

23. See Wanda Payne, “Bell Toasted by 200 at Farewell Tribute Dinner,” 
Harvard Law Record, Nov. 26, 1980, 13.

24. Laura Taylor, “Prof. Bell Named U. of Oregon Law Dean,” Harvard Legal 
Record, Mar. 14, 1980, 1, 14; Dave Horn, “Third World Coalition Renews Support 
for Course Boycott,” Harvard Law Record, Sept. 17, 1982, 1.

25. The dissatisfaction with the scope and content of legal education was not at 
all limited to the TWC groups but was shared across a range of student groups. 
Many of these sentiments were reflected in what came to be called “The Little Red 
Book,” otherwise known as Legal Education and the Reproduction of Hierarchy, 
self-published by Duncan Kennedy in 1983.

26. Letter from Ibrahim Gassama and Cecelie Counts to Washington Post, July 
29, 1982 (on file with author).

27. Letter from Irma Tyler Wood to Dean James Vorenberg, Harvard Law 
School, Mar. 9, 1982 (on file with author).

28. Crenshaw, “Critical Reflections,” 1348.
29. Horn, “Third World Coalition Renews Support,” 3.
30. See Phillip, “Race Sparked HLS Tension.”
31. Bell, Confronting Authority, 42.
32. This was in contrast to the likely inferences drawn from blue-collar jobs 

where similar claims were subject to disparate impact review. See Elizabeth 
Bartholet, “Application of Title VII to Jobs in High Places,” Harvard Law Review 
95 (1982): 945, 979–80.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

http://www.thecrimson.com/article/2008/6/1/race-sparked-hls-tension-a-battle/
http://www.thecrimson.com/article/2008/6/1/race-sparked-hls-tension-a-battle/


82 •  M A S K S

33. The University of Texas, for example, was prominently featured in the battles 
over the desegregation of higher education.

34. For the five years before the boycott, Harvard Law School’s full-time enroll-
ment was made up of roughly 13–14 percent students of color and on average enrolled 
a higher percentage of minorities during this period than did other Ivy League and 
top law schools.

35. Harvard’s relatively aggressive recruitment of minority students was not 
matched by a similar commitment to recruit faculty, leading student protesters to 
note that if the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Regents of University of California v. 
Bakke (1978) justified using race as a factor in admissions, then surely Harvard could 
consider race as a factor in employment. See, e.g., Donald Christopher Tyler and 
Cynthia Muldrow, letter to the editor, “Goal of a Boycott at Harvard Law,” New 
York Times, Aug. 20, 1982, A26.

36. The gross maldistribution of a credential does not necessarily undermine its 
relevance, but at minimum it casts doubt on institutional claims of equal opportu-
nity. See Duncan Kennedy, “A Cultural Pluralist Case for Affirmative Action in 
Legal Academia,” Duke Law Journal, (1990): 705, 718 .

37. In May 1982, Dean Vorenberg informed the Third World Coalition that 
Julius Chambers and Jack Greenberg would be teaching a winter-term course, Racial 
Discrimination and Civil Rights. Letter from the Harvard Black Law Students 
Association to James Vorenberg, Dean of Harvard Law School, Mar. 9, 1982 (on file 
with author). See also Martin S. Goldman, “Behind the Harvard Boycott,” Student 
Law 11 (1983): 18, 19.

38. Dave Horn, “Charges Fly over BLSA Course Boycott,” Harvard Law Record, 
Sept. 10, 1982, 3.

39. Letter from the Third World Coalition to the Harvard Law School 
Community, May 24, 1982 (on file with author).

40. Derrick Bell, op-ed, “Harvard Law School Black Student Boycott,” Aug. 3, 
1982, 3 (unpublished manuscript, on file with author).

41. Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “Toward a Race-Conscious Pedagogy in 
Legal Education,” National Black Law Journal 11 (1988): 1.

42. Steve Cowan, “Students and Faculty Pack Open Forum,” Harvard Law 
Record, Mar. 11, 1983, 15.

43. Letter from Dean Vorenberg to Second- and Third-Year Students, July 21, 
1982 (on file with author).

44. Ruth Marcus, “Minority Groups Assail Course at Harvard Law,” 
Washington Post, July 26, 1982, A5.

45. Bayard Rustin, letter to the editor, “A Misguided Protest by Blacks at 
Harvard,” New York Times, Aug. 17, 1982, A26 .

46. George Bisharat, “Third World Students Believe Harvard Law Is Symbol of 
Bias,” Boston Globe, Feb. 19, 1984, A. See also Brad Hudson, “TWC Offers 
Alternative Spring Course,” Harvard Law Record, Jan. 21, 1983, 1.

47. Bisharat, “Third World Students.”
48. Hudson, “TWC Offers Alternative,” 15.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



U N M A S K I N G  C O L O R b L I N D N E S S  I N  T H E  L A W  •  83

49. Derrick Bell, Race, Racism, and American Law, 2nd ed. (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1980).

50. Richard Delgado, “The Imperial Scholar: Reflections on a Review of Civil 
Rights Literature,” University of Pennsylvania Law Review 132 (1984): 561.

51. Charles R. Lawrence III, “The Id, the Ego, and Equal Protection: Reckoning 
with Unconscious Racism,” Stanford Law Review 39 (1987): 317.

52. Delgado, “Imperial Scholar,” 573–74.
53. See, e.g., Carl T. Rowan, “Bad Behavior at Harvard,” Washington Post, Aug. 

20, 1982, A15.
54. Crenshaw, “Critical Reflections,” 1364.
55. The coming together of this critical mass at Wisconsin was not mere hap-

penstance. This condition of possibility was the product of the Wisconsin Law 
School’s professional leadership in terms of both faculty integration and scholarly 
innovation.

56. Crenshaw, “Critical Reflections,” 1359.
57. The first CRT workshop was held on July 8, 1989, in Madison, Wisconsin. 

See, e.g., Angela Onwuachi-Willig, “Celebrating Critical Race Theory at 20,” Iowa 
Law Review 94 (2009): 1497.

58. The second CRT workshop was held on June 13, 1990, in Buffalo, New York, 
followed by the Wisconsin Conference on Race and Critical Theory, November 1990, 
organized by Linda Greene. See, e.g., Phillip, “Race Sparked HLS Tension,” 1250n5.

59. The workshop served as a vehicle to carry the intellectual project forward, 
but CRT continued as an intellectual field beyond its confines.

60. James E. Turner, “Africana Studies and Epistemology: A Discourse in the 
Sociology of Knowledge,” in The Next Decade: Theoretical and Research Issues in 
Africana Studies—Selected Papers from the Africana Studies and Research Center’s 
Tenth Anniversary Conference, 1980, ed. James E. Turner (Ithaca, NY: Africana 
Studies and Research Center, Cornell University, 1984).

61. Among the path-breaking intellectuals who might be considered the forerun-
ners of CRT are W. E. B. Du Bois and Oliver Cox. Both of their academic careers—
already circumscribed by race—were further stunted due to their repudiation of 
racial orthodoxy. See Sean Hier, “Structures of Orthodoxy and the Sociological 
Exclusion of Oliver C. Cox,” Research in Race and Ethnic Relations 11 (2000): 304.

62. See, e.g., David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois: The Fight for Equality and 
the American Century, 1919–1963 (New York, NY: Holt, 2000), 444–47 .

63. Turner, “Africana Studies and Epistemology.”
64. Morris, “Retrospective on the Civil Rights Movement,” 534–35.
65. Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “Foreword: Toward a Race-Conscious 

Pedagogy in Legal Education,” National Black Law Journal 11 (1988): 4.
66. Early indicators that the faith in law-based deliverance was waning were 

evident in the split between the traditional Civil Rights Movement and the emerg-
ing younger black-power wing of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
SNCC. See Herbert H. Haines, Black Radicals and the Civil Rights Mainstream, 
1954–1970 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1995), 15–76.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



84 •  M A S K S

67. Gary Peller, “Reason and the Mob: The Politics of Representation,” Tikkun 
2, no. 3 (1987): 28, 92.

68. Stephen Steinberg, Race Relations: A Critique (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2007), 68–77.

69. Roberto Mangabeira Unger, Knowledge and Politics (New York: Free Press, 
1976), 3, 29–36. See also Crenshaw, “Toward a Race-Conscious Pedagogy,” 2.

70. George Lipsitz, “Notes and Thoughts on I. Wallerstein et al., Open the Social 
Sciences,” presented at the Colorblind Disciplining of Race Conscious Research: 
Critical Intervention across the Academy Conference at CASBS, June 1–5, 2009.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



85

To counter colorblindness across the disciplines, we must gain awareness of 
what has been overlooked or not interrogated. The power of colorblindness 
is in the exclusion of accountability for or the invisibility of racial injustice, 
whether colorblind or legitimized. Covert racism does not somehow negate 
the fact that overt racism still occurs, and overt racism does not look or func-
tion the same for all racialized groups. Mainstream scholars and educators 
should become aware of how a historical racial discourse based on white 
supremacy has influenced their disciplines, and then reflect on their own 
assumptions about race and racism. Moreover, to counter colorblindness 
specific to the United States, Indigenous Peoples must be included in the 
work.

Beginning in the mid-1990s, scholarship on the ideology of colorblind 
racism gained acceptance within the mainstream of the sociology of race in 
the United States. Colorblind racism justifies “racial inequality as the out-
come of nonracial dynamics.”1 Scholars contend that after the U.S. civil 
rights era, overtly racist acts gave way to covert racism in the maintenance of 
white privilege under the ideology of colorblindness.2 Colorblindness is the 
idea that racism no longer impacts social mobility because it is illegal to deny 
housing, education, and employment based on race. With the advent of 
colorblindness, it was no longer socially acceptable to express blatant antago-
nism toward people of color; therefore, explicit bigotry of past centuries 
morphed into implicit discrimination—colorblind racism.3 This shift allows 

F O U R

Masking Legitimized Racism
i N D i G E N E i T y,  C O L O R b L i N D N E S S ,  

A N D  T h E  S O C i O L O Gy  O F  R A C E

Dwanna L. McKay

Portions of this essay were previously published: Dwanna L. Robertson, “Invisibility in the 
Color-Blind Era: Examining Legitimized Racism against Indigenous Peoples,” American 
Indian Quarterly 39, no. 2 (2015): 113–53.
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whites to escape all culpability for the current racial oppression of minorities. 
Indeed, colorblind racism enables whites to justify the current gaps in educa-
tional attainment, wages, health, and wealth between them and everyone else 
through ideologies of individualism and the placing of blame on cultural 
tendencies without acknowledgment of historical context. Colorblind racism 
positions the political and economic inequality of people of color as their 
own fault. Marginalized groups still experience inequality, but their suppres-
sion is “void of direct racial terminology.”4

Yet this does not hold true for Indigenous Peoples in the United States.5 
Like other marginalized groups, Natives certainly experience the same covert 
mechanisms of colorblind racism that limit life opportunities. However, 
Natives also routinely suffer from overt racism in the form of racial epithets 
like “redskin,” “injun,” and “squaw” and horribly distorted depictions of 
Natives as sports mascots, reminiscent of the propaganda used against Black, 
Irish, and Jewish people in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This 
overt racism is not confined to hate groups but is present in everyday dis-
course and throughout the media. Moreover, the racial oppression of Natives 
also becomes invisible in the very visible mechanism often used to reproduce 
racial inequality—informal communication—with statements like being an 
“Indian-giver,” sitting “Indian-style,” learning to count through the “one lit-
tle, two little, three little Indians” song, or getting together to “powwow” 
over a business idea. Even race theorists whose scholarship has provided criti-
cal insights into the process of making race and racism have failed to address 
contemporary overt racism against Indigenous Peoples. Whereas the under-
standing of colorblind racism led to some of the most influential theoretical 
frameworks of race in sociology, these theories still fail to account for the 
blatant and overt forms of what I conceptualize as legitimized racism. To 
legitimize is to make legitimate—that is, to justify, reason, or rationalize as 
in accordance with established or accepted patterns and standards.6 In other 
words, the institutions that shape social norms—those seen as social authori-
ties—reproduce symbolic racial violence against American Indians through 
legal structures, public education locations, consumer products, sports 
associations, and so on.

Society commonly rationalizes racial inequality as nonracial (colorblind 
racism), but Native Americans cope daily with overtly racist language, 
images, and behaviors without social recourse. This work attempts to recon-
cile the invisibility of legitimized (overt) racism with the ideologies of color-
blind (covert) racism, guided by two questions: With such blatant racist acts, 
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what accounts for the lack of attention by contemporary race theory to anti-
Indian rhetoric and legitimized racism against Indigenous Peoples in the 
United States? How do Native people negotiate these persistent racist stere-
otypes and cultural appropriation in their daily lives? I argue that racism 
against American Indians has been socially legitimized, thereby rendering it 
invisible, even among race scholars, activists of color, other people of color, 
and often Natives themselves. Using an Indigenous epistemology and a quali-
tative approach, I examine what I conceive as the phenomenon of “legiti-
mized racism.” I analyze its impact and provide narratives of confrontations 
with legitimized racism through conversations with forty-five Indigenous 
people.

T h E  P h E N O M E N O N  O F  L E G i T i M i Z E D  R A C i S M

Over five hundred years of Western dominance have shaped public percep-
tion of Indigenous Peoples. Overt racism against Indians has become legiti-
mized through centuries of racist discourse created and perpetuated by hege-
monic power structures. While minstrel shows have long been castigated as 
racist, American children are socialized into playing Indian. Playing Indian 
is actually an American tradition with roots in colonial times.7 During the 
Boston Tea Party, when colonists rebelled against British rule by boarding 
English ships and throwing tea into the harbor, they dressed in blankets and 
feathers and had black soot and grease on their faces, pretending to be 
Indians. Columbus Day celebrations, Halloween costumes, and Thanksgiving 
reenactments stereotype Indigenous Peoples as a much-distorted, monolithic 
culture. Playing Indian is racist—in no way different from wearing blackface 
or participating in minstrel shows—because it collapses distinct cultures into 
one stereotypical racialized group. Even worse, because playing Indian is 
deemed socially acceptable (i.e., normal, legitimate), any other racial or eth-
nic group may now participate—without recognizing the inherent racism in 
doing so.

The contemporary consequences of legitimized racism stem from the his-
torically racist discourse (established within the context of imperialism, white 
supremacy, and colonization) that perpetuates the mythical righteousness of 
the murder, rape, and enslavement of Indigenous Peoples.8 Historically, 
Native peoples were portrayed as savages, Native women as sexually permis-
sive, and Native culture as engendering laziness.9 Contemporary American 
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Indians still live under the prevalence of Native misrepresentations in the 
media, archaic notions of Indianness, and the federal government’s appropria-
tion of “Indian” names and words as code for military purposes. But legiti-
mized racism is not just about the production of racial images, attitudes, or 
identities. It is not between individuals. Rather, it is the foundation of power 
that cradles the dialectical interaction of human agency and social structure 
within the racial state.

My theoretical framework of legitimized racism builds on concepts of 
racism, systemic racism, colorblind racism, and internalized oppression.10 I 
conceptualize legitimized racism with the following assumptions and pro-
vide definitions and examples for the concepts it builds upon: First, racism is 
present in the phenomenon of legitimized racism, of course. Racism rational-
izes that all the members of a racialized group have the same inherent abili-
ties, characteristics, morals, and qualities. For example, a common myth is 
that Indians cannot metabolize liquor like other races—if they drink, they 
will become alcoholics. This assumes inherent biological difference between 
racialized groups, rather than critically assessing how historical trauma and 
socioeconomic deprivation might affect rates of alcoholism for Indigenous 
Peoples. Second, systemic racism is also present. Systemic racism is an ideol-
ogy that attaches common meanings, representations, and racial stories to 
groups, which in turn become embedded within social institutions that serve 
to justify the superordination of white people and the subordination of non-
white people.11 Indigenous Peoples were othered as “merciless Indian 
Savages” in the Declaration of Independence. To this day, Americans con-
tinue to justify the genocide of Indigenous Peoples as necessary because of 
Indians’ supposed immorality as wild savages and continue to celebrate 
Columbus as a hero for discovering a land allegedly uninhabited by civiliza-
tion.12 Next, colorblind racism is present. Phrases like “To the victor go the 
spoils” may seem nonracial, but in the context of the Western invasion of 
North America, it positions Euro-Americans as strategic or lucky, avoiding 
any acknowledgment of the physical and cultural violence committed against 
people who were racialized as Indians.

Colorblind racism interconnects with legitimized racism through claims 
of innocence and justice. U.S. citizens are taught to believe that the United 
States was birthed in a fight against oppression, that it was founded on the 
tenets of freedom and justice for all. Social myths about the benevolence of 
colonialists and heroic efforts of settlers legitimize claims of innocence, 
replacing the fundamental truth that the United States was founded in the 
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practices of white supremacy, patriarchy, slavery, and genocide. National 
holidays like Columbus Day, Thanksgiving, and the Fourth of July perpetu-
ate society’s belief in the moral superiority, innovative culture, and complete 
innocence of the United States. But Native people are Americans, too. To 
rationalize these claims of innocence and justice means we must deny 
Indigenous Peoples’ histories and experiences. The intentional exclusion of 
contemporary Native Peoples’ knowledge from the foundational knowledge 
of the United States functions to justify legitimized racism.

Finally, legitimized racism exists in its normalcy as part of the social charac-
ter of the United States. To legitimize is to make something seem right or rea-
sonable. Accordingly, racist actions, discourses, or institutions often seem 
ordinary and without malice in the service of legitimized racism. Indeed, anti-
Indian terminology, imagery, and behavior have become legitimized to such a 
degree that even other marginalized people accept overt racism against Natives 
as nonracist and readily maintain and participate in it. Dressing up to play 
Indian with “war paint” for Halloween seems harmless. Sports teams with rac-
ist names and mascots are reputed to be honoring Indians. Culturally appropri-
ating sacred objects like headdresses is meant to be all in good fun. Thus, 
another important characteristic of legitimized racism is the resistance to rec-
ognizing normalized, institutionalized, systemic racism as racist at all. White 
people deny it, and empathy is not easily forthcoming from other marginalized 
groups because they also participate in it. Individuals who protest are accused 
of being too sensitive or simply silly. Groups who protest are charged with being 
subversive and acting in their own interests and not for the good of society.13

Therefore, legitimized racism is not colorblind racism, even though the 
two ideologies share some of the same tenets. Both colorblind racism and 
legitimized racism deny that racism exists, making it difficult to name, con-
front, or change it. Whereas colorblind racism is built on covertness—not 
saying or doing things that could be perceived as racist—legitimized racism 
involves terminology, actions, and media depictions that would be consid-
ered overtly racist if applied to other racialized groups. This is not to say that 
other racial groups do not face overt acts of racism, but rather that these same 
acts may not be deemed as racist when deployed against Native Americans. 
For example, public outcry commonly occurs over the use of blackface 
because people from all backgrounds (with the exception of hate groups) 
recognize it as racist. But the common occurrences of playing Indian and the 
use of Indian mascots raise little concern, and any resistance to these com-
mon behaviors results in severe public backlash.
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Significantly, the phenomenon of legitimized racism is not exclusive to 
Indigenous Peoples because it facilitates the means by which we appropriate 
and condense other cultures, as in the monolithic caricature of South Asian 
culture by way of “Bollywood” parties, dancing, and impersonations. 
Legitimized racism sanctions the common public discourse that undocu-
mented Mexicans take away American jobs or that they receive copious 
amounts of public benefits that are paid for by “real” Americans, which is 
compounded by the tendency in the United States to racialize most Latinx 
Peoples as Mexican.14 Lastly, the American national identity possesses a nor-
mative whiteness15 that is accomplished through the public discourse of 
legitimized racism. Therefore, when discussing Americans, only nonwhite 
people need to be marked by racializing terms—Native American, Arab 
American, Mexican American, Asian American, and so on. But whereas 
legitimized racism can occur in relation to other racialized groups, it operates 
with a historic specificity against Indigenous Peoples. Federal Indian policy 
has systematically racialized Indians as inferior, incapable, and uncivilized.

Through the erasure of historical context and the appropriation of Indigenous 
culture, legitimized racism transforms overt racism into so-called benevolent 
acts of tradition and honor. Thus, other groups are able to assert racial power 
over Indigenous Peoples by reducing the complex understandings and represen-
tations of Indigenous identity to racist archetypes and cultural caricatures. 
Misconceptions about Indigenous Peoples are created, produced, and repro-
duced in stereotypes and racial bias.16 Nevertheless, mainstream race scholars 
rarely engage with Indigenous Peoples in their writing.17 In the following, I 
critique three prominent race theories—racial formation, white racial framing, 
and colorblind racism—and their engagement with American Indians.

C O N T E M P O R A R y  T h E O R i E S  O F  R A C E 

A N D  R A C i S M :  A  C R i T i Q U E

Numerous studies discuss the ill effects of colorblind racism on marginalized 
people’s life opportunities.18 White people now generally avoid using out-
right racial epithets toward people of other races. Publicly calling someone 
racially derogatory words is considered morally reprehensible, and therefore 
socially unacceptable.19 Instead, people now speak in coded language, utiliz-
ing a colorblind racist frame to discriminate against people of color. Yet this 
is not the case for Indigenous Peoples in the United States.
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Contemporary sociology commonly acknowledges that race is socially 
constructed and altered by social institutions and historical influence.20 The 
racial classification of American Indians emerged out of the collective phe-
nomena of sociohistorical forces and sociopolitical acts (e.g., the European 
discovery of America, the U.S. Constitution, and federal Indian policy).21 
Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s foundational racial-formation theory 
posits race as a dynamic process that is “constantly being transformed by 
political struggle.”22 Therefore, race acts as an indicator for unequal access to 
resources. The sociopolitical results of the racialization of American Indians 
certainly speak to Omi and Winant’s racial formation theory, though these 
theorists did not undertake an analysis of Indigenous Peoples. Importantly, 
Omi and Winant recognize the role of government in creating racial groups 
through ideological and political processes, discussing issues of immigration 
and the racial politics of Chicanos, Asian Americans, African Americans, 
Mexican Americans, and even the Vietnamese, at length.

Indeed, an appropriate site of study for racial formation theory is the com-
plicated federal policy that established race-based authenticity measures for 
American Indians to exclude people claiming to be Indigenous, unlike the 
inclusionary one-drop rule for African Americans.23 Yet Omi and Winant’s 
1994 study about race in the United States from 1960 to 1990 only mentions 
Indigenous Peoples very briefly, on two pages in the main text and in three 
endnotes that cite other readings. This, however, was an era of dynamic racial 
contestation between Indians and the federal government, with a sharp 
increase in the growth of American Indian/Alaska Native populations in 
U.S. censuses—from approximately 551,700 in 1960 to 1.96 million in 1990.

Joe Feagin finds that Omi and Winant’s racial formation theory misses 
the persistence of systemic racism. According to Feagin, systemic racism 
exponentially reproduces itself in society’s networks, social groups, and insti-
tutions in order to protect white privilege and power. Therefore, society oper-
ates through “a commonplace white racial frame—that is, an organized set 
of racialized ideas, stereotypes, emotions, and inclinations to discriminate.”24 
Altogether, Feagin is more attentive to the racialization of Indigenous 
Peoples within his theory of the white racial frame. He reveals the historical 
racist framing by Europeans and Americans of Native peoples as inferior. 
Natives were seen as nonhumans and demons that needed to be hunted down 
and killed or driven away. Nevertheless, Feagin judges white racism against 
African Americans as more harsh than against Native Americans, stating: 
“While they have been the recurring targets of extreme white brutality and 
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recurring genocide, Native Americans have not played as a central role in the 
internal socio-racial reality of the colonies or the United States as have 
African Americans.”25

Feagin’s reasoning is problematic for several reasons: First, Feagin echoes 
the sentiments of the “Black exceptionalism” argument, which posits that the 
Black-white paradigm rightly places Black people at the center of any analysis 
of race in the United States, while other groups of color play secondary roles 
in the construction of white supremacy in American race relations.26 
Regrettably, this argument ignores the fact that the colonies and the United 
States only became realities because Europeans (within the context of 
Western domination) first collapsed distinct regions, cultures, and languages 
of Indigenous Peoples into one racial classification: Indian.27 Second, Feagin 
seemingly ranks slavery as the most egregious consequence of racialization 
because of its economic centrality and lasting legacy of systemic racism. The 
assumption that outcomes of racism (e.g., enslavement, rape, beating, starva-
tion, and murder) can be weighed and measured is challenging. Classifying 
Natives as evil and as less than human acted to justify the brutality (i.e., 
physical and cultural genocide) levied against them in order to steal their 
land and resources in settlement of the Americas. Thus, Indigenous Peoples 
play both central and foundational roles in the economic and “internal socio-
racial reality” of the United States. Finally, Feagin’s use of phrases like “anti-
Indian genocide” and “decimated Native Americans” invokes the “vanishing 
Indian” trope.28 American Indians did suffer both genocide and decimation, 
but more than eight hundred tribal groups survived. Many tribal nations are 
experiencing rapid population growth and cultural revitalization. Without a 
balance of past and present, stereotypes about Indigenous Peoples are reified. 
Their experiences fade into monolithic, distorted historical accounts of rac-
ism, failing to be viewed as contemporary acts.

Bonilla-Silva also critiques racial formation theory, arguing that Omi and 
Winant focus too closely on how racial meanings are formed and reorganized 
rather than addressing how the U.S. racial structure continues to function 
within a white supremacy ideology. According to Bonilla-Silva, systemic rac-
ism birthed colorblind racism in the 1960s. To address this, Bonilla-Silva 
promotes a theory of racialized social systems that reward socially con-
structed race differentials—economic, political, social, and psychological—
at all societal levels.29 Therefore, social interactions between individuals 
occurring within racist systems operate within racist institutions to repro-
duce racist societies. American Indians could easily be used as an example of 
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racialized social systems, given their systemic oppression for the last five hun-
dred–plus years.30

Colorblind racism certainly applies to Natives. Their socioeconomic ine-
quality is often blamed on a cultural tendency toward alcoholism, laziness, 
and rural living, rather than racial oppression. In other words, colorblind 
racism would suggest that Indians need to sober up, work harder, and move 
off the reservation.31 Still, Indigenous Peoples’ daily experiences do prob-
lematize the theoretical applicability of colorblind racism. One of its central 
tenets is that white people no longer rely upon name-calling to maintain 
white privilege because “the normative climate in the post–civil rights era has 
made illegitimate the public expression of racially based feelings and view-
points.”32 The idea that publicly racist terminology is no longer used for the 
maintenance of white privilege proves a difficult fit for Native Americans. 
Natives continue to face overtly racist name-calling and stereotyping. 
Without this acknowledgment, not only do American Indians become invis-
ible within dominant theories of race, but the overt racism they experience 
becomes invisible to everyone but them because it is not seen as racism.

M E T h O D O L O Gy

In order to understand what I term legitimized racism, I utilize a blended 
critical and Indigenous interpretive lens—a standpoint that emphasizes par-
ticipative, emancipatory research and requires holistic, relational, decoloniz-
ing ethics as well as empathy, respect, and reciprocity. Indigenous epistemol-
ogy acts to decolonize the academy’s scientific practices, to disrupt 
Westernized ways of knowing, and to develop research approaches based on 
Indigenous knowledge and voice.33 I chose a qualitative methodology because 
it is particularly appropriate for working with marginalized groups, giving 
value and voice to their lived experiences in a historically contextualized 
way.34 My research sample consisted of forty-five Native people from twenty-
nine distinct tribes, all over the age of eighteen. The analysis serves as a mag-
nifying lens that clarifies and honors the narrative.35 But the process of 
decolonization requires strategic concessions in the Western world of 
academia. Indigenous researchers often utilize mixed methods for interpre-
tive and thematic analysis in order to prevent fragmenting or deconstructing 
the knowledge that stories hold.36 I paid close attention, working respectfully 
with the data to present it as wholly as possible. I integrated theme coding for 
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particular discourses linked to cultural appropriation and anti-Indian rheto-
ric. I looked for the emergence of pattern-organizing themes and present my 
research findings in thematic fashion. Narrative quotes are used to illustrate 
the essence of the themes identified.

T h E M E S  O F  L E G i T i M i Z E D  R A C i S M 

A G A i N S T  i N D i G E N O U S  P E O P L E S

My conversations with participants revealed persistent legitimized racism in 
four thematic bundles: (1) lazy, drunk, casino-rich Indians; (2) dirty squaw 
or sexy maiden; (3) playing Indian; and (4) celebrating genocide. I include 
narratives from conversations with participants, and to balance respect and 
reciprocity, I add my own perspective and share my reflections. It is within 
these four themes that we can recognize the pervasiveness of legitimized 
racism.

Lazy, Drunk, Casino-Rich Indians

During each conversation, participants and I discussed typical stereotypes 
about Natives that they encounter. One specific trio of tropes was consist-
ently mentioned: the lazy Indian, the drunk Indian, and the casino-rich 
Indian.37 These constitute a prime example of legitimized racism: through 
public discourse, these distorted images of Natives have become engrained, 
accepted, and legitimized to such a degree that society maintains and repro-
duces them without question. Tom, a forty-year-old Penobscot man, describes 
how people openly disparage Indians, even at his job with the state of Maine:

I hear things like, “Show me an Indian, I’ll show you a drunk Indian.” 
“Indians are lazy.” We won’t get jobs because we get everything for free. They 
think we all get casino money and government entitlements. . . . But I still 
have to work, and I can’t even drink a beer without people throwing stereo-
types around. Even today, some people I work with at the state will say stuff. 
For some reason, they think it’s acceptable to run down Native people. . . . 
That’s something I wish would change. [They should realize] that hey, Natives 
are just like everybody else, so we should be respected just like everybody else.

Joy, a young Cherokee woman, exclaims, “They think we’re all getting money 
from the casinos or handouts from the government!” Gary, a middle-aged 
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Muscogee man who works for his tribal nation, also talks about the lazy, 
drunk, casino paradigm that Indians are seen to embody:

[Supposedly we all own] casinos, obviously. We’re gamblers, drinkers, slack-
ers. You know, I see that, but I see that in white, black [people]. You know, it’s 
not prevalent just to us. I’m sure we have our share, but we have our share of 
people that are educated and are productive and community-driven and [care 
about] politics and the whole bit. But we’ll still get that. We’ll still get that 
cigar stand Indian on cement, you know. That’s just what it is, but it’s some-
thing you’ve gotta work through.

Both Tom and Gary assert that Natives are just like any other group of peo-
ple, and this sentiment echoed throughout the conversations. For example, 
Will, a Chickasaw elder, says that society, in general, does not hold an accu-
rate or positive view of Natives:

We are considered drunks. Lazy, dirty drunks. They look at the reservations 
and they see all the old cars just broke down and the shanty shacks, and a lot 
of people feel that the Indians get money all the time and that’s why they live 
in poverty because they take their money and drink all the time. There’s truth 
to it. There are a lot of people that will spend their last dime on booze. But 
then there are also a lot of people that have family and kids that don’t. And 
they are trying to make it the best they can.

Bryan Brayboy explains that white supremacy provides the basis for the 
legitimized racism in the common discourses by non-Natives that all Indians 
get entitlements from the federal government (free money, houses, and col-
lege educations, etc.).38 Contrary to popular belief, especially among non-
Natives, American Indians did not simply relinquish their rights to lands, 
waters, and other natural resources. The federal government pledged through 
laws and treaties to compensate for land exchanges accomplished by the 
forced removal of tribal nations from their original homelands. Unfortunately, 
recompense is commonly expressed as “benefits,” a term that implies assist-
ance, subsidy, or even charity, rather than deserved reimbursement. Framing 
the obligatory and promised compensation by the U.S. government as merely 
“benefits” perpetuates the idea of Native dependency, rather than tribal 
sovereignty.

White supremacy also undergirds the common portrayal of Indians as 
lazy drunks who have never had to work for anything. Will admits freely that 
alcoholism and poverty plague Native people, but expresses exasperation that 
people think that the circumstances of poverty on reservations speaks for all 
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Indians. Indeed, Will and others exercise their agency by presenting a 
counterdiscourse that Indians are “just ordinary people,” as opposed to the 
racist stereotype of drunk, dirty, and casino-rich Indians.

Dirty Squaw or Sexy Maiden

Birthed through the correspondence of Columbus and his shipmates, the 
racial stereotype of Indigenous women as naive or childlike but also savage 
and sexually deviant remains alive and well today.39 Sixteen women partici-
pants discussed their experiences of being sexualized and exoticized by non-
Native boys and men, almost all as early as the first stages of puberty. Maggie, 
a middle-aged Maliseet woman, describes the trauma of puberty as a Native 
girl:

As I got into puberty, white boys seemed to have some kind of idea that I was 
“wild” and would be more willing to have sex with them. . . . Boys would grab 
me and say stuff and call me “Pocahontas.” They didn’t treat other [white] 
girls on their street that way.

Maggie understood early that she was considered different from the other 
girls by the boys in her neighborhood. She bore the stigma of the sexualized 
historical myth of Pocahontas (born Matoaka, the daughter of Algonquian 
chief Powhatan)—the idea that Indigenous women are highly sexualized, act 
wild, like to be held captive, and become sexually active at earlier ages than 
other racial groups of women. Native women who do not fit the ideal of the 
sexualized “Pocahontas” fall into the category of the dirty squaw.

The squaw trope is an example of what Daniel Morley Johnson describes 
as “savagism discourses,” which perpetuate an anti-Indian rhetoric and an 
anti-Indian sentiment in contemporary society.40 From its origins as an 
Iroquois word, otsiskwa, “squaw” means vagina or female sexual parts.41 For 
some Native women or tribes, the term might imply a dirty woman; for oth-
ers, a whore; and for yet others, both.42 As a child and teenager, Eva remem-
bers experiencing extreme prejudice numerous times:

My dad grew up on a reservation in [the Northwest]. And we would visit 
every summer. When I was little I remember that there was a lot of racism 
around there. . . . I remember being pushed in the pool before, called squaw or 
dirty squaw. But I also remember [hanging out] with a close friend of mine 
and her friend, once, and because I was darker skinned I was accused of being 
dirty.
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Cornel D. Pewewardy argues that children “develop racial awareness at an 
early age, perhaps as early as three or four years old,” and non-Indian children 
perpetuate negative stereotypes and derogatory images toward Indian chil-
dren.43 These children have been prevented from developing authentic, 
healthy attitudes about Indians. In this case, Eva experienced being stereo-
typed as a “dirty” squaw by way of being female. Pewewardy warns that 
Native children exposed to constant stereotyping and belittling of their cul-
tures “grow into adults who feel and act inferior to other people.”44 
Consequently, the common use of the word “squaw” results in low self-esteem 
and vulnerability to symbolic and physical violence against Native women.45

Playing Indian

In addition to denigrating stereotypes, legitimized racism masks the demean-
ing and harmful savage discourses and acts of playing Indian. Every partici-
pant I spoke with indicated that they recognize the prevalent savage dis-
course in today’s society. Some participants purposely ignore distorted media 
representations of Indigeneity in order to watch the same entertainment as 
the rest of society, but not all Native (or non-Native) people are consciously 
aware of the prevalence of bias against Indigenous Peoples.46 Sadly, playing 
Indian is still as popular as ever in marketing imagery and popular culture.47 
We see this in the surge of “cowboy and Indian” costume parties on college 
campuses. Playing Indian is also fashionable, with actors, models, musicians, 
and other entertainers donning headdresses or other Native costumes with-
out consequence to their careers.48 Natalie, a thirty-year-old Otoe woman, 
finds the pervasiveness of cultural appropriation despicable, telling me:

I see this all the time on campus. Groups of girls with hipster fashion, you 
know, with fringe on skirts and boots and braids in their hair. It sexualizes 
Native women so much, like we just dress provocatively on purpose. We have 
to sit back and watch them make fun of us. It’s shameful. It’s hurtful. I’m 
disgusted. I almost want this craze to be over, this trend of Indian designs. It 
sounds mean, but I wish they’d go pick on another culture.

Natalie believes that society is inherently anti-Indian, but expresses real 
hope, saying, “Social media is helping out. It’s getting the word out that it’s 
not right. It’s also helped me understand what it means to be Indian and the 
responsibility that goes with it.” Two-thirds of those I spoke with also 
expressed anger toward other Natives who claim to find no harm in 
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stereotypes and playing Indian. But that is the very nature of legitimized 
racism: it uses its power to convince Indigenous people to believe what is said 
about them. By recognizing that Natives have been subjected to the same 
cultural ignorance of mainstream media, we can understand our internaliza-
tion and resist participating in our own oppression.

Celebrating Genocide

Finally, all the participants complained that Americans would rather believe 
that Columbus “discovered” America, even though this historical myth has 
been debunked.49 Columbus and his shipmates’ atrocious record of enslave-
ment, murder, and rape is relatively unknown, to the public and scholars 
alike. The United States still celebrates Columbus as a hero every October 
amid protests by Indigenous activists. The American Indian Movement 
released a press statement on October 6, 2000, that likened Columbus Day 
to a holiday celebrating Adolf Hitler with parades in Jewish communities:

Columbus was the beginning of the American holocaust, ethnic cleansing 
characterized by murder, torture, raping, pillaging, robbery, slavery, kidnap-
ping, and forced removals of Indian people from their homelands. . . . We say 
that to celebrate the legacy of this murderer is an affront to all Indian peoples, 
and others who truly understand this history.50

It was striking that participants complained repeatedly that Americans do 
not want to know the truth about Columbus. Doris, an Abinake woman, 
reflects on her frustration with America’s obsession with Columbus:

[Columbus Day] is just another opportunity to remind Natives that their 
homelands have been basically, um, destroyed, really. I understand that peo-
ple were taught lies in school, but now we know better, so why can’t we teach 
better? Why are the grade school kids still learning lies? . . . Columbus Day is 
especially hard for me because it’s kind of the point of origin for genocide, 
you know? Columbus stands for all the colonizers that followed. All the bru-
tality that followed. I think about my family and how we’ve maintained our 
culture, but barely. Honestly, though, that day is just one in a long list of 
reminders about what happened to us.

Doris, like most other participants, recognized that holidays like 
Columbus Day are emotional triggers for Natives. Maria Yellow Brave Heart 
and Lemyra DuBruyn argue that American Indians suffer from historical 
trauma and disenfranchised grief because of the massive, recurring trauma of 
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Western colonialism, especially since, “for American Indians, the United 
States is the perpetrator of our holocaust.”51 An unwillingness to assess criti-
cally the legitimized racism of Columbus Day reproduces the trauma genera-
tion after generation.

C O N C L U S i O N

Within this chapter, I ask what accounts for the lack of attention by contem-
porary race theory to anti-Indian rhetoric and overt racism against 
Indigenous Peoples in the United States. This study shows that Natives expe-
rience legitimized racism through national holidays, racist names and mas-
cots for sports teams, the pervasiveness of playing Indian, and ultimately, a 
lack of academic or social awareness of this continuing social injustice. 
Legitimized racism becomes invisible in its deployment against Indigenous 
Peoples. To be sure, legitimized racism is not just about the production or 
maintenance of racial images, attitudes, or identities. It is not between indi-
viduals or individuals and groups. Rather, legitimized racism is the founda-
tion of power that holds the dialectical interaction of human agency and 
social structure. That is, when multilayered, intersectional, and dynamic rac-
ism becomes legitimized (normalized, institutionalized, internalized, and 
systemic), it becomes simultaneously overt and invisible within social norms 
and social institutions.

We should all care deeply about the contemporary dehumanizing effects 
of legitimized racism on Natives’ lives, as evidenced by our disproportion-
ately high rates of substance abuse, violence, and incarceration. Stereotypes, 
racist terminology, and denigrating imagery are also associated with high 
suicide rates among Native youth.52 Native youth experience racism simply 
by turning on the television to watch a sports channel, shopping for grocer-
ies, or attending school.53 The impact of covert and overt racism becomes 
even more apparent in the disproportionately high rates of poverty, chronic 
illness, and victimization among Indigenous communities. After surviving 
imposed racialization, determined extermination, forced acculturation, and 
coerced impoverishment, Native peoples should not be invisible within the 
sociology of race.

My conversations with the participants in this study reveal contemporary 
consequences for historical racist discourse in the form of legitimized racism. 
Therefore, I inquired how we as Native people negotiate such persistent racist 
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stereotypes and cultural appropriation in our daily lives. I find that we navi-
gate such prevalent racist regimes by deploying the counterdiscourse that posi-
tions Indigenous people as ordinary humans in opposition to taken-for-
granted racist stereotypes. We realize that decolonization is an emancipatory 
process—something that comes with an awakened consciousness. Recognizing 
the role of power within social interaction, we disrupt oppressive language by 
speaking out. We work to debunk historical myths with critical counternar-
ratives that expose the brutality of colonialism while simultaneously celebrat-
ing our cultural pride in the survival, strength, and honor of Native Peoples.

Legitimized racism also explains the minimal attention non-Native main-
stream race scholars have paid to the racialized discourses utilized over the 
last five hundred–plus years against Indigenous Peoples in the United States. 
Historical narratives of race in America that exclude the voices of the 
Indigenous Peoples of the continent currently known as North America are, 
at best, incomplete, and at worst, invalid. The failure to acknowledge and 
study the phenomenon of legitimized racism obstructs our understanding of 
the reproduction of racialized injustice, theoretically and empirically. Clearly, 
Omi and Winant, Bonilla-Silva, Feagin, and other race scholars have dedi-
cated great time and effort to exposing the processes of racialization and the 
evils of systemic racism. Foundational race theories like racial formation, 
colorblind racism, and the white racial frame bring great insight to our 
understanding of racism and bigotry.

Yet this gain cannot be at the expense of Indigenous Peoples in North 
America. The inclusion of Indigenous Peoples only strengthens race theory and 
lends credence to Omi and Winant’s racial formation theory, reveals the inflex-
ibility of Feagin’s white-Black frame, and disrupts the assumption of Bonilla-
Silva’s colorblind race theory that society no longer accepts overt racism. 
Inclusion advances racial formation theory with examples of how U.S. policy 
used race to group hundreds of sovereign Native nations. Inclusion exposes the 
historical racist discourses (systemic racism) that continue to reproduce a con-
temporary social reality of the legitimate subordination of Native Americans 
and the superordination of the dominant, white culture. Inclusion reveals the 
effects of degrading stereotypes and cultural belittling (colorblind racism), 
which results in harmful internalized oppression among Natives.

Legitimized racism is so embedded within American society that it has 
become invisible. By including Indigenous Peoples, we see that racism still 
operates as a violent force of injustice within American society. To counter 
colorblindness, we must also confront the insidiousness of overt racism 
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within social norms, structures, and institutions. Individuals, communities, 
and academia struggle to see/understand/confront anti-Indian terminology, 
imagery, and behavior as racist. The theory of legitimized racism exposes the 
social, political, economic, and historical origins of race and racism, not only 
for us, but for other groups as well. Without this understanding, social injus-
tice grows within the invisibility of legitimized racism.
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On the Transportability,  
Malleability, and Longevity of 

Colorblindness
R E P R O D U C i N G  W h i T E  S U P R E M A C y  i N  b R A Z i L 

A N D  S O U T h  A F R i C A

Marzia Milazzo

On Sunday, November 29, 2015, Wilton Domingos Júnior, Roberto Penha, 
Wesley Rodrigues, Carlos de Souza, and Cleiton de Souza, inseparable 
friends since childhood, were driving around northern Rio de Janeiro to 
celebrate sixteen-year-old Penha’s first paycheck when police officers fired 
more than fifty bullets into their car and then tampered with evidence to 
make the killing appear as self-defense. The murder was not an exceptional 
occurrence in Brazil, where in 2015 police killed at least 645 people in the 
state of Rio de Janeiro alone. The overwhelming majority of the victims of 
police killings in the country—79 percent—are Black boys and men like 
Penha and his friends, the eldest of whom was only twenty-five years old. 
Even in the face of undeniable evidence, former Rio state governor Luiz 
Pezão nevertheless insisted that the murder of the five unarmed Black young-
sters “não é racismo” (is not racism).1

Though conspicuous in Brazil, white supremacy is clearly not a national 
or local peculiarity. In South Africa, conjuring the specter of the 1960 
Sharpeville massacre, police in 2012 killed thirty-four and injured at least 
seventy-eight Black miners who were demanding living wages at the Lonmin 
Platinum Mine in Marikana. In the United States, meanwhile, the killing of 
innocent Black people by white police and vigilantes has put the interna-
tional media spotlight back on institutional racism. Whereas it has shatter-
ing consequences for people of color, institutional racism also continues to 
provide tangible material benefits for those of us who are white. White 
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Brazilians earn 57 percent more than Black Brazilians. In South Africa, the 
average annual income for white households in 2011 was ZAR 365,134, and 
for Black households ZAR 60,613. Comparably, the median white household 
in the United States had $111,146 in wealth holdings in 2011, while the 
median Black household only had $7,113.2

Despite the material and mortal consequences of white supremacy, in 
Brazil, South Africa, the United States, and elsewhere in former European 
settler colonies and in Europe, many white people, and some people of color, 
depict racism as exceptional rather than structural, minimize its effects, or, 
like Pezão and other Rio state officials, deny its existence altogether. In doing 
so, they reproduce a powerful dominant racial discourse—in U.S. scholarship 
commonly termed colorblindness, in South Africa nonracialism, in Brazil 
racial democracy, and in Europe new racism—that aims to render institutional 
racism permanent.3 But far from being a “new racism,” a product of our time, 
colorblindness, as I have shown elsewhere, has a long and global history 
grounded in what I call an epistemology of disavowal.4 At the core of color-
blindness is an obfuscation of hierarchies of power, insistence on a politics of 
sameness, and disavowal of structural racism and white people’s collective 
responsibility for colonialism and ongoing neocolonial conditions. Other 
contributions to this volume examine how colorblindness impacts the law, 
disciplinary formations, and antiracist pedagogies in the United States. This 
chapter expands that scope by showing that the deployment of colorblindness 
transcends national, historical, disciplinary, linguistic, and genre boundaries, 
even as it is modulated through the specific extant national logics of race.

If the killing of Black people is a structural feature of Brazilian society, 
then, so is the disavowal of white supremacy. In negating racism, Pezão repro-
duced the same hegemonic discourse that informs what is said and left unsaid 
about racism in the Brazilian public sphere and the media, which are control-
led by a white and conservative elite. Brazil’s most prominent newspaper and 
television network, O Globo and Rede Globo respectively, actively pushed for 
the impeachment of Brazil’s democratically elected president Dilma Rousseff, 
leader of the leftist Partido dos Trabalhadores (Workers’ Party). Following 
Rousseff’s impeachment in May 2016, president Michel Temer tellingly 
unveiled an all-white-male cabinet and eliminated the Ministry of Women, 
Racial Equality, and Human Rights. As Rousseff has not been found guilty 
of any crime, the impeachment de facto represents a coup, an attempt by the 
white conservative elite to regain full control of the government and cut back 
on social programs for poor Brazilians, who are mainly Black.5
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Journalist and sociologist Ali Kamel, executive director of journalism for the 
Globo media network, published a book in 2006 that exemplifies the white 
silencing of racism propagated in all spheres of Brazilian society, Não Somos 
Racistas: Uma Reação Aos Que Querem Nos Transformar Numa Nação Bicolor 
(We Are Not Racist: A Reaction to Those Who Want to Transform Us into a 
Two-Color Nation),6 consisting of articles that first appeared in O Globo. As 
the title reveals, Kamel argues that Brazil is not a racist society. But Kamel also 
has a more specific goal: halting the implementation of racial quotas for Afro-
Brazilians. To this end, he employs a litany of arguments that resemble those 
used by authors who demonize policies designed to remedy centuries of institu-
tional racism elsewhere. At the same time, the ideology of mestiçagem (racial 
mixture) that underlies Brazil’s racial democracy myth provides Kamel with 
colorblind strategies that are not available to South African and U.S. authors to 
the same extent. And yet, as we shall see, writers in these countries also invoke 
ideologies of hybridity in ways that obscure the workings of white supremacy.

The popular Brazilian news magazine Veja listed Não Somos Racistas 
among the ten most important books of 2006, and in 2008 the science and 
culture magazine Superinteressante selected it as one of 122 books that are 
“essential for understanding the world.” In 2009, the news magazine Época 
named Kamel and anthropologist Yvonne Maggie, who authored the preface 
of Não Somos Racistas, among Brazil’s one hundred most influential people. 
As a prominent journalist and director of the largest commercial television 
network in South America, Kamel has the power to shape public opinion 
and policy both within and outside Brazil. Still, Não Somos Racistas does not 
warrant critical attention simply because of Kamel’s personal influence. Not 
only is it representative of a larger phenomenon, rather than the exceptional 
product of an isolated individual, but the book is relevant within the scope 
of this volume also because it illustrates the migration of colorblindness 
between journalism and academia. To corroborate his arguments, in fact, 
Kamel invokes an array of Brazilian scholars who also demonize affirmative 
action in their work. Academics in turn have provided Kamel with addi-
tional platforms on which to spread his anti–affirmative action propaganda; 
for example, Kamel was invited to speak alongside rector Aloísio Teixeira and 
other academics at a debate on university reform held in the Institute of 
Philosophy and Social Sciences at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro 
(UFRJ) in 2004. Even as Black students remain severely underrepresented in 
Brazilian universities, Kamel devoted his talk to attacking university admis-
sion quotas for Afro-Brazilians.7
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The complicity of many white academics in reinscribing racial power, as it 
turns out, is also a global reality. This becomes apparent if we consider the 
central location that colorblindness plays within a substantial body of South 
African scholarship on race produced mainly by white scholars since the 1994 
democratic dispensation. This scholarship demonizes the employment of racial 
categories, vilifies policies that attempt to redress racial inequality, and mini-
mizes or fully disavows white privilege. Disciplines with a significant impact on 
public policy, such as sociology, education, and economics, have become leading 
venues for the propagation of colorblind doctrines in South African academia. 
Yet no traditional discipline is immune to the phenomenon, for colorblindness 
impacts the logics, arguments, and findings of much post-apartheid scholarship 
on race produced in both the social sciences and the humanities.8

Sociologist Gerhard Maré’s most recent book, Declassified: Moving beyond 
the Dead-End of Race in South Africa (2014), is emblematic of the widespread 
currency that colorblindness enjoys among many white South African aca-
demics.9 An emeritus professor at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Maré in 
2017 was a fellow at the Institute for Advanced Study at Stellenbosch 
University (STIAS) and project leader of the STIAS Effects of Race project, 
which aims “to inform social change through challenging and undermining 
existing notions of racial difference,” according to the project’s website. The 
former director of the Centre for Critical Research on Race and Identity, 
which describes its mission as “facilitating the study of race thinking,” Maré 
ironically argues in Declassified that it is high time South Africans moved 
beyond “race thinking and race classification.”10 Maré is one of several white 
South African scholars who, rather than making structural racism visible, 
critique abstract notions of “race thinking” and the practice of racial classifica-
tion per se, as the title Declassified already suggests. The research emphasis on 
racial categories rather than structural racism that characterizes much post-
apartheid scholarship on race, especially in the social sciences, is not accidental 
but is the consequence of an active desire to maintain white domination.

With the goal of illustrating the transportability, malleability, and longev-
ity of colorblind discourse, this chapter examines key rhetorical strategies 
that Kamel and Maré employ to demonize affirmative action policies, silence 
structural racism, and ultimately uphold white supremacy, while placing 
these works alongside other texts produced in Brazil, South Africa, and the 
United States as well as Panama. It is striking that Não Somos Racistas and 
Declassified, albeit arising in different contexts, avail themselves of a shared 
rhetorical repository in their parallel efforts to reinscribe white domination 
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by halting measures that aim to redress racial inequality. Close attention to 
Kamel’s popular booklet, Maré’s sociological study, and other texts that sup-
port white supremacy across borders reveals the global popularity of color-
blindness among white people. The reproduction of colorblind rhetorics that 
is at work in the texts examined herein, I argue, is the product neither of 
accident nor of ignorance, but of an active interest in maintaining the racist 
status quo.

In The Racial Contract, Charles Mills remedies the colorblindness that 
has informed Marxist and hegemonic feminist standpoint theories by plac-
ing white epistemology at the center of philosophical analysis. Mills argues 
that, on matters relative to race and racism, white people usually display an 
“inverted epistemology, an epistemology of ignorance.”11 Mills views this 
epistemology, which he calls white ignorance, as a ubiquitous but undertheo-
rized kind of ignorance produced directly through racial domination. In the 
process, Mills contends, citing sociologist Woody Doane, that white people 
“exhibit a general inability to perceive the persistence of discrimination and 
the effects of more subtle forms of institutional discrimination.”12 This is 
problematic as it presumes that white people are generally ignorant about 
racial injustice and therefore innocent.

The theory of white ignorance has gained much traction in philosophical 
scholarship and beyond. However it is insufficient to explain the systematic 
reproduction of colorblindness across disciplines, discourses, time, and 
national contexts.13 In attempting to understand white people’s extensive 
commitment to colorblind discourse, it is productive to shift the conceptual 
lens from ignorance to disavowal. As Kimberlé Crenshaw reminds us, “Race 
consciousness is central not only to the domination of blacks but also to 
whites’ acceptance of the legitimacy of hierarchy and their identity with elite 
interests. Exposing the centrality of race consciousness is crucial to identify-
ing and delegitimating beliefs that present hierarchy as inevitable and fair.”14 
Centering disavowal makes visible some of the workings of race conscious-
ness in the making of racialized meaning. It is useful to distinguish between 
actual ignorance and the performance of ignorance that serves to conceal 
white people’s knowledge of, and investment in, white supremacy. While 
historically people of color have strategically feigned ignorance as a means of 
survival, white people strategically simulate ignorance as a mechanism of 
domination.

Considered to embody three archetypal racial systems, the United States 
(Jim Crow), South Africa (apartheid), and Brazil (“racial democracy”) have 
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long been privileged locations for the comparative study of white supremacy 
in history and the social sciences.15 However, no studies have paid attention 
to the specific rhetorical strategies that structure white supremacist discourse 
in all these contexts. Understanding the workings of colorblind discourse on 
a global scale nevertheless is an urgent task. Critical race scholars have shown 
that the power of colorblind arguments does not rest on their brilliance, 
originality, or reliance on hard facts, but on their rhetorical ability to portray 
as progressive what is in fact regressive, as discriminatory what is meant to 
challenge discrimination, and to package colorblind logics under the disguise 
of common sense.16

Kamel and Maré implicitly try to mark their national contexts as existing 
beyond the allegedly anachronistic logics of race: in Kamel’s argument, 
Brazil has “overcome” racism thanks to widespread miscegenation, while in 
Maré’s view, South Africa has succeeded in freeing itself from the racial 
inequality of the apartheid era. Yet, even as they insist that we should stop 
talking about race, neither Kamel nor Maré manages to leave race behind. 
These authors’ inability to transcend race is not exceptional but typical of 
writings that reinscribe colorblindness. In societies where racial inequality is 
rampant, suppressing race as a category of analysis always creates textual 
contradictions that show that enforcing colorblindness is an act of epistemic 
violence. They signal that the deployment of colorblind rhetoric is the prod-
uct of white people’s knowledge of and active investment in white supremacy 
rather than ignorance thereof. The insistence in silencing race within writ-
ings that are chiefly about race, I aim to show in the following pages, is itself 
about race: it is a manifestation of white racial consciousness and a desire to 
reinscribe the racist status quo.

R E A D i N G  R A C i A L  P O W E R

A popular idiom says that all Brazilians have um pé na cozinha (a foot in the 
kitchen), implying that everybody has African ancestors. Just as in the com-
mon description of the Afrikaans language as “kitchen Dutch” in South 
Africa, the kitchen here evokes servitude and domestic labor, specifically the 
unpaid labor of enslaved Black people. Racial and cultural mixture (mes-
tiçagem) is certainly present in Brazil, yet those at the top of the social ladder 
remain overwhelmingly white,17 while most Black Brazilians continue to 
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climb only the strenuous steps that lead to many favelas in cities like Rio de 
Janeiro, where the entanglement between race and place is everywhere 
noticeable. The idealization of contemporary race relations in Brazil finds its 
predecessor in ahistorical literary representations of Brazilian slavery as an 
allegedly humane process punctuated by romantic encounters between 
Portuguese colonizers and enslaved people of African descent.18 Although 
Brazil imported nearly five million slaves and was the last country to abolish 
slavery, in 1888, white Brazilian intellectuals have a long tradition of enforc-
ing colorblindness by portraying slavery as a mild form of servitude while 
extolling racial mixture as alleged evidence of the absence of racism in 
Brazilian society.

The mystification of Brazil as a benevolent civilization, termed Luso-
Tropicalism, is associated in particular with anthropologist Gilberto Freyre’s 
Casa-grande e Senzala: Formação da Família Brasileira sob o Regime de 
Economia Patriarcal (1933; translated as The Masters and the Slaves: A Study in 
the Development of Brazilian Civilization). In this work, Freyre constructed 
an influential discourse of Brazilian exceptionalism founded on the ideology 
of mestiçagem and on comparisons with the United States and other former 
British colonies. The Portuguese, according to Freyre, is “o colonizador 
europeu que melhor confraternizou com as raças chamadas inferiores” (the 
European colonizer who best fraternized with the so-called inferior races) and 
“o menos cruel” (the least cruel) because he “sempre pendeu . . . para o cruza-
mento e miscegenação” (was always inclined . . . toward mixture and miscege-
nation).19 Freyre presents racial mixture as alleged proof that racial discrimi-
nation against Afro-Brazilians is nonexistent. However, in his attempt to 
demonstrate that both Portuguese and Brazilians are “colorblind,” Freyre’s 
own racism becomes immediately apparent. As colorblindness necessarily 
relies on dehistoricization and decontextualization, Freyre omits the historical 
context that explains the relatively high incidence of miscegenation in Brazil, 
such as the fact that most Portuguese colonizers arriving in Brazil were young 
men unaccompanied by white women, and silences the fact that racial mixture 
in Brazil has largely been the historical product of white men raping Black 
women rather than the consequence of consent or intermarriage.20

Black Brazilian intellectuals and activists have challenged discourses such 
as those that Freyre propagates in his work. The late Abdias Nascimento 
writes in a book aptly titled Brazil: Mixture or Massacre? that there was noth-
ing mild about slavery in Brazil:
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The truth is that the Portuguese colonial aristocracy in Brazil was utterly rac-
ist, cruel and inhuman in its treatment of Africans as any other white slave-
holding elite of the Americas. Slaves were continually and systematically 
tortured, murdered, abused and maltreated. Since trade routes to Africa from 
Brazil and back were shorter and more direct, prices were lower than in 
North America. Slaves were so cheap in Brazil that it was more economical to 
buy new replacements than to care for them—especially old or sick people, 
children, or the many who were deformed or crippled from torture and 
overwork.21

The myth that Nascimento deconstructs in the quote above reverberates 
beyond the Brazilian context, and so does the disavowal of racism at the heart 
of Freyre’s Casa-grande e Senzala. Illustrating the long history of colorblind-
ness across national borders, this disavowal is replicated in other texts that 
precede the World War II era. For example, in El peligro antillano en la 
América Central: La defensa de la raza (The Antillean Danger in Central 
America: The Defense of Race, 1925), Panamanian-Ecuadoran writer and mili-
tary cadet Olmedo Alfaro argues that West Indian immigrants (whom he 
calls Antilleans) pose a problem for Central America, and specifically a prob-
lem for white people. Yet Alfaro denies that white supremacy motivates his 
agenda and mobilizes an array of colorblind tools to persuade the reader that 
his battle to “defend” white Panamanians from the “Antillean problem” has 
nothing to do with racism and everything to do with the alleged insurmount-
able cultural differences that exist between Panamanian nationals and West 
Indian immigrants. Alfaro, just like Freyre, would like his readers to believe 
that he is “colorblind”.22 He writes: “No existe en nuestros pueblos el ánimo 
de oponerse a la invasión antillana por causas puramente raciales, sabe el 
mundo que aquellos colonos africanos que nuestros progenitores importaron 
a Ibero-América, recibieron siempre el mejor trato dentro de las costumbres de 
la época” (In our countries a desire to oppose the Antillean invasion for purely 
racial reasons does not exist[;] the world knows that the African colonials that 
our progenitors imported to Ibero-America always received the best treatment 
within the customs of the time).23 One might think that neither Alfaro nor 
Freyre needs to resort to colorblindness, given that overt racism was permis-
sible in Panama and Brazil of the early twentieth century. But this belief relies 
on a misunderstanding of colorblindness as merely an instrument of white 
supremacy among many, rather than a constitutive element thereof that goes 
back to the colonial era. Deception and disavowal are not negligible nor recent 
phenomena, but governing principles of white supremacy.
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Deception and disavowal have not lost currency among contemporary 
white intellectuals that reinscribe white supremacy. In Não Somos Racistas, 
Kamel reproduces the exceptionalist argument of Freyre’s Casa-grande e 
Senzala. Brazil is different from the rest of the world, Kamel argues, because 
most people in the country are racially mixed (mestiços or pardos).24 According 
to Kamel, this demonstrates that racial prejudice is not a feature of Brazilian 
society. In his own words, “[A]inda somos uma nação que acredita nas vir-
tudes da nossa miscegenação, na convivência harmoniosa entre todas as 
cores” ([W]e are still a nation that believes in the virtues of our miscegena-
tion, in the harmonious coexistence between [people of] all colors).25 Like 
Freyre, Kamel silences the fact that, far from indicating racial harmony, mis-
cegenation has largely been the consequence of white men’s sexual violence 
against Black women.26 For Kamel, Freyre played only one role in Brazilian 
society: he valorized Black people’s impact on Brazil’s culture and national 
identity. However, considering Black people as part of the nation’s cultural 
and racial makeup, as Freyre did, is not a gesture free from racist implications. 
The symbolic acknowledgment of African elements of national culture should 
not be confused with concrete benefits for Black people. The valorization of 
cultural hybridity and miscegenation can and does comfortably coexist with 
a white supremacist agenda, as Freyre’s work reveals. Most importantly, the 
invocation of cultural and racial hybridity is a colorblind strategy often 
invoked by white Latin American elites (and white elites elsewhere) to curtail 
land redistribution and halt affirmative action policies.27

While the dominant national ideology of mestiçagem/mestizaje is not 
equally accessible to writers in South Africa and the United States, countries 
that have enforced a rigid racial classification system, hegemonic notions of 
hybridity are also exploited to silence racism in these contexts. For example, 
in order to delegitimize the racial categories necessary to implement race-
based redress measures, Maré argues in Declassified that there are “permeable 
boundaries” and “many crossings within, and from and into, any group.” He 
continues: “ ‘Impure’ is what we are and what we have always been, ‘entan-
gled’ in a multiplicity of ways.”28 Maré here indirectly references the work of 
South African literary scholar Sarah Nuttall, who in Entanglement: Literary 
and Cultural Reflections on Post-apartheid (2009) depicts entanglement and 
hybridity as intrinsically progressive categories, while she argues that main-
taining “categories of race difference” in post-apartheid literary criticism 
represents a kind of “segregated theory.”29 However, neither Nuttall nor 
Maré is able to do away with “categories of race difference.” Tellingly, the 
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examples of “crossings within, and from and into, any group” that Maré 
presents are either about gender and sexuality or about Afrikaner verraaiers 
(traitors) who defied the status quo during apartheid. This is revealing 
because crossing and mobility are racialized privileges that are not granted to 
people of color. Only from the vantage point of white privilege can racial 
barriers be perceived as permeable.

Problematic invocations of racial mixture also appear in a body of U.S. 
journalism and scholarship that presents itself as concerned with racial jus-
tice while it reinforces white supremacy in practice. Let me provide but one 
example that illustrates the importation of the Latin American mestizaje 
ideology into recent writings produced in the United States, as this further 
reveals the transportability and insidiousness of colorblind discourse. 
Journalist Gregory Rodriguez argues in Mongrels, Bastards, Orphans, and 
Vagabonds: Mexican Immigration and the Future of Race in America (2007) 
that Mexican Americans are pioneers of a revolution that will completely 
alter U.S. race relations. He formulates his faith in the potential of Mexican 
immigration as follows:

Mexican Americans are forcing the United States to reinterpret the concept 
of the melting pot to include racial as well as ethnic mixing. Rather than 
abetting the segregationist ethos of a country divided into mutually exclusive 
groups, Mexican Americans continually continue to blur the lines between 
“us” and “them.” Just as the emergence of the mestizo undermined the 
Spanish racial system in colonial Mexico, Mexican Americans, who have 
always confounded the Anglo American racial system, will ultimately destroy 
it, too.30

Rodriguez argues that Mexican immigrants, since they are increasingly mar-
rying outside their ethnic community, will add a new positive element to 
U.S. society: miscegenation. Rodriguez thus presumes that there has been no 
racial mixing in the United States, even as every slavery society in the 
Americas produced a mixed population.31 Moreover, Rodriguez, like Kamel, 
insinuates that miscegenation produces superior human beings untainted by 
racist ideology, although miscegenation has not managed to halt white 
supremacy in Mexico, nor will it dismantle white supremacy in the United 
States. Rather than undermining “the Spanish racial system,” as Rodriguez 
contends, a selected number of Mexican mestizos acquired the privileges of 
whiteness previously reserved only for European colonizers. Mestizo privilege 
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in Mexico today continues to depend on the exclusion, exploitation, and 
invisibilization of indigenous people and Afro-Mexicans.32 Conjectures such 
as those Rodriguez presents do not undermine but rather entrench white 
supremacy. They also show that the invocation of mestizaje/mestiçagem is an 
especially insidious colorblind tool. Hybridity maintains an aspirational 
appeal as ideologies of racial mixture tend to be perceived as “less racist” than 
doctrines of racial purity, even though they rely on ideologies of whitening33 
and on fallacious notions of race as a biological reality to the same dimension 
and degree as the race separation argument.

Invoking racial mixture is not the only, nor the most effective, colorblind 
strategy that Kamel employs in Não Somos Racistas. Kamel explicitly denies 
the existence of institutional racism, arguing that racial discrimination in 
Brazil “não é estrutural” (is not structural).34 As he contends that there have 
been no institutional barriers against Afro-Brazilians after the abolition of 
slavery, Kamel silences the fact that Black people were abandoned without 
land, education, or any kind of support from the state after manumission, 
while Europeans were given free land and money to migrate to Brazil.35 The 
United States, meanwhile, provides Kamel with a convenient means of com-
parison that he exploits to further construct Brazil as being allegedly free from 
racism. Kamel argues that in the United States racism is “rotineramente mais 
duro, mais explícito, mais direto” (routinely harder, more explicit, more direct), 
while in Brazil “indubitavelmente, há menos racismo” (undoubtedly, there is 
less racism).36 Não Somos Racistas depicts racism as a feeling and a generaliz-
able human characteristic, something that all people have. In this way, Kamel 
reproduces a depoliticized and fallacious understanding of race as being merely 
synonymous with skin color, what legal scholar Neil Gotanda has defined as 
formal-race unconnectedness.37 The only racism that Kamel acknowledges as 
existing in Brazil is not actually racism, then, but individual prejudice.

Maré, in Declassified, similarly denies that racism is a structural element 
of South African society. He even goes one step further than Kamel, arguing 
that structural racism itself is a myth. Race and racism, Maré writes, “can all 
serve as the basis for discrimination—but this is not systemic as the opera-
tion of capitalism is.”38 The vast majority of Black people remain poor in 
South Africa, where the unemployment rate in 2014 was 40 percent for Black 
people, but only 8 percent for white people.39 Maré nevertheless places racial 
discrimination firmly in the past and refers to Black people as “the ‘previ-
ously disadvantaged’ ” as well as erroneously argues that in South Africa  
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there has been a “deracialization of capitalism.”40 For Maré’s arguments to be 
effective, of course, any empirical data on racial inequality must be omitted.

Even as he silences racism, Maré explicitly denies that he is enforcing 
colorblindness. He writes: “It is in the notion of non-racialism that I believe 
the most helpful possibility of a future beyond ‘race’ continues to lay. Non-
racialism is not to be seen as colour-blindness—not in the least. Indeed, non-
racialism relies on critical colour awareness.”41 The dichotomy between 
nonracialism and colorblindness that Maré postulates is false. During the 
anti-apartheid struggle, the nonracialism promoted by the African National 
Congress (ANC) represented a practical antiracist strategy intended to foster 
unity and collaboration across racial lines while still advancing Black people’s 
decolonial agenda.42 Although it is rooted in an ANC history of antiracist 
resistance, nonracialism no longer serves progressive purposes today. In a 
typical case of yesterday’s solutions becoming today’s problems, the terms 
“nonracialism” and “colorblindness” have become de facto synonymous in 
South Africa.43 They also function as one and the same thing within 
Declassified. Maré explains that he uses the terms “race thinking” and “racial-
ism” interchangeably.44 Moving toward nonracialism for Maré thus implies 
moving away from “race thinking,” rather than doing away with institutional 
racism.

Kamel and Maré also both demonize the employment of racial categories 
per se, a powerful colorblind strategy in the Brazilian and South African 
contexts, where battles over the legitimacy of racial classification in general, 
and the specific content of such classification, have dominated debates on 
affirmative action. Maré argues that “classification of fellow humans into 
‘races’, through the power granted to the state, remains a crime against 
humanity, no matter what justification is offered.”45 Racial categorization, 
Maré adds, bears the potential for “racism and group violence.”46 Kamel com-
parably argues that racial categories “são em si racistas. Porque não devemos 
falar em negros, pardos, ou brancos, mas apenas em brasileiros” (are in them-
selves racist. Because we must not speak about blacks, browns, or whites, but 
merely about Brazilians).47 As they displace violence away from institutional 
racism, these arguments also obfuscate the fact that race is both embodied 
and a social construct that cannot be escaped through a mere act of 
willpower.

In a move that demonstrates how colorblind logics not only migrate across 
journalism and academia but are also reciprocally validated in these realms, 
on the very first page of Não Somos Racistas Kamel names several Brazilian 
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anthropologists, historians, and sociologists who also disparage race-based 
affirmative action policies in their scholarship. In A Persistência da Raça: 
Ensaios Antropológicos sobre o Brasil e a África Austral (The Persistence of 
Race: Anthropological Essays on Brazil and Southern Africa, 2005), anthro-
pologist Peter Fry, whose work Kamel invokes as authoritative in Não somos 
racistas, reproduces arguments eerily similar to those that Kamel advances. 
Fry argues that, in relying on three main racial categories (negros, brancos, 
indios), affirmative action strengthens the “idea of race” and negates the mis-
cegenation that characterizes the Brazilian population. Fry also denies that 
racism is institutionalized in Brazil, which he presents as being radically dif-
ferent from the United States, South Africa, or Zimbabwe. Like Kamel, who 
states that “acreditar que raças existem é a base de todo racismo” (believing 
in the existence of races is the basis of all racism),48 Fry reiterates the familiar 
colorblind argument that recognizing the existence of different racial groups 
is itself racist. Maré does the same in Declassified, where he argues that “race 
thinking” causes “the dehumanization and mass extermination of fellow 
human beings.”49 These authors erroneously portray thought as something 
disembodied that exists outside of history and materiality, a move that allows 
them to deflect attention away from white people’s collective role as central 
agents of white supremacy. They direct the reader’s attention toward race as 
an abstract concept, rather than toward racism as an ingrained dimension of 
economic and political systems that allow white people to benefit hand-
somely from the oppression and exploitation of people of color.

Racism cannot be undone by discontinuing the collection of racial data. 
Kwame Ture and Charles Hamilton, who coined the term “institutional rac-
ism” in Black Power (1967), distinguish between overt acts of racial violence 
and intolerance (individual racism) and the collective, covert, and structural 
domination of people of color (institutional racism).50 Institutional racism is 
the normalization of white supremacy in institutions, laws, policies, and 
practices that produce racially differential access to jobs, services, spaces, 
wealth, and so forth. If governments stopped collecting racial data, this 
would not halt structural racism, but rather would prevent the monitoring of 
racial inequality and the possibility of implementing race-based redress meas-
ures. Of course, governments use racial classification for a range of purposes 
beyond remedial policies. But it is only when racial categorization is put at 
the service of racial justice and redistribution that it becomes a problem for 
authors like Kamel and Maré. White supremacy, meanwhile, is the one 
“crime against humanity” that both fail to name.
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The silencing of racism leads to textual paradoxes that reveal the location 
of white racial consciousness as being central to the deployment of colorblind 
rhetoric. Even as Kamel contends that racial terminology should not be used, 
he ironically argues for employing the racial category pardo (brown or racially 
mixed) to speak about all Brazilians. It is relevant to notice how comfortable 
Kamel is with pardo, so much so that this category is never questioned but 
remains fixed in the text, in contrast with branco (white) and negro (Black), 
which are disputed. Kamel’s choice of pardo as a term seemingly able to 
encompass Brazil’s “racial essence” is intimately tied to the reproduction of 
the racial democracy ideology. Kamel portrays pardo as a self-evident signifier 
rather than the reflection of an ideology, a mirror of how the white elite 
wants to see Brazil: as a country where neither Black nor white people exist, 
but everybody allegedly is racially mixed. And if everybody is mixed, nobody 
is white and can be held accountable for racism.

Kamel argues that employing the binary racial categories Black and white 
(which are used to implement racial quotas in Brazil) makes sense in the 
United States, where racial classification is defined by the one-drop rule, but 
in Brazil it is impossible to know who is white and who is Black because most 
people are pardos. To support his contention, Kamel cites former Brazilian 
president Fernando Henrique Cardoso, who, during the visit of then South 
African president Thabo Mbeki, argued that “branco no Brasil é um conceito 
relativo” (white is a relative concept in Brazil).51 What neither Cardoso nor 
Kamel says is that there is a recognizable white caste in Brazil that is in con-
trol of the economy, the government, and the media. In arguing that the 
categories Black and white are U.S. importations, Kamel also silences the fact 
that the Movimento Negro (Black Movement) and Afro-Brazilian publica-
tions committed to social justice, such as the journal Quilombo, which 
Nascimento edited from 1948 until 1950, have long employed the term negro 
to collectively describe all Brazilians of African descent regardless of 
appearance.52

Decades of Afro-Brazilian mobilization led the Brazilian government to 
adopt a range of affirmative action policies in the mid-1990s and early 2000s, 
such as admission quotas for Black and indigenous people in Brazil’s prestig-
ious public universities.53 Kamel nevertheless defines the employment of 
racial quotas for people of color in Brazil as “a importação acrítica de uma 
solução americana para um problema americano” (the uncritical importation 
of an American solution to an American problem).54 Although Kamel argues 
that racism does not exist in Brazil, he defines racial quotas as “a adoção de 
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medidas racistas para combater o racismo” (the adoption of racist measures 
to combat racism).55 This way, he makes visible the paradoxical logics of 
colorblindness, a discourse that reveals itself as both self-contradictory and 
violent in its insistence on silencing racism.

Kamel misses the mark on the U.S. context as he disparages what he calls 
“a construção racista americana segundo a qual todo mundo que não é branco 
é negro” (the racist American construction according to which everyone who 
is not white is black).56 The rejection of racial binarism, in fact, is a colorblind 
strategy also employed in the United States. Consider, for example, the U.S. 
Supreme Court case Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School 
District No. 1, which in 2006 struck down affirmative action programs aimed 
at desegregating public schools in Seattle, Washington, and Louisville, 
Kentucky. Employing the same colorblind rhetoric used in three previous 
cases that curtailed affirmative action policies in higher education, the Court 
held that the programs violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment. The concurring judges rejected the classification of students 
into Black and white that the Seattle School District had implemented as a 
means to remedy school segregation, arguing that “[c]lassifying and assigning 
children according to a binary conception of race is an extreme approach.”57

Questioning the legibility of race is a colorblind strategy deployed across 
national contexts and genres. Just as Kamel asks, “Quem é branco no Brasil?” 
(Who is white in Brazil?),58 Justice Kennedy in Parents Involved queries, 
“Who exactly is white and who is nonwhite?”59 In Declassified, Maré simi-
larly recounts the story of a teacher who was required to record the race of her 
pupils for the sake of monitoring. Apparently unable to do so, the teacher 
appealed to the Department of Education, asking: “How black is black? And 
when is a pupil coloured?”60 Maré cites this example to argue that it is impos-
sible to identify someone’s race just by looking at the person and therefore 
race-based remedial measures cannot be implemented effectively.

What these examples teach us is that calling into question racial classifica-
tion, the legibility of race, and the lived realities of discrimination and privi-
lege that racial categories embody is a colorblind move that impacts the 
production of knowledge, public discourse, and the law on a transnational 
scale, with harmful costs for people of color and handsome benefits for white 
people. Maré could have argued that, for the sake of monitoring inequality, 
it does not matter whether the pupil that the aforementioned teacher 
attempted to categorize is Coloured or Black because both groups continue 
to face discrimination in South Africa. What is important is that neither 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



120 •  M A S K S

Black nor Coloured people enjoy the privileges of whiteness. In the same 
vein, the U.S. Supreme Court in Parents Involved could have recognized that 
“assigning children according to a binary conception of race” with the aim of 
desegregating the Seattle school district is a rational measure. That this did 
not occur has little to do with hard facts and everything to do with the desire 
to uphold white supremacy that motivates the deployment of colorblind 
rhetoric. The argument that racial classification and racial remediation poli-
cies are not perfect and therefore should be abandoned altogether is a white 
supremacist tool. Kamel and Kennedy know very well that they are white 
and precisely for this reason deny that white people exist.

In South Africa, aside from extending the welfare system, the main strat-
egy adopted by the ANC government to reduce racial inequality has been the 
implementation of market-based affirmative action policies, such as Black 
Economic Empowerment (BEE), aimed at increasing the number of Black 
people in the middle and upper classes. While these policies have managed 
to partially deracialize the wealthier sectors of society, the vast majority of 
the South African population is as poor and exploited today as it was during 
apartheid.61 Yet rather than arguing that race-based remedial policies should 
be expanded to further benefit the majority, Maré describes affirmative 
action as damaging for Black people themselves: “The consequences of 
appointing unqualified people to jobs are multiple: the psychological damage 
to individual self-worth of those who fail and are blamed for their failure, 
and the effect on colleagues; the confirmation of racial stereotypes, . . . and 
the resulting failures in service delivery for exactly the poor and marginalized 
whom the government aims to help.”62 Maré erroneously assumes that deseg-
regating the workplace is equivalent to giving jobs to “unqualified” people of 
color. While he deceptively presents himself as concerned with the welfare of 
Black people, Maré reproduces white supremacist arguments that equate 
being Black with being unskilled and generally unfit to work alongside white 
people.

While he disparages affirmative action, Maré directs the reader’s attention 
toward intraracial inequality as a means to further direct attention away 
from the reality of white economic dominance in South Africa. He writes: 
“Previously, the correlation of inequality with races was there for all to see—
the exceptions were few. Now, and increasingly, inequality within the races 
is growing fastest.”63 This emphasis on intraracial inequality (which here 
implies inequality among Black people) is a common colorblind strategy used 
in South African scholarship. For example, in Class, Race, and Inequality in 
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South Africa (2005), Jeremy Seekings and Nicoli Nattrass attempt to demon-
strate “the steadily declining importance of interracial inequality and rising 
importance of intraracial inequality” in post-apartheid South Africa, arguing 
that “by 2000, there were about as many African people as white people in 
the top income quintile.”64 In this way, the authors mystify a very simple fact: 
white people constitute less than 9 percent, and not 50 percent, of the South 
African population. For Seekings and Nattrass, the fact that white people 
occupy circa 50 percent of the top earning quintile does not demonstrate that 
racial inequality remains rampant, but rather illustrates that in the post-
apartheid era there has been a “shift from race to class.”65 Yet if class can 
autonomously explain inequality, why focus on the racialized phenomenon 
of intraracial inequality? Seekings and Nattrass’s book reveals the operation 
of white racial consciousness, as it exhibits contradictions inherent in schol-
arship that enforces colorblindness while producing knowledge about racial 
inequality.

With the aim of convincing readers that economic inequality is a product 
of class rather than racial disparities, Maré also strategically concentrates on 
the upper echelons of South African society, which are increasingly multira-
cial, while the poor remain overwhelmingly Black. Demonstrating how the 
deployment of colorblindness is modulated through the local dynamics of 
race, Kamel does exactly the opposite. In order to prove that inequality in 
Brazil is allegedly not a consequence of racism but merely classism, Kamel 
presents statistics that aim to show that in Brazil “negros e brancos pobres se 
parecem” (poor Blacks and whites are similar).66 Maré and Kamel thus take 
advantage of the dissimilar class and race dynamics of their respective socie-
ties and focus on different racial groups to achieve the same goal. Given that 
in Brazil there are also poor white people (they are a small minority com-
pared to Black people, a fact that Kamel does not disclose), Kamel focuses on 
the racial composition of the lower classes in his attempt to silence racism. 
Although Kamel previously argued that in Brazil it is impossible to tell who 
is white and who is not white, he now contends that racial quotas for Black 
people are illegitimate because a sector of the white Brazilian population is 
also poor. Whites, then, do exist, but only when it is convenient for Kamel’s 
argument. In the meantime, Kamel silences the fact that there is hardly a 
Black middle class in Brazil and that the upper class is virtually exclusively 
white. Maré, conversely, focuses on the new Black elite, whom he stigmatizes 
as being “filthy rich” and prone to “conspicuous consumption.”67 And yet, it 
is white people who continue to be “filthy rich” and own 85 percent of the 
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South African land and economy—white monopoly capital accumulated 
over centuries of slavery, colonialism, apartheid, and the ongoing exploitation 
of cheap Black labor—while Black people, even members of the small Black 
elite, do not have intergenerational wealth and continue to be burdened by 
the so-called “Black tax” as they financially support family members who 
continue to be poor. What are systemically made to disappear in these texts 
are white wealth, its intrinsic dependence on the theft of Black people’s lives, 
land, and labor, and the white supremacist violence deployed to preserve it.

C O N C L U S i O N

This chapter has shown that as colorblindness travels across time, national 
contexts, and genres, it is regulated through specific national logics of race, 
yet shares fundamental similarities that transcend borders. It is remarkable 
that what appear to be vastly different racial regimes and sociopolitical con-
texts produce strikingly similar dominant racial strategies and ideologies, to 
the extent that texts as heterogeneous as those examined herein rely on a 
shared rhetorical arsenal in their shared attempt to silence and reinscribe 
racism. The rhetorical convergence across three countries (and more) that this 
chapter has illustrated demonstrates that the white deployment of colorblind 
rhetoric is a deliberate strategy. It is not the product of white ignorance, but 
of white knowledge. Scholarship on colorblindness that does not account for 
white knowledge, agency, and active investment in whiteness risks reinscrib-
ing the colorblindness that it aims to contest. Consider how, although igno-
rance was structurally produced by the apartheid regime through spatial 
segregation, Black Consciousness leader Steve Biko importantly insisted on 
bringing white people’s knowledge about their privilege to the forefront of 
analysis, rather than their alleged obliviousness about racial domination.68

No matter how hard one might try, this chapter has hopefully shown, silenc-
ing institutional racism in societies structured in white supremacy and anti-
blackness always creates contradictions at the textual level. But it also produces 
metadiscursive paradoxes. If race thinking is not appropriate in contemporary 
South Africa, for example, as Maré contends, then why think about race? If race 
does not exist, as Kamel argues, then why write about race? The fact that Maré 
and Kamel have written and published books that delegitimize affirmative 
action policies for people of color implies that, at least to the authors themselves, 
race is not simply worth thinking about, but does matter a great deal.
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Since enforcing colorblindness is an act of epistemic violence, the authors 
of the works examined herein do not manage to do away with race, yet they 
insist that their readers should do so. In the process, they reinforce white 
supremacy through the deployment of colorblind rhetorics that constantly 
displace the cause of inequality elsewhere: in the past, class, racial categories 
themselves, “racial thinking,” racial consciousness, and so forth. They argue 
that these realities can explain inequality independently from the white 
supremacy that enables the institutionalized reproduction of colorblindness 
in academia, law, and the media across national borders. As they display vis-
ible convergences between hegemonic racial discourse in Brazil, South Africa, 
the United States, and elsewhere, these works reveal the workings of white 
racial consciousness in the making of racialized meaning and force us to 
grapple with the longevity, malleability, and insidiousness of colorblindness 
as a global technology of white supremacy.
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S I x

How Colorblindness Flourished 
in the Age of Obama

Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw

Portions of this article were originally published as Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “Twenty 
Years of Critical Race Theory: Looking Back to Move Forward,” Connecticut Law Review 43, 
no. 5 (July 2011): 1253–352.

Emerging in the wake of Barack Obama’s monumental election, a new center 
of gravity took hold in American racial discourse, one that was framed as a 
racially pragmatic alternative to the polarizing and counterproductive con-
testations over race. This discursive shift bore significant consequences in the 
struggle against colorblind ideology. On the eve of the election, racial justice 
advocates were already facing increasing pressure to abandon remnants of 
race-conscious discourse in the face of colorblind victories in both the legal 
and political arenas. The emergence of postracialism only deepened the ero-
sion of race justice discourse. Underlying postracialism’s buoyant introduc-
tion to the American scene was a conservative riptide that pulled racial jus-
tice constituencies into a discourse that legitimized a morbidly unequal 
status quo. That postracialism’s condition of possibility was a political victory 
that few stakeholders of racial justice thought they would ever witness is one 
of the great ironies of civil rights history.

P O S T R A C i A L i S M

Postracialism rode to the center of American political discourse on Barack 
Obama’s coattails,1 carrying along with it a long-standing conservative 
project of associating colorblindness with racial enlightenment and racial 
justice advocacy with grievance politics.2 As one commentator explained 
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following the election, “America has done its part. Without a blink of an eye, 
we have just boldly ushered in a new, post-racial era. Once again, we have 
proven ourselves a nation of leaders: a representative democracy in its truest 
sense.”3 Obama’s widely heralded avoidance of so-called racial grievance not 
only opened the door to “a new era of American politics”;4 it also opened up 
liberal and progressive civil rights constituencies to rhetorical frames that 
were forged in retrenchment politics.

Obama as a postracial figuration is key to the remaking of old debates into 
a new common sense, one that draws the masses as well as elites, whites as 
well as racial Others, into a familiar script about the benign nature of race 
and the opportunity that exists in American society. In the new postracial 
era, racial discourse and agitation are increasingly understood to be history’s 
shadow. By the logic that suggests that broken glass ceilings at the top deliver 
trickle-down opportunities below, the assumption follows that there is no 
longer walled-off space for race.

Ironically, the overwhelming racial salience of the election of one African 
American allowed a conservative ideology that had been mobilized to reverse 
countless civil rights victories to become repackaged as a celebratory expres-
sion of a new American cosmopolitanism. Colorblind ideology had fueled a 
host of right-wing projects throughout the 1990s and the early twenty-first 
century, including African American businessman Ward Connerly’s assault 
on both affirmative action and the collection of racial data which were  
a driving force in California’s and Michigan’s restrictions on affirmative 
action policies,5 and efforts by organized interests to attack the Voting Rights 
Act and Title VII. Given its disingenuous deployment as a battering ram  
for civil rights rollbacks, colorblindness had never been fully embraced by 
moderates and liberals, even though they often affirmed its ultimate goals 
and purportedly race-neutral baselines. Having failed to achieve the broad-
scale endorsement of civil rights organizations and mainstream media,  
colorblindness might be characterized as a reasonably popular act that played 
well to specialized audiences, but one that never enjoyed the bandwidth  
of a truly crossover phenomenon. Postracialism brought rock star marketa-
bility to colorblindness’s legitimizing project, rebranding it with an interna-
tionally recognized symbol attached to its conservative rhetorical content. 
While the celebratory dimension of the “Obama phenomenon” pulled 
countless people into its orbit, the colorblind rhetoric of racial denial stripped 
ongoing efforts to name and contest racial power of both legitimacy and 
audience.
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P O S T R A C i A L i S M  A N D  T h E  D i S AV O WA L 

O F  C i V i L  R i G h T S  S T R U G G L E S

The rise of postracialism as a new sensibility triggered by the Big Event was 
itself a familiar dynamic in the narrative of racial progress. The postreform 
trajectory of civil rights discourse has long revealed that modest victories are 
inevitably appropriated as ammunition by those seeking to limit the scope of 
racial reform.6 Often with such advancements comes rhetoric that celebrates 
the inherent egalitarianism of American society while repudiating the long-
term struggle and sacrifice that made the breakthrough possible. Indeed, 
when viewed from this vantage point, such victories point not to the efficacy 
of race-conscious advocacy but to the exceptionalist myth that America 
inevitably rights its historic wrongs. Rather than celebrating the courageous 
acts of millions of ordinary citizens who rose against racial subordination, 
colorblind adherents critique the mobilization that made breakthroughs pos-
sible as not only unnecessary but actually counterproductive.

Particularly perverse is the way those who risked censure, social discipline, 
and even death to fight for racial change have been bludgeoned by the sym-
bolic victories that their vision and activism helped make possible.7 The 
desire among apologists of the social order to be “liberated” at last from civil 
rights advocacy was visible throughout the campaign and in its immediate 
aftermath. Even among Obama’s opponents, the silver lining that many of 
them saw in his possible victory would be that leading civil rights advocates 
would be put out of business. This phenomenon was readily apparent the 
night of the election as pundits tallying up the night’s big losers fingered Jesse 
Jackson, Al Sharpton, and by extension, other racial justice advocates. 
Presumably, all had just become unemployed if only Americans would take 
Obama’s election as an opportunity to turn away from racial grievance.8 
Indeed, as one columnist argued, “racial progress has reduced the need of 
African-Americans for racial-grievance leaders like Jackson and Sharpton, 
but America has not progressed enough to put these types of leaders out of 
business.”9

Beyond mere punditry, the denigration and outright persecution of critics 
of the racial order has historically involved public and private repression. 
During the early nineteenth century, abolitionists were cast as dissidents 
with a “wicked plan of exciting the Negroes to . . . massacre.”10 This sentiment 
was reflected in laws passed by a number of southern states that banned the 
mailing of abolitionist materials and imposed criminal penalties on subscrib-
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ers to abolitionist newsletters.11 During the twentieth century, Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee organizers and Freedom Riders were 
called “outside agitators” and incarcerated in state penitentiaries primarily 
for their advocacy against the racial order.12 COINTELPRO, the FBI’s cov-
ert program, went further, utilizing law enforcement to destabilize, disrupt, 
and neutralize racial justice movements and their leaders.

Thus, the “Mission Accomplished” theme echoed by those who pro-
claimed that the great attraction of Barack Obama was that he eschewed 
racial complaint reflected a troubling irony. That the courageous leaders and 
advocates who made Obama’s breakthrough possible could be so effortlessly 
reduced to historical deadweight underscores the frustrating paradox of 
racial reform. As a harbinger of what was to come, the monumental victory 
was taken to affirm the claim that race didn’t matter, a claim that could only 
be bolstered by using Obama’s race as evidence to sustain the claim. Indeed, 
contrary to the thrust of colorblind proscriptions against noticing race, 
Obama’s Blackness was harnessed to prove that the remaining markers of 
racial subordination were no longer indicators of unjustified exclusion. 
Obama’s election instead pointed to an alternate reality, one of unlimited 
opportunity that too many low-achieving African Americans were simply 
disinclined to grasp. The dialectic of transformation and legitimation that 
had taken years to play out in the context of formal equality became instantly 
apparent in the aftermath of Obama’s victory. Broad segments of the popula-
tion seemed to believe that with Barack Obama now in the White House, 
the chapter on race could at last be closed.13

This overinvestment in the symbolic significance of the Obama victory 
obscures the ongoing operation of racial power in much the same way  
that formal equality sanitized patterns of institutional exclusion in the 
formative years of Critical Race Theory. In the same way that elite law schools 
congratulated themselves for being institutions in which merit flourished, 
many commentators upheld the election of Barack Obama as evidence  
that the competition over political power is indeed colorblind.14 In both 
instances, the assertions rested on efforts to associate any semblance of race 
neutrality with the absence of racial power. Yet in the same way that the  
mere assertion of colorblind merit did not exhaust the operation of race  
in American law schools, Obama’s victory proved little about the value of 
colorblindness either as a tactic for gaining power or as a frame for how it is 
exercised.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



132 •  M A S K S

T h E  R A C i A L  C O N T E X T  O F  T h E  O b A M A  C A M PA i G N

Some critics of postracialism may agree that Obama’s victory represented a foun-
dational element of the postracial era, yet they frame his contributions to the rise 
of postracialism as merely accidental or structurally imposed. Obama’s capacity 
to resist the postracial expectations, it may be surmised, were quickly tamed by 
the punitive outcry prompted by his comment that the arrest of distinguished 
Harvard professor Henry Louis Gates in his own home was ill-advised. Some 
saw the president’s subsequent reticence to engage racial matters as a survivalist 
shift toward racial inscrutability. However, throughout his campaign and presi-
dency, Obama proved to be far more than a political Sphinx to which postracial-
ism became attached. Obama’s campaign and subsequent presidency reflected 
an acute awareness about racial performance. His navigation through and 
around existing racial scripts came to signify postracialism by virtue of what he 
affirmed and what he omitted, what he drew attention to and what he obscured.

Despite the common refrain that President Barack Obama was the bright-
est example of the limitless potential of postracial politics, the Obama cam-
paign reflected the continuing significance of race consciousness among the 
electorate, pundits, and candidates. Obama’s measured performance of racial 
avoidance along with his selective staging of racially salient messaging revealed 
that the candidate was uniquely adept in maneuvering the complex terrain of 
race. Yet however remarkable this particular accomplishment was, it served as 
meager evidence that the sociopolitical terrain is itself colorblind. Barack 
Obama’s unique victory stands neither as a pathway that can be readily repli-
cated across American society nor as a shining example of what colorblind 
social practice can deliver. Indeed, the public image of Obama’s “race neutral-
ity” masked an intense race-conscious campaign to counter his racial deficit 
where necessary and to bolster his racial capital where advantageous. This was 
anything but an avoidance of race; it was, instead, a deft encounter with it.

While race might have been downplayed in the candidate’s public posture, 
strategists were well aware that ignoring the racial reservations of white voters 
would have been politically disastrous. Race was a factor to be managed, not 
only in Obama’s public appearances but also in the all-out ground campaign for 
votes in the key battleground states.15 This imperative to disarm the racial reser-
vations among white voters required Obama’s white supporters to engage in an 
intraracial conversation with other whites. Although barely reported in the 
mainstream press, this direct engagement sidestepped, if not wholly reversed, 
the prevailing expert-based communications strategies that advised racial avoid-
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ance. In key swing states such as Pennsylvania and Ohio, whites were mobilized 
to talk with other whites in a ground campaign focused on neutralizing Obama’s 
racial disadvantage.16 This is a far cry from the myth that Obama won by run-
ning a nonracial campaign. To the contrary, race was definitively and repeatedly 
engaged. Thus, postracialism, when defined in terms of the Obama campaign, 
cannot be taken to mean “beyond race” or even colorblind; instead, it symbol-
ized a particular kind of approach toward dominant racial sensibilities.

Even the celebration of Obama’s public performance as “race-neutral” was 
not a concession to the colorblind values of the electorate but rather an 
accommodation to the color-conscious prisms through which Obama’s 
embodiment would be interpreted. Obama’s racial performance was being 
read by voters of all races in a complex effort to assess what kind of Black 
president Obama was likely to be.17 Such dynamics were captured in the 
repeated (and often disdainful) references to the intraracial conversations 
among African Americans that portrayed these debates under the misleading 
frame of “whether Obama was Black enough.”

An equally pointed conversation was taking place in public among whites 
about the quantum of Obama’s Blackness that would be acceptable to white 
voters, but this was less frequently identified as an intraracial discourse about 
whiteness and more often packaged as a factual inquiry into Obama’s inroads 
or deficits among white voters. Many commentators, pundits, voters, and 
observers later labeled Obama’s racial maneuvering as postracial, but what 
was crystallized was a flavor of Blackness made palatable to “the mainstream” 
by its disassociation with racial complaint.18 While packaged as racial tran-
scendence, it is legible against a backdrop saturated with racial meaning, 
portrayed through a growing repertoire of dissociative gestures, and always, 
it seems, subject to disciplinary revocation.19 Neither this frame nor the 
debate that it sought to capture was an expression of colorblindness on the 
part of the candidate or the electorate. As Devon Carbado and Mitu Gulati 
might put it, Obama “worked” his identity in ways that would communicate 
his desired message to audiences looking for different racial codes.20

“A  M O R E  P E R F E C T  U N i O N ”  A N D  i D E O L O G i E S 

O F  R A C i A L  S y M M E T R y

Far more significant, however, in defining the space that postracialism came 
to occupy was the rhetorical posture that Obama enacted in his framing of 
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racial power. Obama’s stately Philadelphia speech during the 2008 campaign, 
“A More Perfect Union,” demonstrated the candidate’s abilities to appeal to 
constituencies from across the racial terrain. But the speech also provided 
more sobering glimpses of racial frames that had been actively deployed by 
the Supreme Court and by other legal institutions to limit the remedial scope 
of antidiscrimination law and the very perception of racial injury. That it was 
barely noticed suggests how the postracial gloss of a charismatic Black-
identified candidate could effectively repackage a colorblind framework  
into a galvanizing performance that left spectators from across the spectrum 
in awe.

Interestingly, for a campaign that was framed and received as a transcend-
ence of racial divides, the speech largely engaged only the animus and tension 
between African Americans and whites. This in part reflected the terms on 
which the controversy that prompted the speech was framed. After tapes of 
Obama’s Chicago pastor Rev. Jeremiah Wright surfaced that contained 
damning critiques of American society, the campaign was nearly derailed. 
The unanswered question of whether the obvious anger that his pastor 
expressed would be read onto Obama potentially compromised his provi-
sional acceptance among whites as a nonangry Black man. This burden 
remains a racially specific obstacle for almost any Black candidate whose 
electoral aspirations rely to some extent on white voters.

The surfacing of Wright’s sermon—a profoundly telling marker of this 
challenge—couldn’t have come at a worse time. At the same time, another 
thorny issue that was repeatedly presented by the media was the question of 
how other nonwhites would “line up” in this epic moment. Thus, Obama’s 
speech aimed to bring what was widely framed as two warring sides to the 
table, and to avoid the vexed question of which “side” other nonwhites were 
poised to take.21

In stepping through the racial minefield created by the surfacing of the 
Wright’s fiery sermon, Obama courageously confronted the contemporary 
legacy of racism.22 Seeking to contextualize Wright’s volatile rhetoric in an 
older generation’s debilitating encounter with the country’s racial past, 
Obama insisted that “the anger is real; it is powerful; and to simply wish it 
away, to condemn it without understanding its roots, only serves to widen 
the chasm of misunderstanding that exists between the races.”23 Yet the 
upshot of this “misunderstanding” was an appeal that seemed to be taken 
directly from the classic “race relations” approach.24 Key moments in the 
candidate’s address framed racial conflict as a misunderstanding between 
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social equals rather than a matter of exclusion and power. In perhaps the 
most memorable passage of the speech, Obama drew out a parallel between 
his white grandmother and his Black pastor, and by extension, between 
whites and African Americans, that effectively framed both sides as warring 
factions whose pain was both legitimate and misunderstood by the other.

While balance and symmetry were the admirable and in some sense 
beguiling features of Obama’s oratory, underneath this statesmanlike inter-
vention was an asymmetrical analysis that distributed responsibilities and 
obligations differently between African Americans and whites. Obama’s 
efforts to frame the grievances that reflected centuries of discrimination as 
on par with white anger over affirmative action convincingly mixed material 
inequalities with white anxieties, continuing exclusions with underenforced 
remedies, and minority rights with majority power.25 To bridge the divides 
that proved so divisive, candidate Obama’s prescriptions included a full com-
plement of actions for African Americans that were both public (admonish-
ing them to “bind your grievances to . . . the larger aspirations of all 
Americans”) and private (urging African Americans to “read to your chil-
dren” and to be good fathers).

For their part, white Americans were asked to understand that the anger 
was real even if its roots were buried in the past, and that the consequences 
of the past continued into the current milieu. Beyond that, however, whites 
were prescribed no parallel responsibility in the home (one could imagine, for 
example, encouraging white Americans to “read to your children about this 
history I have just set forth” or “watch Roots”). Neither were they encouraged 
to rethink their underinvestment in the civil rights vision built on the idea 
of “We the People.” Universal messages of equality and dignity were the hall-
marks of civil rights visionaries such as Martin Luther King Jr., yet in admon-
ishing Black Americans to bind their grievances to the plight of their fellows, 
Obama subtly reinforced a damaging distortion of the Civil Rights 
Movement as an expression of special interest politics. Completely missing 
was the recognition not only that movement activists bound their aspirations 
to a more inclusive vision of community from the beginning, but that the 
interventions they sparked set the terms on which advances for women, other 
people of color, workers, and other disenfranchised groups could gain trac-
tion. Considering this history, a truly balanced prescription might have 
included an invitation to white Americans to reckon with the habits of 
thought and privilege that may have undermined their ability to invest in the 
vision of equal belonging that was repeatedly expressed throughout civil 
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rights history. Yet in Obama’s framing, the failure of white Americans to see 
racial justice through a racially inclusive reboot of “We the People” became 
the responsibility of civil rights leadership.

This message was subtle and largely overlooked in the masterful way that 
Obama spoke into the moment. In its deft circumvention of the contours of 
white dominance, the performance was a tour de force that has, at the same 
time, come to define a sensibility that is at odds with more critical accounts 
of race. Packed into the speech were embodiments of the very ideologies of 
racial symmetry and purported moral equivalencies between segregation and 
affirmative action that have grounded the rollback of civil rights remedia-
tion. “A More Perfect Union” rehearses critical moves in the colorblind arse-
nal such as the parallel between the indignities wrought by segregation in the 
past and the resentments of some white Americans toward their “diminished 
overrepresentation” today. Having thus reduced the contemporary signifi-
cance of racism to the enduring echoes of the past, what remains of race itself 
is a symmetrical concept of racial identity. Everybody has one racial identity, 
so equality can be realized by colorblind treatment of everyone. Embodied in 
universalist impulses like “a rising tide lifts all boats,” this logic ignores not 
only the asymmetrical dimensions of race but also the yawning inequalities 
that are reproduced when racially dissimilarly situated people are treated as 
though they are the same.26

Like the Supreme Court, Obama’s focus on past discrimination locates 
the source of contemporary disparities in the past. The consequences of past 
discrimination may be contemporaneously material, but the solutions require 
nothing but patience among whites and bootstrapism among Blacks. This 
echoes the Supreme Court’s acknowledgment that societal discrimination 
may well exist, but relieves institutions of any requirement to acknowledge 
or remedy it. The responsibility for eliminating so-called societal discrimina-
tion rests on behavioral uplift, universal policies, and, presumably, the mere 
passage of time.27 Locating the future of race equity in universal rather than 
targeted programs also replicates the Court’s repudiation of institutional or 
structural justifications for remedial action.28

Obama’s spectacular gloss on these concepts provided a soothing voice-
over to a set of ideas that has fueled a rightward drift in civil rights for dec-
ades. Although each element represented a conceptual pillar of colorblind 
ideology, the unique performative dimensions of Obama’s rhetoric facilitated 
its postracial branding. The postracial stance embodied the acknowledge-
ment of continuing racial injuries packaged with a repeal of any lingering 
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societal indictment for them, optimistically delivered by an exceptional 
African American destined for the White House.

Postracialism thus emerged as a rhetoric that was both grounded in and 
an extension of colorblindness. Both its original articulation and its modern 
rebrand advanced the notion that the intergenerational residue of white 
supremacy in the United States is fairly superficial, time-bound, and ulti-
mately transparent. This view of racial power as an aftereffect of the past has 
been undergirded by the formalist conception of equality embraced by the 
post–civil rights judiciary.29 Colorblindness as doctrine undermined litiga-
tion strategies that rely on race-conscious remediation, and soothed social 
anxiety about whether deeper levels of social criticism, remediation, and 
reconstruction might be warranted.

While colorblindness declared racism to be a closed chapter in our history, 
postracialism provided reassurance to those who weren’t fully convinced that 
this history had ceased to cast its long shadow over contemporary affairs. 
Postracialism’s gentler escape was routed through the possibility that racial 
power could be sidestepped, finessed, and ultimately overcome by individual 
initiative and bias-free consumers. Racial dominance was merely circum-
stance that could be navigated along the continuing path of social progress.30 
As an ideological rebrand that accompanied a symbolically monumental 
event, postracialism was more than colorblindness with a different name.  
As embodied by a walking symbol of hard work, family values, and noncon-
frontation, postracialism became an instructive guide for racial Others— 
particularly African Americans. Like the Philadelphia speech, the president’s 
messages to African Americans rehashed self-help strategies and promoted 
rising-tide solutions to widening inequalities. Yet even these racially targeted 
messages were destined to be inadequate responses in the face of tragic events 
that reflected the country’s very real struggles with racial injustice. When the 
president was confronted with a racial tragedy that could not be ignored, his 
response was a race-targeted initiative that underscored the nuances and 
political utility of postracialism.

P O S T R A C i A L i S M  A N D  M b K

Nothing represented the presidential embodiment of postracialism more 
than the president’s signature racial justice initiative: My Brother’s Keeper 
(MBK). With this initiative, conceived in the aftermath of the public outcry 
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over the killing of Trayvon Martin, President Obama made good on a prom-
ise to use his bully pulpit to address the crisis facing African American boys.31 
He entered the packed East Room of the White House backed by a phalanx 
of young boys of color, mostly African American. Joining Obama was a 
bipartisan assemblage of notable figures representing a wide political spec-
trum, including civil rights advocate Al Sharpton, conservative talk show 
host Bill O’Reilly, and New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg. These 
handpicked representatives of the political establishment joined a room filled 
with corporate executives, sports stars, government officials, philanthropic 
leaders, service providers, and advocates.32

After introducing the boys as participants in Chicago mayor Rahm 
Emanuel’s “Becoming a Man” program, the president recalled how he’d met 
the boys during an after-school gathering and how, during their exchange, 
he’d told them about the personal frustrations and anger that sparked a series 
of bad choices when he was their age.33

What connected Obama’s youthful errors in judgment with the obstacles 
facing the boys in the “Becoming a Man” program was a simple shared fact 
of family life: fatherlessness. It was only because better life influences and role 
models happened to intervene, Obama recounted, that he was able to take 
advantage of the second chances denied to less fortunate boys.34 The presi-
dent then recounted the sobering statistics on Black and Latino children, 
following each data point with an emphatic comment about its consequences 
for the later maturation of boys. The moral was impossible to miss: the Black 
community needed, still and always, to reckon with its own plague of father-
lessness and its adverse influence on boys. “If you’re African American, there’s 
about a one in two chance you grow up without a father in your house—one 
in two. If you’re Latino, you have about a one in four chance. We know that 
boys who grow up without a father are more likely to be poor, more likely to 
underperform in school.” Such statistics contribute to the “cycles of hopeless-
ness [that] breed violence and mistrust,”35 Obama explained. Then, gesturing 
to Trayvon Martin’s parents and to the parents of Jordan Davis, another 
young Black teenager killed by a white civilian, in this case in an altercation 
over loud music,36 the president unveiled My Brother’s Keeper, an initiative 
that promised a “more focused effort on boys and young men of color who 
are having a particularly tough time.”37

Obama officials clearly framed the program’s mission in such a way as to 
sidestep a bruising fight over federal government involvement in a race- 
targeted program. The $200 million initiative would draw on private 
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resources—commitments from foundations, corporations, and other private 
sources—thereby ensuring that program administrators wouldn’t have to 
face down congressional and political resistance to a new government 
entitlement.38

The animating rationale for MBK was also custom-built to fit within the 
available ideological space for a racially targeted initiative. First and perhaps 
most importantly, it singled out no governmental, institutional, or historical 
conditions that may have helped create the “particularly tough time” that 
boys of color were facing. While the program’s founding brief detailed the 
many senses in which Black boys found themselves at risk, it didn’t appear 
that racism, discrimination, prejudice, or economic and political disempow-
erment numbered among the relevant causes. Nor, amazingly, did the crimi-
nal justice system and its protocols of racial profiling warrant dishonorable 
mention—an especially conspicuous omission given the draconian practices 
of the police departments overseen by the initiative’s notable endorsers 
Michael Bloomberg and Rahm Emanuel. In fact, at the very moment 
Bloomberg was joining forces with the president to save boys of color, his 
police department was locked in a struggle with Black and Latino plaintiffs 
alleging racial discrimination, harassment, and intimidation.39 Emanuel, for 
his part, would suffer the grievous political fallout from the release, a year 
later, of a video showing a Chicago cop brutally gunning down a mentally 
incapacitated African American.40

To any reasonable observer, the notion that Emanuel and Bloomberg 
could pass as serious interlocutors in the struggles facing Black boys should 
have raised eyebrows. After all, the guiding rationale behind the acquittal of 
George Zimmerman for gunning down Trayvon Martin was virtually identi-
cal to the justifications offered by defenders of policing practices that 
accounted for the disproportionate surveillance and killing of Black peo-
ple.41 But the popular Black revolt against police violence prompted by the 
killings of Michael Brown and Eric Garner was months away. Since My 
Brother’s Keeper was silent on matters of policing and racial stereotyping, the 
presence of neither the mayors of New York and Chicago, nor of the Fox 
News pundit Bill O’Reilly, occasioned no comment—beyond the laudatory 
observation that their attendance meant that MBK enjoyed bipartisan 
approval.

This was far from the only sign, however, that the culture-first agenda of 
MBK would studiously bypass the structural and institutional forces behind 
the plight of Black boys and men. The president’s colloquy included no 
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mention of the decades-long defunding of many public institutions, schools, 
and youth development programs that contributed to the boys’ particularly 
hard time, nor did he allude to the devastating decline of American industry 
or the many ills associated with it, such as job insecurity, falling wages, and 
the increasing wealth gap. Likewise, Obama glided by racial discrimination 
in the employment market, the crucial role of residential segregation in limit-
ing access to information networks and to well-paying jobs, and the school-
to-prison pipeline that remorselessly truncates the life chances of young 
Black men.

In the place of analysis, President Obama offered reminiscences about 
how he’d acted out in his own teen years as a response to his coming of age 
with an absent dad. Yet even as he expressed gratitude for the more “forgiv-
ing” circumstances that rescued him, he neglected to suggest that any such 
circumstances were racially inflected. Instead, crediting his own loving fam-
ily for helping him through perilous times, he failed to observe that their 
solidly white middle-class makeup made it far more likely that he’d be spared 
the many obstacles embedded within the highly segregated and economically 
distressed communities that the boys standing behind him had to face. In 
this airbrushed portrait of boys at risk, the narrative of endangerment boiled 
down to their entrapment within families that were ill-equipped to protect 
and nurture them.

The implementation phase of MBK, not surprisingly, followed the same 
depoliticized playbook. With a private funding structure, MBK proffered no 
interventions that implicated federal resources. The president did not call on 
Congress to authorize any new expenditures, to pass any laws, or to reverse 
any part of the civil rights infrastructure that was unraveling under the 
Roberts Court.

With the operational budget for My Brother’s Keeper thus secured with-
out messy confrontations in the public sector, the challenge of articulating 
the initiative’s public rationale fell to the presidential memorandum creating 
a “My Brother’s Keeper Task Force.”42 The memorandum sought to establish 
a national effort to significantly improve the expected life outcomes for boys 
and young men of color (including African Americans, Hispanic Americans, 
and Native Americans). It instructed more than a dozen federal agencies to 
develop indicators for measuring the well-being of boys until the age of 
twenty-five. And it gave the task force ninety days to issue a preliminary 
report on evidence-based interventions and issues facing boys and young men 
of color.
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In time, the private funding commitments would swell to more than $1.6 
billion in combined grants and low-interest financing, with partnerships 
with the NBA, UBS America, JPMorgan Chase, and other corporations 
pledging to provide mentorships and summer jobs for boys of color.43 It was 
widely publicized as a model for similar governmental initiatives at the local 
level. Cities across the country were called to join the “My Brother’s Keeper 
Challenge” and, in coordinating charitable donations, to promote more posi-
tive future life outcomes for boys of color. Tellingly, Ferguson, Missouri, 
became one such city, holding a town hall in the midst of the crisis surround-
ing the killing of Michael Brown.44 Yet true to form, neither Brown’s death 
nor the broader issue of police violence surfaced as a concern during the 
MBK town hall in Ferguson.

After its launch, MBK received substantial media coverage, most of it 
quite positive, from across the political spectrum.45 Interestingly, conserva-
tive organizations and public interest law firms that had been dedicated crit-
ics of traditional affirmative action programs were muted in their responses. 
A few complained that race-targeted initiatives like MBK encouraged vic-
timhood discourse and that they unfairly excluded at-risk white boys. But 
these comments were quite tame compared to the cries of reverse discrimina-
tion that typically accompanied race-targeted measures. Fox TV’s Bill 
O’Reilly—usually a dependable voice to denounce race-conscious remedial 
programs—enthusiastically embraced the initiative’s objectives.

b L A C K  M A L E  E N D A N G E R M E N T  A S  P R E D i C AT E  

F O R  A  V i C T i M - b L A M i N G  R A C i A L  P O L i T i C

My Brother’s Keeper may have seemed to casual observers like a trademark 
innovation of the postracial Obama presidency. In reality, it marked the scal-
ing up of an entire industry of racially targeted interventions that give very 
little attention to the structural and institutional features of racial hierarchy. 
Central to this industry was the revival of gender disrepair as the focal point 
of dysfunction in the Black community.

Tellingly, the narrative of failed families as the principle site of racial ine-
quality commands such widespread assent in the citadels of elite opinion and 
federal power that no participant or pundit seemed to notice the bizarre 
disconnect at the heart of MBK’s reason for being. This was, after all, an 
initiative that President Obama explicitly linked to the vigilante-style slaying 
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of Trayvon Martin and Jordan Davis in Florida. Yet both Martin and Davis 
had Black fathers who were active in their lives. What Obama took to be the 
most pressing problem for troubled and at-risk Black boys in America was 
quite literally a nonproblem for the victims of the tragic shootings that fur-
nished MBK with its rhetorical reason for being.

For such a glaring and foundational misalignment to escape serious 
notice, a countervailing ideological accord had to have taken root within the 
mainstream media and the civil rights establishment. Under the terms of this 
accord, the condition of fatherlessness was scripted as the primary cause 
behind the societal endangerment of all Black males46—a transclass vulner-
ability that Black males share irrespective of the actual level of their fathers’ 
involvement in their lives. Yet the unspoken factor that took Trayvon 
Martin’s and Jordan Davis’s lives was in fact racism—a fact made abundantly 
clear in the racist justifications proffered by both boys’ killers. Commentators 
defending the killers’ actions likewise referred to the racist image of young 
Black men as unhinged superpredators.47

But the conventions within a postracial polity militated against any frontal 
indictment of a manifestly racist discourse. So, as the gatekeepers of polite 
public discourse duly sidestepped the racist rationales for their deaths, Martin 
and Davis became stand-ins for a discourse on Black male endangerment that 
elided racism altogether. In its place was a focus on the attitudes, habits, and 
sociocultural environment of Black boys themselves. The implicit message of 
MBK seemed to be that threats to the bodily security of Black males can be 
averted by enhancing the reputational capital of a feared group of men.

For the many racial justice allies who lent their support to this framing, 
the exclusive focus on Black male suffering was simply a matter of common 
sense. But it was no more “common sense” to link Martin’s and Davis’ deaths 
to fatherlessness than it would have been to link the murder of Emmett Till 
to his father’s absence or the family structure of other Black boys in the 1950s. 
This particular endangerment narrative in fact rested on a body of linkages, 
inferences, and silences that only count as “common sense” within postracial-
ism’s predetermined confines of ideologically permissible engagement. In this 
sense, MBK was seeded in an ideological sweet spot within postracialism’s 
narrow parameters, a point of convergence between those who worry about 
Black males and those who fear them.

This convergence has proved powerful and destructive. It provided a crack 
within postracialism’s antigrievance commitments from which a race-tar-
geted intervention could break through. At the same time, however, it has 
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permitted those who oversee institutions that kill and imprison Black males 
to find common cause with those who are left to grieve them. And in the 
process, it permitted colorblind neoconservatives such as Bill O’Reilly to join 
forces with race adversaries like Al Sharpton in an agenda they could all 
endorse.

C O N T E M P O R A R y  P O S T R A C i A L i S M ,  T R U M P,  A N D 

T h E  L E G A C y  O F  T h E  O b A M A  A D M i N i S T R AT i O N

As postracialism became the vehicle for a colorblind agenda, the material 
consequences of racial exploitation and social violence—including the per-
sistence of educational inequity, the disproportionate racial patterns of 
criminalization and incarceration, and the deepening patterns of economic 
stratification—slid further into obscurity. Under the thrall of postracialism, 
these stubborn conditions posed little challenge to interpreting the historical 
election of one politician as the end of racism. Obama’s election gave cre-
dence and authority to this process. It also naturalized the assumption that 
the remaining vestiges of racial discrimination were essentially moments of 
individual prejudice rather than the persistent and organized effects of insti-
tutions and structures. Even when the Obama administration announced a 
program that was racially targeted, such as the “My Brother’s Keeper 
Challenge,” it was never framed in terms of racial power, institutions, or 
structures that were in need of repair. The postracial approach foregrounded 
interventions that were premised on the assumption that what needed to be 
corrected was at the individual, cultural, and familial level, presuming, for 
example, that gender disrepair was the cause of problems and crisis in the 
Black community.

Contemporary postracialism thus reflects the deradicalization of the 
racial justice movement through a symbol of racial transcendence mobilized 
to demonstrate the inherent colorblindness of American democracy. To be 
candid, what racial justice advocates wound up with was not eight years in 
power but rather eight years without the power to name, eight years without 
the power to fully mobilize, eight years without the power to demand 
accountability or to agitate our highest elected officials to renew the stalled 
project of racial transformation. Instead, we faced an interruption in the 
possibility to forcefully express such demands against the repeated claim that 
for all important intents and purposes, that battle was largely over.
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The racial backlash that followed the postracial presidency might tempt 
students of racial history to view postracialism as a curious but ultimately 
short-lived ideological moment. In the midst of white nationalism’s resur-
gence, nostalgia for postracialism is not incomprehensible. Yet hindsight may 
suggest that among the conditions of Trump’s possibility are the debilitating 
politics of colorblindness and its rearticulation through postracialism. In 
their defense of meritocracy and their willingness to abandon structural 
discourses in favor of behavioral interventions to address racial inequality, 
postracialists effectively conceded that racial disparities have nothing to do 
with collective, structural, or historical harms. Once the notion of collective 
responsibility is erased and the assumptions of a naturalized racial hierarchy 
are no longer robustly contested in public discourse, the political exploitation 
of white racial grievance cannot be surprising. The crucial dimensions that 
unite Trump’s base are tied to expectations that they have been unfairly 
taxed, unfairly deprived, and unfairly indicted for the failings of others.

To be sure, a part of Trump’s rise can be understood as backlash to 
Obama’s tenure. But the depth of the backlash as well as the tepid responses 
to it have been made possible by postracialism’s failure to maintain and 
advance a strong analysis of the ways in which race and racism still operate 
through our institutions, structures, and culture. This is the ground that was 
left exposed. It is now a foundation on which a virulent nationalism thrives.

This trajectory of race discourse—from colorblindness to the rise of pos-
tracialism and currently the re-legitimation of white nationalism—raises 
anew the vexed relationship between liberal and critical conceptions of 
knowledge and power. Liberal ambivalence expressed through colorblind-
ness in the 1980s and through postracialism during the Obama years presents 
similar dynamics. In both periods, racial constituencies confronted doctrinal 
and political retreats that severely limited the scope of civil rights advocacy. 
In both periods, liberal visions of race reform and radical critiques of class 
hierarchy failed in different ways to address the institutional, structural, and 
ideological reproduction of racial hierarchy. In both periods, the collapse of 
racial barriers convinced many advocates and laypersons alike that funda-
mental transformation was at hand. And in both periods, racial progress was 
associated with an accommodationist (individualized) orientation to the 
terms of racial power rather than a sustained collective contestation of it.

These continuities would be sobering in the absence of Trumpism, and are 
even more vexing for critics of the status quo and the concessions to color-
blindness that preceded its rise. Yet other dynamics exist today that suggest 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



C O L O R b L I N D N E S S  I N  T H E  A G E  O F  O b A M A  •  145

possibilities remain to reconstitute a robust critical race project that builds 
on the insights of the past. Today, as before, critical masses of thinkers con-
tinue to attend to the contemporary operation of race, producing literature 
that links specific institutional dynamics through which race is produced to 
the broader structures of racial power that continue to rationalize them. In 
much the same way that students and young scholars came to understand 
more fully the discursive terrain of race in the context of specific institutional 
struggles over integrating the faculty and curriculum in elite institutions, the 
struggles today to expose and critique the racial continuities between white 
supremacy in the past and the waves of retrenchment discourses echoing 
across campuses today present an important opportunity for critical race 
scholars across the disciplines.

C O N C L U S i O N

The call to critical race scholars in all disciplines is not only to reveal how 
disciplinary conventions themselves constitute racial power, but also to pro-
vide an inventory of the critical tools that can be deployed to weaken and 
potentially dismantle its capacity to self-replicate. The stakes are high, yet the 
capacity to understand and see how liberalism’s concessions fortified the 
grounding upon which retrenchment discourses have been scaffolded points 
to important contemporary struggles unfolding both within and outside the 
academy today. Contesting the erosion of ideas and frameworks that ani-
mated movements and strategies that have remade, albeit partially, the mate-
rial and symbolic workings of our society are battles worth waging. 
Foregrounding the historic struggles to right the wrongs that grounded the 
Republic’s ignoble beginnings, unearthing the courageous acts of resistance 
against both state power and its epistemic foundations that created the very 
possibility to sustain critical thought are key dimensions of the Countering 
Colorblindness project. The centrality of this project to the continuing strug-
gles to dismantle illegitimate racial power ensures that these ideas will con-
tinue to be scrutinized and disciplined.

The fact that constituents of social justice are in a struggle is thus a given. 
Not only is forward momentum not guaranteed, but history has shown that 
retrenchment can radically alter the lives and social status of generations of 
racially aggrieved people. Yet heightened challenges merely elevate the need 
to strengthen a counternarrative against colorblindness. The counternarrative 
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must be capable of reversing the premature societal settlement on racial injus-
tice that has unleashed the virulent cycle of racial retrenchment that we are 
experiencing today. To meet this challenge, we need to make and remake 
praxis that is critical, interdisciplinary, and intersectional.
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prescription about how to be successful while Black. “Black” is specifically marked 
here because the messages of safety and palatability are currently tied to threatening 
and vengeful characterizations of Black grievance. Parallel demands on other non-
whites are likely to find expression in contexts where their “otherness” is specifically 
marked and rationalized as a justification for differential treatment. The specific 
contours of postracial performance are thus likely to differ depending on the context 
and relevant stereotypes that are salient for each nonwhite group.

19. One study reportedly describes Obama as “the type of black political leader 
who has been historically most popular among whites—one who was not part of the 
civil rights movement, who accommodates rather than confronts, and who main-
tains close personal and political ties to whites.” See Paul Bedard, “Obama  
Is Changing America’s View of Blacks,” Washington Whispers blog, Mar. 28, 
2011, www.usnews.com/news/blogs/washington-whispers/2011/03/28/obama-is-
changing-americas-view-of-blacks. That this acceptance is conditional is suggested 
by the very limited leeway the candidate and then president had to hint at, much less 
directly critique, racism.

20. Devon Carbado and Mitu Gulati, “Working Identity,” Cornell Law Review 
85 (1999): 1259, 1262.

21. Despite Obama’s efforts to sidestep it, the news media extensively covered 
this question of what “sides” other minority groups were taking. See, e.g., Jeff Chang, 
“Why Latinos and Asian Americans Went for Hillary,” Huffington Post, Feb. 6, 
2008, www.huffingtonpost.com/jeff- chang/why-latinos-and-asian-ame_b_85359.
html; and Angie Chuang, “Racial Rifts: Obama’s Candidacy a Rorschach Test for 
Nation’s Minorities,” Seattle Times, July 16, 2008.

22. “But we do need to remind ourselves that so many of the disparities that exist 
between the African-American community and the larger American community 
today can be traced directly to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that 
suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow. Segregated schools were, and 
are, inferior schools; we still haven’t fixed them, fifty years after Brown v. Board of 
Education. And the inferior education they provided, then and now, helps explain the 
pervasive achievement gap between today’s black and white students.” Barack Obama, 
“A More Perfect Union,” Mar. 18, 2008, www.nytimes.com/2008/03/18/us/politics 
/18text-obama.html; a video of the speech can be seen at www.washingtonpost.com 
/graphics/national/obama-legacy/jeremiah-wright-2008-philadelphia-race-speech 
.html.

23. Obama, “A More Perfect Union.”
24. For a critical history of the race relations school of sociology, and the argu-

ment that the race relations school represented by the Chicago School of Sociology 
suppressed structural accounts of racial power to create a relatively benign portrait 
of race relations, see Stephen Steinberg, Race Relations: A Critique (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2007). Steinberg recounts how Du Bois, Oliver Cox, and 
Carter J. Woodson, among others, wrote against the prevailing sensibilities in soci-
ology and history and were discredited in some quarters as advocates rather than 
scholars (50).
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25. Obama’s “symmetry” might well be seen as conceding too much to “racial 
grievance” in light of the sensibility among some whites that empathetic interven-
tion to equalize inequalities constitutes a loss for whites. For a recent contribution 
to this literature, see, e.g., Michael I. Norton and Samuel R. Summers, “Whites See 
Racism as a Zero-Sum Game That They Are Now Losing,” Perspectives on 
Psychological Science 6 (May 2011): 215–18.

26. Adarand Constructors, Inc. v. Peña, 515 U.S. 200, 240 (1995). Justice Thomas,  
concurring in part, argued that there is a moral equivalence between segregation and 
affirmative action, in contrast with Justice Stevens, who argued that there is a differ-
ence between a welcome mat and a no trespass sign.

27. See City of Richmond v. J. A. Croson Co., 488 U.S. 469 (1989). The decision 
by Justice O’Connor argued  that the failure to identify specific acts of past discrimi-
nation upon which to predicate affirmative action leaves only societal discrimina-
tion for which there is no constitutional remedy.

28. See, e.g., ibid., 486.
29. I have discussed aspects of this process and its import for race-conscious 

advocacy previously. See Crenshaw, “Race, Reform, and Retrenchment,” 1346.
30. In the talking-point gloss on how to move a racial justice agenda without 

engaging in the dreaded discourse of complaint, one of the common refrains is, 
“Martin Luther King didn’t say he had a complaint; he said he had a dream!” Of 
course, the dream made little sense without the complaint, which he brilliantly and 
evocatively set forth in the first three-quarters of his riveting speech.

31. Trayvon Martin was a seventeen-year-old African American who was shot to 
death by a man named George Zimmerman when he was walking home while wear-
ing a hoodie. Zimmerman became suspicious of Martin, pursued him, and ulti-
mately killed him, claiming self-defense, but many have suspected racism was a 
major factor in the altercation. See Lizette Alvarez and Cara Buckley, “Zimmerman 
Is Acquitted in Trayvon Martin Killing,” New York Times, July 13, 2013, www
.nytimes.com/2013/07/14/us/george-zimmerman-verdict-trayvon-martin.html.

32. Barack Obama, “Remarks by the President on ‘My Brother’s Keeper’ 
Initiative,” Feb. 27, 2014, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office 
/2014/02/27/remarks-president-my-brothers-keeper-initiative (hereafter referred to 
as Obama, MBK Initiative). See also Valerie Jarett, “My Brother’s Keeper: A New 
White House Initiative to Empower Boys and Young Men of Color,” Huffington 
Post, Feb. 27, 2014, www.huffingtonpost.com/valerie-jarrett/my-brothers-keeper-a
-new_b_4868528.html.

33. Dana Ford, “Obama Unveils ‘My Brother’s Keeper,’ Opens Up about His 
Dad, Drugs, and Race,” CNN, Feb. 27, 2014, http://politicalticker.blogs.cnn 
.com/2014/02/27/obama-announces-my-brothers-keeper; Michael D. Shear, 
“Obama Starts Initiative for Young Black Men, Noting His Own Experience,” New 
York Times, Feb. 27, 2014, www.nytimes.com/2014/02/28/us/politics/obama-will
-announce-initiative-to-empower-young-black-men.html.

34. “I didn’t have a dad in the house. And I was angry about it, even though I 
didn’t necessarily realize it at the time. I made bad choices. I got high without  
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always thinking about the harm that it could do. I didn’t always take school as seri-
ously as I should have. I made excuses. Sometimes I sold myself short.” Obama, 
MBK Initiative.

35. Ibid.
36. Davis was murdered after a violent encounter over loud rap music coming 

from his car. See Kristal Brent Zook, “The Lessons of Jordan Davis’s Murder, 
Revisited,” Nation, Nov. 23, 2015, www.thenation.com/article/the-lessons-of-jordan-
daviss-murder-revisited.

37. Obama, MBK Initiative.
38. See Executives’ Alliance to Expand Opportunities for Boys and Men of 

Color, Investments for Change: Year in Review 2–3 (2015).
39. See Floyd v. City of New York, 959 F. Supp. 2d 540 (S.D. N.Y. 2013), https://

casetext.com/case/floyd-v-city-of-ny-2.
40. See Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division, Investigation of the 

Chicago Police Department (2017); Julie Bosman and Mitch Smith, “Chicago Police 
Routinely Trampled on Civil Rights, Justice Dept. Says,” New York Times, Jan. 13, 
2017, www.nytimes.com/2017/01/13/us/chicago-police-justice-department-report 
.html.

41. See Devon W. Carbado, Cheryl I. Harris, and Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, 
“Racial Profiling Lives On,” New York Times, Aug. 14, 2013, www.nytimes
.com/2013/08/15/opinion/racial-profiling-lives-on.html.

42. Barack Obama, “Presidential Memorandum—Creating and Expanding 
Ladders of Opportunity for Boys and Young Men of Color,” Feb. 27, 2014, https://
obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2014/02/27/presidential-memorandum- 
creating-and-expanding-ladders-opportunity-boys-.

43. See My Brother’s Keeper Task Force, My Brother’s Keeper 2016 Progress 
Report 4 (2016), 16–17, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/whitehouse
.gov/files/images/mbk-2016-progress-report.pdf.

44. Ibid. See, e.g., Jay Rey, “Partnership of Buffalo Schools, Brooklyn College Aims 
to Help Boys of Color,” Buffalo News, Aug. 24, 2016, https://buffalonews
.com/2016/08/24/partnership-buffalo-schools-brooklyn-college-aims-help-boys 
-color; New York State Department of Education, “$7 Million in Grants Now Available 
for My Brother’s Keeper Challenge,” Aug. 11, 2016, www.nysed.gov/news/2016 
/7-million-grants-now-available-my-brothers-keeper-challenge.

45. Barack Obama, “Remarks by the President at Launch of the My Brother’s 
Keeper Alliance,” May 4, 2015, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-
office/2015/05/04/remarks-president-launch-my-brothers-keeper-alliance.

46. See, e.g., Joyce Kelly, “Father Absence ‘Decimates’ Black Community  
in U.S.,” Reuters, June 14, 2007, www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-fathers- 
idUSN0419185720070614.

47. See Eric Wemple, “Fox News’s Bill O’Reilly Blames Trayvon Martin’s Death 
on Hoodie,” Washington Post, Sept. 16, 2013, www.washingtonpost.com/blogs
/erik-wemple/wp/2013/09/16/fox-newss-bill-oreilly-blames-trayvon-martins-death-
on-hoodie; Dana Ford, “George Zimmerman Was ‘Justified’ in Shooting Trayvon 
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Martin, Juror Says, CNN, July 17, 2013, www.cnn.com/2013/07/16/us/zimmerman-
juror; Nicole Flatlow, “Juror: Some on Panel Thought the Killing of Unarmed Teen 
Jordan Davis Was ‘Justified,’ ” Think Progress, Feb. 20, 2014, https://thinkprogress
.org/juror-some-on-panel-thought-the-killing-of-unarmed-teen-jordan-davis-was-
justified-33df7991e1f3. Flatlow highlights comments from the Martin and Davis 
cases where jurors explained the actions in both incidents were justified.
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Moves

The essays in this section explore the distinct moves made within academic 
disciplines—especially research designs, theories, and methods—that facilitate 
colorblind constructions of objectivity, knowledge production, and discipli-
nary authority. The contributors demonstrate the ways that colorblind con-
structions mobilized in academic disciplines come to influence and circulate 
within other fields, including legal arguments, public policy, and social move-
ments. In that recent Supreme Court decisions indicate that colorblindness 
may soon constitute a firm constitutional limitation on the extent to which 
racial inequality may be directly addressed through law and policy, the impera-
tive to make such connections has never been stronger. The essays also identify 
strategies designed to counter colorblindness in disciplinary settings, including 
new research frameworks, collaborations, and public policy interventions.

One of the central “moves” utilized within colorblind research paradigms 
concerns the ways they putatively incorporate, rather than entirely exclude, 
race-related topics. As the contributors reveal, the terms of this incorporation 
demand critical analysis.

The first three essays in the section can be read together to understand how 
this process operates across different scholarly fields. First, Loren Kajikawa 
investigates the elevation of classical music to the center of the curriculum 
within most schools of music, understanding this move not simply as a disci-
plinary anomaly, but as part of a distribution of resources and rewards that 
valorizes whiteness and diminishes its alternatives. Kajikawa shows that race 
is also produced sonically—we are taught to hear the sound of race across a 
range of musical genres—a dynamic often neglected by musicologists.

Next, Barbara Tomlinson explicates a particular mode of textual interpre-
tation within recent feminist scholarship that serves to place white women 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



154 •  M O V E S

and white women’s experiences as the locus of feminist authority. At “the 
scene of argument,” she demonstrates, white feminists appropriate the utility 
and status of intersectionality for their own ends, muting its antiracist core 
and diminishing scholarship by Black women as rationally and ontologically 
deficient. Tomlinson’s essay also reveals how interdisciplinary fields like 
women’s and gender studies can still reproduce colorblind logics.

Tomlinson’s arguments articulate productively to the chapter by Devon 
Carbado on “colorblind intersectionality.” Carbado challenges the prevailing 
interpretations of intersectionality, examining how formal equality frame-
works in law and civil rights advocacy produce and entrench racialized modes 
of gender normativity. He introduces the concept of colorblind intersection-
ality to describe instances in which whiteness helps to produce and is part of 
a cognizable social category but is invisible or unarticulated as an intersec-
tional subject position.

Generative connections can also be discerned in the section’s final two 
essays. Historian Leah Gordon’s contribution details the history of scholar-
ship on racial disparities within K–12 education. Gordon explains that this 
research has long drawn on phobic fantasies about the cultures, families, and 
values of people of color as reasons for school failure. Instead of reckoning 
with the ways in which the unequal distribution of resources and opportuni-
ties have failed students of color, this research has served to naturalize their 
abandonment by the state and to blame and shame them for it.

The patterns documented by Gordon are essential to understanding the con-
nection between affirmative action discourse and policy formation. Political 
scientist and legal scholar Luke Harris and philosopher Uma Narayan analyze 
the ways in which “preferential treatment” circulates as a moral narrative in 
critiques of affirmative action in ways that disavow and naturalize pervasive and 
continued forms of racial discrimination. Both Gordon’s and Harris and 
Narayan’s essays demonstrate the keen insights produced when scholars bring 
together methods and theoretical frameworks from multiple disciplines to trace 
the workings of colorblindness in the legal arena. Indeed, it is within the 
affirmative action debate that we can understand the ways that colorblindness 
has become the most common and acceptable baseline from which legal actors 
and policy advocates debate racial inequality—a baseline that holds constant 
the belief that this contestable theory is the bedrock principle on which all 
current discourses about race should be built. At the same time, this baseline 
treats the manifestly unjust racial distribution of opportunities and life chances 
in this society as a norm that cannot be questioned or disturbed.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



155

S E V E N

The Possessive Investment 
in Classical Music

C O N F R O N T i N G  L E G A C i E S  O F  W h i T E  S U P R E M A C y  

i N  U . S .  S C h O O L S  A N D  D E PA R T M E N T S  O F  M U S i C

Loren Kajikawa

In the interrelationships of its musics, the Music Building paral-
lels only imperfectly the twentieth-century world of musics. But 
in its juxtaposition of the central classical repertory to satellite 
styles deemed less significant, it reflects the modern world more 
explicitly in the sociocultural sense—the relationship of a domi-
nant culture to its satellites or of a major power to third-world 
colonies.

b R U N O  N E T T L
1

Three music school anecdotes:

A young rap artist is a student at  College. She has been writing 
songs and recording in her bedroom studio since middle school. 
Although she is beginning to attract the attention of other artists and 
fans across the country, she is majoring in journalism and doesn’t see any 
reason to be involved with the music department.

A recent PhD in ethnomusicology is hired by the School of Music at 
 University as an adjunct instructor. His job is to teach courses in 

popular and world music that enroll well and bring much-needed tuition 
dollars to the school. Although his work is essential to the school, he 
remains on a year-to-year contract while professors teaching about 
classical music receive tenure and make twice his salary.

The gospel choir is one of the most popular ensembles in the Department 
of Music at  College. The director of the group, an African 
American, appears alongside her students in brochures touting the 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



156 •  M O V E S

vitality of the institution. However, the gospel choir does not actually 
count toward ensemble requirements for the music degree, and most of 
the students in the choir are nonmajors. In fact, professors in the music 
department warn their students not to sing with the choir because they 
might pick up bad habits.

In the past few decades, music departments in U.S. colleges and universi-
ties have attempted to become more diverse and inclusive through initiatives 
designed to broaden their curricula and attract underrepresented students to 
campus. Faculty members and administrators have implemented strategies 
designed to increase ethnic and racial minority representation, but they  
have largely left untouched the institutional structures that privilege the 
music of white European and American males. This privilege is disguised by  
race-neutral celebrations of musical excellence that make colorblindness (or 
colordeafness) the default mode of daily interaction. In most schools, improv-
ing representation through token gestures that celebrate diversity is the  
only imaginable response to the United States’ long history of racial 
inequality.

This chapter explores how U.S. music schools share a “possessive invest-
ment” in classical music that perpetuates, or is at least complicit with, white 
supremacy.2 To be gainfully employed in most, if not all, schools and depart-
ments of music means coming to terms with systemic racial inequality. 
Although colorful brochures portray music departments as centers of musi-
cal activity on campus, the overwhelming majority of music that is taught 
and performed within their walls remains—for lack of a better term—
classical. Although “classical music” can refer to a period in music history 
(roughly 1730 to 1820), it is more often used in common parlance as an 
umbrella for the entire span of Western art music. In this chapter, I intend 
this latter meaning as a way to signify the idealization of an unbroken tradi-
tion that stretches from our fragmentary understanding of music in ancient 
Greece to the most recent works by contemporary composers. In other words, 
I agree with Robert Walser that classical music is a social fiction intended to 
tie disparate practices and historical contexts together into a category repre-
senting the most prestigious music in the world.3 This exalted status provides 
justification for schools to devote the majority of their resources to maintain-
ing a racially exclusive status quo. As such, the study of performance in 
schools and departments of music is not a colorblind commitment to great 
music (great music, after all, being a matter of perspective). It is a system that 
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privileges the music of white European and American male composers and 
tends to exclude the music of almost everyone else.

The consequences of this bias go beyond the kind of music taught in class-
rooms. The fetishization of classical performance standards also impedes an 
institution’s ability to recognize the full humanity and artistry of the world 
beyond its doors. The conventions of music instruction, which focus prima-
rily on reproducing past works, prevent imagining alternative ways of coming 
together as musicians and as people. In addition, the legacy of white suprem-
acy plays a role in restricting access to colleges and universities by determin-
ing who is qualified to be there, both as students and as teachers. In this way, 
specialization in classical music weds schools to the service of elite interests 
and limits its potential to serve an antiracist agenda.

To be sure, there are important differences among music departments. 
Not only are there differences in size, areas of strength, and student and fac-
ulty demographics, but some schools have done more than others to chal-
lenge racism in their respective institutions. There are no one-size-fits-all 
solutions to the challenges of inclusivity. Nor is the purpose of this essay to 
condemn the ongoing study and performance of Beethoven and Mozart as 
inherently racist. As I hope to make clear, however, the kind of music being 
taught and performed on college campuses is one facet of a discipline whose 
racialized legacy impedes our collective ability to imagine a more just and 
equitable future. By exploring the intertwined histories of music and race in 
U.S. music departments, this chapter seeks to shed light on present institu-
tional imbalances and to encourage creative and transformative thinking 
about the future of the discipline.

T h E  P O L i T i C S  O F  E XC L U S i O N

As ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl once observed, although institutions are 
officially named “School of Music” or “Department of Music,” they are 
clearly not devoted to the study, advocacy, and performance of all music: 
“They are, it has been clear all along, schools of Western European art 
music.”4 Nettl uses the word “clear” to convey the overwhelming commit-
ment to the classical repertoire within U.S. music schools. Accepted as nor-
mal by most instructors and students, this status quo permeates daily rou-
tines and habits of thought—so much so that most college brochures and 
websites simply advertise that prospective students can major in “music” 
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without any qualifying adjectives. The institution’s near-exclusive commit-
ment to white European and American male composers is taken for granted. 
Through the use of colorblind language, classical music, like whiteness, man-
ages to avoid becoming an object of scrutiny. Its privileged status is built into 
the very foundation of the school.5 Rarely are students encouraged to ask 
how music departments got this way.

Just as most colleges were not designed initially to serve nonwhite stu-
dents, university music schools were never intended to teach anything other 
than classical music. They were, in fact, built on a culture of exclusion. Most 
U.S. music departments were founded in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, and they reflected the standards and tastes of white, Anglo-
Saxon elites who believed that European art music possessed qualities sepa-
rating it from the music of darker-skinned, lower-class Americans. The 
founding of music schools on college campuses coincided with a period of 
mass immigration and internal migration that threatened to remake the 
cultural landscape of U.S. metropolitan areas. As cultural elites worried 
openly about the racial integrity of the United States, classical music was 
swept into a process of cultural gerrymandering that sought to maintain 
Anglo-Saxon hegemony.6 As historian Lawrence Levine explains in his land-
mark study of cultural hierarchy in the United States, Anglo-Saxon elites 
troubled by the influx of immigrants from eastern and southern Europe 
sought to maintain order and control by imposing their values on public 
spaces, such as art museums, parks, and concert halls. Levine demonstrates 
in great detail how modern cultural institutions were founded in the image 
of Euro-American upper classes and used as a disciplining force against puta-
tively undesirable elements in the American populace.7

As the works of European composers were enshrined as the epitome of civi-
lization, American classical music emerged as one pillar of a “high art” culture 
that defined itself against popular entertainment of the day (e.g., jazz, dance 
music, movies). Not surprisingly, the aesthetic qualities prized in symphonic 
music—melodic and harmonic development—were found to be missing in the 
music of more “primitive” peoples.8 The adjectives used to distinguish classical 
music from other forms of music derived from contemporary racial science. 
The term “highbrow” (in opposition to “lowbrow”), for example, comes from 
the phrenologist’s lexicon and describes the superior cranial shape of northern 
Europeans.9 In this way, classical music and whiteness were co-productive, 
meaning that they defined and reinforced one another through a shared oppo-
sition to undesirable racial, ethnic, and class groups.
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A 1918 editorial published in New Orleans’s Times-Picayune, for example, 
warned readers of the harmful influence of jazz, using a metaphor, “the house 
of the muses,” to make its point. The author explained this great house as 
having an “assembly hall of melody” and even more refined “inner sanctuar-
ies of harmony.” But jazz, as it happens, was confined to “the basement hall 
of rhythm,” where one can hear “the hum of the Indian dance, the throb of 
the Oriental tambourines and kettledrums, the clatter of the clogs, the click 
of Slavic heels, the thumpty-tumpty of the negro banjo, and, in fact, the 
native dances of the world.”10 This hierarchical picture of music mirrored a 
hierarchy of human types with racialized bodies at the bottom and white 
people on top.

In some cases, American classical music was bound up even more closely 
with the political project of white supremacy. Virginia-born composer and 
legislator John Powell, for example, used music to promote virulently racist 
ideas about the nature of blacks. As musicologist Lester Feder delineates, 
Powell sought to illustrate the incompatibility of white and black cultures as 
well as the dangers to civilization posed by black contamination (i.e., misce-
genation). His main purpose both as a composer and as a legislator was to 
clearly define whiteness and protect it from black influence.

Powell’s 1918 composition Rhapsodie Nègre was a symphonic piece that 
titillated audiences with its depictions of “primal sensuality.” Describing the 
work as his attempt to portray black characteristics (“Negro” in his terms), 
he explained that his composition reflected the Negro’s fundamental lack of 
impulse control. In his words, “Beneath pretenses to culture, no matter how 
thoroughly they are put on, the Negro remains a genuine primitive.”11

As the main architect of Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act of 1924, which 
legally confined white identity to those persons free from the contamination 
of “any blood other than Caucasian,” Powell sought to enshrine white privi-
lege in all facets of American life. White people, according to him, singularly 
possessed the intellectual capacity and self-control necessary for true civiliza-
tion, which was in turn represented by the creation of musical masterworks. 
Deeply invested in racial purity, Powell used his music to sound out what he 
believed to be the essential differences between white and black people. 
Symphonic structure, he explained, is “big, complex, and heroic”; it is “self-
generating, produced entirely from the internal resources of its themes”; and 
it is “transcendent,” capable of communicating an “immediate musical expe-
rience to all people across time and space.” Black music, however, lacks this 
will to power and is subject to the instinctive, animal whims of the body. 
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Negroes were, according to Powell, “the child among peoples,” and therefore 
his music “depicts bodily rhythm overpowering willed civilization, returning 
to savagery.”12

Powell’s ideas about music and race were not exceptional for his time or 
his station. Established by white elites in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, U.S. music schools helped to reinforce the supremacy of 
Euro-American culture by maintaining a strict separation between classical 
music and other genres considered to be less cultivated. The fears about racial 
contamination that John Powell voiced through his compositions have been 
echoed in each moral panic that has greeted new forms of popular music, 
from jazz to rock to hip hop. Although throughout the twentieth century the 
African American influence on U.S. popular music has been impossible to 
deny (and, for most people, impossible to resist), I have heard from both stu-
dents and colleagues about teachers, past and present, who warn their stu-
dents about the dangers of popular music and the damage that might occur 
to their bodies or instruments by performing the wrong way. As bastions of 
high culture that depend on drawing a line between classical music and other 
modes of musical expression, music departments practice a thinly veiled form 
of segregation.

Even if many musicians, composers, and scholars today believe that racial 
segregation is unjust and acknowledge the value of diverse musical forms from 
the United States and around the world, they continue to participate in a 
system that privileges the work of white composers and treats as secondary in 
importance the contributions of people of color. The University of Oregon, 
my employer at the time of this writing, advertises that its core values are 
“grounded in the strength of the traditional canon,” a phrase that serves as a 
euphemism for music written by white European male composers.13 Although 
I have affection for the music taught in our building and others like it across 
the country, I hear appeals to the traditional canon or other laudatory terms 
(e.g., “masterworks”) as racially exclusionary statements of value.

What is more, reminders of the racist attitudes embedded within classical 
music culture continue to surface at regular intervals. In May 2016, Michael 
Butera, head of the National Association of Music Education, representing 
over sixty thousand music teachers nationwide, explained the lack of diver-
sity in his profession by stating that “blacks and Latinos lack the keyboard 
skills needed for this field” and suggesting that music theory was too difficult 
a subject for minorities.14 In addition to such public statements, which hark 
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back to John Powell’s prejudiced ideas about black deficiencies in musical 
aptitude, numerous mundane examples of musical racism permeate music 
schools. For example, a friend at another institution recently forwarded me a 
meme that colleagues had circulated among themselves for fun. The 
Photoshopped image featured an upright piano whose keyboard had been 
narrowed from eighty eight to just five keys. The caption, which read 
“Announcing Kawai’s all new keyboard for composing rap arrangements,” 
mockingly implied that hip hop music is so melodically and harmonically 
simplistic that five notes are all one needs to create it. Posted to a Facebook 
page called “Classical Music Humor,” the image generated over eight hun-
dred comments and nearly forty thousand shares. Although many replies to 
the post called out the downright racism of the joke, more than half of the 
comments doubled down with statements such as, “I didn’t know rap music 
had any notes in it” or “[I] Don’t know why people find this so offensive. 
Most of rap music is just trash.”15 Many of the comments, even those that 
refrained from directly attacking rap, took for granted that there is no way 
contemporary rap or pop music could possibly live up to works by Beethoven 
and other classical composers. Such outright dismissals of rap and other 
forms of popular music echo the Times-Picayune editorial from a century ago 
denouncing jazz as the expression of primitives.

I do not have space to respond in full to the misguided claim that rap 
music is simple just because it lacks the same melodic and harmonic range 
found in nineteenth-century symphonic music. As numerous scholars have 
documented, hip hop producers have their own aesthetic values and ideas 
about complexity that exist independent of such irrelevant criteria.16 What 
is striking about this Facebook post and its thread of comments is that those 
who dismiss rap as unmusical and crude never explicitly mention race, con-
firming George Lipsitz’s observation that “colorblindness does not do away 
with color, but rather reinforces whiteness as the unmarked norm against 
which difference is measured.”17

In fact, the race-neutral language of these negative comments mirrors the 
race-neutral terminology of music education, in which certain standards of 
excellence are simply taken for granted. Departments of music teach courses 
named “keyboard skills,” “aural skills,” “musicianship,” and “music theory,” 
implying a universal approach to musical cultivation. Although music curricula 
avoid mentioning race explicitly, they tend to prioritize certain approaches to 
hearing, performing, and understanding music that reinforce the cultural 
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superiority of classical music. In this way, music—a core component of the 
liberal arts—supplies the means for a disavowing enactment of race.

T h E  P O S S E S S i V E  i N V E S T M E N T  i N  C L A S S i C A L  M U S i C

The great irony of the privilege afforded to the traditional canon in music 
departments is that the audience for classical music continues to shrink, even 
among the most affluent and educated members of society. Classical record-
ings, for example, represent less than 1 percent of the market in music sales.18 
Symphony orchestras across the country struggle to make ends meet, and 
most of those that have survived get more of their operating budget from 
charitable donations than ticket sales.19 It appears that we are witnessing, as 
musicologist Robert Fink once put it, the “twilight of the canon,” a time 
when the cultural authority once vested in classical music no longer holds 
sway.20

What has undermined the supremacy of the canon is nothing less than a 
panoply of genres either rooted in or deeply influenced by Afro-Diasporic 
traditions. Most popular music, from the most obscure indie rock and under-
ground hip hop recordings to the most wide-reaching mainstream Top 40 
hits, have assimilated performance practices derived from the same black 
music traditions that white cultural guardians once decried as dangerously 
inferior. But these changes have not meant an end to cultural hierarchy or 
debates about musical value. Instead, the landscape has shifted in ways that 
make classical music increasingly irrelevant to a majority of musicians and 
music consumers. Styles derived from blues and jazz, such as rock and hip 
hop, have canons of their own. Listeners passionately debate the merits of MF 
Doom, Beyoncé, David Bowie, and countless others, and often look down at 
other pop artists and songs that they consider to be of lesser quality. In other 
words, questions of beauty, nuance, and value have not vanished; they have 
simply shifted away from classical music. Although it would pain the cultural 
crusaders of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, millions of 
middle- and upper-class people in the United States today consider them-
selves cultured without feeling the need to familiarize themselves with Bach, 
Beethoven, or Brahms.

These developments create an ironic predicament for music departments 
now situated on university campuses where diversity and inclusivity have 
become buzzwords: in the era of Black Lives Matter, music schools remain 
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committed to a curriculum that often implies black music does not. 
Certainly, a large part of the blame lies with colorblind ideology. As previ-
ously discussed, music departments present themselves and the subjects they 
teach in race-neutral language, obscuring the extent to which their institu-
tions rest on racially exclusive foundations. But this answer alone is not fully 
satisfactory. In my experience, students, professors, and administrators are 
often painfully aware of the relatively narrow scope of their curriculum and 
its overwhelming focus on the music of white men. Yet they do very little to 
make substantive change, suggesting that the problem is more than an inabil-
ity to recognize race.

An important piece of this puzzle can be found by understanding classical 
music as a kind of property. In her landmark essay “Whiteness as Property,” 
Cheryl Harris argues that there exists in U.S. legal practice a “property inter-
est” in whiteness, meaning that whiteness and property have been mutually 
dependent concepts from the nation’s founding. The possession of whiteness 
enabled whites to own land and to own slaves (and to be free from enslave-
ment). In Harris’s words, “Slavery linked the privilege of whites to the subor-
dination of Blacks through a legal regime that attempted the conversion of 
Blacks into objects of property. Similarly, the settlement and seizure of 
Native American land supported white privilege through a system of prop-
erty rights in land in which the ‘race’ of the Native Americans rendered their 
possession rights invisible and justified conquest.”21 The implication here is 
that the very concept of possession (i.e., the full rights of ownership) was 
extended initially only to whites. As such, whiteness itself became a form of 
property: an ownership of the ability to own. Thus, the possession of whiteness 
had significant material benefits and social advantages.

Throughout U.S. history, it is not difficult to see how possessing white-
ness, which Harris terms a form of “status property,” has opened up greater 
access to material resources. From the period stretching from emancipation 
to the signing of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, 1965 Voting Rights Act, and 1968 
Fair Housing Act, a variety of explicit and legalized forms of racial discrimi-
nation allowed whites greater access to employment, political representation, 
and housing opportunities. The possession of whiteness thus allowed for the 
accumulation of both cultural and material capital.

The full importance of Harris’s argument, however, rests in the way she 
pinpoints how whiteness as property continues to have value long after the 
outlawing of legal discrimination. In post–civil rights America, she explains, 
“relative white privilege” is taken as “a legitimate and natural baseline” for all 
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matters concerning ownership and access to resources.22 In other words, by 
simply outlawing future racial discrimination but doing nothing affirmative 
to address past injustice, the legal system enshrined the ill-gotten gains of 
legalized white supremacy into the very foundation of modern property 
rights: “property is assumed to be no more than the right to prohibit infringe-
ment on settled expectations, ignoring countervailing equitable claims that 
are predicated on a right to inclusion.”23

To own whiteness today is to be empowered to ignore the legacy of racial 
discrimination. It is the right of white people (or others who have acquired a 
stake in their privilege) to do as they please without any acknowledgment of 
the racist practices that contributed to the resources they enjoy. This freedom 
to stand blameless and independent of history allows for continued unequal 
access to resources and further perpetuates inequality. In this way, whiteness—
like a house in a “good” neighborhood or a portfolio of stocks and bonds— 
can be passed down through the generations as inherited wealth. As Harris 
summarizes, whiteness as property is, in its most direct form, “the legal legiti-
mation of expectations of power and control that enshrine the status quo as a 
neutral baseline, while masking the maintenance of white privilege and 
domination.”24

There are numerous ways that whiteness and classical music can be con-
sidered related forms of property. For centuries, classical music was explicitly 
regarded as the music of white elites, an expression of their superior European 
heritage. To have access to classical music—to effectively possess it as a per-
former or patron—meant having access to other forms of property that were 
reserved for whites, such as expensive musical instruments, music lessons, 
and concert subscriptions. This codependency of whiteness and classical 
music was a main reason why black participation in classical music was 
restricted by whites and simultaneously sought after by African Americans 
seeking upward mobility. To “own” classical music is to display a form of 
cultural capital that reinforces white belonging and privilege. This legacy 
lives on in the students proficient enough to gain admission to the music 
major and in the difficulty that schools often have recruiting qualified minor-
ity applicants. In an age where public school music education has been slashed 
or eliminated altogether, college music programs often serve elite students 
whose families have the resources (cultural and material) to prepare them for 
college-level music studies.

In another way, the exclusionary practices of music departments represent 
ongoing investments in both whiteness and classical music. For decades, clas-
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sical music’s status as the only music worthy of being studied went unchal-
lenged. In this time, music departments accumulated resources, such as 
expensive instruments, buildings and concert halls, and faculty members 
specializing in performance and ensemble instruction. In addition, a body of 
teaching literature, historical texts, and cultural practices cohere around the 
classical tradition. Although there have been efforts to ensure the teaching 
and performance of different types of music, the settled expectation that 
classical music must remain the central focus of instruction usually goes 
unquestioned. In fact, this expectation of power and control is so pervasive 
that it allows administrators to resist demands for other kinds of music 
instruction and to continue leveraging classical music’s prestige for institu-
tional resources.

T h E  P O L i T i C S  O F  i N C L U S i O N

As a contemporary example of the possessive investment in classical music, 
consider the way that schools have incorporated popular music—rock, hip 
hop, and other genres—into their curricula. In the past few decades, thanks 
in large part to the work of ethnomusicologists, U.S. music schools have 
added courses and created new programs exploring a variety of previously 
marginalized traditions. There are numerous reasons for these changes, rang-
ing from pressure placed on schools by outside forces, such as accrediting 
bodies, to the impassioned work of individual students, faculty members, 
administrators, and staff who believe in the importance and beauty of music 
outside the Western classical tradition.

These changes, though positive in some respects, have not yet stimulated 
a widespread reevaluation of institutional priorities and commitments. 
Although most campuses now offer courses exploring the history and cul-
tural dynamics of diverse musical forms around the world, including 
American popular music, such coursework tends to be considered elective or 
geared toward fulfilling the general education requirements of nonmajors. In 
other words, music departments have been slow to change their core curric-
ula, the parts that form the foundation of the study of performance, history, 
theory, and ensemble work.

What is more, the “vestiges of systemic racialized privilege” that continue 
to prioritize classical music are now maintained in part by widespread stu-
dent interest in learning about other types of music.25 Especially at public 
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research schools where market-based ideologies play an increasingly large role 
in setting institutional priorities, academic units are pitted against one 
another in competition for tuition dollars, which are distributed proportion-
ally to units based on how many students they teach and how many majors 
they graduate. This competition for student credit hours has compelled deans 
and department chairs—like good administrators at any corporation—to 
diversify their offerings, adding new courses on popular topics. Under finan-
cial pressure to pay for the small class sizes and one-on-one instruction 
demanded by conservatory-style instruction, many schools have found it 
advantageous to turn to music once considered untouchable. At many 
institutions across the country, large lecture classes on the history of rock  
and roll, hip hop, and the blues now subsidize intimate studio lessons in 
classical music performance. In this way, even curricular changes that appear 
to redress past exclusions can find themselves co-opted to preserve the  
status quo.

All is not as unchanging as it might seem, however. In the popular imagi-
nation, the phrase “classical music” might evoke a fixed canon centered 
around Mozart and Beethoven.26 But in actual practice, what counts as 
legitimate and worthy of support in music departments has varied signifi-
cantly over time. Classical music is neither as static nor as impermeable as 
some might assume. Like whiteness, it is a relatively recent fiction, and it has 
adapted to changing historical circumstances to preserve its place within the 
university.

Just as a number of European ethnic groups were initially regarded as 
inferior and unassimilable but eventually worked their way into the American 
mainstream, an assemblage of composers and unruly musical styles have 
become accepted as legitimate in music schools. Over the years, classical 
music has absorbed a number of foreign elements, such as the twelve-tone 
music of Arnold Schoenberg and the antiestablishment provocations of John 
Cage, all the while maintaining a strict boundary separating serious art 
music from allegedly nonserious forms. Although this expanded canon is 
made up of works that are not performed equally as often or seen as abso-
lutely essential to the knowledge of music majors, the classical music tradi-
tion as it is represented in history textbooks, syllabi, and performance sched-
ules now encompasses a historically and stylistically broad field, ranging from 
the earliest notated liturgical chants of the ninth century to the most recent 
computer-generated sound pieces of electronic music composers. It might 
seem counterintuitive for all of this music to be part of a singular tradition, 
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but in the music building they are united and share in the prestige of the 
Western tradition.27

To secure a place and resources within music departments often means 
identifying with the Western tradition and its accumulated prestige. 
Defining particular composers and their work as extensions of the classical 
legacy or claiming that other forms of music represent serious art on par with 
great masterworks invests them with cultural capital. Key to this status is a 
distancing from folk and popular music, which are regarded as less complex, 
as mere entertainment, or as expressions of traditional and presumably less 
cultivated peoples.

With few exceptions, the music of black Americans has been lumped into 
the nonserious category, and popular music, which throughout much of the 
twentieth century has been influenced directly or indirectly by the musical 
contributions of African Americans, is the main “other” against which clas-
sical music defines itself.28 Among African American music traditions, jazz 
has had the most success crossing this musical color line and finding a home 
in music departments. What began as something dismissed by cultural elites 
in the early twentieth century has now been promoted by many cultural 
institutions as America’s Classical Music, and access to campus resources 
have followed. But even jazz has been included on the condition that yet 
other forms of black music be kept at arm’s length.

T h E  P O L i T i C S  O F  R E S i S TA N C E

Whiteness and classical music represent two social categories whose histories 
are deeply intertwined and mutually constitutive. The line between classical 
music and its others, like that between white and black racial groups, is fun-
damental to understanding how power circulates through (and beyond) 
music institutions. I have dwelled on the possessive investment in classical 
music not because I want schools and departments of music to fail or to be 
replaced by schools of rock. Rather, because these institutions have played a 
role in helping to define whiteness and white privilege (and have in turn 
benefited from their association with both), music departments can have a 
role to play in remedying past injustices and creating a more just and equita-
ble future.

The current volume is an attempt to think through the ways that aca-
demic disciplines and disciplinary boundaries enable racial inequality to 
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persist without being challenged. Confronting the legacy of white supremacy 
in U.S. schools and departments of music will necessitate rethinking how 
things are done both within existing paradigms and beyond them. Many 
departments already have made attempts to diversify their curricula, but they 
have allowed their core requirements to remain wedded to relatively narrow 
ideas of music proficiency. Not only does this status quo stifle forms of crea-
tivity that might emerge from our schools, but it also sends the wrong mes-
sage to students about the kind of music, culture, and, by extension, people 
that really count. As George Lipsitz points out, white supremacy often hinges 
on a “refusal to see the humanity of people of color.”29 By pressing for more 
inclusive notions of musical beauty and excellence, music departments can 
challenge this harmful legacy. Indeed, recent calls from within the discipline 
to transform music instruction have recommended that coursework and 
degree requirements move away from reproducing music of the past and 
instead focus more on the “three pillars” of creativity, diversity, and integra-
tion.30 Such changes could remake the racial composition of U.S. music 
departments.

At the same time, however, playing music well will not undo racial ineq-
uity. We cannot pretend that a commitment to music alone is inherently 
beneficial. Music schools have long justified their existence by appealing to 
the aesthetic grandeur and prestige of the music that they teach, but these are 
highly problematic ways of articulating music’s importance.31 As an alterna-
tive, musicologist William Cheng provocatively wonders if empathy (i.e., 
listening well) might actually be understood as a kind of musicality. If so, 
might schools envision their roles as fostering musical activity that is not only 
about competing for greater acclaim and higher status, but also about “reach-
ing out” and “reaching back,” lending help to those in need and seeking 
opportunities for “care and repair.”32 As Cheng puts it, too often we treat 
music as just vibrations (mere), at times to the detriment of agendas that 
might support just vibrations (fair, good, conscionable).33

One of Cheng’s goals is to stimulate new ways of appreciating music that 
are not limited to formal attributes or technical skill. Although it is impor-
tant for students to improve at their instruments, to understand different 
musical forms, and to appreciate the achievements of various composers and 
musicians, music courses rarely ask students to reflect on the ethical and 
social implications of their work. This oversight is significant because music 
is fundamentally about community. As Christopher Small and others have 
emphasized, music gives people a way of expressing both their individuality 
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and their collectivity, negotiating and rehearsing roles that they play in soci-
ety. The communities that schools and departments of music foster tend to 
be built on selectivity and competitiveness (prestige).34 Teachers attempt to 
give their students the tools to do well, to gain access to power and resources, 
both of which are certainly significant. The challenge is how to balance excel-
lence and inclusivity.

Graduates of U.S. music schools have confronted this problem in  
various ways. Some have helped to organize ensembles, such as the Women’s 
Philharmonic in San Francisco (now the Community Women’s Orchestra in 
Oakland) and the Rainbow City Band in Seattle, that seek to build com-
munity and highlight the work of women and minority composers.35 Others, 
such as those involved in The Crossroads Project, the ensemble Newspeak, 
and The Dream Unfinished: A Symphonic Benefit for Civil Rights, have 
made political consciousness and activism an explicit goal for their work.36 
And others still, such as Seattle-based violinist Quentin Morris and Los 
Angeles–based violinist Vijay Gupta, have committed themselves to educa-
tion and outreach activities that bring new musical opportunities to unders-
erved communities.37

One way to understand these musicians and their work is to say that they 
value community as much as if not more than they aspire to aesthetic perfec-
tion. Rather than direct their energies to the most prestigious and elite ven-
ues and audiences, they embrace the marginalized and embattled. The work 
of these and other individuals and organizations suggests that there are other 
ways of appreciating the beauty of music that go beyond the technical dimen-
sions of sound. By following such socially engaged models, schools of music 
might undertake new initiatives that not only promote a more just academic 
environment, but also reinvigorate their buildings and concert halls by 
expanding their sense of community.

As long as musical standards remain tied to traditional notions of excel-
lence, however, music schools will continue to model forms of exclusion that 
mirror and reinforce social inequality. When the goals for diversity and 
inclusion are limited to attracting ethnic and racial minority students to 
campus, music schools’ near-exclusive focus on performing works by white 
European and American males becomes naturalized and reinscribed into our 
institutions. For these reasons, thinking beyond traditional disciplinary lines 
is essential to the reparative work that music schools might do. Current dis-
ciplinary boundaries marginalize music and trivialize its importance relative 
to other disciplines where issues of race and inequality are routinely 
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addressed. The very idea of “music” and “musical excellence” has reified into 
a construct that not only favors the privileged but also cuts music off from 
the world at large. This separation is troubling because the history of racial 
inequality in the United States—as the life of composer John Powell illus-
trates well—is an interdisciplinary one. Racial inequality cuts across social, 
economic, and cultural spheres. Why then should the way we redress this 
history be bound by discipline? Why, ultimately, should music be kept sepa-
rated from political science, history, or critical race studies?

The work necessary to push academic institutions to do more to counter 
social inequality is invariably interdisciplinary, open to collaboration, and 
resistant toward traditional hierarchies of taste and authority. In Music, 
Race, and Politics, a class co-designed and co-taught with my former Ethnic 
Studies colleague Daniel Martinez HoSang, we consider music as a world-
making practice with inseparable ties to political and social dynamics. Rather 
than base the class around a particular period or genre, which tends to steer 
a course toward formal analysis and “great man” versions of history, we con-
sider the cultural work that music does and the way musical activity shapes 
how people interact with one another. We study the origins and history of 
the disco scene in San Francisco, which helped give birth to the modern gay 
liberation movement. And we invite musicians and activists to class, such as 
the Los Angeles–based group Quetzal, to discuss the way they bring song-
writing and community organizing together in their work.

This way of thinking and teaching about music is more than just diversify-
ing our curriculum. It cuts to the heart of what music means and how it can 
be used. Music is often portrayed as a kind of frivolous pleasure. Great music, 
we are encouraged to believe, lives in a world beyond politics, history, and 
culture. When we enter the concert hall, classroom, or studio space, we are 
supposed to leave all of that at the door and escape into “the music itself.”38 
But music is so much more than a temporary reprieve from the social world. 
As George Lipsitz, Robin D. G. Kelley, Josh Kun, Gaye Theresa Johnson, and 
numerous other scholars have helped us to understand, music allows people 
to imagine new worlds and to rehearse identities not yet possible in the realm 
of formal politics.39 The musical imagination, therefore, has an important 
role to play in confronting the most pressing challenges of the twenty-first 
century, including the ongoing legacy of racism and racial inequality in the 
United States.

Giving our students the tools they need to succeed as musicians and schol-
ars should include a curriculum that dares them to dream and search  
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for what is good. We can no longer tolerate a discipline that prioritizes  
aesthetic objects over the people who create, perform, and listen to them.  
As a discipline, music needs not only to become more diverse and inclusive 
but also to come out into the world and help to create spaces for everyone  
to play.
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D. G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston: Beacon 
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At the scene of argument, the conventions of disciplinary research and writ-
ing teach people to pursue and propose colorblind solutions to colorbound 
problems. Colorblindness is often taken to be a legitimate position exactly 
because it serves to suppress the contemporary presence of racial hierarchies. 
Colorblindness is not a social theory, a moral imperative, or a route to racial 
equality but rather a way to hide, excuse, justify, and protect the unfair gains 
and unjust enrichments of centuries of expressly racist practices and policies. 
Colorblindness proceeds from an uninterrogated baseline norm that imag-
ines a world where racism does not exist until an isolated and aberrant event 
or individual injects it into social life. As a result, colorblindness is inevitably 
and constitutively infused with unacknowledged structures of power.

People who see themselves as colorblind in a society suffused with racist 
oppression and exploitation are not so much evading color as evading 
acknowledgment of power. The discursive frame of colorblindness functions 
to place off-limits and beyond the pale of legitimate discussion a crucial axis 
of identity and power, encouraging “powerblind” discursive practices that 
reinforce racial hierarchies. Powerblindness is even more insidious than col-
orblindness in that it is not even articulated as an ideological commitment, 
yet serves to structure social relations.

I argue in this chapter that colorblindness and powerblindness pervade 
white feminist critiques of the concept of intersectionality, a concept devel-
oped by women of color. These critiques use powerblind strategies in repeated 
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attempts to wrest intersectionality from its origins in, and its continuing 
commitment to struggle against, racist suppression and subordination. Such 
moves need not be based in racial aversion or animus; they emanate as well 
from an unstated but deeply rooted commitment to a willed blindness to 
power that pervades neoliberal culture and politics. It is not simply that the 
critics neglect intersectionality’s antiracist origins and intentions but that 
they advance arguments that seek to make intersectionality safe for power. 
The reward structures of neoliberal institutions cultivate experts who are 
unwilling or unable to identify power or to challenge it. Deeply political 
problems are translated into matters in need of greater technical or adminis-
trative expertise. Collective public problems become rendered as private and 
personal concerns. Pretending that asymmetrical power does not exist con-
stitutes the core condition of bourgeois respectability within the neoliberal 
framework. Inside the audit cultures of academic institutions, inside the 
economy of prestige and attention online and in print, and inside competi-
tions for fellowships and grants from philanthropic institutions rewards flow 
freely to power-aversive formulations.

The academic disciplines that emerged in the eras of conquest and coloni-
zation to help rationalize and legitimize European world dominance are 
saturated with racist presumptions and assumptions. Their either/or rather 
than both/and perspectives have long served to legitimate the domination of 
men over women, rich over poor, white over nonwhite, straight over not 
straight. Training in the disciplines instructs people not to see the social sub-
ordinations that they can witness every day with their own eyes, if those eyes 
are open. This state of affairs is to be expected. In Cedric Robinson’s deft 
formulation, social systems deploy race as justification for relations of power 
that “are unrelentingly hostile to their exhibition.” Claims of naturalism and 
inevitability are mere contrivances grounded in specific interests, histories, 
and “mechanisms of assembly.” As “unstable truth systems,” Robinson 
argues, racial regimes are always in a process of modification, amendment, 
emendation, revision, and reorganization.1 Colorblind and powerblind dis-
courses are part of this system of continuing modification.

Many chapters in this volume look at texts or situations that purport to 
be colorblind, and demonstrate that they are not. This chapter analyzes femi-
nist texts that do not directly evoke colorblind discourses but deploy color-
blindness and powerblindness as part of a textual structuring of racial domi-
nance that demonstrates a more hidden allegiance not just to colorblindness, 
but to what Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Tukufu Zuberi call “white logic and 
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white methods.”2 I examine here two texts concerned with intersectional 
theorizing. Both texts appropriate intersectional theorizing by devaluing the 
intellectual labor of women of color, enveloping that labor in an unmarked 
“feminism.” Both texts are examples of what I call “neoliberal asset-stripping,” 
attempts to delegitimate the intersectional thinking of women of color in 
order to appropriate the valuable conceptions of intersectionality for man-
agement by an unmarked—but white—feminism. They are blind not only to 
the social and historical workings of racist power but also to the racialized 
power that scholars wield in the tactics they deploy at the scene of argument. 
These tactics contain uninterrogated ideological allegiances. As Jochen 
Walter and Jan Helmig explain, “Discourses do not simply depict or repro-
duce the world, but instead constitute and construct reality in a selective and 
contingent manner. They have a productive character which means that dis-
courses are practices which are systematically producing the very objects that 
they apparently describe.”3

The chapter examines colorblind and powerblind discourses in two cri-
tiques of intersectionality written by white feminists: “The Complexity of 
Intersectionality” by Leslie McCall and “Doing Difference” by Candace West 
and Sarah Fenstermaker.4 Both texts appropriate intersectionality by gestures 
enveloping women of color in an unmarked “feminism.” One text reframes the 
racial politics of intersectionality’s emergence as the production of a racially 
unified feminism. The other text frames the thinking of intersectional scholars 
of color as deficient in order to claim the simultaneity of social categories long 
posited by intersectionality as their own contribution—a new discovery of a 
racially unmarked but implicitly white feminism.5 The pervasive nature of such 
powerblind critiques in white feminist critiques of intersectionality is signifi-
cant. One key purpose of intersectional thinking is to discern in any given 
social and historical situation which differences make a difference. By evading 
racism, marginalizing it, or relegating it to the historical past, white feminists 
are not just embracing colorblindness; they are associating themselves with a 
powerblindness that is fundamentally fatal to feminism’s entire project.

T h E  M A N A G E R i A L  L O G i C  O F  T h E  C O L O N i A L  M AT R i X

Before turning to analyze examples of colorblind and powerblind white 
feminist discourses, I want to situate them in the arguments about colonial-
ity developed by Walter D. Mignolo. In The Darker Side of Western 
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Modernity, Mignolo argues that Western knowledge is necessarily and con-
stitutively a colonial matrix of power and knowledge.6 This matrix was estab-
lished by Europe treating its dominant particulars as universals, as the base-
line norm that defines the fully human. Europe framed its culture and 
modernity as dynamic and progressive, as the zero point of observation. 
Other parts of the world were seen as not yet fully developed, but rather 
embedded in nature and tradition, inert and fixed, defined by the terms of 
colonial difference.7 In consequence, those considered fully human—as 
humanitas—are charged with managing knowledge production and estab-
lishing the categories of thought. Those classified as not fully human, as more 
connected to nature than to history, as anthropos, are deemed rationally and 
ontologically deficient. Mignolo argues that, historically,

rational classification meant racial classification. And rational classifications 
do not derive from “natural reason,” but from “human concepts” of natural 
reason. Who establishes criteria of reason and who classifies? . . . And who are 
classified without participating in the classification? People who inhabit the 
exteriority (the outside invented in the process of defining the inside) created 
from the perspective of the zero point of observation (anthropos).8

The racialized power produced and perpetuated by this process does not stem 
from the conscious intentions and actions of culpable individual scholars, but 
rather emerges as part and parcel of a framework for managing all of Western 
civilization and its institutions of knowledge production. Its managerial  
logic does not exclude anthropos—for our purposes, all racialized, gendered, 
sexualized others—from academic knowledge production. But it controls  
the unequal terms by which anthropos can be admitted and participate. 
Everyone is included, but not everyone has the right to include. As Mignolo 
emphasizes,

Inclusion is a one-way street and not a reciprocal right. In a world governed by 
the colonial matrix of power, he who includes and she who is welcomed to be 
included stand in codified power relations. The locus of enunciation from 
which inclusion is established is always a locus holding the control of knowl-
edge and the power of decision across gender and racial lines, across political 
orientations and economic regulations.9

In these settings, then, whites not only manage the categories of thought and 
the terms of debate; they also manage the conditions by which people of color 
are permitted to participate in systems of knowledge production.
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According to Mignolo, the logic of the colonial matrix is not a vestigial 
remnant of history but continues to shape all the knowledge practices of 
Western civilization. Adopting its precepts is not voluntary or conscious; 
rather, “It is a managerial logic that by now has gone beyond the actors who 
have created it and managed it—and in a sense, it is the colonial matrix that 
has managed the actors and all of us.”10 Because feminist studies presents 
itself as concerned with social justice and attracts scholars who think of them-
selves as progressive, one might expect not to find there scholarly logics based 
on the colonial matrix, logics claiming colorblind “neutrality.” But at the level 
of argumentation, research design, and execution, retentions of disciplinary 
frameworks and interdisciplinary inventions are replete with masks, moves, 
and mechanisms steeped in colorblind logics. There is a tendency to make the 
“interdisciplinary evasion”—that is, assuming that declaring feminist studies 
interdisciplinary means that the problems of the disciplines go away. But 
because disciplinary allegiances and perspectives remain, scholars may badly 
mishandle arguments and strategies characterizing other disciplines.

Even academic disciplines that claim to produce knowledge explicitly for 
transformative social change, such as feminist studies, can be seen to use 
strategies of disciplinary authority to limit and control the terms of inclusion 
of racialized subjects. In Why Stories Matter: The Political Grammar of 
Feminist Theory, Clare Hemmings argues that feminist studies’ reframing of 
its own past is not innocent, but structured in dominance, reinforcing racial, 
sexual, and even gendered power. Hemmings provides strong evidence that 
narratives of feminist history are constructed in repeated and patterned ways 
motivated by the positions scholars occupy or wish to occupy.11 The result is 
the creation of a closed feminist past that incessantly frames new achieve-
ments as transcending and eradicating old problems. Black women and les-
bians are included not for their influence on feminist scholarship and histo-
ries, but as marginal figures, emerging and disappearing to fit the dominant 
story of white feminist history. Hemmings argues that “problematic configu-
rations of race and sexuality are key rather than tangential to how feminist 
progress narratives operate . . . erasure of a complex past is a necessary condi-
tion of their positivity.”12 Such narratives position the critiques provided by 
Black feminists and other women of color, lesbians, and poststructuralists as 
having performed an important service—but in the past. In these histories, 
concepts of difference are seen as serving as catalysts for feminist discussion 
that quickly became unnecessary once feminism presented itself as “incorpo-
rating” difference. Dominant white feminists stand in “codified power 
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relations” to the racialized feminists and others they welcomed—not as 
cognitive equals, but as evidence of the capaciousness of feminist studies.

Feminist studies declares itself an interdisciplinary field of inquiry, but it is 
composed of subgroups of scholars who also share allegiance to the disciplines 
of their training and practice—in the case of the white scholars I analyze here, 
forms of sociology. Sociology has been a managerial discipline from its incep-
tion in race relations theory, which chose to focus on “race relations” rather 
than racial subordination.13 It is also what Foucault might call a “hegemony-
seeking” discipline. According to Linda Martín Alcoff, Foucault contrasted 
“subjugated knowledges”—here, the intersectional thinking of women of 
color—with “hegemony-seeking knowledges,” arguing that “subjugated or 
local knowledges always tend to do less violence to the local particulars and are 
also less likely to impose hierarchical structures of credibility based on univer-
sal claims about the proper procedures of justification that foreclose the con-
tributions of many unconventional or lower-status knowers.”14

Exactly because they see themselves as on the side of social justice, femi-
nists may fail to see how their own practices of reading and writing serve as 
discursive technologies of power, framed in terms of the colonial matrix of 
knowledge and allegiances to hegemony-seeking disciplines. Under such 
circumstances, specific rhetorical strategies can serve as potent tools of  
dominance, infusing the reading situation with strategies of racial sub-
ordination that go unremarked because they are authorized by tradition and 
convention.

b L i N D  T O  ( S O M E )  C O L O R ,  b L i N D  T O  ( S O M E )  P O W E R

Since its inception in the nineteenth century, the intersectional thinking of 
women of color was frequently ignored.15 In the 1970s and 1980s, Black femi-
nists and other feminist scholars of color vigorously argued that categories 
such as gender, race, and class are not stable and discrete but, rather, variable 
and changing constellations that are interrelated, co-constitutive, and simul-
taneous.16 By the 1980s and 1990s their arguments insisting on the heteroge-
neity of social difference created a dramatically successful intervention in 
feminist studies.

This moment provoked a shock and sense of loss for many white feminists: 
they were forced to abandon illusions of the wholeness and homogeneity of 
the category “woman,” its primacy as a social category, and the centrality of 
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white women as representatives of feminism. I argue that significant traces of 
this moment of loss remain, that this intervention is still being resisted at the 
scene of argument through the specific claims and rhetorics of scholarly texts. 
Feminist critiques of intersectionality are replete with arguments and cita-
tions seeking to discredit and delegitimate the intersectional thinking of 
scholars of color in order to appropriate intersectionality for a general, 
unmarked, “colorblind” white feminism.17

While it includes arguments about and by racialized subjects, as in many 
other disciplines, feminist studies systematically forecloses inquiries into the 
nature of its own historical reliance on deployments of racial power and hier-
archy, of privileging colorblind solutions to colorbound problems. Colorblind 
tactics pretend to overlook, and thereby make invisible, white racial domi-
nance. If one is blind to color, one is also blind to power. One of the privileges 
of racial colorblindness is to pose as blind to power when speaking as human-
itas, as the one who classifies, who benefits from strategies of colorblindness 
that rely on, yet disavow, the presumed superiority of humanitas over the 
racialized position of anthropos, those who have been classified and are to be 
managed.

The construction of humanitas and anthropos was a thoroughly gendered 
enterprise: it was European male elites who developed systems of classifica-
tion to justify the subordination of others through various categories—
geographical, racial, gendered. In this historical tradition, European women 
were not positioned as humanitas. Given this history of power in social rela-
tions, the position of contemporary professional white women who are domi-
nant in feminist studies appears anomalous. They are no doubt subject to 
subordination, but not to the degree or in the ways that colonized and racial-
ized people continue to be. In the discipline of feminist studies, they are in 
the position to welcome racialized others, yet still hold “the control of knowl-
edge and the power of decision across gender and racial lines.”18 To hold the 
“control of knowledge” authorizes dominant white feminists to decide the 
nature and value of any intellectual contributions by racialized subjects. This 
process comes into sharp relief through the history of intersectional and 
multidimensional analysis: the intellectual production of women of color, 
intersectional thinking, has successfully challenged and altered disciplinary 
thinking, making it a central site for examining the problems of colorblind 
discourses in feminist studies. When they adopt a “colorblind” stance, domi-
nant white feminists assume they can transmogrify theoretical and concep-
tual history and appropriate this intellectual production. The rhetoric to 
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accomplish this both deploys and denies white racial power. As a result, the 
subject position of the white feminist tends to be unmarked within its own 
discourse, but all too visible to those it seeks to manage.

“Colorblinding” rhetorics erase racial specificity, encourage authors and 
readers to feel that they are not white but neutral and “colorblind,” appropri-
ate intersectionality for the subject position of the “unmarked” white woman, 
and hide the stripping of intellectual assets from women of color. I argue that 
such colorblinding rhetoric appears at the scene of argument in the introduc-
tion to Leslie McCall’s “The Complexity of Intersectionality,” one of the 
most widely cited feminist articles on intersectionality,19 providing an illus-
trative example of a broader process. The article begins:

Since critics first alleged that feminism claimed to speak universally for all 
women, feminist researchers have been acutely aware of the limitations of 
gender as a single analytical category. In fact, feminists are perhaps alone in 
the academy in the extent to which they have embraced intersectionality—
the relationships among multiple dimensions and modalities of social rela-
tions and subject formations—as itself a central category of analysis. One 
could even say that intersectionality is the most important theoretical contribu-
tion that women’s studies, in conjunction with related fields, has made so far.20

Despite intersectionality being a result of the theorizing of women of color, 
race does not appear here. In praising intersectionality in her introduction, 
McCall erases the racial specificity of the scholars who developed intersec-
tional theorizing. Rather, in a remarkable move of appropriation, she declares 
intersectionality a product of “women’s studies” (“in conjunction with related 
fields”). The passage alludes to disciplinary differences, while treating racial 
difference as invisible. This “colorblinding” rhetoric is a move of neoliberal 
“asset-stripping,” transferring the intellectual assets of intersectionality to an 
apparently raceless “colorblind” feminism.

In a footnote, McCall credits several intersectional scholars, noting:

As for the origins of the term itself, it was probably first highlighted by 
Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991). Many other key texts introduced the concep-
tual framework and offered similar terms: see [A.] Davis 1981; Moraga 1983; [B.] 
Smith 1983a; hooks 1984; Moraga and Anzaldúa 1984; Glenn 1985; Anzaldúa 
1987, 1990; King 1988; Mohanty 1988; Spelman 1988; Sandoval 1991.21

With this note, McCall simply erases the racial specificity of the cited “femi-
nist researchers.” Nothing in the passage signals to readers that nearly all of 
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the scholars cited identify as women of color: five as Black, three as Latina, 
and one each as Japanese American and South Asian, with only one of the 
ten identifying as white. McCall’s “colorblindness” is not innocent in the 
argument of the text. The passage elides racial difference in order to claim  
the knowledge production of women of color as a legacy of feminism and 
creates feminism as a singular site for intersectionality by eliding the intersec-
tional work of ethnic, queer, racial, and American studies. The result is to 
claim intersectionality to speak only through gender—to historicize inter-
sectionality “nonintersectionally.”

“Colorblinding” rhetorical strategies appear in both the passage and the 
footnote, congruent with what Hemmings argues to be systematic treatment 
of women of color in feminist histories.22 I note five strategies that serve to 
devalue the theoretical and analytical arguments of women of color and to 
relegate them to the historical past. First, the sources cited in the footnote, 
for an article published in 2005, are limited to the decade 1981–1991.23 With 
the exception of Evelyn Nakano Glenn, the text ignores all further work 
done by the intersectional scholars it lists. The intellectual production of 
these scholars of color is thus encapsulated in the past.

Second, the text itself begins with a tendentious “colorblinding” feminist 
origin story: “Since critics first alleged that feminism claimed to speak uni-
versally for all women, feminist researchers have been acutely aware of the 
limitations of gender as a single analytical category” (emphasis added). This 
narrative implies that the response of “feminist researchers” to “critics” was 
immediate, erasing conflicts of race and power from a contentious discipli-
nary history: as Judith Butler points out, in the 1980s “the feminist ‘we’ 
rightly came under attack by women of color who claimed that the ‘we’ was 
invariably white, and that the ‘we’ that was meant to solidify the movement 
was the very source of a painful factionalization.”24 Nothing in the passage 
signals to readers that those relegated to the footnote were prominent among 
the critics objecting to the suppression of racial difference in feminism.

Third, while a “range of disciplines” is mentioned, the specific training of 
the cited scholars is not, as if scholars trained in law, philosophy, or political 
science were simply contributing a basis for the development of sociological 
theory.

Fourth, the footnote deprecates the intellectual labor of these scholars of 
color, reducing their theorizing and analysis to the apparently lucky identifi-
cation of one or more catchy “terms,” rather than the sustained development 
of an analytic strategy.
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Fifth, in erasing the racial identities of the scholars it cites, the footnote 
also erases the influence of the politics of racism in the development of inter-
sectional thinking—its role as a tool for analyzing and countering subordina-
tion. The women on McCall’s list are not just feminists who incidentally are 
also primarily women of color. They are all feminists who see gender justice 
as inextricably linked to racial justice. The scholarly work of most if not all 
those cited emerged from experience with organized social action groups and 
social movements countering racism. Examples include Angela Davis’s con-
tinuing commitment to organized efforts for social justice,25 Barbara Smith’s 
participation in the Combahee River Collective,26 and Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 
involvement in organized action at Harvard Law School leading to the devel-
opment of Critical Race Theory.27 Chela Sandoval notes that the form of 
“oppositional consciousness” she advocates “was enacted during the 1968–90 
period by a particular and eccentric cohort of U.S. feminists of color who 
were active across diverse social movements.”28 The result of suppressing the 
significance of the cited scholars’ race and training is a “colorblinding” rheto-
ric that systematically diminishes and trivializes the conceptual labor of 
women of color, in the process of appropriating their intellectual assets 
according to the “hegemony-seeking” logics characterizing the discipline of 
sociology. These rhetorical strategies at the scene of argument display a hid-
den allegiance to colorblindness: they rewrite the history of a traumatic his-
torical moment by folding intersectional critics into a feminism “writ large,” 
eliminating the motivating force of racism in the development of intersec-
tional thinking. They also make visible a revanchist desire to regain territory, 
to restore white racial centrality in the discipline of feminist studies.

T h E  S O C i A L  C O N S T R U C T i O N  O F  S T R AW  b O D i E S

Discussions of racial difference, such as critiques of intersectionality, tend to 
reinscribe whiteness as if it were “colorblindness.” Structurally, commentary 
on and critiques of intersectionality are inevitably racializing discourses: the 
originating intersectionality is a production of women of color, yet critiques 
are generally written by white women who rely on the subject position of the 
“neutral” or “unmarked” white woman. This “unmarked” subject position of 
the white woman treats herself as “colorblind” to the interdisciplinary and 
disciplinary expertise about race of those whose positions she critiques, often 
while presenting implausible echoes of the arguments of women of color. 
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Given the historically sedimented logic of the colonial matrix, it is not sur-
prising to find that “colorblind” critiques may frame the concepts proposed 
by women of color to be fixed and inert, cognitively deficient, embedded in 
tradition and in nature.

In such circumstances, texts may represent themselves as colorblind 
/powerblind through the use of the representation form of the straw person 
fallacy:29 Robert Talisse and Scott F. Aikin, in their analysis of the straw 
person fallacy, note that in the representation form, critics (1) misattribute 
and misrepresent the arguments of their target and (2) suppress and ignore 
their target’s relevant arguments. Critics may quote their target’s words out 
of context, for example, misrepresenting the target’s actual claim, or oversim-
plify the claims, then attack the oversimplification. The critics covertly 
replace the target’s precise argument with false but superficially similar 
claims that they discredit. This discrediting is “knocking down a straw per-
son.” To be persuasive, a straw person argument requires an audience that is 
ignorant or uninformed about the original argument. This tends to be pre-
cisely the case when white-dominated audiences interested in gender encoun-
ter multidimensional analyses of gender and race. An illustrative example of 
the representation form of the straw person argument is found in the widely 
cited article “Doing Difference” by Candace West and Sarah Fenstermaker 
in Gender and Society.30 The example I examine here purports to critique an 
argument made by Patricia Hill Collins.

In Black Feminist Thought, Patricia Hill Collins makes a series of detailed 
and sensitive arguments countering notions of biological determinism and 
developing conceptions of social construction. She argues that “while expres-
sions of gender and race are both socially constructed, they are not con-
structed in the same way,” so the struggles of different groups “to articulate 
self-defined standpoints represent similar yet distinct processes.” Collins 
maintains: “While race and gender are both socially constructed categories, 
constructions of gender rest on clearer biological criteria than do construc-
tions of race. Classifying African-Americans into specious racial categories is 
considerably more difficult than noting the clear biological differences dis-
tinguishing females from males.”31 Collins is not claiming that gender is 
based on biology, but that processes for articulating self-defined standpoints 
in groups differ because socially constructed methods of gender classification 
rely on notions of a clear biological binary—a binary continually reinscribed, 
for instance by requiring the parents of children born hermaphroditic to 
choose whether the child should be “classified” male or female.32 Collins 
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cites Harvard sociologist Orlando Patterson’s Slavery and Social Death to 
clarify the point she is making about variation in socially constructed meth-
ods of identifying gender and race. Patterson argues that slavery is character-
ized by a generalized condition of dishonor conveyed by visible marks of servi-
tude, but in the Americas it was not color but rather hair type that served as 
the badge of slavery. This was the case because skin color in both whites and 
Blacks varied more widely than most assume, in part because of geographical 
origin and also because of miscegenation. According to Patterson, “Hair type 
rapidly became the real symbolic badge of slavery, although like many power-
ful symbols it was disguised, in this case by the linguistic device of using the 
term ‘black.’ ”33 Collins draws on Patterson’s arguments about the role of hair 
texture and skin color in creating and legitimating social death for Afro-
diasporic people to illustrate how the myth of biological difference as destiny 
in relation to gender has been even easier to sustain than the parallel myth 
about race.

West and Fenstermaker ignore both the proximate and larger context of 
Collins’s comment to allege that by mentioning the widely shared social 
perception that women are marked by biological difference, Collins herself 
is embracing biological essentialism. Their zeal to catch a woman of color 
making what they allege to be an error that feminists have long critiqued 
about out-of-date theories of “sex differences” and “sex roles”—and thus to 
render her rationally and ontologically deficient—leads them to make a claim 
that directly contradicts Collins’s careful arguments about social construc-
tion. West and Fenstermaker demonstrate her “mistake” by adding emphasis 
to Collins’s own words:

While race and gender are both socially constructed categories, constructions 
of gender rest on clearer biological criteria than do constructions of race. 
Classifying African-Americans into specious racial categories is considerably 
more difficult than noting the clear biological differences distinguishing 
females from males. . . . Women do share common experiences, but the expe-
riences are not generally the same type as those affecting racial and ethnic 
groups.34

They go on to argue:

Of course Collins is correct in her claim that women differ considerably from 
one another. . . . The problem, however, is that what unites them as women 
are the “clear biological criteria distinguishing females from males.” Here, 
Collins reverts to treating gender as a matter of sex differences (i.e., as ulti-
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mately traceable to factors inherent to each sex), in spite of her contention 
that it is socially constructed. Gender becomes conflated with sex, as race 
might speciously be made equivalent to color.35

West and Fenstermaker treat Collins’s echo of socially constructed notions 
of biological binaries as if it were a theory proposed by Collins about the 
nature of gender. But Collins is not reporting what she theorizes about the 
nature of gender; she is discussing how gender and race are constructed in 
society. This kind of misreading is not uncommon among students and schol-
ars first encountering discussions of social construction.

Part of the powerblind strategy is to ignore sentences on the same and next 
page that would demonstrate to their readers that the critics’ interpretation 
of Collins is false. Collins indicates that “expressions of gender and race are 
both socially constructed” and notes that “women do share common experi-
ences.” “Expressions” and “experiences” are not biological criteria inherent to 
each sex. Focused on denigrating Collins’s claims about gender, however, 
West and Fenstermaker neglect her claims about race, failing to mention 
Collins’s citation of Patterson or to explain Patterson’s argument, which 
would clarify the contrast Collins is making. The critics are being casual 
about something important. While discrediting Collins for allegedly mak-
ing a feminist error, they miss the moral and political challenge offered by 
scholarship that contends with the afterlife of slavery and social death.

West and Fenstermaker’s use of the representation form of the straw man 
fallacy is embedded in sedimented social constructions of race that link 
Black women to bodies and biology and that judge their thinking as “behind 
the times” and self-contradictory. The critics’ rhetoric reaffirms racial 
hierarchy.

V E N T R i L O Q U i Z i N G  S T R AW  W O M E N  O F  C O L O R

White privilege entails the ability and the propensity to criticize the intel-
lectual production of women of color without acknowledging one’s own 
racial identity and one’s own role in structures of racial subordination. White 
privilege allows commonplaces about concerns with race to accompany rhe-
torical devices that reinforce racial hierarchy. White privilege authorizes 
freedom to choose whether one points to the racial identities of scholars of 
color or whether one ignores them. White privilege assumes that in the seg-
regated academies and journals where we do our work the preponderance of 
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readers will be white and will know little about scholarship on race, so that 
“authoritative” claims about what racialized scholars say and think will 
appear plausible to these readers.

Deploying revanchist moves to regain white centrality in feminism while 
addressing audiences unfamiliar with the scholarship of women of color 
makes the second form of the straw person fallacy particularly significant in 
analyzing colorblind/powerblind discourses. Talisse and Aikin term this the 
selection form of the fallacy (as opposed to the representation form).36 In the 
selection form, critics misrepresent a “generic” position by “selecting” or pos-
ing a fictitious, imprecise, naive, uninformed, or inept formulation of the 
view they wish to be seen as refuting, while implying that they are taking up 
and successfully refuting the best arguments.

I turn again to West and Fenstermaker’s “Doing Difference,” which pro-
vides many examples of the selection form of the straw person fallacy. The 
article as a whole promotes ethnomethodology to redress the perceived lack 
of unity and quality of various metaphors and methods for multidimensional 
theorizing that appear in an introductory survey anthology.37 The vast 
number of citations to their article indicates that apparently West and 
Fenstermaker have been successful in conveying the impression to audiences 
unfamiliar with racial studies that they have effectively refuted the best argu-
ments about intersectionality and created a significantly more sophisticated 
notion of multidimensionality. Although arguments about the simultaneous 
experiencing of gender, race, and class had been commonplace in scholarship 
by women of color for several decades, “Doing Difference” ultimately presents 
itself as discovering this simultaneity and has been widely cited in that 
regard.38 The ability of the article to achieve this rewriting of history rests to 
a substantial degree on the misrepresentation and denigration of the think-
ing of intersectional scholars of color, achieved through the selection form of 
the straw person fallacy.

For example, West and Fenstermaker use rhetorical strategies that “ven-
triloquize” arguments of racialized others that they falsely present as “typi-
cal” generic positions. In colorblind and powerblind discourses, the act of 
false refutation may well be less significant than the rhetorical device of 
broadcasting weak arguments as if they were the best arguments—that is dis-
seminating caricatures of what Black scholars think or what women of color 
would say. Selecting weak arguments for refutation—including arguments 
already refuted by the very texts of intersectional scholars cited in their own 
article—gives the impression that arguments by and about race and intersec-
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tional thinking by women of color are generally unintelligent and can be 
easily quashed and surpassed by white scholars.

Talisse and Aikin argue that the selection form of the straw person fallacy 
both depends on and perpetuates the ignorance of its audience. Like the repre-
sentation form, the selection form succeeds when audiences are unfamiliar with 
the specific arguments of racialized scholars and fail to explore them further. 
Audiences have no reason not to be satisfied with the information they receive 
from “authoritative” sources whose articles appear in peer-reviewed edited 
scholarly journals. Audiences assume that critics are vetted to make sure that 
they counter the strongest arguments available. When only weak arguments are 
presented, audiences unfamiliar with scholarship on race assume that there are 
no stronger arguments available. Talisse and Aikin argue that the selection 
form of the fallacy “is vicious because it is posited on a misrepresentation of the 
variety and relative quality of one’s opposition. . . . When it succeeds, it con-
vinces one’s audience not only of the correctness of one’s view, but also of the 
absence of reasoned and intelligent opposition to it.”39 According to Talisse and 
Aikin, correcting the selection form of the fallacy requires audiences to come 
to understand the larger discourses that critics purport to be accounting for and 
representing accurately. Particularly when critics use rhetorical devices to 
appear to be “even-handed” or “friendly” to these positions, the selection form 
of the straw person fallacy can serve to reestablish in a new and especially strong 
context the notion that women of color are cognitively inferior.

I focus here on a series of questions posed in “Doing Difference” that West 
and Fenstermaker present as revealing troubling “theoretical implications” of 
intersectionality, implications that require or lead to a desire to count, hier-
archize, or calculate relationships among intersecting features. The line of 
argument engages with the anthology introduction of Margaret L. Andersen 
and Patricia Hill Collins. West and Fenstermaker’s questions are embedded 
in the rhetoric of the first-person plural (“we”), presenting a false scene of 
“collaborative thinking” that serves to camouflage the degree to which the 
critics’ argument relies on both representation and selection forms of the 
straw person fallacy. Deployed in this way, the first-person plural—used pre-
viously to fold together white feminists and women of color—establishes as 
plausible a jointly held false position, held neither by the critics nor by the 
intersectional scholars they cite.

Two important argumentative problems are entwined in the passages 
pertaining to this argument: one involving the accurate attribution of claims, 
the other involving the correct definition of “theoretical implications.” The 
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form of misattribution in “Doing Difference” silently replaces the best schol-
arly arguments about intersectional analysis with general political positions 
of the type found in political commentary and blogs. The shortcut of 
substituting general positions for the specific positions of individual scholars 
presents “what women of color must be thinking” as less flexible, less 
farseeing, and less complex than what the white scholars are thinking; 
evidence that would refute such a position—such as passages in the critics’ 
primary source texts on intersectionality (such as Collins, and Andersen and 
Collins)40 that demonstrate more careful argument and complex thinking 
than shown by the critics themselves—are interpreted simplistically or sim-
ply not acknowledged. In consequence, theoretical development of scholarly 
ideas in feminist studies is truncated because critics are refuting “straw posi-
tions” rather than the actual positions of those they criticize, reinforcing the 
notion that white critics can easily dismiss the limited thinking of scholars 
of color.

In “Doing Difference,” two general questions are presented without ground-
ing as if they revealed “theoretical implications” specific to the theorizing 
through the metaphor of the “intersection”: (1) Will people “count” and “rank” 
number and “quantity” of oppressions? (2) Will people assume that groups will 
“bond” if both have the same number of categories of oppression? First, these 
are questions, not “implications.” Second, they are not “implications” of the 
metaphor of “intersection.”41 They are not suggested, tied to, or implied by the 
term “intersection.” They do not demonstrate a possible result or consequence 
or entailment or implication of thinking intersectionally. They are, rather, sim-
ply made-up political and intellectual questions that might emerge in any dis-
cussion of multiple oppressions. In fact, thinking “intersectionally”—in terms 
of both/and rather than either/or—as intersectional women of color feminists 
have done, works precisely to loosen the traction of such questions.

The critics advance their claims through a pattern of specific moves. They 
gesture toward a comment or quotation apparently by a racialized scholar, 
pose a question as if it emerged from the comment or in consequence of it, 
provide a naive or unsophisticated answer to that question as if the answer 
represents the commonly held position of these racialized scholars, and then 
finally reveal as faulty the fictitious unsophisticated answer they have sup-
plied to the fictitious unsophisticated question they have fabricated. The 
critics then “solidify” their correction of the fictitious argument by pulling 
the words of another racialized scholar out of context to imply that she is 
supporting their criticism.
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For example, in one case, West and Fenstermaker ask:

What conclusions shall we draw from comparisons between persons who are 
said to suffer oppression “at the intersection” of all three systems and those 
who suffer in the nexus of only two? Presumably, we will conclude that the 
latter are “less oppressed” than the former (assuming that each categorical 
identity set amasses a specific quantity of oppression). Moraga warns, however, 
that “the danger lies in ranking the oppressions. The danger lies in failing to 
acknowledge the specificity of the oppression.”42

The first-person plural (“Presumably, we will conclude . . . ”) falsely presents 
a position held neither by the critics nor by the intersectional scholars they 
cite. However, the conventions of argument would lead uninformed readers 
to assume that the position is either of the intersectional scholars of color 
cited by West and Fenstermaker or other (“generic”) women of color. West 
and Fenstermaker do not claim for themselves what “presumably, we will con-
clude,” because they cite as authoritative a counterargument against this 
presumption. The implication is that the word “intersection” or the compul-
sion of intersectional scholars or the “generic” woman of color demands 
counting the “specific quantity of oppression” in a category, demands com-
parisons and the ranking of oppressions. None of this is the case. Such a posi-
tion is explicitly countered in Collins’s Black Feminist Thought—also cited 
in “Doing Difference”—which provides much more complex refutations of 
such arguments than do West and Fenstermaker and their selection-form 
straw persons.43 If the intersectional scholars they cite did not make these 
arguments, who did? Why is that position voiced as if it might be found in 
contemporary arguments by intersectional scholars? In fact, why is it pre-
sented as a contemporary position needing refutation when such positions 
have long been criticized. In fact, the critics demonstrate that they know the 
long history refuting such positions when they cite the authority of decades-
old articles by racialized scholars.

For example, when considering the question of “calculation of oppres-
sions,” West and Fenstermaker rebut the naive position implied to be that of 
Andersen and Collins or some “generic” woman of color, by turning to the 
words of Cherríe Moraga. They argue: “Moraga warns, however, that ‘the 
danger lies in ranking the oppressions. The danger lies in failing to acknowl-
edge the specificity of the oppression.’ ”44

The critics here display the familiar diorama wherein dominant whites 
present people of color as disciplining one another for the benefit of whites, here 
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“staged” for ill-informed white readers. Andersen and Collins are fully aware 
of Moraga’s argument: her 1981 article was reprinted in the first section of their 
anthology, a few pages after the preface that West and Fenstermaker quote.45 
Furthermore, Moraga made the point about facets of her own identity in a 
specific context; the claim cannot and should not be taken out of that context 
and presented as a universal rule closing down future argumentative options. 
The critics deploy the decontextualized “rule” that they attribute to Moraga to 
foreclose future political and analytic choices. Such rhetorical foreclosures serve 
as attempts to delegitimize the question of which differences make a difference, 
a question of great significance at the intersections of race and gender.

The rhetorical structure framing the other “troubling theoretical implica-
tion” of “intersection” is almost identical. The opening questions echo a 
phrase of Andersen and Collins’s about “simultaneous and intersecting sys-
tems of relationship and meaning” that West and Fenstermaker quoted previ-
ously.46 Thinking through the metaphor of “intersection,” the critics specu-
late, has a “theoretical implication” that might lead to concluding that 
disparate groups with different but the same number of oppressions are eager 
to “bond.” West and Fenstermaker ask:

What conclusions shall we draw from potential comparisons between per-
sons who experience oppression on the basis of their race and class (e.g., 
working-class men of color) and those who are oppressed on the basis of their 
gender and class (e.g., white working-class women)? Would the “intersection 
of two systems of meaning in each case be sufficient to predict common 
bonds among them?” Clearly not, says June Jordan: “When these factors of 
race, class and gender absolutely collapse is whenever you try to use them as 
automatic concepts of connection.”47

This point-counterpoint is a fascinating construction. It presents two rather 
inept questions of limited theoretical and political interest, rather than the 
strongest positions of intersectional scholars (for example, positions found in 
the critics’ cited sources).48 West and Fenstermaker provide no argument 
explaining why they should treat as their original contribution a refutation 
that appears in much more sophisticated form in the very texts they cite. The 
first question about quantity of oppression is not attributed; it would appear 
to be naive and distant from the concerns of most intersectional scholars. The 
second question—“Would the ‘intersections of two systems of meaning in 
each case be sufficient to predict common bonds among them?’ ”—is struc-
tured with quotation marks, but no source is cited; an online search finds it 
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only in “Doing Difference” and its reprints. The question appears to be a 
fictional ventriloquized construction designed to implicate Andersen and 
Collins by repeating some of their words previously quoted (“intersecting,” 
“systems of meaning”). As fictional constructs, the questions reinscribe the 
polarities of humanitas and anthropos.

Having insinuated that the compulsion to calculate implicates the “generic” 
woman of color and intersectional scholars such as Andersen and Collins, West 
and Fenstermaker provide correction not in their own voice, but once again in 
the voice of a woman of color. The passage manages this move by treating June 
Jordan as if she were involved in the same conversation, when she is not. The 
text frames Jordan’s comment as a refutation of the question vaguely attributed 
to Andersen and Collins or some generic woman of color by inserting a con-
necting phrase, “Clearly not, says June Jordan”—as if Jordan is responding 
specifically to the question posed. At the scene of argument, juxtaposing the 
fictional “quoted” question, the fictional connecting phrase that implies Jordan 
is responding to that question, and the quotation from Jordan all work to frame 
Jordan as the critics’ Black woman ally. But Jordan was never asked this ques-
tion, and she is not answering it. Jordan’s essay is a sustained meditation on the 
complexity of local and global relations among people of the same and different 
classes, races, and genders. In fact, Andersen and Collins are fully aware of 
Jordan’s argument: Jordan’s 1985 essay was reprinted in the first section of their 
1992 anthology,49 a few pages after the preface that the critics quote.50 Producing 
Jordan to counter fictional simplistic propositions treats her as a puppet being 
ventriloquized. The rhetorical structure of “false quotation” and “false rebuttal” 
serves to present as relevant not intersectional scholars’ strongest arguments, 
but arguments already refuted in the texts cited by the critics.

Like the European colonial administrators in Africa who ceded limited 
power to traditional leaders to rule over others, and like the settler colonialist 
troops in the U.S. west who recruited unassimilated but nonhostile Native 
Americans to work as “friendlies,” the feminist critics seek to secure their 
dominance yet hide their racial privilege by using the words of women of 
color—taken out of context—to undermine the legitimacy of other women 
of color. Yet unlike the European colonial administrators in Africa or the 
settler colonialist troops in the U.S. west, the critics do not even interact with 
the people they use as proxies. Instead, they conjure them into existence as 
imaginary friends of white feminism whose words are used to delegitimate 
positions of other women of color, positions with which those being quoted 
actually agree.
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C O N C L U S i O N

As I have demonstrated, colorblind and powerblind rhetorics are used in 
feminist studies to erase racial specificity, make authors and readers feel that 
they are colorblind, hide the stripping of intellectual assets from women of 
color, proclaim white innocence, devalue the research of women of color, and 
hoard academic resources—honors, awards, and recognition—for white 
scholars who purport to supersede the work of women of color. Strategies 
include incorporation, appropriation, erasure, ventriloquizing, arguing with 
straw persons, and adopting imaginary allies. These ways of positioning 
intersectional scholars appear plausible because they are congruent with 
dominant notions that racialized people are unsophisticated and simple 
thinkers—that “we” have theories suitable for them but “they” do not have 
theories adequate for us.51 These argumentative problems do not stem from 
feminist scholars’ intentions, but from their use of conventional rhetorics and 
arguments, imbued with uninterrogated white racial privilege. Further, 
white privilege infuses and authorizes the metadiscursive regimes framing 
how feminist scholars approve these critiques—vetted, edited, published, 
anthologized, and cited as authoritative—according to what they perceive to 
be the shared, “colorblind” standards of feminist scholarship. Interrogating 
feminist metadiscursive regimes would encourage resisting the resort to 
straw man fallacies and easy misrepresentations that often seem plausible 
because they align with histories and epistemological structures of racial 
dominance. Walter Mignolo shows that these moves are grounded in moder-
nity’s long-standing distinction between humanitas and anthropos, between 
the definers and the defined, between the subjects of knowledge and its 
objects.52 The “colorblind” standards that permeate feminist scholarship sug-
gest that dominant white knowledge about gendered racial arguments is suf-
ficient for mounting critiques of intersectionality. It is not.
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In 1989, Kimberlé Crenshaw published “Demarginalizing the Intersection of 
Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, 
Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics.”1 Drawing explicitly on black femi-
nist criticism, Crenshaw introduced what would become an enormously influ-
ential theory: intersectionality. Since the publication of “Demarginalizing,” 
intersectionality has traveled to and built bridges across a significant number 
of disciplines. Moreover, scholars across the globe regularly invoke and draw 
upon intersectionality, as do human rights activists, community organizers, 
political figures, and lawyers.

Yet despite intersectionality’s travels, its interface at “home”—specifically 
within Critical Race Theory—has been remarkably undertheorized. In par-
ticular, scholars have not expressly linked the Critical Race Theory critique of 
colorblindness to intersectional critiques of social formations. As a result, the 
Critical Race Theory literature on colorblindness and the intersectionality 
literatures generally are not in conversation with each other. To disrupt this 
disaggregation, this essay “moves” intersectionality back to its initial articula-
tion and then “moves” it forward to new sites and concerns. Setting intersec-
tionality on this journey is crucial against the backdrop of several critiques of 
the theory that artificially constrain its generative, normative, and analytical 
capacity. Recovering the critical dimensions of inter sectionality is key to 
unlocking its obscured but crucial interrogation of colorblindness.

N I N E

Colorblind Intersectionality
Devon W. Carbado

Portions of this article were originally published in Devon W. Carbado, “Colorblind 
Intersectionality,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 38, no. 4 (Summer 2013): 
811–45.
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To highlight intersectionality’s interrogation of colorblindness, I locate my 
analysis in the context of specific civil rights disputes and contestations and 
engage social categories that are ostensibly beyond the theoretical reach and 
normative concern of intersectionality: men, masculinity, and sexual orienta-
tion.2 My aim is to show how colorblindness is implicated in the juridical and 
civil rights production of normative gender identities. To do so, I introduce 
the concept of “colorblind intersectionality,” by which I mean instances in 
which whiteness constitutes but is unarticulated and racially invisible as an 
intersectional social formation.3 My hope is that my deployment of colorblind 
intersectionality initiates a broader effort to relocate intersectionality as both 
a product and a representation of Critical Race Theory.

My starting point is a discussion of interpretations of intersectionality 
that my subsequent articulation of colorblind intersectionality interrupts. I 
perform this theoretical brush-clearing to create space for my explication of 
two “case studies,” one from legal doctrine and the other from civil rights 
advocacy.4 As you will see, both case studies are useful illustrations of color-
blind intersectionality at work.

The first case study involves a lawsuit in which a casino fired one of its white 
female bartenders because she refused to comply with the casino’s grooming and 
makeup policy. Here, I show how the court’s resolution of the case mobilized 
colorblind intersectionality in ways that rendered white heterosexual women 
the essential subjects of sex discrimination law. The second case study focuses on 
gay rights advocacy against “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” Here, I show how gay rights 
proponents mobilized colorblind intersectionality in ways that rendered white 
gay men the essential subjects of challenges to the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy. 
While “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” is now a dead letter, the colorblind intersection-
ality that shaped the campaign against the policy persists in more recent gay 
rights interventions, including gay rights advocacy for marriage equality.

As a prelude to engaging the case studies, I briefly describe and respond to 
various critiques of intersectionality. I do so because those critiques increas-
ingly stand in the way of or elide the possibility for precisely the kind of 
exposure and contestation of colorblindness this essay performs.

T h E O R E T i C A L  P R E L U D E :  C R i T i Q U i N G  T h E  C R i T i Q U E S

Intersectionality provides a productive but widely underutilized framework 
for interrogating colorblindness. But a range of criticisms of the theory stand 
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in the way of that very possibility. Indeed, notwithstanding the grounding of 
intersectionality in a theoretical enterprise (Critical Race Theory) that 
challenges key colorblind tropes such as essentialist notions of identity, static 
rather than dynamic representations of power, and Aristotelian egalitarian-
ism rooted in sameness and difference, intersectionality has been interpreted 
by various readers to embrace precisely the terms that it contests. To grasp 
intersectionality as a critical move in the repertoire of arguments against 
colorblindness, a brief response to some of the misfired critiques of the theory 
is warranted. A rough articulation of those critiques looks something like 
this:

 1. Intersectionality is only or largely about black women and/or race and 
gender;

 2. Intersectionality is an identitarian framework;
 3. Intersectionality is a static theory that does not capture the dynamic and 

contingent processes of identity formation;
 4. Intersectionality is overly invested in subjects;
 5. Intersectionality has traveled as far as it can go; there is nothing more the 

theory can teach us; and
 6. Intersectionality should be replaced by or at least applied in conjunction 

with [fill in the blank with an alternative framework].

As to the first criticism concerning the scope of intersectionality, the sim-
ple response is that intersectionality does not necessarily and inherently 
privilege any social category. Race and gender and black women specifically 
figure prominently in “Demarginalizing” because of the particular juridical 
and political sites in which Crenshaw sought to intervene. These sites directly 
targeted black women for condemnation, erasure, and marginalization. 
Crenshaw’s articulation of these dynamics should not lead one to conclude 
that there is an already mapped terrain over which intersectionality must and 
can only travel. Ironically, the claim that intersectionality is just about black 
women reproduces a version of the representational problem Crenshaw inter-
rogated. Crenshaw’s aim in “Demarginalizing” was not simply to mark the 
unwillingness of courts to recognize black women’s discrimination claims 
based on race and sex (here, courts were essentially saying that black women’s 
experiences were the same as white women’s—with respect to sex—and black 
men’s—with respect to race; therefore, there was no juridical need to recog-
nize black women as a distinct social group). Crenshaw also sought to high-
light the refusal of courts to permit black women to represent a class of 
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plaintiffs that included white women or black men (here, courts were essen-
tially saying that black women were too different to represent either white 
women or black men as a group). The problem, then, was not simply that 
courts were prohibiting black women from representing themselves; the 
problem was also that courts were prohibiting black women from represent-
ing gender or race per se. Too similar to be different and too different to be 
the same, black women were “impossible subjects” of antidiscrimination law.5 
They had very limited representational currency. The critique that intersec-
tionality is necessarily and only about black women reflects a similar repre-
sentational problem: black women cannot specifically name themselves in a 
theory (they are too similar to be different); nor can they function as the 
backdrop for the genesis and articulation of a generalizable framework about 
power and marginalization (they are too different to be the same).

None of this is to deny that many of the articles on intersectionality focus 
on black women and/or race and gender. Surely, however, that is not, in itself, 
a problem. It is becoming increasing unspeakable (theoretically backwards/
monopolistic/identitarian/categorically hegemonic) to frame theoretical and 
political interventions around black women. That is an unfortunate develop-
ment in which far too many progressive scholars have acquiesced or actively 
participated. But even assuming that one thinks that it is problematic for 
intersectional analyses to focus on black women and/or race and gender, 
establishing that the theory is focused in this way does not answer the ques-
tion of whether intersectionality lacks the capacity to travel to and mark the 
production of other social processes and locations. This more limited reading 
of intersectionality is not only theoretically unnecessary, it is descriptively 
inaccurate and easily falsifiable. Scholars have mobilized intersectionality to 
engage multiple axes of “difference”—“class,” “sexual orientation,” “nation,” 
“citizen,” “immigrant,” “disability,” “terrorist” (and not “just race” and “gen-
der”); and they have employed the theory to analyze a range of complex social 
processes—“classism,” “homophobia,” “islamophobia,” “xenophobia,” “nativ-
ism,” “ageism,” “ableism” (and not “just antiblack racism and sexism”). 
Seemingly, the genesis of intersectionality in black feminist theory limits the 
ability of some scholars both to imagine the potential domains to which 
intersectionality might travel and to see the theory in places in which it is 
already doing work.

The next three criticisms of intersectionality (that the theory is identitar-
ian, static, and invested in subjects) are curious given the theory’s genesis in 
law and Critical Race Theory. Intersectionality reflects a precommitment to 
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neither subjects nor identities per se but to marking and mapping the produc-
tion and contingency of both. Part of what Crenshaw sought to do in 
“Demarginalizing” was to illustrate the constitutive and ideologically con-
tingent role that law plays in creating legible and illegible juridical subjects 
and identities. Her effort in this respect is part of a broader intellectual tradi-
tion in Critical Race Theory to demonstrate how the law constructs (and 
does not simply describe) social categories. How and why this gets rede-
scribed as an investment in fixed and static identities and subjects is 
puzzling.

With respect to the fifth criticism of intersectionality—namely, that the 
theory has traveled as far as it can go—the claim is more of a normatively 
contingent roadblock to the theory rather than an on-the-theoretical-ground 
limitation. My hope is that this essay will bear that out. This brings me to the 
final criticism, which is not a criticism at all but rather a suggestion (against 
the backdrop of the preceding criticisms) that scholars should replace inter-
sectionality with, or at least apply the theory alongside, some alternative 
framework. Among the candidates advocates of this view have marshaled to 
perform this work are “cosynthesis,”6 “interconnectivity,”7 “multidimension-
ality,”8 and most recently, “assemblages.”9 Proponents of these theories 
implicitly and sometimes explicitly suggest that each has the inherent ability 
to do something—discursively and substantively—that intersectionality 
inherently cannot do or does considerably less well.

There is a false necessity to this claim both discursively and with respect 
to legal intervention, political mobilization, and knowledge production.10 As 
to the discursive, all of the foregoing theories—from cosynthesis to assem-
blages—seem to imagine the synthesis or interaction of things that are 
otherwise apart. In other words, at the level of appellation, they are no more 
dynamic than intersectionality. This deficiency reflects a more general 
problem—to wit, that there are discursive limitations to our ability to 
capture the complex and reiterative processes of social categorization. The 
very articulation of the idea that race and gender are coconstitutive, for exam-
ple, discursively fragments those categories—into race and gender—to make 
that point. The strictures of language require us to invoke race, gender, sexual 
orientation, and so on, one discursive moment at a time.

With respect to legal intervention, political mobilization, and knowledge 
production, there is no “analytic reason” to read intersectionality as more 
limiting than cosynthesis, multidimensionality, interconnectivity, or assem-
blages.11 Scholars who do so constitute the very thing they purport only to 
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describe—intersectionality. This is the sense is which Barbara Tomlinson in 
this volume speaks of feminist discourses as “technologies of power” and 
invites feminist scholars to interrogate their reading practices. This interroga-
tion would enable them to see that they are mapping the margins of intersec-
tionality, constructing its fields of relevance, even as they claim merely to be 
describing a theory whose borders are always already “just here,” somewhere 
other than “there,” the place where intersectionality “really” should be but 
has neither the commitment nor the capacity to go.

The remainder of this essay takes intersectionality precisely to those 
domains in which the theory is perceived to have little or no purchase. In the 
context of doing so, I will elaborate on what I mean by colorblind intersec-
tionality. My goal is to illustrate some of the specific ways in which civil 
rights activists, scholars, lawyers, and policymakers can deploy intersection-
ality to both expose and contest various iterations of colorblind intersection-
ality. I begin with a discussion of an antidiscrimination case that, though not 
formally about race, implicates both whiteness and colorblindness in ways 
that shore up white heterosexual women as essential subjects of sex discrimi-
nation law.

E S S E N T i A L Ly  F E M A L E :  

O R  F E M A L E  L i K E  A  W h i T E  h E T E R O S E X UA L  W O M A N

In August 2000, Darlene Jespersen, a successful and well-liked bartender 
who had worked at Harrah’s Casino in Reno for over two decades, found 
herself out of a job. Harrah’s fired Jespersen because she refused to comply 
with the company’s grooming policy. Instituted in February 2000 as a part 
of Harrah’s Beverage Department Image Transformation Program, the 
policy mandated that Harrah’s female employees wear makeup. Jespersen 
refused to do so. Harrah’s then terminated her employment, and Jespersen 
responded with a sex discrimination lawsuit.12

Jespersen rested part of her legal argument on a case that was decided 
some twenty years earlier, Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins.13 In that case, the 
accounting firm Price Waterhouse denied Ann Hopkins, a white woman, 
partnership. The record revealed that one partner explicitly informed 
Hopkins that she was too “masculine,” and another told her that, to improve 
her chances the following year, she should “walk more femininely, talk more 
femininely, dress more femininely, wear make-up, have her hair styled, and 
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wear jewelry.”14 The Court found in Hopkins’s favor based on an antistere-
otyping and gender nonconformity theory: employers cannot require females 
to be feminine and males to be masculine.

Jespersen argued that Price Waterhouse applied to her case. Her claim, in 
effect, was that via its grooming policy, Harrah’s Casino was asking Jespersen 
to “dress more feminine, wear makeup [and] have her hair styled.”15 Harrah’s 
was forcing her to align her sex (female) with a normative gender alignment 
(femininity). The court rejected this argument, and Jespersen lost her case. 
The Ninth Circuit, the highest court to hear the case, adopted a formal 
equality approach that reflected both gender normativity and colorblind 
intersectionality.

To appreciate the court’s formal equality approach, one has to understand 
the legal doctrine the court employed to adjudicate the case: the “equal bur-
dens” framework. Under this framework, a company’s grooming policy con-
stitutes sex discrimination if it burdens one sex more than the other. The 
court’s application of this standard was overly formalistic. In concluding that 
Harrah’s grooming policy equally burdened men and women, the court rea-
soned that the policy regulated men’s and women’s hairstyles, men’s and 
women’s clothing, men’s and women’s shoes, men’s and women’s fingernails, 
and men’s and women’s faces. This formal equality approach obscured the 
fact that the grooming policy was quite literally producing normative mas-
culinity and femininity and instantiating impermissible sex stereotyping. 
The policy ensured that men looked and acted like men (masculine) and 
women looked and acted like women (feminine). Women must wear makeup 
(“face powder, blush, and mascara” and “lip color must be worn at all times”). 
Men are prohibited from doing so. Women may wear colored nail polish. 
“No colored polish is allowed” for men. Men are not permitted to have pony-
tails. Women’s hair must be “teased, curled, or styled.” Men’s hair “must not 
extend below top of shirt collar.”16

The foregoing differential grooming standards align with our normative 
assumptions about how men and women should make themselves up. 
Conventionally, we expect women to wear makeup, not men. Conventionally, 
we expect men to have short hair, not women. Conventionally, we expect 
women to wear colored nail polish, not men. These conventions about  
self-presentation align with a normative gender imperative that women  
are and should be feminine and that men are and should be masculine. 
Harrah’s grooming policy was preventing Jespersen from being female and 
masculine.
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That Harrah’s might have been concerned about female masculinities—
and specifically with respect to Jespersen—is a reasonable conclusion in light 
of how Jespersen embodied her gender. Harrah’s insistence that Jespersen in 
particular abide by the grooming policy has to be considered against the 
backdrop of this image. Harrah’s might have concluded that its grooming 
policy was not going to overly feminize Jespersen; it was simply going to 
render her makeup—her overall embodiment—more like a woman. Nothing 
in the policy required her to wear body-revealing clothing. Indeed, her uni-
form, particularly in the context of Vegas, where cocktail waitresses are typi-
cally scantily dressed, was somewhat gender-bending. At the very least, 
Harrah’s managers might have thought, Jespersen had to be intelligible as a 
woman. Its makeup and grooming requirements could help to accomplish 
exactly that. This suggests that, had Jespersen been more conventionally 
feminine, her refusal to wear makeup might not have triggered litigation. The 
problem was her “Ask Pat” appearance, against which Harrah’s grooming 
policy was a corrective. Whether thinking along the foregoing lines actually 
motivated Harrah’s decision-making is unclear. Nevertheless, it is not unrea-
sonable to think that Jespersen’s particular self-presentation—her particular 
female masculinity—was a subtext in the case, and not just for Harrah’s but 
for the court as well.

And indeed, the court’s reasoning does hint that the particularities of 
Jespersen’s self-presentation informed the decision. One reason the court 
found the grooming policy to be permissible was that it did not render 
Jespersen vulnerable to sexual harassment. From the court’s perspective, it 
mattered that Harrah’s was not overly effeminizing Jespersen as a sex object.

Another way to think about how Jespersen’s female masculinity worked 
as a subtext in the case is to imagine a scenario in which the partners at a 
major law firm fired Brian, a male litigator, for showing up to court obviously 
made up—mascara, nail polish, red lipstick. Assume that this litigator brings 
a case against his partners alleging sex discrimination. Would he win? 
Probably not, notwithstanding that this case more squarely approximates 
Price Waterhouse in the sense that, unlike Jespersen, it does not involve a 
formal grooming policy.

Judge Richard Posner, a well-known and influential appellate judge, has 
pretty much said that plaintiffs in such a case would lose. According to 
Posner, antidiscrimination law does not create a right for “male workers to 
wear nail polish and dresses and speak in falsetto and mince about in high 
heels.”17 Note how explicitly Posner trades on normative masculinity. Posner, 
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among many other judges, would not be persuaded by the claim that Brian 
was the victim of impermissible sex stereotyping. He would insist that the 
law firm properly fired Brian because he failed to abide by the most basic 
norms of professional self-presentation. Brian, he might add, does not have a 
right to make himself up (like a woman). That Brian would likely lose  
his case, at least under Posner’s analysis, helps to explain why Jespersen lost 
hers.

That the Jespersen court did not apply a gender-nonconformity or anti–sex 
stereotyping theory does not mean that Harrah’s victory was secured. As 
suggested earlier, the court could have applied the “equal burdens” test less 
formalistically to find in Jespersen’s favor. More particularly, the court could 
have drawn upon the gendered history of makeup to conclude that the 
makeup requirements were rooted in a sex-gender system that disadvantages 
women.18 By the mid-twentieth century, makeup had become a necessary 
part of being a woman, a social technology for gender conformity. At the 
same time, this technology helped to legitimize especially white women’s 
entrance into the workplace, particularly during World War II. As white 
women increasingly participated in formerly male spheres—politics, eco-
nomic activities, and the labor market—makeup served to appease an anxiety 
concerning this intrusion and integration. Makeup signified that the gender 
integration of white women would not mean the disruption of gender hier-
archy. While some employers were troubled by the use of makeup on the job 
(for both safety and cultural reasons), others welcomed it.19

The grooming policy in Jespersen is best understood in light of the history 
of makeup. The “unequal burden” of makeup is less about the monetary or 
preparation costs (though neither is trivial), and more about the hierarchical 
gender roles makeup historically effectuated and maintained. Whether 
women who “freely” choose to wear makeup reinscribe that hierarchy is open 
to debate. But when a company mandates that women wear makeup, and 
prohibits men from doing so, it is enforcing normative gender roles whose 
symbolic and distributional consequences have been decidedly unequal. To 
put all of this slightly differently, while Harrah’s grooming policy imposed 
impermissible sex-stereotyping burdens on both women and men—quite 
literally making up the former as feminine and the latter as masculine—the 
history of makeup as a kind of gender palliative suggests that the policy 
unequally burdens women by reinforcing gender hierarchy. In legitimizing 
this hierarchy as an equal burden, the Ninth Circuit left Harrah’s free to 
make Jespersen female like a heterosexual white woman.20
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And it is important to explicitly mark the operation of whiteness here. 
One way to do so is to explore how the case would have been litigated had 
Darlene Jespersen been black. While one cannot answer this question with 
absolute certitude, engaging it helps to highlight how race is implicated in 
the formal equality analysis the Jespersen court employs, how whiteness oper-
ates in the case as an unarticulated racial default, and how blackness can 
function as social axis through which both female identity and sexism are 
refused.

Consider first the point about race and formal equality. Recall again the 
equal burdens test. This test becomes even more problematic when black 
women are imagined as litigants. Black women spend more than 7.5 billion 
dollars on cosmetics annually,21 more than three times the amount that 
white women spend. Precisely because black women have historically been 
masculinized, they have had to expend more energy and resources quite liter-
ally making themselves up as women. Whether we should conceptualize this 
effort as a form of mimicry (in the sense of acquiescence or resistance or both) 
I do not presume to decide.22 The point is that, historically, an “Ain’t I a 
woman” imperative has structured black women’s political interventions 
(include us in feminist agendas because we are women) and their self-
representational practices (include us in your conception of womanhood 
because we have performed the role).

There are other ways in which repositioning Darlene Jespersen as black 
broadens our understanding of the Jespersen court’s formalism. At no point 
does the Jespersen court explicitly engage race. Implicit in the court’s analysis 
is a formalistic understanding of women as women, racially unmodified. 
Facilitating this gender essentialism, at least in part, is the fact that Darlene 
Jespersen is white. Her whiteness is not a particularity of gender, but gender 
itself. In this respect, as a legal figure, Jespersen does not have an explicit 
racial marker. At no point does she have to worry about being “only” a white 
women over and against some more generalizable female subjectivity.  
She can, and indeed in the context of the litigation does, stand in for  
gender per se. Her whiteness—both juridically unmarked and juridically 
incorporated—facilitates this representational authority. Because in the case 
whiteness operates invisibly as the default around which the court adjudi-
cates Jespersen’s sex discrimination claim, the racial dimension of Jespersen’s 
gender identity is both erased (in that whiteness is not formally expressed in 
the court’s opinion) and incorporated (in that whiteness anchors the court’s 
gender analysis). In this sense, one might say that the Jespersen litigation 
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reflects colorblind intersectionality: whiteness is doing racially constitutive 
work in the case but is unarticulated and racially invisible as an intersectional 
subject position.23

One consequence of colorblind intersectionality is that white women can 
simultaneously be “just women” and stand in for all women; white men can 
be “just men” and stand in for all men; and white gays and lesbians can be 
“just gays and lesbians” and stand in for all gays and lesbians. The fact that 
whiteness is intersectionally unmarked across each of the preceding (and 
other) social positions shores up whiteness as the default and normative racial 
category through and on which gender, sexuality, class, and so on are 
expressed. At the same time, colorblind intersectionality instantiates non-
whiteness as the racial modifier of gender, sexuality, class, and so on. In this 
respect, there is a relationship between the notion of women of color as “dif-
ferent” and the unarticulated racial intersectionality of Jespersen’s white 
identity.

Naming the elision of Jespersen’s race as an intersectional activity is cru-
cial not only to articulating how colorblindness can function as a racial 
preference for whites (here white women) but also to highlighting how gen-
der can function as a repository for the expression of that preference. This 
suggests that we should avoid framing the intersection of race and gender to 
mean the intersection of nonwhiteness and gender. That dominant way of 
theorizing intersectionality erases the racial intersectionality of white people 
and makes it easier for whiteness to operate as the “natural” and unmarked 
racial backdrop for other social positions, rather than as a particular and 
“different” representation of them. Moreover, framing whiteness outside of 
intersectionality legitimizes a broader epistemic universe in which the racial 
difference and racial consciousness of whiteness travels undisturbed as a race-
neutral phenomenon over and against the racial difference, racial conscious-
ness, and racial particularity of people of color.24 The Jespersen case is a part 
of this universe. Throughout the litigation, whiteness anchors the intelligibil-
ity of Jespersen as a woman and the intelligibility of her claim as an alleged 
instance of sex discrimination. This is the sense in which her gender is inter-
sectionally but invisibly constituted as white.

The erasure and incorporation of whiteness in the litigation ensured that, 
at least to some extent, Jespersen’s intersectional subjectivity as a white 
woman was not doctrinally fragmented. Jespersen did not have to choose 
between being white and being a woman. Unlike the doctrinal position in 
which black women sometimes found themselves, where courts refused to 
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recognize their discrimination claims based on race and sex,25 Jespersen did 
not have to quarantine her race to represent her gender. Her whiteness did 
not corrupt her standing as a woman. On the contrary, colorblind intersec-
tionality drew on that whiteness to keep her sex discrimination claim juridi-
cally “pure.”

Nor, unlike black women, did Jespersen have to worry about whether she 
could represent gender per se. Her whiteness did not call into question her 
capacity to stand in for all women. She occupied the category “woman” with-
out racial specificity. That is virtually impossible for a black woman to do so. 
Her race is always already particularizing her gender, thus diminishing her 
gender’s representational capacity. Against the backdrop of whiteness as a racial 
default, blackness renders a black woman’s gender and her sex discrimination 
claim at least implicitly racially “impure” and thus juridically quasi-suspect.

While Jespersen did not have to worry about the representative role her 
whiteness would perform in the litigation, she did have to worry about her 
sexual orientation. Jespersen did not identify herself as a lesbian in the case. 
That disclosure would have undermined her claim. In part this is because 
federal antidiscrimination law does not prohibit employers from discrimi-
nating on the basis of sexual orientation. Thus, had Jespersen highlighted her 
sexual orientation, Harrah’s might have articulated a sexual orientation 
defense—namely, that the company terminated Jespersen because she was a 
lesbian (likely, the company would not have argued that its grooming policy 
was necessary to prevent Jespersen from looking like a lesbian, though one 
gets the sense that, in part, that is precisely what was at stake). Because federal 
sex discrimination law almost always presupposes heterosexuality, Jespersen 
had to judicially closet her lesbian identity and doctrinally pass as a hetero-
sexual. Had Jespersen been black, the incentive for her to cover in this way 
likely would have been even stronger. This is because the historical masculi-
nization of black women would have made the lesbian subtext in the case 
even more salient.

There is another way in which we might we broaden our understanding of 
Jespersen by switching Jespersen’s identity from white to black. Consider, 
again, Harrah’s grooming policy: “Face powder, blush, and mascara” and “lip 
color must be worn at all times.” Moreover, women’s hair must be “teased, 
curled, or styled.”26 Would dreaded or braided hair constitute hair that is 
“teased, curled, or styled”? Assume that Harrah’s answered that question in 
the negative and prohibited Jespersen, who we are now imagining is black, 
from wearing her hair in braids. Would that constitute sex discrimination? 
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The question is not academic. This is precisely the issue Rogers v. American 
Airlines engages, a case in which American Airlines prohibited its employees 
from wearing all-braided hairstyles.27 Renee Rogers, a black female employee, 
challenged the policy, asserting that it discriminated against her based on 
race and gender.

The court disagreed. It reasoned that the grooming policy did not reflect 
sex discrimination because it applied to both women and men. The court 
further noted that because the policy restricted braided hair, irrespective of 
racial identity, the policy was race neutral. In reaching this conclusion the 
court invoked Bo Derek’s braided hairstyle in the movie 10. The court cred-
ited American Airlines’ argument that Renee Rogers “first appeared at work 
in the all-braided hairstyle on or about September 25, 1980, soon after the 
style had been popularized by a white actress in the film ‘10,’ ” and rejected 
Rogers’s claim that braided hair “has been, historically, a fashion and style 
adopted by Black American women, reflective of cultural, historical essence 
of Black women in American society.”28 For the court, from an antidiscrimi-
nation perspective, braided hair had no significance.29 Failing to consider the 
ways in which hair is racially constitutive,30 the court concluded that 
American Airlines’ prohibition on braided hairstyles had “at most a negligi-
ble effect on employment opportunity.”31

Reading the Rogers case in conjunction with Jespersen produces at least 
three additional intersectional insights. The first is that Harrah’s grooming 
policy is not only gendered, it is raced. Black women and white women are 
likely to be differently situated with respect to (a) whether they can “tease” 
their hair (assuming an objective standard as to what that means), (b) whether 
they would have to chemically treat their hair to satisfy Harrah’s policy,  
(c) whether Harrah’s would perceive their hairstyles to be “teased, curled, or 
styled” (a grooming standard that is intended to produce a professionalized 
feminine look, one for which black women would not be the “natural” exem-
plars), and (d) whether the express prohibition of certain hairstyles (such as 
braids) would have a disparate impact on black women.

A second intersectional insight that reading Rogers and Jespersen together 
produces pertains to litigation. Assume that in our hypothetical case 
Harrah’s concluded that dreaded or braided hair does not constitute hair 
that is “teased, curled, or styled” and terminated Jespersen. Would she have 
a cause of action? In light of Rogers, the answer is no. The fact that the prohi-
bition of braids formally would apply to women irrespective of race would 
defeat a claim that the prohibition constitutes sex discrimination.
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Third, and more generally, once we unpack and articulate how whiteness 
colors and is embedded in the Jespersen case, it raises a question about one aspect 
of the intersectionality problem Crenshaw identified in “Demarginalizing”: 
whether expressly invoking blackness in a sex discrimination case, against an 
unarticulated baseline of whiteness, renders such claims less viable in the sense 
of appearing less authentically about gender per se.

None of this is to say that Jespersen herself was trading on her whiteness. 
The point, instead, is a structural one—namely, that her whiteness was not 
marked as an intersectional subject position in the way that an African 
American woman’s blackness would have been. Engaging the Jespersen case 
along these intersectional lines provides a clear window on at least one of the 
ways in which colorblind intersectionality works: to produce an unarticu-
lated intersectional imperative for Darlene Jespersen to be female like a white 
heterosexual woman.

E S S E N T i A L Ly  G Ay:  

O R  G Ay  L i K E  A  W h i T E  h E T E R O S E X UA L  M A N

While Harrah’s grooming policy required Darlene Jespersen to be female 
like a heterosexual white woman, gay rights advocates have historically 
required their gay civil rights icons to be gay like a white heterosexual man, 
or more colloquially, “straight acting.” This white heteronormative invest-
ment created a white homonormative strategy, one that shaped gay rights 
opposition to, among other homophobic policies, the “Don’t Ask, Don’t 
Tell” policy.

Criticism of the strategy of analogizing race to sexual orientation, as well 
as its particular deployment in the context of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” is by 
now a familiar mode of contestation.32 Yet revisiting this chapter in the rhe-
torical framing of gay rights advocacy provides another vantage point from 
which to observe colorblind intersectionality at work.

To challenge “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” some gay rights proponents 
analogized the rhetoric the military deployed to exclude (out) gays and lesbi-
ans from military service to the rhetoric it deployed to exclude African 
Americans. They reasoned that because most people have repudiated the lat-
ter, we as a society should also repudiate the former. This analogizing of rheto-
ric was the predicate for a formal equality analogy about discrimination—
namely, the exclusion of African Americans from the military is like the 
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exclusion of (out) gays and lesbians. The analogy sets up an equivalency 
between race-based and sexual orientation–based military exclusion. 
Buttressed by colorblind intersectionality, the analogy obscured important 
civil rights history, elided the existence of black gays and lesbians, normalized 
whiteness as the natural but unarticulated racial default for the expression of 
gay identity, and produced a civil rights discourse that traded on white nor-
mative masculinity.33

According to David Smith, the spokesperson for the gay and lesbian coali-
tion group Campaign for Military Service, the language the military 
employed to exclude blacks from military service is like the language the 
military employed to exclude gays and lesbians. Smith’s argument has addi-
tional force if we examine two texts: a Department of Defense Directive 
(Defense Directive) justifying the military’s discrimination against gays and 
lesbians, and a 1942 statement from the Secretary of the Navy (Navy 
Statement) supporting racial segregation in the armed forces. The Defense 
Directive reads, in part:

The presence in the military environment of persons who engage in homo-
sexual conduct or who, by their statements, demonstrate a propensity to 
engage in homosexual conduct, seriously impairs the accomplishment of 
military mission. The presence of such members adversely affects the ability 
of the armed forces to maintain discipline, good order and morale; to foster 
mutual trust and confidence among service members; to insure the integrity 
of the system of rank and command; to facilitate assignment and worldwide 
deployment of service members who frequently must live and work in close 
conditions affording minimal privacy; to recruit and retain members of the 
armed forces; to maintain the public acceptability of military service.”34

Now consider the Navy Statement, which in relevant part reads:

Men on board ships live in particularly close association; in their messes, one 
man sits beside another; their hammocks or bunks are close together; in their 
tasks such as those of gun crew, they form a closely knit, highly coordinated 
team. How many white men would choose, of their own accord, that their 
closest associates in sleeping quarters, at mess, and in gun crews should be of 
another race?35

These texts suggest that at different historical moments in America the 
armed forces have employed military necessity arguments to justify both 
racial segregation in and the exclusion of (out) gays and lesbians from the 
military. Blackness and homosexuality threaten military discipline, organiza-
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tion, morale, and readiness. Fair enough? Maybe. But this discursive analogy 
then became the basis for a comparison about discrimination: Gay exclusion 
from the military is like black exclusion from the military. Part of the problem 
here is that this formal inequality claim obscures the history of Jim Crow and 
the ways in which that history was sexualized. Rather than employing the 
politics of Jim Crow to discuss how racial regimes regulate sexuality (and how 
sexuality is often a technology for policing racial boundaries), gay rights pro-
ponents imposed a “gay gaze”—or sexual orientation qua sexual orientation 
frame—onto the racial exclusion of blacks from the military. As George 
Chauncey puts in a related context, “Claiming the two experiences have been 
the same does no justice to history and no service to the gay cause.”36

Yet it would be inaccurate to say that gay rights proponents completely 
ignored black civil rights history. In fact, they traded on the moral authority 
of the civil rights movement. But they did so without actually engaging the 
racial conditions under which African Americans were fighting for reform. 
The gay rights advocacy against “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” selectively incorpo-
rated African American history—and African Americans—to compare sex-
ual orientation per se (read: presumptively white gays and lesbians of today) 
with race per se (read: presumptively black heterosexuals of the Jim Crow era). 
Underwriting the advocacy was the notion that, in a historical sense, gays are 
like African Americans; in a contemporary sense, gays are “just like every-
body else” (the white normative heterosexuals in contemporary society).

This strategy should disturb us. It exploits and displaces black civil rights 
history, trades on white privilege, and renders whiteness an invisible particu-
larity of gay identity. Like the Jespersen litigation, gay rights advocacy against 
“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” reflected colorblind intersectionality. Throughout 
the gay rights campaign against “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” gay identity was 
(almost entirely) intersectionally constituted as white. Naming this as an 
intersectional activity is crucial not only to articulating colorblindness as a 
racial preference for whites but also to highlighting gay identity as a reposi-
tory for the expression of that preference. In the context of the gay rights 
challenges to “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” whiteness anchors our intelligibility of 
gay identity (and blackness is heterosexualized as a social category whose 
disadvantages and civil rights aspirations reside in the domain of history).

The colorblind intersectionality of the gay rights advocacy helps to explain 
why black gay rights advocates focused on the white, and not black, casualties 
of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” despite the fact that African Americans were 
disproportionately affected by the policy.37 Too masculine to be gay and too 
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feminine to be men, black gay men cannot be gay like a white heterosexual 
man. Thus, while Perry Watkins, a black army sergeant, established an 
important milestone when he became the first openly gay serviceman to suc-
cessfully challenge “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,”38 gay rights advocates largely 
marginalized him in their campaign. As Tom Stoddard, the important gay 
activist lawyer who directed the Campaign for Military Service, said, “There 
was a public relations problem with Perry Watkins.”39 Watkins often per-
formed in drag at recreational centers, social clubs, and other official and 
unofficial military gatherings. Notwithstanding that the military sometimes 
specifically requested these performances, they were at odds with the boy-
next-door representative gay man around whom gay rights proponents sought 
to structure their advocacy.

Watkins was very aware that this representative gay man was racialized. 
In his view, gay right proponents preferred “poster children,” many of whom 
had “lied” about their sexual orientation, over “a black man who had to live 
the struggle nearly every day of his life.”40 From Watkins’s perspective, much 
of the public gay rights advocacy against “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” rendered 
him invisibly out.

Enter Keith Meinhold. A white navy petty officer who revealed that he 
was gay on ABC World News Tonight, Meinhold became the “poster child” 
for the gay rights campaign. He appeared on the cover of Newsweek maga-
zine, in full navy uniform, performing the role of the all-American boy.

The subhead accompanying his image asks, “How far will Clinton go?”41 
On the one hand, one could say that this cover invites the reader to conclude 
that Clinton would have to go very far. On the other hand, one could argue 
that after reading Meinhold’s story, the American public would come to see 
him as an ordinary man, “but for” his sexual orientation, and conclude that 
Clinton would not be going too far if he admitted men like Meinhold—men 
who were “gay like white heterosexual men”—into the military.

Joseph Steffan, a former midshipman who was expelled from the Naval 
Academy a few weeks before graduation, made a similar public appearance. 
Consider the following account:

The host is interviewing Joseph Steffan. . . . Raised in the Midwest, Catholic, 
a choir boy in his local church, Steffan was the kid next door. Clean-cut, an 
excellent student, exceptional in track, he took as his date for the senior prom 
the high school’s homecoming queen. From his small town in Minnesota, Joe 
Steffan entered Annapolis. At the Academy he was ranked in the top ten in 
his class, became battalion commander his senior year, and received the 
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unique honor of twice singing, solo, the national anthem at the Army-Navy 
game.

The TV monitor shifts to a film of Joe Steffan, standing on a platform as 
the Army-Navy game is about to begin, bearing erect, singing the anthem 
against the red, white, and blue backdrop of the American flag waving in the 
stadium breeze. The television studio camera again trains its lens on Joe 
Steffan’s face, his sincere gaze, his serious eyes. . . . Joseph Steffan . . . is now 
“out” to the USA.42

Significantly, it is not just Steffan who is “out” here. For in this context, 
Steffan, like Meinhold, functions as a representative gay man. He is respect-
able. He is accomplished. He is an athlete. He is American. He is white. He 
is normatively masculine. And he is also gay. I employ “and” and not “but” 
here because the theater invites us to conceptualize Steffan’s gay identity as 
incidental or beside the point with respect to his military manhood. Steffan’s 
normative masculinity, which his whiteness helped to intersectionally con-
stitute, rendered him gay like a white heterosexual man.

To the extent that “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ is now a dead letter, one can 
query whether it makes sense to interrogate how gay rights contestations of 
this policy managed questions of race. Why should we care about that now? 
Surely gay rights advocacy today is more intersectionally nuanced? With 
respect to gay rights advocacy for marriage equality, the answer is “no.”43 An 
emerging slogan in the marriage equality discourse is that “Gay is the New 
Black.”44 This slogan relegates racial inequality to the domain of history, 
stages a gay civil rights agenda that treats race as largely irrelevant, obscures 
the existence of black LGBT communities, and conceptualizes racial equal-
ity in formalistic terms. The advocacy marks African Americans as a group 
whose civil rights aspirations have already been fulfilled. Like the “Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell” advocacy, the “Gay is the New Black” frame reproduced 
colorblind intersectionality. Here, too, whiteness is an unarticulated inter-
sectional subject position; and here, too, the representation currency of 
whiteness overdetermines the content of gay identity.

One might think of the “Gay is the New Black” frame as yet another 
expression of and commitment to formal equality. Because blacks no longer 
experience de jure racial discrimination as a matter of law, the slogan renders 
black subordination and disadvantage a thing of the past. This reasoning 
acquiesces in and helps to fuel a broader colorblind ideological machinery 
that has either stopped the civil rights clock for African Americans or is 
causing it to tick counterclockwise. Under the “Gay is the New Black” slo-
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gan, there is no African American social subject around whom to structure 
a civil rights intervention. To put it the way Chandan Reddy might, African 
Americans become part of a historical “remembering” to mark a society that 
once was racially regressive—“an early and primitive moment of national 
development”—but is now regressive in terms of sexual orientation.45 Under 
the “Gay is the New Black” frame, the subordination of African American 
blackness is not only being rearticulated; it is being disappeared to history. 
The implication of the slogan is that African Americans, with the full pano-
ply of formal rights, including the right to marry, are effectively the new 
whites. Consistent with one of the dominant logics of colorblindness, 
African Americans are black only in terms of the color of their skin. In terms 
of structural subordination, “Gay is the New Black.”

The “Gay is the New Black” refrain is the most recent manifestation of the 
heteronormative aspirations of mainstream gay rights organizing. This 
investment raises a question about whether, instead of conceptualizing gay as 
the new black, we might profitably think of gay—or, more specifically, 
middle-class gay men—as the new straight. Doing so would not be to deny 
the real vulnerability—to both discrimination and violence—that white gay 
men have. The argument here would simply mirror claims about race and 
whiteness.46 Just as scholars of race have explored, for example, how the Irish 
and the Jew became white,47 one might begin a conversation about whether 
certain expressions of gay identity are becoming the new straight. In exploring 
this question, one need not treat heterosexuality and straight identity as pre-
cisely the same thing. One might, instead, understand straight to denote the 
manifestation of normatively appropriate ways of being, including, but not 
limited to, expressions of masculinity.

Alternatively, but along similar lines, one might conceptualize white 
middle-class gay identity as a kind of ethnic whiteness: the more white 
middle-class gay men assimilate their identities to white heteronormative 
standards, the more they move from the periphery of white privilege to its 
core. Under this view, white gay men in particular are becoming the “new 
white.” This conceptualization of gay identity trades on an understanding of 
whiteness as a zone within which people are differentially positioned as a 
result of both their willingness and perceived capacity to assimilate. Under 
this framework, masculinity is one axis along which middle-class gay men 
can shore up, express, and naturalize their whiteness. To put the point slightly 
differently, the homonormativity of the gay rights marriage equality cam-
paign instantiates a naturalization process through which white gay men are 
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incorporated into a white mainstream identity. This incorporation moves 
them from a kind of “first-class white-citizens-in-waiting” status to first-class 
white citizens proper. Understood in this way, the colorblind intersectional-
ity of the “Gay is the New Black” frame effectively is structured around a 
white racial and normatively masculine prerequisite. People who do not sat-
isfy these intersectional standards are not naturalized as gay within main-
stream gay rights advocacy, a naturalized status that is itself a prerequisite for 
incorporation into the mainstream body of the United States.

Significantly, I am not making a strong claim that we should conceptualize 
gay identity as either the new straight or the new white. I simply mean to mark 
how (paradoxically?) the “Gay is the New Black” slogan reflects a white racial 
and heteronormative orientation. The “Gay is the New Black” frame and the 
colorblind intersectionality that underwrites it help to produce gay male sub-
jects who, like Meinhold and Steffan, are gay like a white heterosexual man.

This brings me back to the introduction. There I suggested that it is erroneous 
to conceptualize intersectionality as a theory whose exclusive focus is the inter-
section of race (read: nonwhite) and gender (read: female identity). Moreover, 
there are significant costs to doing so. Framing intersectionality as just about 
women of color gives masculinity, whiteness, and maleness an intersectional 
pass. That, in turn, leaves colorblind intersectionality unnamed and uninter-
rogated, further naturalizing white, male heterosexuality as the normative 
baseline against which the rest of us are intersectionally differentiated.

N O T E S

1. Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and 
Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and 
Antiracist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum 1989, no. 1 (1989): 139–68.

2. Indeed, two important and ambitious anthologies on masculinities are explic-
itly framed in terms of multidimensionality (over and against intersectionality): 
Frank Rudy Cooper and Ann C. McGinley, eds., Masculinities and Law: 
A Multidimensional Approach (New York: New York University Press, 2012); and 
Athena D. Mutua, Progressive Black Masculinities (New York: Routledge, 2006). 
For an approach that frames the issue expressly in intersectional terms, see the intro-
duction to Devon W. Carbado, ed., Black Men on Race, Gender, and Sexuality: 
A Critical Reader (New York: New York University Press, 1999).

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



C O L O R b L I N D  I N T E R S E C T I O N A L I T Y  •  221

3. There are other “blind” forms of intersectionality that we should similarly 
interrogate. “Genderblind intersectionality,” “classblind intersectionality,” and “reli-
gionblind intersectionality” come readily to mind.

4. I am employing “case studies” loosely to mean contextual examples.
5. Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern 

America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004).
6. Peter Kwan, “Jeffrey Dahmer and the Cosynthesis of Categories,” Hastings 

Law Journal 48, no. 6 (1997): 1257–92.
7. Francisco Valdes, “Beyond Sexual Orientation in Queer Legal Theory: 

Majoritarianism, Multidimensionality, and Responsibility in Social Justice 
Scholarship, or Legal Scholars as Cultural Warriors,” Denver Law Review 75, no. 4 
(1998): 1409–64.

8. Athena Mutua, “The Rise, Development, and Future Directions of Critical Race 
Theory and Related Scholarship,” Denver University Law Review 84, no. 2 (2006): 
329–94; Darren Hutchinson, “Ignoring the Sexualization of Race: Heteronormativity, 
Critical Race Theory, and Anti-Racist Politics,” Buffalo Law Review 47, no. 1 (1999): 
1–116; Valdes, “Beyond Sexual Orientation in Queer Legal Theory.”

9. Jasbir K. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007).

10. I want to be clear that I am not suggesting that the foregoing works are 
unimportant. On the contrary, they perform critical interventions that bring to the 
fore important social justice questions that progressive scholars often marginalize. 
My critique, then, is a very specific one—namely, that in taking up the topics they 
explore, proponents of alternative frameworks to intersectionality often artificially 
limit (explicitly or implicitly) the work that intersectionality can perform.

11. Sumi Cho, “Post-Intersectionality,” Du Bois Review: Social Science Research 
on Race 10, no. 2 (2014): 385–404.

12. Devon Carbado, Mitu Gulati, and Gowri Ramachandran, “The Jespersen 
Story: Makeup and Women at Work,” in Employment Discrimination Stories, ed. 
Joel Wm. Friedman (New York: Foundation Press, 2006), 105–52; Tracey E. George, 
Mitu Gulati, and Ann C. McGinley, “The New Old Legal Realism,” Northwestern 
University Law Review 105, no. 2 (2011): 689–736.

13. Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins, 490 U.S. 228 (1989), https://supreme.justia
.com/cases/federal/us/490/228.

14. Ibid., 235.
15. Jespersen v. Harrah’s Operating Co., Inc., 392 F. 3d 1076 (9th Cir. 2004), 

https://finduslaw.com/jespersen-v-harrahs-operating-company-inc-392-f3d- 
1076–9th-cir-2004.

16. Ibid.
17. Hamm v. Weyauwega Milk Products, Inc., 332 F. 3d 1058, 1067 (7th Cir. 

2003), https://casetext.com/case/hamm-v-weyauwega-milk-products-inc.
18. Carbado, Gulati, and Ramachandran, “Jesperson Story.”
19. Paula Black, The Beauty Industry: Gender, Culture, Pleasure (London: 

Routledge, 2004).

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/490/228
https://finduslaw.com/jespersen-v-harrahs-operating-company-inc-392-f3d-1076%E2%80%939th-cir-2004
https://finduslaw.com/jespersen-v-harrahs-operating-company-inc-392-f3d-1076%E2%80%939th-cir-2004
https://casetext.com/case/hamm-v-weyauwega-milk-products-inc
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/490/228


222 •  M O V E S

20. For a more extended analysis of this case, see Devon Carbado and Mitu 
Gulati, “Acting Like a White Woman,” in Acting White? Re-thinking Race in Post-
racial America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

21. Stephanie D. Smith, “Beauty Beat: Essence Panel Explores Beauty 
Purchasing,” Women’s Wear Daily, May 19, 2009.

22. Homi K. Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivilance of Colonial 
Discourse,” in Locations of Culture (London: Routledge, 2004), 121–31.

23. Note that this is precisely what Crenshaw is problematizing in 
“Demarginalizing.” Although she does not frame her analysis in terms of color-
blindness, she is clear that “a white woman claiming discrimination against females 
may be in no better position to represent all women than a Black woman who claims 
discrimination as a Black female and wants to represent all females. The court’s 
preferred articulation ‘against females’ is not necessarily more inclusive—it just 
appears so because the racial contours of the claim are not specified. The court’s prefer-
ence for ‘against females’ rather than ‘against Black females’ reveals the implicit ground-
ing of white female experiences in the doctrinal conceptualization of sex discrimina-
tion.” Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing,” 144; emphasis added.

24. Part of the problem with colorblindness is that we do not conceptualize it as 
a racial ideology. For a conceptual model of how we might do so, see Devon W. 
Carbado and Cheryl Harris, “The New Racial Preferences,” California Law Review 
96, no. 5 (2008): 1139–214.

25. Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing.”
26. Jespersen v. Harrah.
27. Rogers v. American Airlines, Inc., 527 F. Supp. 229 (S.D.N.Y. 1981), https://

law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/FSupp/527/229/2369655.
28. Ibid., 231–32.
29. Paulette Caldwell, “A Hair Piece: Perspectives on the Intersection of Race 

and Gender,” Duke Law Journal 1991 (1991): 365–96; idem, “Intersectional Bias and 
the Courts: The Story of Rogers v. American Airlines,” in Race Law Stories, ed. Rachel 
F. Moran and Devon W. Carbado (New York: Foundation Press, 2008), 571–600.

30. Angela Onwuachi-Willig, “Another Hair Piece: Exploring New Strands of 
Analysis under Title VII,” Georgetown Law Journal 98, no. (2010): 1079–132.

31. Rogers v. American Airlines, 231.
32. Devon W. Carbado, “Critical What What?” Connecticut Law Review 43, 

no. 5 (2011): 1593–645.
33. This white normative masculinity excluded not only black men but also black 

women. Because I am interested in interrogating maleness and masculinity as inter-
sectional subjectivities, my focus is on the former.

34. Quoted in Randy Shilts, Conduct Unbecoming: Lesbians and Gays in the U.S. 
Military—Vietnam to the Persian Gulf (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993), 378–79.

35. Quoted in John Sibley Butler, “Homosexuals and the Military Establishment,” 
Society 31, no. 1 (1993): 16–17.

36. George Chauncey, Why Marriage? The History Shaping Today’s Debate over 
Gay Equality (New York: Basic Books, 2005), 161.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/FSupp/527/229/2369655
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/FSupp/527/229/2369655


C O L O R b L I N D  I N T E R S E C T I O N A L I T Y  •  223

37. Josh Rosenthal and Christopher Contreras, “Piling One Prejudice onto 
Another” (Center for American Progress, Feb. 23, [2010]), www.americanprogress 
.org/issues/2010/02/prejudice_another.html.

38. Watkins v. U.S. Army, 875 F. 2d 699 (9th Cir. 1989), https://law.justia.com
/cases/federal/appellate-courts/F2/875/699/179345.

39. Quoted in Keith Boykin, One More River to Cross: Black and Gay in America 
(New York: Anchor Books, 1996), 218.

40. Ibid., 219–20.
41. Newsweek, Feb. 1, 1993, cover.
42. Mary Fainsod Katzenstein, “The Spectacle of Life and Death: Feminist and 

Lesbian/Gay Politics in the Military,” in Gay Rights, Military Wrongs: Political 
Perspective on Lesbians and Gays in the Military, ed. Craig A. Rimmerman (New 
York: Routledge, 1996), 233–34.

43. For an indication of how marriage equality proponents have mobilized race 
in the context of litigation, see Russell Robinson, “Marriage Equality and 
Postracialism,” UCLA Law Review 67 (2014): 1010–81. For a critique of how gay 
rights proponents have employed Loving v. Virginia, the case that rendered antimis-
cegenation laws unconstitutional, in their advocacy, see Chandan Reddy, “Time for 
Rights? Loving, Gay Marriage, and the Limits of Legal Justice,” Fordham Law 
Review 76, no. 6 (2008): 2849–72 . Significantly, and as I have argued elsewhere, I 
am not arguing that race/sexual orientation analogies should never be employed; see 
Devon W. Carbado, “Black Rights, Gay Rights, Civil Rights,” UCLA Law Review 
47, no. 6 (2000): 1467–520. Robin Lenhardt’s work, for example, provides a sense of 
how one might engage in this kind of comparative project; see R. A. Lenhardt, 
“Forgotten Lessons on Race, Law, and Marriage: The Story of Perez v. Sharp,” in 
Race Law Stories, ed. Rachel F. Moran and Devon W. Carbado (New York: 
Foundation Press, 2007), 343–80; idem, “Beyond Analogy: Perez v. Sharp, 
Antimiscegenation Law, and the Fight for Same-Sex Marriage,” California Law 
Review 96, no. 4 (2008): 839–900.

44. This slogan appeared on the December 2008 cover of the Advocate magazine 
and has circulated more broadly in gay rights discourses about marriage equality. 
For an indication of the extent to which this is so, see Robinson, “Marriage Equality 
and Postracialism.”

45. Reddy, “Time for Rights,” 2862.
46. Cheryl I. Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 

(1993): 1707–91; George Lipsitz, “ ‘Constituted by a Series of Contestations’: Critical 
Race Theory as a Social Movement,” Connecticut Law Review 43, no. 5 (2011): 
1458–78.

47. Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: Routledge, 1995); 
Karen Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says about Race in 
America (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1998).

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2010/02/prejudice_another.html
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/appellate-courts/F2/875/699/179345
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/appellate-courts/F2/875/699/179345
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2010/02/prejudice_another.html


224

T E N

Causality, Context, and 
Colorblindness

E Q UA L  E D U C AT i O N A L  O P P O R T U N i T y  A N D 

T h E  P O L i T i C S  O F  R A C i S T  D i S AV O WA L

Leah N. Gordon

When Chief Justice John Roberts argued in the 2007 Parents Involved in 
Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1 decision that “the way to 
stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis 
of race,” he linked the concept of equality of educational opportunity to the 
colorblind politics of racial disavowal, reinterpreting racial equality to 
obscure histories and ongoing patterns of racial oppression, discrimination, 
and disparity.1 Arguing that the “racial classifications” under consideration, 
a Seattle school desegregation plan that considered race to promote racial 
balance, violated Brown v. Board of Education’s (1954) promise of equality of 
educational opportunity, Roberts exemplified how colorblind racial logics 
could work hand in hand with other ostensibly race-neutral concepts—in 
this case equality of opportunity—to perpetuate racial inequality. Many lib-
eral scholars, civil rights activists, and policymakers had for years relied on 
notions of equal educational opportunity when promoting the redistribution 
of resources to minority students, school integration, and policies that held 
school systems accountable for achievement gaps.2 Early twenty-first-century 
colorblind conservatives employed the same language, however, to legitimize 
retreats from affirmative action and school desegregation.

This seeming contradiction has a long history; it is rooted in the ways in 
which the capacious concept of equality of educational opportunity has been 
used for both purposes that are emancipatory and those that reinforce racial 
hierarchy . Today’s colorblind contradictions have antecedents, as this chapter 
will show, in academic debates over the causes of educational inequality in the 
1960s and 1970s, years when opportunity-based egalitarianism was largely the 
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language of the antiracist left. Situating the current politics of colorblindness 
in this longer historical trajectory illuminates the agenda setting capacities of 
social knowledge. It shows how visions of race, justice, and equality forged in 
the disciplines can frame social policy and law, making some approaches to 
contesting racial hierarchy—and not others—seem actionable. Conservative 
repurposing of liberal scientific egalitarianism, moreover, exemplifies how 
disciplinary knowledge can not only travel beyond its original construction 
sites, but also be used for purposes its producers never intended.3

The chameleonlike character of the concepts “equal opportunity” and 
“equal educational opportunity” is not a recent development. A basic tenet of 
American liberalism and an objective embraced by both conservative propo-
nents of colorblindness and their progressive opponents, equality of opportu-
nity is among the most enduring political ideals in the twentieth-century 
United States.4 While the “protean” character of American liberalism has long 
perplexed historians, many describe liberalism, which prioritizes individual 
liberty, civil rights, political equality, and fair opportunity while accepting 
competitive markets as just tools for distributing social and economic goods, 
as the nation’s dominant political philosophy.5 Despite Lyndon Johnson’s 
famous 1965 call for “not just equality as a right and a theory but equality as a 
fact and equality as a result,” versions of opportunity-based egalitarianism 
typically infused mid-twentieth-century racial liberalism (the civil rights 
agenda that prioritized attacks on legal segregation, discrimination, and white 
prejudice) and Great Society liberalism.6 Defined as a right of citizenship in 
Brown v. Board, equality of educational opportunity motivated campaigns to 
implement school desegregation across the country in the post-Brown decades, 
undergirded federal efforts to increase educational resources for low-income 
students during the War on Poverty, and provided a language deployed by 
activists on all sides of debates over compensatory education, community 
control, bilingualism, fiscal neutrality (the fair distribution of educational 
resources between school districts), busing, standards, and accountability.7

At the same time, opportunity-based egalitarianism’s conservative poten-
tial has been evident throughout the twentieth century. Black Power theorists 
Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Ture) and Charles Hamilton described equal 
opportunity as part of the ideological system rationalizing white supremacy. 
Others argued that equal educational opportunity was a myth that legiti-
mized unequal educational results and an ideology that convinced Americans 
to fight poverty through schooling rather than through potentially more 
effective jobs or welfare policies.8 In fact, as descriptions of the social order 
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and normative ideals, notions of equal educational opportunity have been 
among the “rearticulated elements of traditional liberalism” that racial con-
servatives employed for “racially illiberal goals” in the late twentieth century.9 
Opportunity-based egalitarianism and its educational varieties are among the 
ideas that, as Eduardo Bonilla-Silva puts it, helped depict “contemporary 
racial inequality as the outcome of nonracial dynamics,” “exculpate” whites 
“from any responsibility for the status of people of color,” and “rationalize 
minorities’ contemporary status as the product of market dynamics, naturally 
occurring phenomena, and blacks’ imputed cultural limitations.”10

This chapter investigates debate that circulated around three prominent 
texts on education, opportunity, and inequality: James S. Coleman’s Equality 
of Educational Opportunity (1966); Kenneth Clark’s Dark Ghetto (1965); and 
Whitney Young’s To Be Equal (1964). Since each volume interpreted social 
science for an audience of educators, policymakers, and concerned citizens, 
their histories illuminate the agenda-setting power of social research, includ-
ing how often unacknowledged colorblind assumptions in social science 
could legitimize social and educational policies that “blamed the victim” or 
rationalized an unequal status quo. This debate occurred between 1964 and 
1974, years when arguments over the utility of integration to the African 
American freedom struggle, the appropriateness of colonial metaphors for 
describing domestic race relations, the sources of the increasingly visible 
“urban crisis,” deficiency paradigms, and Great Society liberalism’s promise 
and pitfalls often divided antiracist liberals and radicals.11 This intellectual 
history reveals how notions of equality of educational opportunity, which 
Coleman employed in ways that obscured systematic racial harm while 
Young and Clark used them to expose racial power, functioned at the dawn 
of the era of formal equality.

The first part of the chapter focuses on Coleman’s government-sponsored 
report, Equality of Educational Opportunity, among the most authoritative 
and widely cited surveys of educational inequality of the Civil Rights Act era. 
The Coleman Report revealed how the measurement of racial inequality, 
especially when linked to notions of objectivity associated with scientism 
(social scientific reliance on investigative norms of the natural sciences), 
could complicate the description of racist causality.12 Despite highlighting 
racial disparities in educational inputs and outputs, Coleman’s analysis of the 
factors blocking equality of educational opportunity obscured systemic and 
institutionalized racial discrimination, isolated educational inequality from 
white supremacist contexts, legitimized reduced investments in the schooling 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



C A U S A L I T Y ,  C O N T E x T ,  A N D  C O L O R b L I N D N E S S  •  227

of poor and minority students, and resulted in victim blaming. Others, how-
ever, effectively used the language of equality of educational opportunity to 
further antiracist political agendas. The second half of the chapter shows that 
Kenneth Clark, Whitney Young, and many on the African American social 
scientific left used notions of equal educational opportunity to expose the 
causal importance of systemic discrimination and to highlight educational 
inequality’s inseparability from the broader political and economic context, 
one marked by histories and ongoing patterns of white supremacy.

C O L E M A N ,  D E F i C i E N C y  PA R A D i G M S ,  A N D 

C AU S A L  A M b i G U i T y

Commissioned under the 1964 Civil Rights Act for the Office of Education, 
James S. Coleman’s Equality of Educational Opportunity was an emblem of 
Great Society liberalism’s alliance with quantitative social science, a textual 
expression of the midcentury liberal faith that scientific objectivity—
especially large-scale statistical analysis—was essential to informing effective 
social policy. Surpassed perhaps only by Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s report 
on the African American family in its familiarity to those outside the social 
sciences,13 the Coleman Report generated symposia, edited volumes, and 
both academic and popular debate.14 Coleman, who spent his career at the 
University of Chicago and Johns Hopkins University (1959–73), and by his 
death in 1995 had been elected to the National Academy of Sciences, awarded 
ten honorary degrees, and served as president of the American Sociological 
Association, was one the nation’s leading sociologists of social organization. 
Trained by Paul Lazarsfeld, Robert Merton, and Seymour Martin Lipset at 
Columbia, Coleman contributed to mathematical sociology, network analy-
sis, theories of social capital, and the study of human behavior.15 The Coleman 
Report, which launched a line of research on the “achievement gap” that 
flourishes still today, was requested by President Lyndon Johnson as he 
launched the War on Poverty. It was published a year after the 1965 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act substantially expanded federal 
involvement in the education of poor children.16 Coleman applied the latest 
statistical techniques and one of the largest data sets thus far available for 
educational researchers to a burning policy question: whether school deseg-
regation or compensatory educational funding could more effectively equal-
ize educational opportunity. Since segregationist stalling tactics ensured that 
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progress toward statistical school desegregation remained slow before 1968, 
it is little surprise that this question persisted ten years after Brown v. Board 
of Education.17

If one defines color consciousness in terms of willingness to measure racial 
inequality, the Coleman Report certainly qualified. The report highlighted 
correlations between student racial characteristics, school-level educational 
inputs (per-pupil spending, quality of facility, curricular and extracurricular 
options, teacher preparation, levels of segregation, the demographics of a stu-
dent’s peers, etc.) and educational outputs (student performance on standard-
ized tests). The nation’s schools were profoundly segregated by race and socio-
economic status, the sociologist found, while also making clear that 
segregation went hand in hand with resource inequality. His data on test 
scores also revealed that while minority children (especially African American 
and Puerto Rican) lagged behind whites in their “verbal and nonverbal skills” 
when they began school, these differences in achievement (which later schol-
ars would term “achievement gaps”) increased with years in the classroom.18

At the same time, the Coleman Report epitomized how a study of racial 
inequality could contribute to the politics of racist disavowal. The vision of 
racial injustice underlying the report was liberal in political leaning, meth-
odologically individualistic, and compatible with deficiency paradigms on 
the rise in the era of the Moynihan Report. The centrality of “opportunity” 
to the project’s conceptual framing naturalized a competitive ethos that 
treated inequality in economic or social status among adults as inevitable. If 
all citizens entered the competitive ring with ambiguously defined “equal 
educational opportunities,” then presumably inequality in social and eco-
nomic status among adults was fair. In addition, despite Coleman’s interests 
in social organization, the report’s methodological orientation paralleled the 
astructural social survey tradition of the 1940s and 1950s, which critics 
accused of atomism for isolating individuals from social or political economic 
context.19 It also shared premises with psychologically inflected deficiency 
paradigms, which rooted “social dislocations” in family life, cultural norms, 
and what Coleman’s colleague Daniel Patrick Moynihan (drawing on termi-
nology originated by Kenneth Clark) described as an intergenerational “tan-
gle of pathology.”20 The Coleman Report’s atomism stood at odds with ear-
lier sociological traditions, including the social structural analyses of the 
interwar Chicago School of sociology and political economic approaches 
associated with the Depression-era interracial left, that treated racial conflict 
and harm as a consequence of broad social, political, and economic struc-
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tures: capitalism, colonialism, and white supremacy. Associated with liberal 
and radical thinkers like Oliver Cromwell Cox, W. E. B. Du Bois, E. Franklin 
Frazier, Charles S. Johnson, and Ralph Bunche in the 1930s and 1940s, theo-
ries that situated racial inequality in the intersections of social structure and 
political economy, that theorized oppression and exploitation, and that 
treated race and class harms as closely linked resurfaced in the Black Power 
era. These frameworks remained beyond Coleman’s purview, however.

Like the status attainment school of educational sociology with which it 
is often associated, the Coleman Report largely described racial inequality in 
education without theorizing its mechanisms; it thus obscured what might 
be called racist causality.21 Although the report measured teacher morale, 
student “sense of control” over environment, and whether students attended 
schools with tracking, it proved ambiguous on questions of causality, espe-
cially on the role school-based discrimination played in generating achieve-
ment gaps.22 Coleman largely downplayed, or overlooked, the discriminatory 
tracking and guidance programs, classroom and disciplinary practices, cur-
ricula, and teacher assignment policies that African American communities 
had resisted throughout the twentieth century, that a generation of African 
American sociologists exposed in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, and that many 
African American autobiographers of the 1960s and 1970s detailed.23

In addition, the Coleman Report elided racial power by separating educa-
tional inequality from the larger political, economic, spatial, and sociological 
contexts in which schools and students were situated. Coleman acknowl-
edged how “racial housing concentration” and white flight shaped school 
segregation, but treated these processes as natural, presumably inevitable 
background factors, rather than as a spatial landscape built through the 
intersection of private and public policy.24 He thus removed educational 
inequality from the history of systematic, institutionalized, often state-
sanctioned or state-initiated patterns of discrimination in housing markets, 
real estate lending, zoning, and employment.25 In doing so, he treated as 
beyond his analytic purview social scientific research on the twentieth-cen-
tury “race problem” (much by African American authors) as well as emerging 
scholarship on the “urban crisis,” such as appeared in Kenneth Clark and 
Talcott Parsons’s The Negro American in 1965 and would shape the Kerner 
Commission’s 1968 analysis of a nation “moving toward two societies, one 
black, one white—separate and unequal.”26

By downplaying discrimination within schools and the mechanisms gener-
ating segregation and racial inequality outside them, Coleman opened the 
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door for blaming the victim, even as he developed a powerful defense of school 
desegregation. His work revealed how deficiency paradigms could function, 
much as they would a half century later, hand in hand with the assumption 
that a colorblind social, political, and economic order had emerged, to legiti-
mize inaction against systemic and institutionalized racial injustice. Coleman 
suggested that the resources schools provided students could not make up for 
the disadvantages minority children faced in nonschool contexts, but he 
emphasized not the political economic context—discriminatory housing, 
employment, and lending policies that locked African American families into 
overcrowded segregated neighborhoods and low-status jobs—but instead con-
texts typically invoked in deficiency paradigms. He blamed poor test scores 
either on “poverty, community attitudes, and low educational level of parents” 
or, in an implicit though perhaps unintentional attack on community control 
efforts, on the educational deficiencies of teachers who had themselves been 
educated in segregated, minority communities.27

In addition, Coleman found that a child’s academic performance was 
substantially affected by the class status (and in a society where minority 
students were disproportionately poor, the racial composition) of her or his 
classmates. Concentrating minority students in the same schools, he thus 
suggested, harmed them academically. While integrationists found this con-
clusion useful, advocates of community-controlled schooling argued that it 
reinforced the notion that African American educational spaces were inher-
ently inferior and that black children needed white children to learn.28 In 
fact, the report’s most surprising finding was that although most minority 
students attended schools where they had less access to resources that seemed 
related to academic success (such as science labs, libraries, or high-quality 
curricula), this lack of resources appeared responsible for relatively little vari-
ation in achievement when one controlled for socioeconomic status.29 While 
Coleman used this evidence to push for school desegregation, the data wor-
ried many advocates of compensatory education and community control who 
feared it would legitimize reduced investment in poor and minority stu-
dents.30 Both Coleman’s analysis and more recent colorblind discourse, then, 
depicted racial inequalities as attributes of the communities affected, rather 
than consequences of the nation’s social, political, or economic institutions 
and structures. It is worth noting, however, that in the current moment, the 
links between colorblindness and deficiency paradigms are often implicit, 
while colorblind social theories are tied to the rejection, not the promotion, 
of school desegregation.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



C A U S A L I T Y ,  C O N T E x T ,  A N D  C O L O R b L I N D N E S S  •  231

It is difficult to know why Coleman downplayed the causal importance of 
discrimination and the political and economic contexts in which achieve-
ment gaps were situated, but the silver lining (albeit a dangerous one, when 
viewed with late-twentieth-century colorblindness in mind) is that research-
ers could use the Coleman Report to support a range of diverse educational 
policies. In all likelihood a sense of what constituted rigorous quantitative 
method, what data were at hand, and what the Johnson administration had 
asked of him shaped Coleman’s unwillingness to clarify causality. Coleman 
expressed concern about the ways his statistical methods could distort and 
simplify, since, as he noted, while a child was affected by the totality of her 
educational environment, surveys that reduced “the various aspects of the 
environment to quantitative measures must inherently miss many elements, 
both tangible and more subtle, that are relevant to the child.” At the same 
time, he believed that the benefits of “a systematic statistical comparison” 
were “a lesser evil than the possible observer bias introduced by impression-
istic and qualitative studies of school environments.”31 Whatever the cause 
of his orientation to causality, many scholars used the Coleman Report’s 
ambiguously presented data to promote the egalitarian educational reforms 
they had already been pursuing. Some joined Coleman in using the report to 
advocate large-scale integration programs by race and class, using busing if 
possible. Others ignored the questions Coleman’s research raised about com-
munity control or compensatory education and cited the report when advo-
cating those approaches. In fact, while historians highlight tensions between 
advocates of compensatory education (in segregated contexts) and school 
integration, many who responded to the Coleman Report in places like the 
Journal of Negro Education took a by-any-means-possible approach to secur-
ing educational resources for minority youth, calling for both integration 
and compensatory funding.32

C AU S A L i T y  A N D  C O N T E X T  i N  C R i T i Q U E S  O F  A N D 

A LT E R N AT i V E S  T O  T h E  C O L E M A N  R E P O R T

How the Coleman Report functioned to obscure racial power is especially 
evident when one views this text alongside theories of educational inequality 
published in the same period by prominent voices on the African American 
social scientific left. These scholars stand in a long tradition of what we might 
today call countering colorblindness, since their work centered on the 
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systemic character of racial discrimination and its intersections with racial 
and socioeconomic oppression. Drawing on the interwar and wartime schol-
arship of W. E. B. Du Bois, Oliver Cromwell Cox, and the African American 
Chicago School (including Charles S. Johnson, E. Franklin Frazier, St. Clair 
Drake, and Horace Cayton) and in tune with 1960s-era African American 
liberal integrationist, as well as more radical, thinkers, a number of Coleman’s 
scholarly contemporaries theorized educational inequality in ways that 
exposed the nature, mechanisms, and critical causal importance of systemic 
and institutionalized racism. Charles H. Thompson, dean of Howard 
University’s School of Education, and Whitney Young, executive director of 
the Urban League, remained liberal integrationists who focused on expand-
ing antidiscrimination legislation, desegregating schools, and establishing 
necessary social welfare and economic redevelopment programs for the 
nation’s urban cores. By 1965, psychologist Kenneth Clark, best known for 
the famous doll studies employed in Brown v. Board of Education, increas-
ingly embraced theories of internal colonialism and advocated alternatives to 
the public schools for African Americans.33 All three thinkers, nonetheless, 
found the concept of equality of educational opportunity useful for advocat-
ing the version of racial justice they promoted. In contrast to Coleman, how-
ever, these scholars called for equality of educational opportunity in ways 
that emphasized the causal significance of systemic and institutional racism, 
within and beyond schools.

While recognizing the ambiguity of the term “equality of educational 
opportunity,” Thompson, Young, and Clark embraced the concept and used 
it to advocate compensatory approaches to racial justice. In his 1968 response 
to the Coleman Report, Thompson best articulated the difficulty of defining 
the concept when he asked,

What does equality of educational opportunity mean? Does it mean the same 
opportunity to get an education? Or does it mean an opportunity to get the 
same education? Or opportunity to be educated up to the level of one’s capa-
bilities and future occupational prospects? Or opportunity to learn whatever 
one needs to develop one’s own peculiar potentialities? . . . Does equal educa-
tional opportunity mean compensatory education? Is only racially integrated 
education equal, irrespective of whether lack of integration is intentional or 
accidental?34

Young, in a volume whose title To Be Equal also questioned the term’s mean-
ings, used the analogy of a track meet where one participant was barefoot and 
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ran on sand to argue that equality of opportunity required more than equal-
ity before the law. Since “the scales of justice have been heavily weighted 
against the Negro for over three hundred years,” Young held, they “will not 
suddenly in 1964 balance themselves by applying equal weights.” Shifting 
metaphors, he further emphasized the need for a compensatory approach to 
racial equality. Since African Americans were “educationally and economi-
cally malnourished and anemic,” he held, it was “not ‘preferential treatment’ 
but simple decency to provide [them] for a brief period with special vitamins, 
additional, food, and blood transfusions.”35 Kenneth Clark’s Dark Ghetto, 
which emerged from research conducted through Harlem’s Youth 
Opportunities Unlimited (HARYOU), an organization that sought to 
improve educational and employment opportunities for, and to politically 
mobilize, Harlem’s youth, also emphasized blocked opportunity. Part social 
science, part reflection on a policy experiment, and part an “anguished cry of 
the author,” Clark’s book aimed “to describe and interpret what happens to 
human beings who are confined to depressed areas and whose access to the 
normal channels of economic mobility and opportunity is blocked.”36

While acknowledging that schools seemed to make academic achieve-
ment gaps worse the longer students attended them, Clark and Young pro-
vided answers to why this was the case that were anything but causally 
ambiguous. The factors that built segregated cities and schools in the  
first place—housing, lending, and employment discrimination; white flight; 
and African American powerlessness to secure needed resources for segre-
gated schools—were the root of the problem. But discrimination within 
school systems, they argued unequivocally, made these problems much 
worse.37

According to Clark, school-based discrimination was a chief cause of 
achievement gaps. Of course, African American communities had been pro-
testing biased testing, tracking, disciplinary, and guidance systems; low 
teacher expectations; curricula that ignored or distorted African American 
history; and ineffective vocational and remedial programs throughout the 
twentieth century. These issues were especially pressing in New York City in 
the mid-1960s, where segregated schools under white leadership generated 
movements for community control of schooling by African American and 
Latino parents and educators.38 Arguing that “the schools are presently dam-
aging the children they exist to help,” Clark made clear that segregated school 
systems where low-status children received a different type of education from 
those of higher status; where testing, tracking, and low teacher expectations 
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were the norm; and where racist assumptions were typical generated dispari-
ties in academic achievement.39

Clark emphasized that a series of racist assumptions—that “there is no 
point in ‘their’ [African American students] having high academic aspira-
tions since ‘their’ lives will be restricted to menial jobs”; that “Negro children 
are inherently inferior in intelligence and therefore cannot be expected to 
learn as much or as readily as white children”; and that “all one would do, if 
one tried to teach them as if they could learn, would be to develop in them 
serious emotional disturbances, frustrations, and anxieties”—rationalized an 
inferior type of schooling for poor and minority students. Especially when 
institutionalized, these views, which Clark described as “an alibi for educa-
tional neglect,” were a primary cause of achievement gaps. While Clark did 
not avoid damage imagery, he remained clear about causality. “Once one 
organizes an educational system where children are placed in tracks or where 
certain judgments about their ability determine what is done for them or 
how much they are taught or not taught,” the psychologist argued, “the hor-
ror is that the results seem to justify the assumptions.” Still, it was not African 
American families or communities, but school systems that “induce and 
perpetuate the very pathology which they claim to remedy.” In much the 
same way that an arm that is bound for a long time would atrophy, Clark put 
it chillingly, “children who are treated as if they are uneducable almost invari-
ably become uneducable.”40

The other way Thompson, Clark, and Young analyzed equality of educa-
tional opportunity while exposing racial harm was by situating educational 
segregation and inequality in a nuanced and careful analysis of the political, 
economic, social, and spatial contexts that produced it. In doing so, they built 
on a long tradition in African American political thought of treating the race 
issue as a war to be pursued “on many fronts.”41 In contrast to Coleman, 
Clark, Young, and Thompson made clear that racist schools were one part of 
a multifaceted, interlocking, and complex racial system. Clark situated his 
analysis of educational injustice in a robust theory of internal colonialism, 
arguing: “The dark ghettos are social, political, educational, and—above 
all—economic colonies” whose “inhabitants are subject peoples, victims of 
the greed, cruelty, insensitivity, guilt, and fear of their masters.”42 Thompson 
emphasized that “the attempt . . . to secure equality of educational opportu-
nity by Negroes” could not be separated “from their efforts to obtain equal 
opportunity for employment, equal access to decent housing of their choice 
. . . equal opportunity to enjoy public accommodations . . . equal opportunity 
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to participate in the body politic . . . [and] equal opportunity to obtain 
impartial administration of justice.”43 In fact, thinkers who, like Young, 
turned to questions of educational inequality from a vantage point outside 
the schools were especially well suited to integrating educational reform into 
multidimensional plans for racial progress without falling into a trap of edu-
cationalization (asking schools to generate social transformations they could 
not possibly accomplish alone).44 “Educational and social gaps” were inextri-
cably intertwined, Young maintained, since African Americans, especially in 
large cities, were “consigned” to insufficient employment, education, health 
care, and welfare facilities at the same time that they were “confined” to seg-
regated “urban ghettos” with overpriced and “substandard” housing.45 In 
To Be Equal, Young showed the constructed nature of many of the political 
and economic patterns that appeared as simple background factors in 
Coleman’s analysis. Young’s chapter on housing segregation, for example, 
carefully chronicled the private, state, and federal policies and practices—
restrictive covenants, redlining, blockbusting, and racist violence—that built 
the landscape of residential segregation that the Coleman Report acknowl-
edged simply in passing.46

Young also challenged tendencies toward educationalization by highlight-
ing the dangers of “unilateral or monolithic” solutions to the race problem. 
One problem was that individuals frequently shifted the blame to others: 
“The real estate man or the builder says the problem is economic; business, or 
the employer, says the problem is education; and the educators say that the 
problem is a matter of housing.”47 And yet, believing firmly that “none of 
these so-called causes is guilty alone,” Young called for a domestic Marshall 
Plan to address not just segregation but also unemployment, insufficient 
housing, poor schools, social welfare and health care needs, and the concen-
tration of poverty in the nation’s African American central cities concur-
rently. Exhibiting the capaciousness of opportunity-based egalitarianism, 
Young presented redistributive policies directed at African American com-
munities as necessary for fair competition. An emergency situation, he sug-
gested, required a “special effort program” to “bring the majority of American 
Negroes to the point at which they can compete on an equal basis.”48 
While he included an impressive set of recommendations for educational 
reform—which centered on programs to bring the best teachers to segregated 
urban schools immediately while pressing for desegregation in the long 
term—Young made clear that “closing the intolerable economic, social, and 
educational gap that separates the vast majority of us Negro citizens from 
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other Americans” was a multifaceted process that educators could not 
accomplish alone.49

Coleman’s statistical study, Clark’s “anguished cry” from an “involved 
observer,” and Young’s synthesis of available data for an audience of policy-
makers and a concerned public all aspired to different types of scientific 
objectivity. It is difficult to know what array of factors shaped these thinkers’ 
scholarly choices.50 What is clear, however, is that Clark worried that certain 
types of scientific research risked simplifying “complex realities” and “subor-
dinating the difficult and multifaceted realities to the constraints of the 
methods.”51 Clark noted that a friend had once described him, in jest, as a 
person who “would not permit ‘the facts to interfere with the truth,’ ” and 
over the years he had appreciated the “profound significance” of this state-
ment. While Dark Ghetto included quantitative measures of racial inequality 
and segregation, the volume also aimed “to move . . . beyond . . . facts that are 
quantifiable and are computable, and that distort the actual lives of indi-
vidual human beings into rigid statistics,” but missed emotional and experi-
ential truths.52 Although he was less explicit about how the distinction 
between “fact” and “truth” related to questions of causality, Clark’s careful 
attention to the perspectives of Harlem’s residents, combined with his recog-
nition that all scientific analysis was in some ways interpretive, helps to 
explain why he was willing to make causal claims about educational racism 
that Coleman’s methods and notions of objectivity led him to avoid.53

Ultimately, Clark, Young, and Thompson examined the obstacles advo-
cates of equal educational opportunity faced in ways that avoided victim 
blaming. Each took on questions of causality directly, suggesting that sys-
temic and institutionalized racial discrimination shaped inequality in edu-
cational performance. They also situated educational inequality in wider 
political, economic, and spatial (not only familial, community, or cultural) 
contexts. By delineating the racist attitudes and policies generating the edu-
cational disparity that Coleman’s data chronicled, and by pointing to the 
inseparability of educational racism and the political economy of metropoli-
tan racial inequality, these scholars used opportunity-based egalitarianism to 
expose white supremacy in the era of formal equality and to demand racially 
targeted, distinctly substantive, often redistributive social and educational 
policies.

Of course, some scholars concerned with racial inequality in education 
between 1964 and 1974 rejected opportunity-based egalitarianism as a politi-
cal ideal outright. Some associated with the largely white New Left, includ-
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ing Christopher Jencks, Samuel Bowles, and Herbert Gintis, questioned the 
centrality of education to notions of equal opportunity by suggesting that 
education was the wrong lever if one’s goal was a social and economic order 
with less social and economic disparity.54 Thinkers associated with Black 
Power movements also critiqued the ideological work of notions of equal 
educational opportunity. For example, Black Panther leader Huey P. Newton 
treated the idea as a myth that the reality of exploitative schooling (which he 
believed directed him and his poor African American peers to “the trash 
heap of society, where we would have to work long hours for low wages”) 
belied.55 While less focused on education, Kwame Ture and Charles 
Hamilton treated the concept of equal opportunity as part of the American 
ideological system that rationalized white supremacy.56 In contrast to think-
ers like Clark, Young, and Thompson, then, some further left suggested  
that in a capitalist, white supremacist social order, opportunity-based egali-
tarianism’s primary function was ideological—to rationalize an unequal 
status quo.

C O N C L U S i O N

The many ways equality of educational opportunity could be interpreted and 
deployed were evident in years when opportunity-based egalitarianism had 
not been taken up by advocates of colorblindness but was squarely the lan-
guage of the antiracist left. Between 1964 and 1974, as scholarship on unequal 
educational opportunities gained national attention, some research on the 
topic obscured the causes and contexts of racial oppression, while other work 
illuminated them. Coleman’s Equality of Educational Opportunity exposed 
correlations between inequality in educational resources and student achieve-
ment but did not point to the causal importance of systemic or institutional-
ized discrimination. Despite the volume’s utility to advocates of school 
desegregation, Coleman’s rigorous compilation of “the facts” of racial dispar-
ity obscured some of “the truth” of racist causality. In contrast, in part 
because he approached postwar scientism with some skepticism, Clark made 
clear that racism—pervasive and institutionalized—and not any failure in 
minority students or communities, caused the inequality in educational 
opportunity whose consequences Coleman recorded. The other way studies 
of equal educational opportunity could obscure racial harm was by decontex-
tualizing. The Coleman Report removed educational inequality from the 
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political, economic, and spatial contexts that shaped it. In so doing, the vol-
ume helped to naturalize systematic and state-sanctioned discrimination in 
housing, employment, and the provision of public services, patterns that 
built the landscape of metropolitan inequality the students Coleman meas-
ured navigated every day. In contrast, Clark, Thompson, Young, and many 
across the African American left situated analyses of educational inequality 
within the political, economic, social, and spatial contexts generating racial 
inequality, following a long tradition of civil rights activists in suggesting 
that the fight against educational injustice must be conceived of as a war “on 
many fronts.”

Later in the century, racial conservatives would divorce calls for equality 
of educational opportunity from theories of systemic discrimination, atten-
tion to white supremacist contexts, and integrationist politics. In 1964 Young 
had worried about this possibility, noting the “great danger that people will 
quickly and easily read into the establishment of new civil rights laws and into 
the removal of signs and symbols that so disturb them the confusion that the 
problem is solved and all is well.”57 Of course, the educational inequalities 
that Coleman, Clark, Young, and Thompson agreed required urgent action 
in the mid-1960s continued to fester in the 1990s, as Jonathan Kozol’s Savage 
Inequalities (1991), and work on the dismantling of desegregation, made 
clear.58 What was new, however, was that by the end of the twentieth century 
and the beginning of the twenty-first, many writing under the aegis of con-
servative think tanks like the Heritage Foundation, Hoover Institute, and 
American Enterprise Institute rationalized retreats from affirmative action 
and school desegregation using a language of equal educational opportunity 
that was blind to history, power, and racism.59 As became clear in the Parents 
Involved decision and in attacks on affirmative action in universities, calls for 
equal educational opportunity could easily be used to oppose school desegre-
gation or race-conscious college admissions policies.60 Late-twentieth- and 
early-twenty-first-century advocates of school choice and vouchers, as well as 
opponents of teacher tenure, moreover, frequently used the rhetoric of equal 
educational opportunity to promote conservative reforms, including choice 
programs that benefited a handful of poor children while making conditions 
worse for those left behind.61 Despite the antiracist left’s long pursuit of equal-
ity of educational opportunity, the concept’s basic ambiguity enabled twenty-
first-century racial conservatives to devise colorblind interpretations of this 
ideal, views that convinced many that racial injustice had been “solved and all 
is well” in just the ways Young feared.
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E L E V E N

Affirmative Action as 
Equalizing Opportunity

C h A L L E N G i N G  T h E  M y T h  O F 

“ P R E F E R E N T i A L  T R E AT M E N T ”

Luke Charles Harris and Uma Narayan

Editors’ Note. We are reprinting this classic essay by Luke Charles Harris and 
Uma Narayan, which appeared in 1994 at a time of growing critiques that race-based 
affirmative action programs constituted an unwarranted “preferential treatment” 
for Black applicants. Harris and Narayan argue that such critiques obscure the vast 
array of forces that privilege and subsidize white applicants. The deployment of 
“preferential treatment” in this context demonstrates the ways that colorblind logics 
have become weaponized in the struggle to sustain the boundaries of U.S. apartheid 
and racial hierarchy. Indeed, an exhaustive body of contemporary research demon-
strates that racialized disparities in education, wealth, income, and employment 
have changed little in the twenty-five years since this article was first published.

i N T R O D U C T i O N

Affirmative action is an issue on which there has been considerable public 
debate. We think, however, that it is a policy that has often been misunder-
stood and mischaracterized, not only by those opposed to it, but even by its 
defenders. In this essay, we intend to describe these misconceptions, to 
explain why we consider them misconceptions, and to offer a much stronger 
defense of affirmative action policies than is usually offered. In the first sec-
tion, we examine and challenge prevalent misrepresentations of the scope of 

Originally published as Luke Charles Harris and Uma Narayan, “Affirmative Action and the 
Myth of Preferential Treatment: A Transformative Critique of the Terms of the Affirmative 
Action Debate,” Harvard Black Letter Law Journal 11, no. 1 (1994) 1–36.
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affirmative action policies, misconceptions about the groups of people these 
policies are designed to benefit, and about the benefits they are intended to 
achieve. In the second section, we address misunderstandings about the 
rationale for affirmative action policies, and take issue with those who regard 
affirmative action as bestowing “preferential treatment” on its beneficiaries. 
We argue that affirmative action policies should be understood as attempts 
to equalize opportunity for groups of people who confront ongoing forms of 
institutional discrimination and a lack of equal opportunity. In the third and 
fourth sections respectively, we take issue with those who defend affirmative 
action on the grounds that it is a form of compensation, and with those who 
defend it on the grounds that it promotes diversity and a range of other long-
term goals. We argue that such rationales mischaracterize affirmative action 
as providing justifiable “preferences” to its beneficiaries. In the final section, 
we argue that the “stigma argument” against affirmative action dissolves if 
affirmative action is understood as equalizing opportunities, and not as 
bestowing preferences.

C L A R i F y i N G  T h E  S C O P E  

O F  A F F i R M AT i V E  A C T i O N  P O L i C i E S

The debate on affirmative action often misrepresents the scope of these poli-
cies in several important ways. The most perturbing of these misrepresenta-
tions is the widespread tendency to construe these policies as race-based poli-
cies alone, and further, to talk about African Americans as the only racial 
group they are intended to benefit. This picture of affirmative action policies 
is, to put it bluntly, false. Even when these policies were first initiated, they 
were designed to benefit members of other disadvantaged racial minorities 
besides African Americans. For example, almost two-thirds of the students 
admitted under the affirmative action program of the Davis Medical School 
that was challenged in the landmark Bakke case in 1978 were Latino or Asian 
American.1 Nonetheless, almost the entire public debate surrounding 
the case discussed it in terms of Blacks and whites only. Even more oddly, the 
opinions of the Justices of the Supreme Court who considered this case, the 
majority opinions as well as the dissenting opinions, discussed affirmative 
action only as benefiting African Americans. In the context of the racial poli-
tics of the United States, we believe such a misrepresentation of the scope of 
these policies is not only false but also dangerous, since it is easier to negatively 
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stereotype these policies when African Americans are viewed as their only 
beneficiaries.

Thus, even at their inception, when affirmative action policies were pre-
dominantly race-based, they were designed to remedy the institutional exclu-
sion of a number of racially disadvantaged groups. In many institutional 
contexts, they have long since expanded to cover other grounds on which 
groups of people face discrimination and unequal opportunity. A great many 
educational institutions, professions, and trades have opened their doors to 
women as a result of affirmative action, promoting the entry of women into 
a range of formerly male domains, from law schools to corporations to police 
departments. This has benefited not only women of color, but many middle-
class white women as well. Affirmative action policies in some institutions 
such as professional schools have also promoted the entry of working-class 
applicants, including working-class white men, a fact that is seldom discussed 
and little known. Derrick Bell points out that “special admissions criteria 
have been expanded to encompass disadvantaged but promising white appli-
cants” and that, for example, the open admissions program of New York’s 
City University system, which was initiated by minority pressure, has bene-
fited even greater numbers of lower-middle-class and working-class whites 
than Blacks.2

We need to remember that the world in which affirmative action policies 
were initiated was a world where a great many prestigious institutions and 
professions were almost exclusively enclaves of upper-class white men, and 
where many of the blue-collar trades were predominantly the preserve of 
white working-class men. Affirmative action has been crucial in opening up 
the former to women, to members of racial minorities, and to working-class 
whites, and in opening up the latter to women and members of racial minori-
ties. We are not arguing that each and every instance of affirmative action 
does or should consider each category of class, race, and gender. Which fac-
tors should be considered depends on the patterns of exclusion within a 
particular occupation and institution. For instance, affirmative action poli-
cies in the blue-collar trades and police and fire departments need to affirma-
tively promote the entry of women of all races and of minority men, since 
they were the groups who faced obstacles to entry, not white working-class 
men. On the other hand, student admissions policies at institutions that used 
to be women’s colleges attended predominantly by white upper-class women, 
such as our institution, Vassar College, should seek to affirmatively recruit 
students of color and students from working-class backgrounds, including 
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white working-class men. What we are arguing is that, taken as a whole, 
affirmative action policies in many contexts have long operated on multiple 
criteria of inclusion, even though they continue to be portrayed as policies 
that either only benefit or principally benefit African Americans.

The prevalent failure to consider the range of people that affirmative 
action policies have benefited breeds a number of misplaced objections to 
these policies. For instance, many people argue that affirmative action poli-
cies should be class-based instead of race-based, since they believe that 
middle-class African Americans do not need or “deserve” affirmative action.3 
This view is problematic in a number of ways. First, many proponents of this 
view pose the issue as a choice between race and class, ignoring the fact that 
affirmative action policies have been both class-based and race-based. Second, 
proponents of this view believe that middle-class Blacks do not suffer from 
the effects of discrimination despite substantial evidence to the contrary.

In 1985, independent studies by the Grier Partnership and the Urban 
League revealed striking disparities in the employment levels of Blacks and 
whites in Washington, DC, an area that constitutes one of the “best markets” 
for Blacks.4 Both studies cite racial discrimination as the major factor that 
accounts for this difference. A 1991 study by the Urban Institute examined 
employment practices in the Chicago and Washington, DC, areas by sending 
equally qualified and identically dressed white and Black applicants to 
newspaper-advertised positions. The testers were also matched for speech 
patterns, age, work experience, physical build, and personal characteristics. 
The study found repeated discrimination that increased with the level of the 
advertised position, and revealed that whites received job offers three times 
more often than equally qualified Blacks.5

The limitation of the view that middle-class Blacks do not suffer racial 
discrimination becomes clear when we attend to gender-based affirmative 
action policies. No one has seriously suggested that the sexism and gender-
based discrimination women face in a variety of institutions is merely a prod-
uct of their class status, or that middle-class status shields white women from 
these effects. Just as affirmative action policies that attend only to class dis-
advantages are unlikely to remedy the institutional exclusions faced by 
women, they would surely fail to remedy race-based exclusions faced by mem-
bers of several racial minority groups. In short, the effects of gender and race 
bias would be only partially curtailed by purely class-based policies. Indeed, 
purely class-based policies would mostly benefit working-class white men, 
whose race and gender are not the sources of invidious discrimination. As 
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some recent feminist works teach us, we must, therefore, pay particular atten-
tion to the interconnected ways in which factors such as class, race, gender, 
and sexual orientation work together to sustain disparities between different 
groups of Americans in a variety of institutional and social contexts.

There is, then, no need to pit class against race (or against gender) as the 
only valid basis for affirmative action. An array of factors that contribute to 
institutional discrimination, such as class, race, gender, and disability, should 
be taken into account. When several factors intersect and jointly contribute 
to a process of discrimination, as in the case of a working-class Black woman, 
each factor should be considered. When only one aspect of a person’s identity 
adversely affects his or her opportunities in a given setting—for instance, 
class status in the case of working-class white men, or race in the case of 
middle-class Black men—then only those factors should be taken into 
account.

Another prevalent objection to affirmative action policies that seems con-
nected to misunderstanding its actual scope is the objection that truly disad-
vantaged poor Blacks have not benefited from these policies. The impression 
that affirmative action benefits only the Black middle class and that few 
working-class or poor Blacks benefit from these programs is mistaken. The 
vast majority of Blacks were working class prior to the Civil Rights Era and 
the promulgation of civil rights laws and affirmative action initiatives. These 
efforts have combined to play a major role in the creation of the Black middle 
class that exists today. Sociologist Robert Blauner points out that due to 
occupational mobility that is in part a product of affirmative action, nearly 
25 percent of Black families had incomes of more than $25,000 (in constant 
dollars) in 1982, compared with 8.7 percent in 1960. Moreover, the propor-
tion of employed Blacks who held middle-class jobs rose from 13.4 percent in 
1960 to 37.8 percent in 1981. The number of Black college students rose from 
340,000 in 1966 to more than one million in 1982.6 From sanitation depart-
ments to university departments, from the construction industry to corpo-
rate America, these programs have helped to open doors once tightly sealed. 
An empirically accurate assessment of affirmative action policies shows that 
they have benefited not only poor and working-class Blacks, but poor and 
working-class people of all races, including some white working-class men 
and women. White working-class opposition to these policies based on the 
belief that they are the “victims” of such programs is based on a mistake, a 
mistake facilitated by discussions of these policies that portray them as only 
benefiting Blacks.
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Lastly, some people also argue against affirmative action on the grounds 
that it has not solved a host of problems pertaining to poverty in the inner 
city and the “underclass.”7 It is entirely true that affirmative action has not 
solved these problems. Neither has it solved problems such as rape, domestic 
violence, and sexual harassment. However, we do not think these are legiti-
mate objections, since they more obviously overinflate the scope of what 
these policies were intended to accomplish. Affirmative action policies can-
not be, and were not intended to be, a magic solution to all our social prob-
lems. Indeed, no single policy can solve every social problem we confront. 
Their purpose is a limited though important one, to partially counter the 
ways in which factors such as class, race, gender, and disabilities function in 
our society to impede equal access and opportunity, thereby promoting 
greater inclusion of diverse Americans in a range of institutions and occupa-
tions. They have clearly succeeded in this goal, and should not be condemned 
for failing to solve problems they were not intended to solve.

R E E N V i S i O N i N G  T h E  R AT i O N A L E  F O R  A F F i R M AT i V E 

A C T i O N :  F R O M  “ P R E F E R E N T i A L  T R E AT M E N T ” 

T O  “ E Q UA L  O P P O R T U N i T y ”

We believe that many mistaken views about affirmative action result from 
misunderstandings about the justification or rationale for such policies. 
Unfortunately, the debate on affirmative action has largely been a dialogue 
between two broadly characterizable positions. On the one hand, its critics 
describe it as a form of “reverse discrimination” that bestows “undeserved prefer-
ences” on its beneficiaries. On the other hand, its defenders continue to charac-
terize the policy as “preferential treatment” but argue that these preferences are 
justified, either as “compensation” or on grounds of “social utility.” Few question 
the assumption that affirmative action involves the “bestowal of preferences” or 
challenge the premise that it marks a sudden deviation from a system that, until 
its advent, operated strictly and clearly on the basis of merit. Setting out a view 
of affirmative action that rejects these ideas is our central task here.

In our view, affirmative action is not a matter of affording “preferential 
treatment” to its beneficiaries. Our position is that affirmative action is best 
understood as an attempt to promote equality of opportunity in a social 
context marked by pervasive inequalities, one in which many institutional 
criteria and practices work to impede a fair assessment of the capabilities of 
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those who are working class, women, or people of color. Thus, affirmative 
action is an attempt to equalize opportunity for people who continue to face 
institutional obstacles to equal consideration and equal treatment. These 
obstacles include not only continuing forms of blatant discrimination, but, 
more importantly, a variety of subtle institutional criteria and practices that 
unwarrantedly circumscribe mobility in contemporary America. These cri-
teria and practices are often not deliberately designed to discriminate and 
exclude. The fact remains, however, that they nevertheless function to do so, 
as our subsequent examples demonstrate. Thus, in countering such forms of 
discrimination, affirmative action policies attempt only to “level the playing 
field.” They do not “bestow preferences” on their beneficiaries. Rather,  
they attempt to undo the effects of institutional practices and criteria that, 
however unintentionally, amount in effect to “preferential treatment” for 
whites.

Those who believe that affirmative action constitutes “preferential treat-
ment” assume (a) that the criteria and procedures generally used for admis-
sions and hiring are neutral indicators of “merit,” unaffected by factors such 
as class, race, or gender, and (b) that such criteria are fairly and impartially 
applied to all individuals at each of the stages of the selection process. In the 
rest of this section, we will try to show why those two assumptions are seri-
ously open to question.

Although test scores on standardized tests are often “taken as absolute by 
both the public and the institutions that use the scores in decision-making,” 
there is ample evidence that they do not predict equally well for men and 
women. A study of three college admissions tests (the SAT, the PSAT/
NMSQT, and the ACT) reveals that although women consistently earn bet-
ter high school and college grades, they receive lower scores on all three tests. 
Phyllis Rosser argues that “if the SAT predicted equally well for both sexes, 
girls would score about 20 points higher than the boys, not 61 points lower.”8 
Standardized test scores adversely affect women’s chances for admission to 
colleges and universities, their chances for scholarships, and entry into 
“gifted” programs, as well as their academic self-perceptions. Similarly, James 
Crouse and Dale Trusheim argue, on the basis of statistical evidence, that the 
scores are not very useful indicators for helping to “admit black applicants 
who would succeed and reject applicants who would fail.”9

The literature on such standardized tests demonstrates that they are often 
inaccurate indicators even with respect to their limited stated objective of 
predicting students’ first-year grades in college and professional school. Yet 
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they are often used as if they measured a person’s overall intelligence and 
foretold long-term success in educational institutions and professional life. 
As a result of these unsupported beliefs, affirmative action policies that 
depart from strict considerations of these test scores are often taken to con-
stitute the strongest evidence for institutional deviation from standards of 
merit, and constitutive elements of the “preference” thought to be awarded 
to women and minority applicants.

There are also many other examples of established rules, practices, and 
policies of institutions that, no matter how benign their intention, have the 
effect of discriminating against the members of relatively marginalized 
groups. For instance, word-of-mouth recruitment where the existing labor 
pool is predominantly white male reduces the chances of women or people of 
color applying for the jobs in question, as do unions that influence or control 
in hiring for well-paid jobs in the construction, transportation, and printing 
industries when they recruit through personal contacts. A 1990 study reports 
that over 80 percent of executives find their jobs through networking, and 
that about 86 percent of available jobs do not appear in the classifieds.10 “Last 
hired, first fired” rules make more recently hired women and minorities more 
susceptible to layoffs. The “old boy network” that results from years of social 
and business contacts among white men, as well as racially or sexually segre-
gated country clubs or social organizations, often paid for by employers, also 
have discriminatory impacts on women and minorities. Furthermore, stere-
otyped beliefs about women and minorities often justify hiring them for low-
level, low-paying jobs, regardless of their qualifications for higher-level jobs.11

Indeed, some empirical studies show that many Black candidates for jobs 
are rated more negatively than white candidates with identical credentials. 
Other studies demonstrate that the same resume with a woman’s name on it 
receives a significantly lower rating than when it has a man’s name on it, 
showing that gender bias operates even when there is no direct contact with 
the persons evaluated. Still other problematic practices include evaluations 
where subjective assessments of factors such as “fitting in,” “personality,” and 
“self-confidence” serve class, race, and gender prejudice.

Personal interviews, job evaluations, and recommendations all have an 
inescapable subjective element that often works in the favor of better-off 
white men. As Lawrence A. Blum writes:

Persons can fail to be judged purely on ability because they have not gone to 
certain colleges or professional schools, because they do not know the right 
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people, because they do not present themselves in a certain way. And, again, 
sometimes this sort of discrimination takes place without either those doing 
the discriminating or those being discriminated against realizing it.12

Often these denials of equal opportunity have a lot to do with class back-
ground, as well as race or sex, or with a combination of these.

Interview processes that precede being selected or hired are often not as 
“neutral” as assumed. A two-step experiment done at Princeton University 
began with white undergraduates interviewing both white and Black job 
applicants. Unknown to the interviewers, the applicants in the first stage of 
the experiment were all confederates of the experimenters and were trained 
to behave consistently from interview to interview. This study reported that 
interviewers spent less time with Black applicants and were less friendly and 
outgoing than with the white applicants. In the second stage of the experi-
ment, confederates of the experimenters were trained to approximate the two 
styles of interviewing observed during the first stage of the study when they 
interviewed two groups of white applicants. A panel of judges who reviewed 
tapes of these interviews reported that white applicants subjected to the style 
previously accorded Blacks performed noticeably worse in the interviews 
than other white applicants. In this respect, there is also substantial evidence 
that women are asked inappropriate questions and subjected to discrimina-
tion in interviews.

None of the discriminatory institutional structures and practices we have 
detailed above necessarily involve conscious antipathy toward women and 
minorities or the operation of conscious sexist or racist stereotypes. Some 
discriminatory structures and practices involve unconscious stereotypes at 
work, from which women and people of color are hardly immune in their 
evaluations of other women and minorities. Many of the examples we discuss 
involve practices central to hiring and promotion that work to disadvantage 
many marginalized Americans even when all persons involved sincerely 
believe themselves to be fair and impartial. Because the processes of getting 
through an educational program, or being hired, retained, and promoted in 
a job, involve the possibility, for example, of women and minority applicants 
being subject to a variety of such practices, it seems likely that few, if any, 
women or people of color are apt to escape the cumulative adverse effects of 
these practices. In the context of these structures and practices that system-
atically disadvantage some Americans, it would be naive, at best, to believe 
that our society is a well-functioning meritocracy.
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The problem is far more complicated than what is captured by the com-
mon perspective that working-class people, women, and minorities have 
generally not had equal advantages and opportunities to acquire qualifica-
tions that are on par with those of their better-off, white male counterparts, 
and so we should compensate them by awarding them preferences even 
though they are less well-qualified. Their qualifications, in fact, tend to be 
undervalued and underappraised in many institutional contexts. Moreover, 
many of the criteria that are unquestioningly taken to be important impartial 
indicators of people’s competencies, merit, and potential, such as test scores, 
not only fail to be precise measurements of these qualities, but systematically 
stigmatize these individuals within institutions in which these tests function 
as important criteria of admission.

We do not, however, wish to deny that factors such as class, race, and 
gender often impede persons from acquiring qualifications. Numerous stud-
ies, for instance, have shown that Black school districts received less funding 
and inferior educational resources compared with similar white districts, 
often as a result of decision-making by whites.13 There is also increasing evi-
dence of disadvantaging practices in the precollege advising offered to minor-
ity students. Evidence suggests that teachers often interpret linguistic and 
cultural differences as indications of low potential or a lack of academic inter-
ests on the part of minority students; and guidance counselors often steer 
female and minority students away from “hard” subjects, such as mathemat-
ics and science, which are often paths to high-paying jobs.

In such contexts, even if the criteria used to determine admission and 
hiring were otherwise unproblematic, it is not at all clear that taking them 
simply “at face value” would fairly or accurately gauge the talents and poten-
tial of disparate individuals. When some candidates have to overcome severe 
educational and social obstacles that others do not, similarity of credentials 
may well amount to a significant difference in talent and potential. Thus, 
treating identical credentials as signs of identical capabilities and effort may, 
under prevailing conditions of inequality, significantly devalue the worth of 
credentials obtained in the teeth of such obstacles. We would argue that 
individuals who obtained their credentials in the face of considerable obsta-
cles are likely to do better than those who have similar or even somewhat 
better credentials obtained without coping with such obstacles, especially 
over a period of years, where they have opportunities to remedy their  
burdens. Affirmative action policies with respect to admissions and  
hiring recruit individuals for positions where “success” depends on the  
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nature of one’s performance over several years. Such recruitment should 
rightly concern itself with a person’s evidenced potential for success  
rather than simply assess what their capabilities appear to be, based on the 
comparison of credentials acquired by individuals under distinctly different 
circumstances.

We are not arguing, however, that affirmative action policies are, or can 
be, magical formulas that help us determine with perfect precision in every 
case the exact weights that must be accorded a person’s class background, 
gender, and minority status so as to afford him or her perfect equality of 
opportunity. Particular institutions must use practical wisdom and good-
faith efforts to determine the exact measures that they will undertake to 
promote equality within their frameworks, as well as monitor and periodi-
cally reassess the parameters and scope of their institutional policies. Nor do 
we wish to deny that some persons recruited as a result of affirmative action 
policies might turn out to be incompetent or demonstrate significant limita-
tions in their ability to meet requirements. After all, the same incompeten-
cies and limitations are manifested by some who are recruited by “regular” 
channels. No recruitment policies are immune to these problems. What we 
do argue is that in contexts where, for example, class, race, and gender operate 
to impede equality of opportunity, affirmative action policies have enabled 
many talented and promising individuals to have their talent and promise 
more fairly evaluated by the institutions in question than would otherwise 
have been the case.

T h E  L i M i TAT i O N S  O F  T h E  C O M P E N S AT i O N  R AT i O N A L E 

F O R  A F F i R M AT i V E  A C T i O N

Affirmative action has frequently been defended on the grounds that it pro-
vides preferential treatment to members of marginalized groups as reparation 
or compensation for injustices they have suffered. The term “compensation” 
draws heavily on the model of recompense or payment of damages that is 
found in tort law. In the context of tort remedies, the particular agent who is 
responsible for injuring another compensates the specific person injured by 
paying what is judged to be an appropriate sum of money for the actual 
extent of the injury he or she has caused. This rationale tends to raise a 
number of questions precisely at those points where affirmative action poli-
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cies seem to differ from the practice of tort-based compensation. Some argue 
that those who are “paying the price” for affirmative action have no direct 
responsibility for any harms or injuries suffered by any of its beneficiaries. 
Others raise the question of why the specific form of payment involved, con-
strued as preferences for jobs or preferential entry to educational institutions, 
is the appropriate form of compensation, rather than monetary awards. Such 
critics reinforce these arguments by pointing out that affirmative action poli-
cies do not seem to be the most equitable form of compensation because 
those who have been most injured are probably not the ones receiving the 
compensation, since their injuries have resulted in their not having “the 
qualifications even to be considered.”

There have been attempts to defend the compensation rationale against 
these objections.14 However, we believe that it remains an inadequate and 
problematic rationale for affirmative action. In suggesting that affirmative 
action compensates individuals for damage done by phenomena such as rac-
ism or sexism, this rationale implies that the problem is one of “damaged 
individuals” rather than a problem due to structures, practices, and institu-
tional criteria within our institutions that continue to impede a fair assess-
ment of the capabilities of some Americans. We have argued in the previous 
section that there is ample evidence to show that many prevalent criteria and 
procedures do not fairly gauge the capabilities of members of marginalized 
groups. The compensation model, however, does not question the normative 
criteria used by our institutions or encourage critical reflection about the 
processes of assessment used to determine these “qualifications”; as a result, 
it fails to question the view that affirmative action involves “preferential 
treatment.” We consider this a serious weakness, since it does not challenge 
the view that affirmative action policies promote the entry of “less qualified” 
individuals. Instead, it merely insists that “preferences” bestowed on less 
qualified individuals are justified as a form of compensation.

The compensation literature also conflates the rationale for race- and 
gender-based affirmative action policies with that for policies that promote 
institutional access for veterans. Policies based on veteran status may indeed 
be understood as compensation for their risks, efforts, and injuries sustained 
in the service of the nation, which may also have impeded or detracted from 
their employment or educational goals. However, it does not necessarily fol-
low that a rationale that works best to explain one type of special assistance 
program works equally well to explain all others. In this respect, not only is 
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a person’s veteran status usually less visible than their race or gender, but 
veteran status per se does not very often render persons targets of prejudice 
and institutional discrimination.

T h E  L i M i TAT i O N S  O F  T h E  S O C i A L  U T i L i T y  R AT i O N A L E S 

F O R  A F F i R M AT i V E  A C T i O N

We believe that our rationale for affirmative action is stronger than the 
“social utility” arguments that have been proffered in its defense. To illumi-
nate our perspective, we will focus on one of the best known of such defenses, 
that offered by Ronald Dworkin.15 Dworkin understands affirmative action 
to involve “preferential treatment” and discusses affirmative action policies 
only as pertaining to Blacks. His argument can be summarized as follows. 
First, he argues that affirmative action policies that “give preferences” to 
minority candidates do not violate the “right to equal treatment” or the 
“right to equal consideration and respect” of white male applicants. Dworkin 
argues that these rights would be violated if a white male suffers disadvantage 
when competing with Blacks because his race is “the object of prejudice or 
contempt,” but that this is not the case with affirmative action policies. 
Second, Dworkin argues that the “costs” that white male applicants suffer as 
a result of affirmative action policies are justified because such policies pro-
mote several beneficial social ends, the most important of which is their long-
term impact in making us a less race-conscious society. Other beneficial 
social ends that Dworkin argues are served by affirmative action include pro-
viding role models for Blacks, providing more professionals such as doctors 
and lawyers willing to serve the Black community, reducing the sense of frus-
tration and injustice in the Black community, and alleviating social tensions 
along racial lines. Whereas Dworkin focuses on the negative claim that 
affirmative action policies do not violate the right to treatment as an equal, 
or the right to equal consideration and respect for the interests of white men, 
we make the positive and much stronger claim that affirmative action policies 
are justified because they are necessary to ensure the right to treatment as an 
equal for the members of marginalized groups, in a social context where a 
variety of social structures and institutional practices conspire to deny their 
interests equal consideration and respect. While we have no quarrel with 
Dworkin’s claims about the social benefits of affirmative action, we do not 
rest our case for affirmative action on such consequentialist arguments about 
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its long-term effects, arguments that are notoriously vulnerable to counterar-
guments that project a set of more negative consequences as the long-term 
results. Since we do not believe that affirmative action bestows “preferential 
treatment” on its beneficiaries or imposes “costs” on white male applicants, 
as Dworkin does, we do not need to rely on Dworkin-type arguments that 
the long-term social “benefits” of these “preferences” justify imposing these 
“costs.”

Our rationale for affirmative action also differs from social utility argu-
ments that justify these policies on the ground that they contribute to a 
greater diversity of backgrounds and perspectives within academic institu-
tions, thereby enhancing the learning process. First, “diversity” on a campus 
can be enhanced by admitting people from a wide variety of backgrounds and 
with a wide range of special talents. A commitment to “diversity” per se could 
justify policies that promoted the recruitment of students from abroad, from 
remote areas of the country, and those with artistic skills or unusual interests. 
While there might well be institutional reasons for, and benefits from, pro-
moting diversity in these forms, none of these students need necessarily have 
suffered from the systematic effects of social and institutional forms of dis-
crimination within the United States. Thus, many students who would pro-
vide “diversity” would not qualify for affirmative action, even though there 
might be other reasons for admitting them. Second, while admitting greater 
numbers of working-class people, women, and minorities into institutions in 
which they are significantly underrepresented would also increase institu-
tional diversity in meaningful ways, we see such beneficial consequences as 
supplemental benefits of affirmative action rather than its central goal.

While we believe affirmative action has in fact had beneficial conse-
quences in making many areas of work and education more integrated along 
class, race, and gender lines, we see these consequences as the result of treat-
ing people more equally, and not as benefits that have resulted from “impos-
ing costs” on nonbeneficiaries of affirmative action. Our central objection to 
both the “compensation” and “social utility” rationales for affirmative action 
is that neither questions the related assumptions that affirmative action 
“bestows preferences” on some and imposes “costs” on others. In short, we 
insist that affirmative action policies that attempt to foster equal treatment 
do not constitute “preferential treatment” and that such attempts to undo 
the effects of institutional practices and criteria that privilege the capacities 
of some people over others are not “costs” that need to be justified by pointing 
to the “benefits” of the long-term consequences of these policies.
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C h A L L E N G i N G  T h E  “ S T i G M A”  O F  A F F i R M AT i V E  A C T i O N

Affirmative action has been criticized on the grounds that it “stigmatizes” its 
participants because both they themselves as well as others regard the benefi-
ciaries of affirmative action as “less qualified” than nonbeneficiaries. 
Affirmative action policies are also criticized on the grounds that they cause 
resentment among the “more qualified” people who are denied entry as a 
result of these policies and thereby forced to pay its “costs.” We believe that 
both criticisms are often the result of failing to accurately understand the 
rationale for affirmative action. Furthermore, we believe that these argu-
ments about “stigma” and “resentment” are unwittingly reinforced by those 
who defend affirmative action on the basis of the “compensation “or “social 
utility” arguments, since these arguments fail to challenge the claims that 
affirmative action promotes the “less qualified” and imposes “costs” on those 
who are “better qualified” for the positions in question. Instead they merely 
insist that such “preferences” and “costs” are justified either as “compensa-
tion” or as a means to promote a range of long-term goals.

Our view of affirmative action as a policy to foster equality of opportunity 
rejects the claim that its beneficiaries are “less qualified.” We argue instead 
that there is good reason to believe that their capabilities are not accurately 
gauged or fairly evaluated by the prevailing selection criteria and procedures. 
Without affirmative action policies, as we see it, those who are their benefi-
ciaries would not be given equal consideration or have their qualifications 
and capabilities assessed fairly. Given our rationale for affirmative action, the 
“stigma problem” disappears since we see nothing demeaning or stigmatizing 
in being given equal consideration or in being treated as fairly as one’s peers. 
Thus, from our perspective, not only do the beneficiaries of affirmative action 
have no valid reason to feel “inferior,” the nonbeneficiaries of it have no good 
reason to regard themselves as “more qualified” than affirmative action 
beneficiaries.

Our account of affirmative action, then, also helps to illuminate why 
resentment by nonbeneficiaries is unjustified. We believe that such resent-
ment is based on the false belief that the “better qualified” are being bur-
dened by having to bear the “costs” of “preferences” bestowed on others, a 
sentiment reinforced by views that see affirmative action as preferential treat-
ment. Since we do not believe affirmative action bestows preferences, we do 
not think that affirmative action imposes any corresponding costs or burdens 
on nonbeneficiaries. On the contrary, we believe that it should be understood 
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as an attempt to counteract a variety of procedures and criteria that work to 
unfairly privilege those who are middle class, white, and male. We believe 
that the only costs to nonbeneficiaries that result from affirmative action 
policies are the loss of these privileges, privileges that are the results of a lack 
of fairness and opportunity for others.

Neither affirmative action policies, nor fair and judicious assessment of 
the performance of their various beneficiaries, are the central causes of the 
prevailing negative stereotypes about the competencies of women, working-
class people, or people of color. Critiques of affirmative action along these 
lines often suggest that the world was once a fairer place, which has only 
recently become tainted with new stereotypes about the capabilities of 
women or members of racial minorities as a result of affirmative action poli-
cies infusing large numbers of its “underqualified” and “unqualified” benefi-
ciaries into American institutions. Such critiques suggest that affirmative 
action has exacerbated the old negative stereotypes about women and people 
of color which had begun to wane. In fact, however, it was racist and sexist 
stereotypes, and the institutional practices that worked to perpetuate and 
reinforce them, that made affirmative action policies necessary.

One of the ways in which racist and sexist stereotypes function is to 
obstruct our ability to see women and people of color as individuals. Thus, an 
individual woman or minority person’s inadequacies can be generalized and 
seen as signs of the incompetence of whole groups, whereas the failures of 
white men remain personal limitations. Moreover, success stories involving 
women or minorities often tend to be interpreted as exceptions, and not as 
examples of the capabilities of women or people of color generally.16 Much of 
the discourse on affirmative action reveals this pattern: instances of women 
and people of color who have failed to meet the requirements of a profession 
or institution are taken to be testimony to the grand failure of affirmative 
action policies and the incompetence of the bulk of its beneficiaries. No 
nuanced account is given of the possible causes of these failures. The fact that 
no set of admissions or promotion criteria can guarantee that everyone who 
manifests potential for success will in fact succeed gets lost amid anxious 
rumors of incompetence. Seldom dwelt upon are the numerous stories of 
those who have succeeded as a result of affirmative action.

As far back as the debate over the admission of minority applicants to the 
Davis Medical School in the Bakke case, little attention was paid to the suc-
cess stories of people admitted as a result of affirmative action. Yet four years 
after the admission of the sixteen “affirmative action” candidates to Davis in 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



262 •  M O V E S

1978, thirteen had graduated in good standing, several had excelled, and one 
of their number had earned the school’s most prestigious senior class award 
for “the qualities most likely to produce an outstanding physician.” Much of 
the debate in 1978, however, presumed, just as it does now, that affirmative 
action’s departure from the traditional admissions criteria represented a 
departure from objective criteria of “excellence.”

There are a number of additional troublesome assumptions that underlie 
the stigma arguments. For example, for decades, almost all of our elite insti-
tutions and professions, as well as many blue collar career paths, were domains 
that permitted entry to a very small, and extremely privileged, segment of the 
population. Yet there were millions of equally talented individuals who, 
because they were working class, or women, or members of racial minority 
groups, were deprived of the chances to develop their talents and capabilities, 
which may well have exceeded those of many of their privileged white male 
counterparts. Rarely, if ever, in all these decades, have privileged white men 
who benefited from such “undeserved privileges” ever castigated themselves 
or publicly expressed the feeling that they were not “really talented” or “really 
deserving of their positions” because they had acquired them in a context 
that had eliminated most of their fellow citizens, including the female mem-
bers of their own families, from the competitive pool. We are unaware of a 
body of literature from these individuals filled with anxiety and self-doubt 
about their capabilities and merit. Indeed, one of the unnerving effects of 
privilege is that it permits the privileged to feel so entitled to their privileges 
that they often fail to see them as privileges at all. In such a setting, it is more 
than a little ironic that the beneficiaries of affirmative action programs 
designed to counteract the effect of institutional discrimination are now 
expected to wear the hair-shirt of “stigma.”

Many who complain about the preferential treatment they believe affirma-
tive action accords to women and minorities in academia assume that every-
one other than its beneficiaries is admitted purely as a result of merit. Yet 
paradoxically, policies that favor relatives of alumni and children of faculty 
members or donors to the university have not created a storm of legal or 
social controversy, or even been objected to. Perhaps this is because such poli-
cies tend to benefit predominantly white middle-class individuals. Our point 
is not simply to claim, however, that people who accept preferential policies 
that benefit middle-class whites are often outraged by “preferences” rooted in 
affirmative action policies. Our point is in fact a much stronger one that 
hinges on the profound differences between affirmative action and these 
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other policies. Policies that favor children of alumni or donors are policies 
that may serve some useful goals for a particular institution, but they are 
genuinely “favors” or “preferences” with respect to the individuals admitted, 
in that such policies are in no way intended to equalize the opportunities of 
those thus admitted. We therefore insist on a conceptual distinction between 
affirmative action and policies that are genuinely tantamount to bestowing 
preferences.

Our point, however, is not to endorse a “purely meritocratic society” as the 
ideal society, but rather to highlight the reality that many existing institu-
tional structures not only fail to function as pure meritocracies, but also serve 
to systematically disadvantage whole groups of people, including working-
class people, women, and people of color. To those strongly committed to 
traditional meritocratic ideals, we suggest that when close attention is paid 
to the systematically disadvantaging effects of many institutional procedures, 
they may have reason to see affirmative action policies as conducive to their 
ideal rather than as deviations from it.

C O N C L U S i O N

The intellectual confusion surrounding affirmative action transcends 
ideological categories. Critics and supporters of all political stripes have 
underestimated the significance of these policies, collaborated in equating 
affirmative action with “preferential treatment,” and permitted important 
assumptions about how institutions function to lie unchallenged. We argue 
that affirmative action policies do not involve preferential treatment but 
should rather be understood as attempts to promote fairness, equality, and 
full citizenship by affording members of marginalized groups a fair chance 
to enter significant social institutions.

The fact that formal legal equality seems commonplace and obviously justi-
fied to many today should not obscure how recently formal equality has been 
a reality for many nor the struggles it took to make it a reality. More impor-
tantly, we should not imagine that the achievement of formal legal equality 
erased the consequences of centuries of inequality, making the promise of 
equality and full citizenship an immediate reality for those previously excluded. 
The institutional consequences of such historically group-based exclusions in 
significant domains of occupational and social life still remain. Class, race,  
and gender, for example, continue to deprive people of the opportunities to 
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participate in numerous forms of association and work that are crucial to the 
development of talents and capabilities that enable people to contribute mean-
ingfully to, and benefit from, the collective possibilities of national life.

Only since the latter part of the nineteenth century and the early decades 
of the twentieth century have some democratic political communities, such 
as the United States, sought to embrace the members of certain marginalized 
groups they had once excluded from the rights and privileges of citizenship. 
Only in the latter part of the twentieth century has there dawned the recog-
nition that laws and policies that promote formal equality do not necessarily 
ensure substantive equality or genuine equal opportunity for all citizens to 
participate in all spheres of American life. In this respect, affirmative action 
policies are a significant historic achievement, for they constitute an attempt 
to transform our legacy of unequal treatment with respect to certain margin-
alized groups of Americans. They symbolize our political commitment to 
ensuring substantive participation in all domains of life for various groups of 
our diverse citizenry. Thus, we believe that affirmative action programs war-
rant a much more favorable evaluation, both as a historic achievement and in 
terms of their positive effects within contemporary American institutions, 
than they are usually accorded.
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Resistance and Transformation

The final section of the volume considers concepts, strategies, and approaches 
to abolish colorblindness by renovating and reimagining disciplines, institu-
tions, and social relations. The contributors explore the relationship between 
knowledge production within the academy and wider forms of political and 
social struggle. These essays engage insights and analyses produced within a 
variety of “intellectual undergrounds” to uncover how race is made and con-
tested within multiple institutional locations and contexts.1

In the section’s first essay, Glenn Adams and Phia Salter explain how con-
cepts in social psychology related to love, family, independence, personal 
development, and socialization that seem race neutral are in fact deeply 
dependent on racial logics. They characterize colorblindness memorably as 
“the cultivated disability to see the racialization of everyday life” and describe 
a series of interventions related to research design that can permit social psy-
chologists to interrogate the terms of colorblindness.

In a similar vein, sociologist Aileen Moreton-Robinson shows that the broad 
canon of Western thought, or what she describes as the “knowledges produced 
by disciplines dedicated to the sciences of ‘man,’” serves to discipline “the rights 
claims of Indigenous people.” Here, the very theoretical space necessary to con-
ceptualize Indigenous political and social life becomes attenuated by the domi-
nant assumptions of anthropology, political science, Australian studies, and 
even Aboriginal studies. Moreton-Robinson argues for a new research agenda 
that could “investigate how White possession functions through a discourse of 
rights within the disciplines of law, political science, history, and anthropology 
on which Australian studies and Indigenous studies have relied since their for-
mation, and examine how White possession manifests in regulatory mecha-
nisms including legal decisions, government policy, and legislation.”

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



268 •  R E S I S T A N C E  A N D  T R A N S F O R M A T I O N

The last three essays in the section investigate how countering colorblind-
ness requires new pedagogical practices and principles. Felice Blake considers 
deployments of colorblindness in contemporary literary studies in relation-
ship to a broader crisis in the humanities, evident in the relentless demand for 
humanists to prove the “value” of their teaching and scholarship. The corpo-
ratization of higher education has paralleled the removal of humanities-based 
inquiries into issues now deemed to be principally under the purview of  
the social sciences—discrimination, inequality, and their remedies. Blake 
exhumes a long history of antiracist literary and cultural study that has been 
deeply engaged with and critical of the social apparatus, a genealogy that will 
be vital to the remaking of the humanities. Like Blake, Paula Ioanide explains 
why the classroom continues to serve as a central site in which legacies of 
domination can become transformed into new imaginaries of justice. Race-
and-gender-conscious frames require a radical transformation in the ways that 
students who identify as white construct their identities, self-perceptions, and 
moral bearings. Ioanide uses Race and Sexual Politics, an undergraduate 
course taught over seven years, as a site of inquiry, to explore the ways that 
race-and-gender-conscious pedagogies capable of creating “new imaginaries 
of justice” prevent students from evading “the moral and political responsibil-
ity fatally coupled with white hetero-patriarchal advantage” while cultivating 
“the desire for an aspirational yet ever imperfect praxis.”

Teacher educator Milton Reynolds explains in his chapter that colorblind-
ness promotes a mode of learning that is “conceptually impoverishing and 
affectively underskilling.” The forms of identity and consciousness afforded 
to many whites within a colorblind framework are injurious to themselves 
and others, he explains. For Reynolds, a refusal to see or acknowledge race is 
neither advantageous nor ethical but instead denies students techniques, 
knowledge, and ways of understanding that have been forged outside domi-
nant cultures and structures that are central to their own well-being and 
survival. Reynolds explores the development of promising new alternatives to 
“colorblind” teaching practice in the classroom environment.

This section reprises, augments, and extends a core premise of this book 
and the larger project from which it emerges. Research design, curricular 
innovation, and classroom pedagogy on campuses reflect and shape broader 
struggles for social justice in communities. Students, staff personnel, and 
faculty members come from and return to communities suffused with racial-
ized practices, processes, and structures. The college campus itself is a racial 
project, a managerial training ground where racialized practices are learned 
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and legitimated. Countering colorblindness requires the identification and 
development of new objects of study, but it also demands the transformation 
of the social relations of research by envisioning and enacting new ways of 
knowing and new ways of being.

N O T E

1. Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and 
Black Study (Wivenhoe, UK: Minor Compositions, 2013).
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T W E L V E

They (Color) Blinded Me 
with Science

C O U N T E R A C T i N G  C O L O N i A L i T y  O F  K N O W L E D G E  

i N  h E G E M O N i C  P S yC h O L O Gy

Glenn Adams and Phia S. Salter

The year 2015 was a time of campus uprisings.1 In one of the most remarkable 
instances, students at the University of Missouri protested the hostile climate 
of campus racism, the football team refused to play, and demonstrations 
forced the resignation of the university president and chancellor.2 Elsewhere 
in the United States, students in such diverse places as Ithaca College, 
UCLA, the University of Kansas, and Yale University organized to challenge 
the dynamics of racial domination on college campuses and to show support 
for the Black Lives Matter movement.3 Beyond the United States, students 
across South Africa and the United Kingdom rallied around the slogan 
“Rhodes must fall” to challenge the slow pace of change for racial justice.4

The year was also a turbulent one in our home discipline of (social) psy-
chology. Critics both inside and outside the field railed against systematic 
biases that cast doubt on the accumulated knowledge base of psychological 
science. One set of biases was a methodological sort: failures to replicate 
results of important studies led many observers to question the truth status 
of the original work and to lament the “questionable research practices” (if 
not outright fraud) that might have produced its biased results.5 Another set 
of biases was a political sort as a group of social psychologists published an 
influential article claiming that the field and its conclusions deviated from 
objective truth in a leftward political direction.6

In response to these concerns about bias, psychological scientists recom-
mended a conservative response. Some advocated affirmative action policies 
that would correct the purported left-leaning bias by increasing participation of 
politically conservative voices.7 Many advocated conservative changes to 
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methodological guidelines—for example, calls for greater statistical power (via 
larger sample sizes) to reduce the rate of false-positive results;8 recommenda-
tions against exploratory analyses; and preregistration of experiments and 
hypotheses9—to reduce the role of researcher subjectivity in interpretation of 
results. Through these steps, they hoped to bring psychological science closer to 
the positivist ideal of positionless, unbiased observation of objective reality.

From our standpoint, the juxtaposition of campus uprisings and the per-
ception of psychological science in crisis is not merely coincidental. Rather, 
the conservative backlash with regard to methods and political orientation is 
an expression of the white racial perspective or standpoint that informs 
mainstream academia and hegemonic psychological science—in other words, 
part of the system of racial domination against which protesters were dem-
onstrating. From this perspective, prescriptions for greater methodologi-
cal  rigor and politically charged demands for politically neutral science 
(#allviewpointsmatter) sound suspiciously like the colorblind disciplining of 
race-conscious work that is the central concern of this collection.

C O L O R b L i N D  D i S C i P L i N i N G  O F 

R A C E - C O N S C i O U S  S C i E N C E

Over our years in the field of psychological science we have observed a famil-
iar pattern in the enculturation of aspiring social scientists. Our students 
often enter graduate school with some experience in social movements and 
activism. They frequently have an identity-conscious lens on social reality 
informed by broad liberal arts education and engagement with marginalized 
knowledge perspectives (e.g., ethnic studies, feminist studies, and queer stud-
ies). At the same time, they appreciate how good social science uses argu-
ments based on empirical observation to advance understanding of social 
reality, and they aspire to apply scientific tools to illuminate and counteract 
inequality, injustice, and other forms of violence.

Once these students enter graduate school, they receive training in scientific 
discipline. This discipline teaches students that their identity-conscious per-
spectives are a flawed form of knowledge tainted by their particularistic biases. 
This discipline teaches students that their lived experience of racial subordina-
tion is a descriptively deviant condition that has distorted their perceptual 
apparatus, renders them suspect as scientific witnesses, and disqualifies them 
to comment on context-general truth about normal human experience. This 
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discipline teaches students that their social justice activism constitutes a set of 
emotional investments that interfere with their ability to serve as disinterested 
arbiters of scientific evidence. To correct these shortcomings, students learn 
that they should strive to perceive reality from an objective or identity-neutral 
perspective free from the biases of their own identity positions. They learn that, 
if they decide to continue to remain active in social justice movements, they 
should do it on their own time and rigidly compartmentalize such activism to 
preserve the integrity of their scientific work. In short, scientific discipline aims 
to transform passionate activists for social justice into dispassionate observers 
of objective reality and producers of unbiased knowledge who must “un-know” 
the truths of racial domination that their life experience has taught them.10

A useful articulation of this attitude comes in a metaphor of clothing. 
Disciplinary training demands that researchers leave their identities on a hook 
at the laboratory door and exchange them for the white lab coat that animates 
popular imagination as the professional uniform of scientists.11 The whiteness 
of the lab coat in this metaphor has two noteworthy connotations. First, it 
more or less deliberately connotes a sanitized absence of meaning consistent 
with a colorblind construction of the research process. The white coat is part 
of a laboratory setting designed to reflect and promote a sense of abstraction 
from social, historical, and material context, a privileged position or “transcen-
dental realm where the effects of context, content, and meaning can be elimi-
nated, standardized, or kept under control,”12 permitting a perspective that is 
as close as possible to the prescriptive ideal of a “view from nowhere.”13 Second, 
the whiteness of the lab coat has (less deliberate) connotations of racial posi-
tion. The experience of abstraction from context that it connotes is not equally 
characteristic of all human experience, but instead is more specifically associ-
ated with epistemic perspectives of racial power. Just as one should understand 
the whiteness of the lab coat as meaningful color rather than culture-neutral 
absence of color, so too should one understand calls for colorblind science as a 
thinly disguised directive for assimilation to a particular racial position rather 
than culture-neutral absence of racial position.

i D E N T i T y- C O N S C i O U S  P E R S P E C T i V E S  

F O R  D E C O L O N i Z i N G  S C i E N C E

As an example of colorblind ideology at work in scientific interpretation, con-
sider a thought experiment in the influential journal Behavioral and Brain 
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Sciences, designed to demonstrate how bias against conservative viewpoints 
might impact scientific work. The experiment goes like this: Imagine two ver-
sions of a study where researchers use identical methods, procedures, and 
analyses to investigate economic disadvantage as a source of racial differences 
in IQ test performance. In one version, left-leaning researchers conclude that 
the work illuminates the role of environmental influences on intelligence.  
In the other version, right-leaning researchers conclude that the work illumi-
nates the role of genetic inheritance on intelligence. From the colorblind per-
spective of hegemonic psychological science, one might argue (as the authors 
of the thought experiment do) that if left-leaning reviewers favor one version 
of the study and right-leaning reviewers the other, then it would constitute 
evidence that “extra-scientific considerations [i.e., political ideology] influence 
reviewers’ calculus” and unfairly bias evaluation of scientific research.14

From an identity-conscious perspective informed by the epistemic stand-
point of racially subordinated communities, the problem with this argument 
is that it abstracts research from its social and historical context. Both ver-
sions of the study—whether the left-leaning focus on poverty or the right-
leaning focus on genetics—proceed from a White epistemic standpoint and 
investment in interpreting test performance differences as evidence of Black 
people’s intellectual inferiority. People familiar with the history of scientific 
racism associated with the intellectual testing industry might challenge the 
legitimacy of the IQ test as an inherently racist tool (posing as colorblind or 
race-neutral) for measuring merit or ability.15 They might view the right-
leaning version of the study as particularly pernicious because of its ties to the 
eugenics movement, biological essentialism, and the assumption that race is 
a biological rather than a social construct. Yet the authors, through their 
hypothetical researchers, imply that this knowledge about the social and 
historical context of intelligence testing constitutes “extra-scientific consid-
erations” that have no place in psychological science and hinder us from 
converging on the objective truth. In order to evaluate the research in a color-
blind fashion, they imply that one must un-know this history of racism and 
pretend that the IQ test (or any other psychological measure) is a race-neutral 
tool.

In contrast to prescriptions for colorblindness that require scientists to 
leave their cultural knowledge of racial subordination on a hook by the labo-
ratory door, we propose that an adequate approach to knowledge must pro-
ceed from a foundation of consciousness about the racial domination and 
colonial violence that have constituted modern society. From our perspective, 
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calls for colorblind science are flawed because they obscure the extent to 
which the supposedly objective or natural standard (reasonable person, tra-
ditional methods) of social science is not race-neutral, but instead constitutes 
a form of racialized subjectivity. Calls for colorblind science celebrate the 
ideal of an objective scientific observer abstracted from social context, but 
they promote ignorance or unknowing of the racialized violence required for 
the historical production of that abstraction from context. By prescribing 
ways of being and knowing based on the modern experience of abstraction 
from context, hegemonic science actively reproduces racial domination. 
Identity-conscious knowledge perspectives provide a remedy for this percep-
tual limitation of colorblind science.

One race-conscious perspective that informs many contributions to this 
collection (including our own work)16 is Critical Race Theory (CRT). As 
other contributors have described with greater authority, initial articulations 
of CRT grew out of frustration about an inattention to racial power in criti-
cal studies.17 Conventional perspectives of critical scholarship often dismiss 
race consciousness as a form of false consciousness associated with tendencies 
of essentialism or particularization that threaten solidarity of social move-
ments. In response, proponents of CRT contend that race consciousness is a 
necessary tool to illuminate the basis of hegemonic knowledge formations in 
epistemic perspectives associated with White racial power. Rather than the 
application of White-washed critical theory to a subset of phenomena with 
obvious connections to race relations, CRT perspectives consider the entire 
range of social science phenomena through an analytic lens that highlights 
racial power.

Another identity-conscious knowledge perspective is Decolonial Theory, 
which emerged as a conceptual framework for understanding the Eurocentric 
global modern order from the epistemic standpoint of racially subordinated 
communities in the Global South. In its most basic articulation, this frame-
work emphasizes that one cannot understand modernity without considera-
tion of its “dark side,” coloniality.18 From this perspective, Eurocentric global 
modernity and the individualist tendencies that constitute modern ways of 
being are not, as most scientists imagine them, the leading edge of human 
cultural progress. Instead, they are inseparable manifestations of the colonial 
violence and racial subordination that constituted the modern order of 
Eurocentric global domination.

An important focus of decolonial scholarship is the coloniality of knowl-
edge.19 Briefly stated, references to the coloniality of knowledge emphasize 
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that the scientific research enterprise is not an unbiased reading of objective 
reality or identity-neutral tool wielded by dispassionate or positionless 
observers. Instead, it is an integral component of the modern/colonial order 
that reflects and reproduces racial domination. How is present-day scientific 
research implicated in racial domination? In one direction, the hegemonic 
enterprise of scientific research reflects racial domination to the extent that it 
privileges a modern epistemic standpoint, associated with the experience of 
abstraction from sociohistorical context, enabled by colonial expropriation 
of Others’ wealth and productive capacity. In the other direction, the hege-
monic practice of scientific research reproduces racial domination by inter-
preting complex social phenomena through the lens of a neoliberal individu-
alist model of society (as a frictionless, free market of unfettered, free agents 
whose outcomes are the result of their personal choice) that obscures the role 
of colonial violence in the production of modern society.20

As a response to the epistemic (and epistemological)21 violence of hegem-
onic science, identity-conscious knowledge formations provide conceptual 
resources, rooted in the epistemic perspective of marginalized communities, 
that provide the foundations for intellectual decolonization.22 In the rest of 
this chapter, we illustrate strategies for intellectual decolonization in the 
context of two research projects.

D E C O L O N i Z i N G  P E R C E P T i O N :  T O O L S  F O R  i G N O R A N C E 

( A N D  C O N S C i O U S N E S S )

The most straightforward connection to the focus of this collection is a 
project that considers colorblindness as a tool for racism denial. This project 
takes as its point of departure a ubiquitous gap in perception, whereby White 
Americans tend to perceive less racism in everyday life and foundational 
institutions of U.S. society than do people from a variety of racially subordi-
nated communities. Moreover, because White American racial sensibilities 
tend to constitute supposedly neutral standards of a “reasonable person,” 
mainstream institutions tend to normalize and naturalize denial of racism. 
In other words, mainstream institutions treat perception of a nonracist or 
postracial society not only as a prescriptive standard for how one should see 
everyday reality, but also as a descriptive standard of what reality actually is. 
Measured against this standard, the tendency in mainstream institutions is 
to pathologize perception of racism: that is, to treat it as an example of 
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paranoid delusion, unfounded concern, or a strategic move in a political 
game (i.e., “playing the race card”).23

In response to this prevailing construction of group differences, an impor-
tant task is to decolonize perception. Decolonial perspectives propose that 
the key to decolonizing thinking, feeling, and being is to shift the epistemic 
standpoint and consider reality from the perspective of people in racially 
subordinated communities. Rather than the prevailing model of the mission-
ary intellectual who visits oppressed communities to impart expertise and 
“give away” scientific knowledge, this epistemic shift reflects a basis in per-
spectives of liberation social science.24 Extending the liberation theology 
notion of a “preferential option for the poor,” perspectives of liberation social 
science propose that one can best comprehend the human condition—
including the operation of power—by treating perspectives of racially subor-
dinated communities as a privileged site of understanding.25 Associated with 
this epistemic shift are two decolonizing strategies.26

The Normalizing Strategy:  

Racism Perception as Reality Attunement

A first decolonizing strategy is to draw upon the identity-conscious  
epistemic perspective of racially subordinated communities to provide a nor-
malizing account of the patterns that mainstream perspectives portray as 
abnormal. In contrast to the mainstream portrayal of racism perception as 
unfounded concern or strategic exaggeration, the epistemic perspective of 
racially subordinated communities affords awareness of—that is, makes it 
easier to know about—the operation of racism in American society. For one 
thing, everyday realities of racially subordinated communities make it easier 
to know about racism in the present. People who inhabit these realities are 
not only likely to witness or experience racism themselves, but also are likely 
to move in social networks where other people experience racism, to get their 
information from news media that are attuned to the possibility of racism, 
to have access to (often informal) educational resources that socialize com-
munity youth about the ongoing danger and significance of racism, and to 
participate in cultural events that commemorate the struggle against 
racism.

As this last phrase suggests, everyday realities of racially subordinated com-
munities also afford awareness about the extent and present relevance of past 
racism. Rather than bounded incidents that played out to their conclusion 
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long ago, epistemic perspectives of people in marginalized communities afford 
awareness of the “slow violence” of racism throughout modern/colonial his-
tory.27 One implication of this perspective is that people who know about the 
extent and significance of racism in the past are in a better position to under-
stand the impact and ongoing significance of racism in the present.

Consistent with this implication, our research suggests that perception of 
racism in current events is associated with accurate knowledge about past 
racism. In this research, we observed that students at historically Black uni-
versities tended to perform better than White American students at a pre-
dominantly White institution on a true/false measure of historical knowl-
edge. That is, they correctly identified documented incidents of past racism 
as true, but did not incorrectly claim that made-up incidents of racism were 
true. In turn, this group difference in reality attunement partly accounted for 
the group difference in racism perception.28 We interpret these results as 
evidence that tendencies to perceive racism in American society do not reflect 
some pathological deviation from reality; instead, they are associated with 
greater attunement to reality. From this perspective, it is not surprising that 
people see racism in present-day society. The evidence for this conclusion is 
readily available for people who are sober enough to face it.

The Denaturalizing Strategy: Cultural Affordances 

for Denial and Ignorance

A second decolonizing strategy is to draw upon the experience of people in 
racially subordinated communities as an epistemic foundation from which 
to denaturalize prescriptions for colorblindness in hegemonic mainstream 
discourse. Conventional discussions take tendencies to perceive racism as a 
remarkable deviation from the “reasonable person” standard that requires 
some sort of comment or explanation. In contrast, the denaturalizing strat-
egy of a cultural psychology analysis “turn[s] the analytic lens” and considers 
colorblind denial of racism as the deviant phenomenon that requires expla-
nation.29 Why do White Americans tend to deny something—racism in 
American society—that one might otherwise think obvious?

One answer to this question is certainly that various identity threats moti-
vate White Americans to deny or avoid information about the extent of rac-
ism. Evidence of racism in U.S. society is threatening to White Americans 
because it calls into question their moral adequacy and the legitimacy of a 
system from which they derive benefit. When we use experimental tech-
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niques to temporarily neutralize these identity threats and individual moti-
vations for colorblindness, we find that White Americans are more willing 
to admit the extent of racism.30

The other answer to this question is that White American society provides 
a variety of cultural-psychological tools that make it easier to deny or avoid 
information about the extent of racism. This is an important point that bears 
emphasis. Even if people set aside their identity-defensive biases and seek or 
weigh evidence in objective fashion, they can still fail to recognize racism 
where it exists—and oppose policies to address it—if the only knowledge tools 
at their disposal are ones that promote ignorance of racism.31

Our work considers one important tool for colorblind denial of racism: 
hegemonic representations of history. This work suggests that White 
Americans fail to perceive racism, in part, because they are ignorant about 
well-documented and consensually acknowledged incidents of past racism. 
Yet this ignorance of past racism is not simply the result of personal short-
comings; rather, it is a collectively cultivated, cultural product. How does 
society produce and maintain this ignorance?

In one investigation of this question, we compared representations of Black 
History Month (BHM) in racially segregated schools in the Kansas City 
area.32 We observed that BHM displays in predominantly Black and Latinx 
schools were more likely than those in predominantly White schools to refer 
to historical events, especially barriers or struggles associated with the civil 
rights movement. In contrast, if displays in White schools included historical 
content, it was typically to note individual achievements rather than historical 
processes. Rather than explicit references to past and present racism, BHM 
displays in White schools were more likely than those in Black and Latinx 
schools to refer to themes of diversity and tolerance.

These differences in displays across schools are not accidental; rather, BHM 
displays realize different beliefs and desires. In a follow-up study, we observed 
that White American students at the University of Kansas disliked represen-
tations of BHM that referred to the history of racial domination, and they 
instead preferred relatively sanitized or domesticated portrayals of BHM that 
emphasized tolerant coexistence in diverse communities or individual achieve-
ments of African American heroes.33 Equally important, the strength of these 
likes and dislikes was related to the strength of people’s investment in White 
American identity. People who expressed a strong sense of themselves as 
White Americans were especially likely to prefer sanitizing BHM displays 
from White schools and to dislike critical BHM displays from Black and 
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Latinx schools. In summary, the research highlighted the extent to which 
representations of history in mainstream institutions are not identity-neutral 
reflections of fact. Instead, they are White-washed products that reflect beliefs 
and desires of the White American actors whose preferences disproportion-
ately shape everyday realities.

Likewise, these differences in displays across schools are not inconsequen-
tial; rather, BHM displays promote different forms of perception and action. 
Results of two additional studies in the same project indicated that displays 
typical of White schools (which tended to emphasize diversity and achieve-
ment) were less effective than displays typical of Black and Latinx schools 
(which were relatively likely to acknowledge past racism) at promoting aware-
ness of racism as a feature of present-day society.34 In turn, because they were 
less effective at promoting awareness of racism, displays typical of White 
schools were less effective than displays typical of Black and Latinx schools at 
promoting support for racial justice policies. Relative to displays from Black 
and Latinx schools, the White-washed BHM displays typical of White schools 
functioned as tools for the production of ignorance, denial, and inaction.

These examples of research suggest that the “reasonable person” who 
informs standards of law, interpretation of scientific evidence, and resulting 
recommendations for policy suffers from a form of collectively cultivated 
ignorance about the role of racism in U.S. society. From this perspective, the 
cultivated inability to see the racialization of everyday life represents the 
colonization of perception by forces of racial power. The goal of social justice 
therefore requires the decolonizing of perception and knowledge not only to 
reveal the operation of racial power, but also to illuminate forms of percep-
tion, memory, and reason that better reflect the experience and aspirations of 
broader humanity. In turn, the task of decolonizing knowledge requires an 
active antiracism and tools for race-conscious perception that reveal the 
operation of racial power, rather than passive varieties of nonracialism (based 
in a White epistemic standpoint) that serve interests of domination by 
deflecting attention away from the operation of racial power.35

D E C O L O N i Z i N G  L O V E :  P S yC h O L O G i C A L  G R O W T h  O R 

S U S TA i N A b L E  D E V E L O P M E N T ?

Readers of this book and people familiar with CRT will not find it surprising 
that ideologies of colorblindness inform scientific knowledge and broader 
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conventional wisdom regarding the objectivity or reasonableness of state-
ments about the role of racism in everyday society. Indeed, this stance on the 
role of racism is what defines the notion of colorblindness in the first place. 
However, an important feature of CRT is that the role of colorblind ideology 
in hegemonic knowledge formations is not limited to explicitly “racial” top-
ics. Instead, perspectives of CRT emphasize that racialized knowledge 
forms—perhaps most profoundly White-washed conceptions of the “reason-
able person” that masquerade as positionless or colorblind truth—suffuse 
and inform the entire enterprise of law, education, and science.

So it is that our second example of colorblind ideology in hegemonic psy-
chological science concerns topics—love, care, and well-being—that would 
at first seem far removed from the topic of racialized colonial violence. For 
this example, we draw upon research in West African settings to critique 
ways in which conventional scientific wisdom reflects and reproduces habits 
of mind associated with individualism, an important manifestation of the 
coloniality of knowledge and being.36

To begin our discussion, we invite readers to consider a famous dilemma 
tale, common in many settings in the African diaspora, in which a person’s 
mother and spouse are drowning and the person must choose whom to res-
cue.37 To the extent that there is a “correct” answer to this dilemma, conven-
tional wisdom in hegemonic science implies that the right choice is to save 
spouse over mother. After all, one’s spouse is ideally a soulmate, the partner 
with whom one has chosen to build a relationship that most constitutes the 
modern self, touches one’s authentic core, expresses one’s deepest longings. 
Sure enough, when we presented a modified version of this dilemma to par-
ticipants in the Kansas City area, the majority of participants did indeed pri-
oritize care to spouse over care to mother.38 Different patterns emerged when 
we presented the dilemma to participants in a variety of settings in the West 
African country of Ghana. In Accra, the metropolitan capital city of Ghana, 
there was no evidence of the hegemonic standard pattern, whereby partici-
pants prioritized care to spouse over care to mother. In Navrongo, a small 
town in northern Ghana, the standard pattern was reversed; that is, partici-
pants on average tended to prioritize care to mother over care to spouse.39

How is one to understand these patterns? Again, conventional wisdom in 
hegemonic science portrays prioritization of spouse over parent as a natural 
tendency of the human animal, something that well-adjusted individuals do 
as they transform from immature, dependent juveniles to mature, independ-
ent adults. This pattern represents a milestone of individual and cultural 
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development as it enables people to act in accordance with principles of self-
determination, indulge in self-exploration and self-expansion, and construct 
a social network that expresses their authentic desires (rather than accom-
modate themselves to connections that are merely accidents of birth). Judged 
against this hegemonic standard, West African tendencies to prioritize par-
ent over spouse constitute remarkable deviations that require explanation: 
evidence of individual or cultural immaturity on the universal trajectory of 
human development.40 In response to this pathologizing interpretation, we 
again apply two decolonial strategies.

The Denaturalizing Strategy: Spouse Preference  

as Neoliberal Growth

In this case, it makes sense to begin discussion with the second decolonial 
strategy: to denaturalize the patterns that hegemonic science portrays as 
colorblind, natural standards for optimal experience. Rather than a marker 
of normal human development, our work identifies “standard” tendencies to 
prioritize spouse over parent as a component of expansion-oriented or growth-
focused models of well-being. These growth-focused models include such 
diverse features as a narrow or nuclear construction of family, dyad-oriented 
childcare, a construction of care as emotional support, and a “romantic” con-
struction of true love as a form of self-expansive merging in exclusive inti-
macy with a partner of one’s choosing. Practitioners draw upon such hegem-
onic scientific understandings and impose them as universal standards—for 
example, by valorizing maternal over community childcare or by pathologiz-
ing children’s contribution to household labor41—without regard for cultural 
or historical context. In more extreme cases, policymakers draw upon these 
conceptions of love, relationship, and well-being (along with problematic 
outgroup stereotypes) to justify parent-child separation, military invasion, 
and other violent actions, ostensibly to liberate women and children from 
oppressive cultural practices.42

Whereas hegemonic science portrays growth-oriented ways of being as natu-
rally superior or optimal paths to happiness, a decolonial perspective locates 
these tendencies in cultural ecologies of neoliberal individualism associated 
with Eurocentric global modernity/coloniality. These cultural ecologies pro-
mote an experience of the social world as a relatively frictionless “free market” 
populated by unfettered “free agents” who are at liberty (but also compelled) to 
choose attractive partners, avoid onerous obligations, and pursue well-being 
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through the creation of optimally satisfying relationships. By locating hegem-
onic conceptions of love, care, and growth-oriented relationality in cultural 
ecologies of Eurocentric modernity, a decolonial analysis makes it easier to see 
potential drawbacks of these conceptions. In particular, it suggests that one 
must consider these allegedly colorblind, standard forms in terms of the dark 
side of modernity, coloniality. How can such apparently positive manifestations 
of human existence as love and growth constitute colonial forms?

In one direction, the reference to coloniality illuminates the violence that 
produced hegemonic forms. Rather than colorblind or racially innocent facts 
about the human organism, growth-oriented models of love and well-being 
reflect the racial domination and violent extraction that have enabled an 
unjustly privileged minority to pursue the neoliberal individualist project of 
expansive self-development, while simultaneously restricting viable options 
for the dominated global majority. At the very least, awareness of this history 
of racial violence complicates the elevation of these ways of being as a suppos-
edly colorblind, universal prescription for love and personal development.

In the other direction, the reference to coloniality illuminates the violence 
that hegemonic forms continue to produce. Despite the positive connota-
tions of “growth,” these forms of relationality can expose people to consider-
able risks when they forgo the assurance (and obligations) of broad commu-
nity for the alluring promises of personal fulfillment.43

Practices of narrow investment in private bonds of affection afford short-
sighted personal growth at the expense of wider networks of social obliga-
tions that contribute to broader well-being. Moreover, growth-oriented 
models of personal development—like their counterparts in the domain of 
societal or economic development44—involve high rates of resource con-
sumption that render them not only unavailable to most people, but also 
unsustainable as a long-term path. In summary, the denaturalization strategy 
of a decolonial analysis alerts us to the possibility that growth-oriented con-
ceptions of love and personal development are not the leading edge of color-
blind human progress; instead, these hegemonic forms reflect and reproduce 
the slow, crushing violence of racial (and class) domination.

The Normalizing Strategy: Parent Preference  

as Sustainable Relationality

The other decolonial strategy is to normalize the tendencies that perspectives 
of hegemonic science portray as abnormal. Viewed from this decolonial 
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perspective, tendencies to prioritize parent over spouse reflect broader, secu-
rity- or sustainability-oriented ways of being characterized by lineage models 
of family, socially distributed childcare, a construction of care as material or 
practical support, and a construction of true love as dutiful fulfillment of 
obligation. These ways of being are not (as hegemonic perspectives suggest) 
evidence of immaturity measured along some culturally imposed trajectory 
of development. Instead, they constitute healthy adaptations to cultural 
ecologies of social embeddedness and interdependence that promote an expe-
rience of relationality as a defining condition of everyday life. Rather than 
contempt, these patterns are worthy of respect.

“Yes,” we can hear our scientific colleagues respond, “but which way of 
being best promotes optimal satisfaction?” Rather than answer the question 
on its own terms, a decolonial response challenges the question in the first 
place.45 Rather than valorize ways of being that promote optimal satisfaction 
for an unjustly privileged few at the expense of the racially subordinated 
majority, an adequate science of global humanity must valorize ways of being 
that promote a secure and dignified life for all. In this respect, patterns of 
relationality evident in majority-world communities not only constitute 
viable ways of living in their own right, but also provide inspiration for imag-
ining just alternatives to the racial violence of neoliberal individualism and 
Eurocentric modernity/coloniality—including the epistemic violence of 
colorblind science.

C O N C L U S i O N

Here and elsewhere, the key to a more human(e) science is a process of intel-
lectual decolonization based in identity-conscious forms of knowledge that 
reflect and promote the understandings and aspirations of the marginalized 
global majority. A practical implication of this perspective is to underscore 
the role of identity-conscious education in the production of critical con-
sciousness. People who benefit from the racial violence of the status quo have 
a possessive investment in colorblind educational technologies that promote 
ignorance of facts that otherwise might be obvious.46 The push to pack 
school boards with deniers of climate change, to adopt history textbooks that 
deny the extent of racial or colonial violence, and to defund ethnic studies 
programs are all recent examples of the ongoing epistemic violence of 
colonialism.47
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In response to this epistemic violence, a decolonial perspective prescribes 
educational practices based on the ideal of accompaniment: ways of knowing 
and doing in which students, researchers, and would-be agents of change 
immerse themselves in the flow of everyday life and experience events with 
humility alongside others in the context of everyday activity.48 Many discus-
sions of accompaniment rightly emphasize collaboration in collective action 
and forms of creative expression that directly confront oppressive structures. 
In addition, we see modest possibilities in our professional role as teachers for 
a sort of vicarious accompaniment by which we educate students in knowl-
edge traditions rooted in the epistemic perspective of people in racially sub-
ordinated communities. For example, one of us (Phia Salter) has created a 
course in Black Psychology as a mechanism to integrate racially subordinated 
perspectives into the psychology undergraduate curriculum. To be clear, the 
goal of this and similar initiatives is not to expose students to diversity or 
knowledge about racially subordinated “Others”; instead, it is to provide stu-
dents with an epistemic standpoint from which to rethink the entire body of 
knowledge and practices that constitute hegemonic psychological science.

P O S T S C R i P T

If 2015 was a time of uprising, then 2016 was a time of “whitelash” (i.e., racial-
ized backlash),49 epitomized by both the campaign for the United Kingdom 
to leave the European Union and the campaign to elect Donald Trump as 
president of the United States. The whitelash in these campaigns was evident 
not only in reactionary calls to “take back” political institutions or to “make 
[the country] great again,” but also in a “post-truth” stance characterized by 
a pronounced disregard for empirical facts and the unapologetic embrace of 
racialized ignorance designed to manage White fragility and discomfort. The 
disdain for empirically grounded, expert judgment gained momentum from 
the remarkable failure of mainstream institutions to anticipate the success of 
these political campaigns. Such failure lent apparent credence to beliefs that 
mainstream journalists, academics, and knowledge professionals suffered 
from a left-leaning ideological bias that rendered them out of touch with 
reality. Within psychological science, the response to these developments has 
been to amplify the calls for colorblind science that we noted at the outset  
of this paper. Given this context, we thought it important to clarify two 
points.
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First, we endorse the idea that social scientists, including those of us who 
work in public institutions of politically conservative states, might better 
engage with the diversity of communities whom our work serves and from 
which our students originate. This prescription is consistent with traditions 
of accompaniment, associated with liberation social science, that we have 
advocated elsewhere in this essay. The question is how to reconcile this pre-
scription with an appreciation for the racialized ignorance that continues to 
inform common sense in U.S. settings. We suggest that the answer is not to 
un-know identity-conscious knowledge and meet people halfway, as if truth 
lies in a compromise between different positions. Instead, we best respect the 
humanity of the people concerned when we draw upon identity-conscious 
perspectives to illuminate uncomfortable truths, confront White fragility, 
and challenge investment in allegedly neutral forms of knowledge that pro-
mote White ignorance and serve racial domination.

Second, we affirm the commitment to “fighting back with sound sci-
ence”50 against the characterization of scientific knowledge as left-biased 
propaganda that does not merit public attention or support. Again, though, 
we dispute any notion that “sound science” requires us to un-know the reality 
of racial injustice to preserve disciplinary rigor and the integrity of scientific 
work. Rather than reproduce colorblind delusion, we emphasize the impor-
tance of identity-conscious knowledge to illuminate a more adequate account 
of empirical realities. The objective of this identity-conscious stance is not 
truth-free pursuit of a political agenda (characterized by fabricated “facts” 
and fake science), but instead to enable reality-attuned knowledge of empiri-
cal truths that hegemonic perspectives can often obscure.
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Now post-Mabo and the “death” of terra nullius, questions lay at the feet of 
the Australian state. What legitimises your entry? Do you still require the 
consent of the natives? And if we give it to you now, what meaning will you 
or I give to that agreement? For who will hold the colonising state and its 
growing globalised identity to honour and respect our laws, territories and 
right to life? No one has in the past.1

In the above quote, Indigenous scholar Irene Watson poses questions that are 
almost unimaginable in the context of Australian sociology, where the dis-
cussion of “sovereignty” in modernity does not include Indigenous subjects. 
The “sociological imagination” has not been applied to investigate the exist-
ence of Indigenous sovereignty within both structure and agency, yet this is 
surely what sociology requires. C. Wright Mills coined this popular phrase, 
which is used as an epistemic tool to distinguish the “sociological” from the 
social.2 Developing a sociological imagination means one should be able to 
think beyond the temple of one’s familiar to examine the social world in new 
and unfamiliar ways. My enthusiasm for Foucault’s Society Must Be Defended 
is predicated on the way in which the “unfamiliar” in his work stimulates the 
sociological imagination.3

This article is also influenced by the work of Indigenous scholars such as 
Irene Watson and Taiaiake Alfred, who advocate abandoning the concept of 
Indigenous sovereignty as it is configured in debates about Indigenous 
rights.4 Raymond Williams and Patricia Monture-Angus, whose scholarship 
questions the epistemological basis of Western law and its application to 
Indigenous sovereignty struggles, also inform this piece.5 The influence of 
their work has led me to consider the usefulness of Foucault’s conceptual 
framework, as developed in Society Must Be Defended, for analyzing how 
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White possession, as a mode of rationality, functions within disciplinary 
knowledges and regulatory mechanisms, defining and circumscribing 
Indigenous sovereignty in particular ways.6 The article considers recent work 
in Whiteness studies in Australia and abroad, as well as literature using 
Foucault’s idea of the relationship between race, sovereignty, and war. It is 
offered as a work in progress to stimulate thinking about Indigenous sover-
eignty in a different way. The article begins by discussing the current litera-
ture on Indigenous rights, followed by an overview of Foucault’s central ideas 
in Society Must Be Defended. The Australian critical Whiteness literature 
concerning Indigenous sovereignty is then outlined, and this, together with 
Foucault’s ideas about race, war, and sovereignty, produces certain questions 
for future research. In conclusion, it is suggested that such a research agenda 
would contribute to the scope and depth of existing work on Indigenous 
sovereignty.

T h E  j U D i C i O - P O L i T i C A L  F R A M E W O R K

In the past three decades, questions about the status and rights of Indigenous 
peoples within “settler” nation-states has led to the development of a new 
literature within the academy across a number of disciplines such as 
Australian studies and Aboriginal studies, changes in domestic policy, and 
discussion of rights in public discourse and international law. Since the 1990s, 
in particular, there has been a proliferation of literature on Indigenous sov-
ereignty and rights. This literature is often international in scope, drawing on 
disciplines such as law, politics, history, anthropology, and philosophy to 
explore issues regarding Indigenous peoples’ status and rights. It has raised 
fundamental questions about the complexion of the democratic state and has 
challenged the philosophical premises of concepts such as democracy and 
sovereignty. Several scholars have addressed the limitations of liberalism as it 
applies to Indigenous sovereignty. Duncan Ivison et al. argue that a new 
political theory should include the acknowledgment of Indigenous differ-
ence as the essential condition of the legitimacy of the institutions and prac-
tices within which rights and resources are to be distributed.7 Second, the 
universalism of liberalism and the particularism of Indigenous rights should 
not be perceived as mutually exclusive but rather as reference points to begin 
a new form of negotiation. Other work offers a range of perspectives on the 
political, moral, and legal rights associated with Indigenous sovereignty and 
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agreement-making,8 while several key legal texts have been published exam-
ining the status of Indigenous people at international law.9

In the Australian context, the most-cited work, Aboriginal Sovereignty by 
Henry Reynolds, charts the history of Indigenous sovereignty claims and 
their treatment by both law and government.10 Bain Attwood critically 
extends Reynolds’s work by offering a history of campaigns for Indigenous 
rights between the 1870s and the 1970s,11 while Larissa Behrendt challenges 
the logic of formal equality by providing a clear and coherent articulation of 
Indigenous rights claims and the need for social justice.12 This important and 
valuable literature offers detailed analyses of the racism embedded in the 
historical, political, and legal treatment of Indigenous sovereignty within the 
framework of sovereignty, rights, and law. It illustrates how Indigenous sov-
ereignty claims have challenged conceptualizations of state sovereignty and, 
in a few instances, how they have worked to modify state rights through 
domestic and international law. The analysis of several case studies from 
Canada, the United States, New Zealand, and Australia provides insight into 
the pragmatics of exercising Indigenous sovereignty outside the realm of 
formal rights. In this body of scholarship, rights are perceived as being pro-
ductive, enabling, and constraining, and the analysis of Indigenous rights is 
located within a judicio-political framework of law, rights, and sovereignty. 
The limitation of this literature lies in the reliance on “rights” as the cipher 
for analyzing Indigenous sovereignty. It does not reorient our conceptualiza-
tion of power outside of a law, rights, and sovereignty paradigm to think 
about Indigenous sovereignty and power in different ways. Nor does this 
literature analyze race beyond “Indigeneity.” However, it is my contention 
that utilizing the work of Foucault and critical Whiteness theorists to ana-
lyze the relationship between Indigenous sovereignty and state sovereignty 
promises to extend the scope of the existing literature.

b E yO N D  T h E  j U D i C i O - P O L i T i C A L  F R A M E W O R K

In Society Must Be Defended, Foucault offers an explanation of the develop-
ment of racism and provides important insights into the mythology embed-
ded in the history of the divine right of kings, the emergence of the theory of 
rights during modernity, and the establishment of what he conceptualizes as 
“biopower” through disciplinary and regulatory mechanisms. In these lec-
tures, Foucault offers a genealogy of war from the seventeenth century to the 
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present, arguing that war has been central to the development of the judicial 
edifice of right in democratic as well as socialist countries. He explains how 
the history of the divine right of kings that worked in the interests of sover-
eign absolutism was challenged through the work of Henri de Boulainvilliers 
(1658–1722), who produced a counterhistory to that of the king of France, 
effectively introducing the subject of rights into history. Refuting the myth 
of the inherited right to rule, Boulainvilliers’s history of the nobility advanced 
the idea that, because of war, they too had rights. Having become legitimate 
and normalized, Foucault argues, the nobility’s assertion of rights was uti-
lized by the commoners as an impetus to the French Revolution; in this way 
a “partisan and strategic” truth became a weapon of war.13 For Foucault, 
antagonisms, struggles, and conflict are processes of war that should be ana-
lyzed according to a grid of strategies and tactics. The relationship between 
the nobility, the third estate, and the king produced a form of society that 
became the basis of the modern nation, and war continues within new mech-
anisms of power. Thus politics is war by other means. The ensuing conflicts 
between rulers and ruled increasingly involve a relation between a superior 
race and an inferior race. As Foucault argues,

The State is no longer an instrument that one race uses against another: the 
State is, and must be, the protector of the integrity, the superiority, and the 
purity of the race. . . . Racism is born at the point when the theme of racial 
purity replaces that of race struggle, and when counterhistory begins to be 
converted into biological racism.14

The importance of Foucault’s genealogical account of rights is that it provides 
a new framework through which to consider how sovereignty and rights 
come into being through different forms of war and, more specifically, how 
the Indigenous subject comes into history contesting the legitimacy of sover-
eign right in Australia during the 1970s.

“Race” is defined by Foucault as a linguistic and religious marker that 
precedes the modern nation-state. While Foucault offers a genealogy of race 
tied to war, he does not make explicit how this conceptualization of race is 
tied to knowledge embedded in tactics or strategies of war. How did race play 
a part in the decision to go to war? How was it tied to the right to invade? 
These questions identify a gap in Foucault’s notion of race that this project 
will seek to address. Foucault argues that race surfaces as a biological con-
struct in the late eighteenth century because disciplinary knowledges came 
into being and regulatory mechanisms were developed to control the popula-
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tion. He describes this form of power as biopower, arguing that race became 
a means of regulating and defending society from itself. That is, war contin-
ues in modernity in different forms, while sovereignty shifts from a concern 
with society defending itself from external attacks to focus on its internal 
enemies. Race became the means through which the state’s exercise of power 
is extended from one of “to let live or die” to one of “to let live and to make 
live.” While Foucault acknowledges there is a relationship between biopower 
and colonization in Society Must Be Defended,15 he does not extend his analy-
sis of sovereignty to the colonial context. While the limitations of Foucault’s 
work on colonization have been addressed by a number of postcolonial theo-
rists,16 most fail to pursue the specific ramifications of these limitations on 
our understanding of the issue of Indigenous sovereignty. In contrast, I 
believe the use of Foucault’s idea of biopower to explicitly address the context 
of a “postcolonizing” nation will produce a new understanding of how 
Whiteness operates through the racialized application of disciplinary knowl-
edges and regulatory mechanisms, which function together to preclude rec-
ognition of Indigenous sovereignty.17

At present there is little work that engages with power relations at the 
intersection of biopower, Indigenous sovereignty, Whiteness, and race. 
Critical engagement with some of the lectures in Society Must Be Defended is 
offered in the work of Anne Laura Stoler in Race and the Education of 
Desire.18 Stoler takes up Foucault’s idea of biopower to provide an under-
standing of the making of the European colonial bourgeois order in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While Stoler explores the role of 
biopower in constructing White subjectivity, she does not engage with 
Foucault’s concern with sovereignty and war. Following Stoler, a small 
number of scholars have engaged specifically with Society Must Be Defended 
since its publication in English. While Brad Elliot Stone’s review essay 
addresses the role of inferior races constituting the abnormal in contempo-
rary race war, he does not pursue the implications of biopower’s normalizing 
regime for Indigenous sovereignty struggles.19 Similarly, John Marks pro-
vides an excellent overview of the philosophical and historical contexts for 
Foucault’s text, relating it to race through a discussion of Dominique 
Franche’s account of the Rwandan genocide.20 However, he does not extend 
the connotations to engage with Whiteness and Indigenous sovereignty. 
Eduardo Mendieta elaborates on the implications of Foucault’s work on the 
biopolitical state for our understanding of political rationality. He examines 
the relationship between “letting live” and “making live” through several 
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historical and contemporary examples, including the death penalty, lynch-
ing, and the human genome project.21 What his work does not address, 
however, is the relationship between Indigenous sovereignty and the biopo-
litical state. Race is discussed in this literature, but Whiteness remains invis-
ible as a significant racial characteristic of the biopolitical state. There is also 
a considerable body of Australian work applying Foucault’s theory of govern-
mentality to cultural and policy texts. However, this important literature 
rarely engages specific issues of Whiteness and Indigenous sovereignty claims. 
For this reason, it is productive to bring Foucault’s concept of biopower into 
relationship with the critical Whiteness literature.

This literature identifies Whiteness as the invisible norm against which 
other races are judged in the construction of identity, representation, deci-
sion-making, subjectivity, nationalism, knowledge production, and the law.22 
Warren Montag argues that, during modernity, Whiteness became an invis-
ible norm through the universalization of humanness, which simultaneously 
erased its racial character and made it a universal.23 This raises two questions: 
how does biopower work to produce Whiteness as an invisible norm and does 
it function as a tactic and strategy of race war?

Contributing to this growing literature is the work of Australian scholars 
who are establishing a field of Whiteness studies that engages in a variety of 
ways with colonization and Indigenous sovereignty.24 In particular, the work 
of Alison Ravenscroft, Fiona Nicoll, and Toula Nicolacopoulos and George 
Vassilacopoulos considers the relationship between Indigenous sovereignty 
and the psychosocial and ontological realms of subjectivity, while others, 
such as Kate Foord, illustrate that the White fantasy of terra nullius and the 
disavowal of Indigenous sovereignty are fundamental to the narration of 
Australian identity and nation-building.25

T O WA R D  A  R E S E A R C h  A G E N D A

The critical Whiteness literature on Indigenous sovereignty, in conjunction 
with Foucault’s genealogy of race, leads me to ask the following questions. If 
sovereignty is predicated on a fiction that arises through war, how does 
biopower enable sovereignty to deny war through a legal fiction of Terra 
Nullius? Is the refusal to declare war itself a tactic of war? What would be 
useful is to consider the representation of power within the law, rights, sov-
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ereignty paradigm by approaching the relationship between Indigenous sov-
ereignty and state sovereignty as relations of force located within a matrix of 
biopower. This is to identify and explicate the coexistence and mutual imbri-
cations of a universal discourse of individual human rights and the preroga-
tive of collective White possession that underpins the Australian national 
project. The specific aims of such a challenge are (1) to provide an extensive 
study of the emergence of Indigenous people into history as subjects of rights 
in the 1970s through political activism, legislative and policy change, the 
emergence of Australian nationalism, and media representations; (2) to trace 
how White possession manifests as a mode of rationality in a variety of dis-
ciplines, such as law, history, Australian studies, anthropology, Aboriginal 
studies, and political science from the rights activism of the 1970s to the 
present; (3) to extend an understanding of the terrain of sovereignty in 
Australia as relations of force in a war of races normalized through biopower, 
contributing to an understanding of how Indigenous sovereignty and its disa-
vowal have shaped Australian nationalism. This would facilitate an explora-
tion of the proposition that White possession is more than a right and con-
sider how it functions to reproduce procedures of subjugation that are tied to 
racialized and racializing knowledges produced by disciplines dedicated to 
the sciences of “man.”26 In particular, we could examine how academic disci-
plines such as history, political science, Aboriginal studies, Australian stud-
ies, and anthropology have operated as normalizing modes of rationality that 
facilitate procedures of Indigenous subjugation and mask non-Indigenous 
investments in relations of patriarchal White sovereignty.

This is to ask: to what extent does White possession circulate as a regime 
of truth that simultaneously constitutes White subjectivity and circum-
scribes the political possibilities of Indigenous sovereignty? How does it 
manifest as part of commonsense knowledge, decision-making, and socially 
produced conventions and signs? This issue poses a series of further 
questions:

In what sense do rights function as tactics and strategies of race war?
How do “rights” contribute to creating bodies of knowledge and multiple 

fields of “Aboriginal” expertise?
What was and is the role of the human sciences (anthropology, political 

science, Australian studies, Aboriginal studies, etc.) in disciplining the 
rights claims of Indigenous people?
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How does White possession of the nation function normatively within 
disciplines and their discourse of rights?

What are these disciplines and what truths do they produce about rights?
How and where do these truths circulate as rights claims and 

counterclaims?
What are their multiple forms?

Central to this is the question of how to define White possession as a con-
cept. According to the judicio-philosophical tradition, possession is the foun-
dation of property; it requires physical occupation and the will and desire  
to possess. Possession of lands is imagined to be held by the king, and in 
modernity it is the nation-state (the Crown) that holds exclusively possession 
on behalf of its subjects. Therefore possession is tied to right and power. 
Foucault argues that right is both an instrument of, and vehicle for, the  
exercising of the multiplicity of dominations in society and the relations  
that enable their implementation. He notes that these relations are not  
relations of sovereignty, and argues that the system of right and the judicial 
field are enduring channels for relations of domination and the many forms 
and techniques of subjugation. For this reason, rights should not be under-
stood as the establishment of legitimacy but rather the method by which 
subjugation is carried out.27 The limitation of Foucault’s definition of right is 
that he does not account for the Whiteness of sovereignty, without which 
biopower could not function. As Stoler’s work shows, racial thinking and 
notions of Whiteness were powerfully determinative of imperial maps that 
were broader than Foucault’s genealogy of bourgeois identity and its 
biopolitics.28

In Society Must Be Defended, Foucault defines a historico-political field as 
a shift from a history

whose function was to establish right by recounting the exploits of heroes or 
kings, their battles and wars . . . to a history that continues war by deciphering 
the war and the struggle that are going on within all institutions of rights and 
peace. History thus becomes a knowledge of struggles that is deployed and 
that functions within a field of struggles; there is now a link between the 
political fight and historical knowledge.29

An historico-political field is constituted by certain elements: a myth of 
sovereignty, a counternarrative, and the emergence of a new subject in his-
tory. The 1970s in Australia can be identified as an historico-political field in 
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this sense because a new Indigenous subject emerged in history to challenge 
the myth of patriarchal White sovereignty through a counternarrative. This 
is not to say that Indigenous sovereignty and resistance did not exist before 
the 1970s; they always have. However, what distinguishes this period for 
investigation is the eruption of the discourse of rights and the Australian 
nation’s exposure to Indigenous sovereignty claims through mass media and 
Indigenous demonstrations. Prior to the 1970s, the implicit subject of the 
rights discourse was the White subject, who represented the universal in 
human rights. This did not take account of the specificities of the rights of 
subjects with different embodiments, histories, and sexual orientations. The 
eruption of rights claims by subjects under the banner of women’s and gay 
and lesbian liberation, as well as the fight to recognize the contribution of 
non-Anglo migrants, has recently been refracted through the lens of a socially 
conservative neoliberalism as a fractious form of identity politics. However, 
because these claims are made within the judicio-politico framework they 
paradoxically assume the legitimacy of patriarchal White sovereignty. This is 
in contrast to Indigenous sovereignty claims, which contested the very 
premise of White sovereignty. Talkin’ Up to the White Woman argues that 
this distinction between non-Indigenous claims for recognition and equality 
within the nation-state and claims to ontological precedence and belonging 
is why Indigenous women’s rights are not commensurable with those of 
White women.30

The eruption of the rights discourse in the 1970s was due to influences 
that were both global and national in character, influenced by events in the 
1960s that challenged established norms, values, and social conventions. In 
Foucauldian terms, this represents a phase of war whereby the antagonisms, 
confrontations, and struggles of the 1960s became represented strategically 
and tactically through a discourse of rights in the 1970s. In Australia the 
effects were twofold: the formal assertion of Australia as an independent 
sovereign nation and the rights claims of subjects within its borders. 
Australia’s formal separation from British judicial review meant that the 
High Court of Australia was the final court of appeal. Discriminatory legis-
lation affecting Aborigines was revoked and our human rights were brought 
into a broader public discourse that encompassed racial and sexual discrimi-
nation. Simultaneously, what it meant to be an Australian was being 
redefined. The White Australia policy was formally abolished in 1972, and 
multiculturalism was promoted as Australia’s new national policy.31 Within 
the academy, Australian Studies centers were funded here and abroad to 
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explore, examine, and define Australian national identity, and Indigenous 
studies emerged as a field of study in its own right. This raises the following 
questions: Did the eruption of “rights,” in its many forms, produce new pro-
cedures of Indigenous subjugation? Do these procedures continue today in 
the remaking of Australian national identity evident in neoconservative poli-
tics, the history wars, and High Court decisions on Mabo and Indigenous 
native title?

My concern is not with how Indigenous sovereignty can be accommo-
dated or included within the discourse of rights, or how they are located 
within an identity politics framework. Rather it is to propose that we need to 
investigate how White possession functions through a discourse of rights 
within the disciplines of law, political science, history, and anthropology on 
which Australian studies and Indigenous studies have relied since their for-
mation, and examine how White possession manifests in regulatory mecha-
nisms including legal decisions, government policy, and legislation. Critical 
analysis of the role of these disciplines and regulatory mechanisms in rein-
forcing the prerogatives of White possession should provide a significant new 
perspective on the politics of sovereignty in Australia.

Foucault’s work on rights, race, war, and sovereignty lends itself to the analy-
sis of legislation and legal decision-making about Indigenous sovereignty, land 
rights, and native title. In substantive terms this could entail the following:

•	 examination of anthropological models of Indigenous land tenure and 
their representation in legislation and court decisions;

•	 textual analysis of media representations of Indigenous sovereignty 
claims and decisions, such as land rights, native title, and reparations;

•	 an explication of the emergence of “Aboriginal” history and associated 
debates about Indigenous sovereignty;

•	 analysis of government policy concerning Indigenous sovereignty, land 
rights, and native title; and

•	 critical evaluation of representations of national identity and Indigenous 
sovereignty within Australian studies, political science, and Aboriginal 
studies.

This would be an innovative approach in bringing to bear upon Indigenous 
sovereignty in a sustained and analytic way the kinds of questions that have 
emerged in recent years from the rich and suggestive body of theoretical work 
in Whiteness and race studies in the new and interdisciplinary humanities. 
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As the United States pursues an imperial project of delivering democratic 
rights and freedoms throughout the world, a growing body of Whiteness 
theory in the United States has provided a counternarrative of a nation-state 
that continues to privilege the collective interests of White people in spite of 
the civil rights gains of the 1960s and 1970s. Underlying this approach is the 
theoretical problem central to Whiteness studies of understanding how 
racialized knowledge works in power relations. Understanding the complex-
ity of power as both productive and repressive involves exploring not only 
disciplinary knowledges but also their regulative mechanisms and techniques 
of subjugation.

C O N C L U S i O N

Applying the sociological imagination to bring together Foucault’s ideas 
about race, war, and sovereignty, critical Whiteness studies, and Indigenous 
sovereignty has produced unfamiliar questions that are raised for future 
research. This article offers a challenge to Australian sociology to consider 
researching Indigenous sovereignty, exploring the way racialization works by 
extending the concept of “race” to denote more than just the bodies of the 
non-White “other.” A new research agenda could extend the scope and the 
depth of existing work on Indigenous sovereignty, Whiteness, and race by 
producing analytical insights at the national level, making the Australian 
case central to international developments in the field. This may require 
Australian sociology to be more flexible with its imagination if it is to develop 
conceptual models that do not obscure fundamental problems with contem-
porary understandings of society and politics in Western countries where 
Indigenous sovereignty continues to exist.
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F O U R T E E N

Why Black Lives Matter 
in the Humanities

Felice Blake

With current economic and world crises filling public conscious-
ness, the crisis in the humanities pales a bit.

K A T h E R i N E  b A i L E y  M A T h A E  A N D  

C A T h E R i N E  L A N G R E h R  b i R Z E R 1

These texts are becoming a way of gaining knowledge of the 
“other”: a knowledge that appears to satisfy and replace the desire 
to challenge existing frameworks of segregation. Have we, as a 
society, successfully eliminated the desire for achieving integra-
tion through political agitation for civil rights and opted instead 
for knowing each other through cultural texts?

h A Z E L  C A R b y 2

“I study Shakespeare; I don’t do race.” It’s not uncommon for students who 
enroll in one of my courses on colorblindness to inform me on the first day 
of class that, as students majoring or seeking higher degrees in English, they 
do not “do race.” It’s a peculiar sensation, this feeling of being a humanities 
scholar committed to the study of how people process and document the 
human experience, on the one hand, and on the other, the discomfort of 
being confronted with the glaring reality of race as central to that endeavor. 
One might imagine that reading literature would be one of the most ideal 
fields for gathering invaluable insights from such an engagement with race 
and human experience. After all, the voices and representations of those 
whom policy, practice, and prejudice have labeled as threats, nonnormative, 
subject to exclusion, or simply as “others” pervade the creative texts featured 
as required readings in English departments across the United States. Critical 
attention to their presence and perspectives has deepened how we under-
stand citizenship, nationalism, belonging, power, difference, and the very 
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notion of being itself. Even still, students of literature are somehow able to 
hold onto the sincere belief that race-specific engagements with text analysis 
belong to a specialized field of study (there’s modernism, the logic goes, and 
Black modernism), that it’s particular (there’s the British novel and thereafter 
other forms of the novel), that it implies an unsavory sociological perspective 
(considerations of structural oppression take away from the important atten-
tion to literariness), or that it is simply a form of identity politics that rup-
tures national unity. Despite my students’ interest in taking a course on 
colorblindness, what we may describe as their defensive or self-protective 
articulations about whether or not they “do race” indicate how race-con-
scious literary studies force us to reckon with the colorblind assumptions 
about what literary scholars do.

This essay contributes to the discussion of colorblindness and the disci-
plines through an examination of the paradoxical situation of literary stud-
ies. I contend that the study of literature has adopted a multicultural stance 
under the sway of colorblind epistemologies. The first chapter epigraph above 
and my contribution to the examination of colorblindness identify the seem-
ing disconnection between attention to the crisis facing the humanities and 
the crises related to economic and political calamities confronting the planet. 
The notion that the crisis in the humanities is unrelated to social crises out-
side it or that its perspectives have nothing to contribute to understanding or 
tackling these broader concerns is extremely troubling.

The concerns about and remedies to important issues like mass incarcera-
tion, entrenched poverty, climate change, and unending warfare, for exam-
ple, are not exclusive to political and economic investigation. Indeed, docu-
mentation of the human experience must take account of the conditions and 
the perspectives sustaining such conditions into the investigation and record-
ing of our collective struggles and how we understand or define them. To do 
this work, the humanities must participate fully in such public debates about 
structural oppression and submit its unique insights to discussion and action. 
But the first epigraph also suggests that the failure of the humanities to 
engage these debates critically has amounted to humanities-related fields’ 
perceived irrelevance to needed preparations for living in and transforming 
our world.

As Hazel Carby argues in the second epigraph, reading texts by and about 
aggrieved populations has taken the place of creating actual relationships 
across difference and of agitating for political and social transformation. 
Carby suggests that the tendency to particularize race rather than see its 
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structuring effect enables the maintenance of sanctioned, colorblind meth-
odologies and of colorblind readings within humanities disciplines. While 
English or even literature departments in the United States would oppose the 
accusation of colorblindness, they are less likely to examine the underlying 
premises of their discipline and its hegemonic presuppositions. Such an 
approach does little to revitalize the discipline, to promote its relevance in 
public debates about racism and structural oppression, or to demonstrate its 
own commitment to examining how people process and document the 
human experience.

It isn’t enough to include texts by historically aggrieved populations in the 
curriculum and classroom without producing new approaches to reading. 
Scholars like James Lee demonstrate how such inclusion without attention 
to the histories and structures of oppression justifies the organized abandon-
ment of underrepresented communities.3 If those groups are on the syllabus, 
isn’t that an indication that we’ve done the work of recognizing them and 
including them into the consciousness of the U.S. polity? Carby’s epigraph 
exposes a forked and rather thorny problematic that my students’ attitudes 
about my courses on colorblindness affirm. In part, the inclusion and recog-
nition of the works and perspectives of historically marginalized populations 
challenged the exclusive focus on hegemonic narratives about the nation that 
determined the value of whose (human) experience matters. Because the 
canon wars, which I discuss below, were so publicly waged in the theater of 
U.S. English departments, one might guess that these institutional sites 
would be at the forefront in responding to the necessary transformation in 
what counts as knowledge as well as to the critical lenses within the discipline 
itself. Yet the presence of aggrieved populations on syllabi and sometimes as 
faculty in the department may not result in the transformation of the episte-
mologies and methodologies for “reading” texts. If the study of ethnic litera-
tures was once considered an antiracist technology, literary study today rarely 
seeks to upset the social apparatus. What Lee refers to as “managerial forms 
of multiculturalism” represents a compromise between the demand for inclu-
sion and the submission to traditional manners of organizing humanities 
curricula, departments, and epistemologies. English departments continue 
to be the terrain where battles about such relevance primarily take place. The 
field, however, is perceived as being the least likely to produce a skill set for a 
salaried profession even as its practitioners struggle to conceptualize how to 
capitalize on its unique expertise. English therefore comes to symbolize the 
overall crisis of the humanities.
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Because race is a structuring effect for all texts, what I describe as race-
conscious reading practices challenge managerial forms of multiculturalism 
and colorblind epistemologies. Informed by social movements and rooted in 
material histories, these critical methodologies are interdisciplinary and pro-
mote public engagement. Although public opinion (and disparagement) 
thinks it was the gun, education was the Black Panther party’s key strategy 
for self-defense. Educating Panther activists as well as the general public was 
central to the Panther program, for it enabled everyday people to engage 
intellectually, communally, and creatively in developing the visions of what 
society should and could look like. Literary scholar Doris Sommer has writ-
ten extensively about how “political, economic, and emotional development 
depends on art” in ways that can and do shape and compel opportunities for 
“working constructively in the world.”4 With analyses from scholars of litera-
ture and ethnic studies, I trace the convergence between multiculturalism 
and colorblindness in English. I then describe in more detail how race-
conscious reading practices produce new approaches and engagements with 
texts and the public. I conclude with a consideration of Black Lives Matter, 
the social movement of the 2000s and how its premises and activism interact 
with the unique contribution literary studies and race-conscious reading can 
offer to our intellectual and public engagements. Throughout I develop what 
a race-conscious reading practice contributes to these intellectual and activist 
efforts to confront our collective crises.

h O W  M U LT i C U LT U R A L i S M  b E C A M E  C O L O R b L i N D

Today it’s generally agreed that the multiculturalists  
won the canon wars.

R A C h E L  D O N A D i O 5

How does someone become a humanities-based, multiculturalist faculty 
member in the academy? New critiques claim that humanities education 
disregards mainstream cultural values and instead converts universities into 
indoctrination mills. There is growing concern that humanities majors 
receive degrees that make them unemployable and endow students with an 
education that puts them out of step with utilitarian culture. It is said that 
these disciplines fail to teach students in a manner that allows them to con-
vey their research to the public in a meaningful or understandable way. If the 
multiculturalists supposedly won the first instantiation of the canon wars in 
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the 1980s, as Rachel Donadio claims, then the demise of the humanities 
would seem to be the humanities’ own doing, in its approach to the teaching 
and training of scholars. Preparing graduate students for the profession is just 
one place where such concerns emerge.

Because prospective faculty appointments depend on the assessment of 
scholars’ areas of expertise and thus teaching, candidates who profess an 
engagement with race, gender, and sexuality indicate their training in so-
called multicultural or progressive pedagogies and research. Research, teach-
ing, and service are the trifecta of evaluation for both appointment and 
promotion. For example, for a mock interview, the practicing candidate has 
submitted job materials, such as a CV and sample syllabi, that include race 
and gender among his fields of research and teaching interests. As we discuss 
ideas about potential classes, I ask the mock candidate how his stated interest 
in race and gender would shape the hypothetical course under examination. 
After naming one or two female writers and/or authors of color, the candi-
date falls silent, seemingly satisfied with his answer to my question. 
Redirecting, I ask how the reading of those suggested texts might interact 
with the other material he imagines teaching. Prompted by the interviewee’s 
obvious perplexity, another committee member moves the mock interview 
toward a discussion of his ideal course based on the specificity of the candi-
date’s dissertation project.

Literary studies, or what we understand as the work of English depart-
ments, have at different times refused, redefined, or renegotiated the inter-
ventions that social movements produced in higher education. Expressed 
commitments to diversity and multiculturalism on campus and in the cur-
riculum did not necessarily bring about the transformation of what counts 
as evidence in terms of scholarly literary engagement and criticism in teach-
ing, research methodologies, and publications. For example, it is uncommon 
to find as required coursework for the English major survey courses on the 
literature of aggrieved U.S. populations. While Phyllis Wheatley, Frederick 
Douglass, Richard Wright, W. E. B Du Bois, James Baldwin, and Toni 
Morrison may now be required reading of the canon of U.S. literature, their 
crucial interventions about the function of literature and literary studies  
are less likely to be engaged critically as oppositions to the traditional  
development of the field and its underlying premises. Instead, Wheatley’s 
poetry became proof of the presumed significance of European literary 
traditions with regard to humanity and rationality. The beauty of her literacy 
and writing under slavery become represented as a testament to White 
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humanitarianism, benevolence, and instruction. The vexed issue of race and 
writing under structures of oppression becomes buried underneath the cel-
ebration of slave literacy in the terms of European rationality and humanity. 
Frederick Douglass famously challenged the relationship between racism, 
oratory, and national identity in “The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro,” 
an 1852 speech delivered to the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society. 
Celebrating the national day was a revelation and reminder of “the gross 
injustice and cruelty to which [the slave] is a constant victim.”6 The most 
celebrated Black writers of the early twentieth-century New Negro era 
repeatedly exposed, challenged, and renegotiated the relationship between 
writing and public recognition, oftentimes championing Black cultural 
expression as a vehicle for gaining political rights.

Mass incarceration, economic abjection, and state violence in the form of 
civilian murder by the police continue to challenge Black political rights. 
Even still, the celebration of exceptional Black artists in the name of multi-
culturalism occurs simultaneously on college campuses across the country.7 
The representation of individual talents of color instead of critical engage-
ment with the fundamental reimagination of the discipline of English ena-
bled the celebration of Alice Walker at a time when the War on Drugs, 
hyperpolicing, prison expansion, and attacks on welfare occupied the atten-
tion of public officials and policy debates. We may have had The Color Purple, 
but did we think critically about the novel’s profound concern with the vul-
nerability and the complexities of poor Black communities even as we cham-
pioned Black creativity?

African American authors and intellectuals have always challenged the 
presumption of Black subordination and highlighted the role of culture and 
cultural artists in naturalizing such ideologies of Black inferiority and the 
related falsehood of white superiority. As James Baldwin observes, “A black 
writer in this country to be born into the English language is to realize that 
the assumptions on which the language operates are his enemy.”8 Baldwin 
suggests that the history and the praxis of the Black artist has been to create 
language, a new grammar, and thus a new subjectivity not rooted in the 
dominant terms of meaning and recognition. Toni Morrison, the first female 
American writer to receive the Nobel Prize for literature, also describes how 
U.S. literature is always marked by its own creation of a racial other. In 
Playing in the Dark, she asks how the supposed intellectual investment in the 
disciplinary boundaries of the field of literature mimic and legitimate the 
material realities of racist exploitation existent inside and outside the ivory 
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tower. She interrogates the reward structure in place that enables literary 
scholars to achieve and advance professionally without any recognition or 
examination of the role of racism, colonialism, or imperialism in the forma-
tion of Western literary traditions and cultural production. Morrison argues 
that even “some powerful literary critics in the United States have never read, 
and are proud to say so, any African-American text. It seems to have done 
them no harm, presented them with no discernible limitations in the scope 
of their work or influence.”9 African American letters consistently examine 
the fundamental problematic between structural oppression and national 
traditions in politics, economics, society, and literature. Even a casual engage-
ment with the most canonical texts by these writers reveals the problematic 
between writing, race, and structures of oppression. How, then, did the 
inclusion of these texts under the commitment to diversity and multicultur-
alism become colorblind?

The value of race and gender in the job market, as the mock candidate 
shows, reflects a limited form of engagement with and recognition of these 
perspectives. Such recognition was gained through the struggles commonly 
referred to as the canon or cultural wars of the 1970s and ’80s. These struggles 
emerged from social movements and waged an institutional and public battle 
over the curriculum, methodologies, and ideologies determining the value of 
U.S. education. Roderick Ferguson describes how ethnic and women’s move-
ments confronted the figure of Western man and attempted to replace him 
with other characters and characteristics that represented the real existence of 
other idioms and histories.10 This confrontation challenged disciplinary foun-
dations and included the demand for and development of interdisciplinary 
fields like Black studies as well as new admissions and hiring policies.11 Staged 
most prominently and symbolically in the English departments of U.S. college 
and university campuses, these demands inevitably meant creating a new epis-
temology of reading itself, the very thing that literary scholars do.

Canon wars “represent crises of political recognition that usually have 
galvanized proponents of the hegemonic culture against a perceived threat to 
that culture.”12 The very phrase “canon war” already distinguishes the pro-
gressive transformations of the 1960s from the institutional antagonisms over 
what education means and what purpose it should serve. In opposition to the 
proponents of new paths for university study, positions like Allan Bloom’s 
The Closing of the American Mind argued that new directions in university 
education, represented by the perspectives emerging from 1960s radical 
movements, failed democracy and harmed students.13 Issues related to race, 
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gender, and sexuality for Bloom indicate a relativism that closes minds. In 
other words, protecting the established canon meant opposing struggles for 
racial, gendered, and sexual equality politically and therefore within the 
academy.

In addition, the preservation of the traditional canon signified a defense 
of the institution as a site of national identity invested in the promotion of 
white, heteropatriarchal normativity. Scholars like Walter Benn Michaels 
and Richard Rorty critiqued multiculturalism but celebrated minoritized 
exceptionality. Michaels promoted the notion that the trouble with diversity 
was its attention to difference and that such focus promoted divisions that 
did little to eliminate racial difference as the basis of racism itself.14 Rorty 
argued specifically against ethnic or multicultural requirements for students, 
but conceded the value of the presence of some scholars of color. He writes:

It is quite true that if you are a recent Ph.D. in the humanities or social sci-
ences, your chances of finding a teaching job are very good if you are a black 
female and pretty bad if you are a white male. But such preferential hiring 
has, on balance, been a good thing for our universities. Those black females—
few of whom were seen on university campuses during the first 200 years of 
U.S. history—include some of our leading intellectuals.

Rorty praises the individual talent, but opposes what he perceives as multi-
culturalism’s critique of the national ethos. “Mythic America is a great coun-
try, and the insecure and divided actual America is a pretty good one” he 
states. “As racist, sexist, and homophobic as the United States is,” Rorty 
believes in the overall progress of U.S. society. To proclaim the American 
myth a fraud, “multiculturalism cuts the ground out from under its own feet, 
quickly devolving into anti-Americanism.”15 Rorty’s and Michaels’s argu-
ments sacrifice the reimagination of humanities education at the altar of 
traditional nationalism.

The canon wars thus reveal the operation of what Cedric Robinson calls 
a “racial regime” that proposes race “as a justification for the relations of 
power.”16 Racially charged language regarding Western civilization, national 
culture, and cultural literacy enabled a defense of the canon and opposition 
to 1960s movements by championing Eurocentric presumptions of intellec-
tual value and national cohesion as universal ideals without explicit reference 
to gender or whiteness. Activist opposition to structural racism and sexism 
in all institutions revealed the masquerade of cultural and national histories 
that such references to supposedly universal and thus colorblind arguments 
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sought to legitimate. Racial regimes, however, as Robinson argues, “are unre-
lentingly hostile to their exhibition,” precisely because the social relations 
they seek to justify cannot bear up when their authority has been exposed as 
a forgery of history and as an oppressive definition of intellectual legitimacy.17 
As Torres-Padilla reminds us, the perceived threat to the racial status quo  
is political and mobilizes those invested in preserving the norm. In other 
words, the canon wars of the 1970s and ’80s also functioned to produce 
renewed allegiances to Western man and to provide cover for the racial 
regime. One of the main ways this occurred was through the concession to 
multiculturalism and a fabricated literary history of multicultural America 
despite the hostility provoked by the cultural wars, which still rages just 
beneath the surface.

Instead of excluding the presence of nonwhite authorship from English 
department curricula, a practice of exclusion that held sway from the 1930s 
to the 1980s, formerly denied writers and texts could be included, as it were, 
to death. Inclusion, rather than exclusion, can also function to reproduce the 
racial status quo. The crisis that 1960s and ’70s social movements produced 
in the academy was managed by commodifying and containing minority 
cultures under the banner of multicultural acceptance and the incorporation 
of certain texts and writers into the canon. As Roderick Ferguson argues, the 
inclusion of minority difference and culture indicates an “adaptive hegem-
ony” or the redirection of insurgency toward normativity.18 The state, capital, 
and the academy saw minority insurgence as a site of calculation and strategy. 
Rather than repression, institutional power produced multiculturalism as a 
universal and marketable good and managed difference by incorporating and 
disciplining it. Minority difference and culture thus become institutional 
objectives within and outside of college and university campuses as the acad-
emy becomes enlisted as a conduit for politics, economics, the state, and 
capital.19

Articulating a commitment to diversity in university pamphlets and web-
sites and the creation of diversity requirements are some of the ways that 
campuses have adopted a defanged multiculturalism. Such diversity course-
work often takes place in the humanities and especially in English depart-
ments that offer students from across the campus a limited introduction 
to the histories, culture, and perspectives of minoritized U.S. populations. 
For many students, these courses represent their only exposure to the  
critical study of race during their entire university experience. But without 
extending the epistemologies and methodologies gained from such scholarly 
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engagement into the classrooms, research, and career planning students oth-
erwise undertake, academic definitions of diversity remain segregated as 
tangential inquiries or narrow university demands.

Reducing multiculturalism in this way gives support to the representa-
tional fallacy that accepts language as the transparent representation of real-
ity. Ask any undergraduate English major about what literary scholars do, 
and “close reading” will inevitably figure prominently in the response. 
Attention to the language, patterns, imagery, and so on of a text or collection 
of texts has been a primary agreed-upon methodology that literary practi-
tioners teach and espouse. Close reading, however, is not colorblind or gender 
neutral. Perceiving the literature by people of color as merely the realist rep-
resentation of reality also enables the dismissal of those very texts as uncriti-
cal. Perceiving literature that engages social reality as devoid of creativity in 
favor of its social justice commitments permits the dismissal of the theoreti-
cal and epistemological tensions and insights that such literature produces. 
The theoretical insight and social justice commitments of authors like Phyllis 
Wheatley, Frederick Douglass, Richard Wright, W. E. B. Du Bois, James 
Baldwin, and Toni Morrison can be readily, even if unconsciously, disre-
garded in favor of one’s own training in English or other disciplines.20 If 
diversity requirements can be fulfilled through a course on so-called minor-
ity literature, it is therefore not difficult to see how English and the humani-
ties by extension can appear analytically distant from the public crises that 
compel our anxieties and consume our social, political, and economic worlds. 
Regulating difference in this way, wherein theoretical insights are presumed 
to be universal and thus race-neutral, enables the re-creation of national and 
cultural unity from heterogeneity. At the same time, such regulation turns 
attention to injustice into an aesthetic pleasure rather than critical and social 
engagement. Multiculturalism must necessarily be divorced from social jus-
tice organizing in order to escape the label of identity politics. “Doing race” 
in this way becomes possible insofar as it fails to make a difference to the 
normative expectations of what a literary scholar is trained to do, know, and 
repeat.

The unpredicted outcome of the canon wars, as waged in the humanities, 
has resulted in what I call “colorblind multiculturalism.” As described above, 
colorblind multiculturalism comprises the simultaneous institutional, repre-
sentational incorporation of texts by people of color and the political neu-
tralization of their theoretical, methodological, and activist interventions. Its 
emphasis on difference does not address which differences make a difference 
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and why. Its axis of margin and center occludes the axis of oppression and 
suppression. Colorblindness is the umbrella under which managerial multi-
culturalism circulates and becomes a sacrificial institutional defense. When 
universities articulate their commitment to diversity, they can simultane-
ously use that very claim to guard against accusations of racism. The presence 
of people of color among the faculty and in student, curricular, and admin-
istrative registers depends on the false presumption that representation alone 
satisfies the demands for racial, gendered, and sexual justice. As other authors 
in this collection point out, colorblindness has been widely embraced as  
a primary national value across political orientation, party lines, sectoral 
boundaries, and even racial identities. Most U.S. institutions are now for-
mally organized around the untested presumption that colorblindness is the 
exclusive measure of a fair and just organizational practice. In seeking recog-
nition from academic institutions, those same sites were empowered to define 
multiculturalism and to grant, affirm, and legitimate minoritized life and 
culture.21 Recognition becomes a function of incorporation. Such institu-
tional power extends beyond the university and interacts with public politics 
and crises.

The canon wars took place during an era of neoconservatism and neolib-
eralism. Neoliberal ideologies and policies erode the social safety net through 
heightened emphasis on privatization and by neutralizing social threats to 
the neoliberal order. As Jodi Melamed shows in Represent and Destroy, col-
leges and universities are also tasked with the training and preparation of 
subjects recruited into such neoliberal ways of being and knowing.22 
Melamed describes the long history of recognizing and incorporating litera-
ture by minoritized communities to demonstrate U.S. exceptionalism. 
Neoliberal concessions repositioned ethnic literatures as, again, minor to 
British literature in English departments. Most importantly, they refused, at 
the level of methodology, to engage the critical questions that the confronta-
tion posed. Liberal antiracist discourses incorporate and neutralize the  
literature emanating from racially subordinated U.S. populations. The 
neutralization and marginalization of people of color and their creative work 
requires dismissing the traditions and epistemologies of resistance emanating 
from subordinated communities as well.

In the “Politics of Literature,” Paul Lauter describes the devaluing of 
oppositional culture and the freeing of greedy impulses of free market capi-
talism as outcomes of the canon wars. Capital reorganizes the domains of 
cultural production and consumption, including higher education, in order 
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to further its own interests and to stifle the forging of informed opposition.23 
An unappreciated crisis of the humanities is its reinforcement as “the exclu-
sive property of those with especially large amounts of personal, cultural, or 
institutional capital, an apparent luxury good that proves to be intrinsically 
valuable.”24 Post–canon wars, literary studies have thus become more 
entrenched in its possessive investment in privilege. Even still, the veneer of 
exclusivity only thinly veils the crisis confronting the humanities and the 
crises in our world.

Commitment to colorblind frameworks provokes another underexam-
ined crisis of the humanities in its inability to reach populations related to 
immigrant communities and people of color. English departments continue 
to fail to attract Black students as majors or advanced degree candidates. 
According to the National Science Foundation (NSF), 34,005 U.S. citizens 
and permanent residents received doctorates in 2014, of which 4,360 were in 
the humanities. Of those, 1,303 doctorates went to candidates in letters, but 
only 2.8 percent, or approximately thirty-six, were Black scholars (compared 
to 83.2 percent White doctoral recipients). While 470 candidates earned 
doctorates in foreign language or literature, only 1.7 percent, or approxi-
mately eight, were Black scholars (compared to 71.1 percent White doctoral 
recipients).25 Such numbers indicate that most U.S. campuses proceed annu-
ally with no Black students (or other scholars of color) pursuing PhDs in 
English departments.

The price English departments have paid for the colorblind and multicul-
turalist incorporation of minoritized literatures has been to die in relevance. 
One of the major criticisms of literary education is that it does not obviously 
translate into professional skills one can readily trade for monetary compen-
sation in the current service-oriented labor market. Ironically, defenders of 
English and the humanities argue that the skills gained from training in 
these fields are highly desirable and that many corporations hire employees 
with degrees or competencies in humanities-related fields. But in a global 
economy marked by corporate greed, neoliberalism, and willful ignorance 
about inequality, is it enough for us to be proud that our graduates get jobs, 
without asking which parts of their training will inform their work? Should 
vocational survival be the sole or primary measure of value?

The interventions made possible by social activism during the canon wars 
were neither fully institutionalized nor insignificant. To presume that they 
were a failure is a wishful statement uttered by their enemies. The formations 
of racial and gendered studies as well as the disruption of canonical hegemony 
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are only a few of the important transformations we continue to enjoy today. 
Taking seriously the lessons from ethnic studies and what ethnic literatures 
have brought to the very conception of literary studies produces a critique of 
reading practices divorced from praxis. Literature cannot be added on or 
contained in ways separated from social purpose. We cannot separate critical 
analysis from social movements. Resisting such a neoliberal expectation and 
colorblind multiculturalism are the bases for developing a critical analysis 
and race-conscious reading practices. Below, I explore just how a race- 
conscious practice in English and the humanities in general can move toward 
new intellectual and social justice–based commitments and possibilities.

R A C E - C O N S C i O U S  R E A D i N G  P R A C T i C E  A N D 

T h E  b L A C K  R A D i C A L  i M A G i N AT i O N

Octavia Butler’s 1979 novel Kindred tells the story of a contemporary Black 
woman named Dana who is repeatedly summoned back to the 1800s and the 
antebellum plantation where her ancestor is born. Her returns to slavery are 
provoked by the threat of death to the plantation heir Rufus, the future slave-
owner who will father Dana’s family member. Her need to save Rufus 
amounts to her ability to ensure her own birth, or to save herself. During one 
of her sojourns, she attempts to shield Rufus from one of the books she has 
been reading. “This is the biggest lot of abolitionist trash I ever saw,” he 
exclaims after perusing one of Sojourner Truth’s speeches. When Dana 
informs him that the book appears a century after the abolition of slavery, 
Rufus retorts, “Then why the hell are they still complaining about it?”26

As Rufus’s comment reveals, reading Truth’s speech is insufficient if 
analysis and social movements are separated. In Butler’s neoslave narrative, a 
contemporary novel imitates the form conventions of the antebellum slave 
narrative.27 The genre emerges with the interventions of 1960s radical histo-
rians and examines the meaning of resistance and freedom given the social 
movements of the long 1960s. The neoslave narrative is therefore a type of 
archive of social movements and the transformations they envision. The book 
that Rufus catches sight of foretells the end of slavery and therefore the end 
of his way of life. The ongoing complaints against racial injustice that Rufus 
so readily belittles bring attention to the processes of recovery, recognition, 
and reexamination of Black texts and experiences that the neoslave narrative 
and the canon wars provoke.
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Black scholars and artists have long provided us with insight about what 
race-conscious methodologies are and what they can do. For example, Arturo 
Schomburg, writing in the context of the 1920s New Negro Movement, pos-
ited that for Black Americans “a group tradition must supply compensation 
for persecution and pride of race the antidote for prejudice.”28 In this sense, 
his essay begins by acknowledging oppression and the role of research and 
critical engagement in contending with racism and its erasure of Black lives 
and contributions. Schomburg’s efforts to study Black history in opposition 
to the dominant perception of black inferiority lead him to conclude that 
Black people have been active collaborators and pioneers in the struggle for 
their own freedom and advancement. He challenges the notion that edu-
cated and/or successful Black Americans are ‘exceptional’ and thus separate 
from the group. Schomburg also reiterates the significance of Black collective 
achievement despite environing conditions and discrimination. His impor-
tant essay points to the role of race-conscious methodologies for recognizing 
Black people as subjects rather than objects of history. He identifies the 
unique group identity and epistemology driving Black experience and race-
conscious methodologies. Finally, Schomburg promotes research, pedagogy, 
and education that include Black thought and achievement and, by so doing, 
challenge racist oppression.

What Schomburg identified in 1925 during a period of Black insurgency 
and contestation of Jim Crow further illustrates the synergy between the 
development of race-conscious practices and social movements. The contem-
porary Black Lives Matter movement emerges as the latest manifestation of a 
philosophical practice, epistemological perspective, and activist engagement 
known as the Black radical tradition. To shout “Black lives matter” is to echo 
the latest contestation of the racial status quo and colorblind ideology. As 
Alicia Garza, one of the founders of Black Lives Matter, states, the formation 
of the movement was “a response to the anti-Black racism that permeates our 
society and also, unfortunately, our movements.” These activists understand 
their work as an ideological and political intervention in a world that system-
atically destroys Black lives. They seek also to affirm Black people’s contribu-
tions to society and our humanity even “in the face of deadly oppression.” 
Remaining in “active solidarity with all oppressed people who are fighting for 
their liberation,” Black Lives Matter recognizes that our destinies are inter-
twined and simultaneously that “when Black people get free, everybody gets 
free.”29 Recent calls for the dismantling of Black and ethnic studies, the del-
egitimization of feminist and women’s studies, the opposition to queer theory, 
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especially its attention to transgender studies and analysis, and the hostility 
toward related student groups should compel us to examine and articulate 
how race-conscious reading practices can produce critical analyses attuned to 
the perspectives and visions of social movements.

Black Lives Matter (and its long history within the Black radical tradi-
tion) points out new modes of literary study that help us to develop method-
ologies within the humanities that are better equipped to understand the 
worlds we live in. Students in my Colorblindness seminar, for example, think 
critically about the ways that race pervades the worldview that comprises 
literary studies. Students move from declaring that they don’t “do race” to an 
understanding of how even that statement is racially determined by their 
unchallenged expectations about who and how one reads in English depart-
ments. Reading Charles Mills’s The Racial Contract helps us to discuss what 
we call the “literary contract” in order to challenge the racial underpinnings 
limiting presumptions that organize the field. We study Black writing and 
the paradox of the “book” along with Homi Bhabha, Henry Louis Gates, 
and Houston Baker. We consider how what Lisa Lowe calls “Asian American 
critique” transforms Asian American literature through its embedded mem-
ories of exclusion, exploitation, and resistance.30 We engage how Chicano 
literature connected writing to the formation of radical subjectivity and Jose 
Muñoz’s notion of disidentification in the context of creative performance 
practices and political strategies.31 We develop race-conscious reading prac-
tices to connect close reading to our critical discussions of discourse and 
power. We learn from Cedric Robinson, who reminds us that racial regimes 
are weakened by their own greed, collective dissent, and resistance move-
ments. Such an approach allows us to bring our interpretation of literary 
language into conversation with the historical, social, and political contexts 
that circumscribe the field of cultural production. Students then are able to 
consider new propositions for engaging critically with analyses seen in their 
examinations of a broad range of topics from surfing to segregation, from 
postmodernism to white masculinity, from the post–civil rights era to the 
horror genre, and colorblindness as risk theory, to name a few. In this way, 
the course also motivates students to think critically about their own writing 
for and in the profession in relation to their developing commitments to 
social engagement and social justice. Race-conscious reading practices also 
help to produce critical justice discourses connected to our engagement with 
documenting, examining, and shaping human experience and social rela-
tions. These relations include the interaction between humanities faculty,  
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the students they train, and the conscious effort to face up to the crisis con-
fronting the field and our world.

Thinking about race-conscious reading practices also forces me to think 
about my own role in the university and in the classroom. I failed two stu-
dents: two activist students with sketchy attendance and an inability to sat-
isfy the course requirements. These were activists who needed information 
and regularly expressed their appreciation of the significance of the course, 
my teaching style, my compassion, the readings, the collectivity, and the 
experience. In over a decade of experience teaching at the university, most of 
the students I have had to fail were activists also grappling with extraordi-
nary circumstances, some of them with death, others poverty. These activists 
always took the information and applied it to community. Most of them are 
still politically active as community organizers or as graduate students.

The experience presents a challenge to students and faculty. How do we 
reach out to students and manage our fear and theirs about what failing in 
academia means? The academy does not talk to or serve students who rebel 
against academic requirements. We need to challenge the notion that we and 
our students are present for indoctrination into the demands of neoliberalism. 
This is not to argue that we should relax such expectations or pass students 
along without endowing them with the necessary skills for critical analysis, 
argumentation, and written articulation. It is to acknowledge that there is a 
disconnect between our professional frustrations with the demands of the 
neoliberal institution and our allegiance to reproducing such standards of 
achievement. It’s also about justice that begins with us and includes us as we 
transform the conditions and meaning of education and intellectual inquiry.

Activist students are also underserved. Activist students do more for pro-
gressive transformation on campus and beyond, but receive the least from the 
schools in which they study. These are the same students who are the most 
likely to be demonized, scapegoated, marginalized, and dismissed for apply-
ing their learning and experiences to campus life. They find themselves 
deemed as unsophisticated for their attempts to apply their education and 
scholarship, although the university more likely will champion the spirit of 
1960s activism and 1970s counterculture or timeless student political engage-
ment across the spectrum. The demands of neoliberalism and the desire for 
institutional recognition compromised the spirit of radical inquiry and intel-
lectual vanguardism. What if our students are struggling because they are 
resisting the neoliberal university that always places us in a position of prov-
ing ourselves on terms we never agreed with or agreed to? They may very well 
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be exposing our own commitments to the rules and standards of neoliberal-
ism. When I write that I failed students, I mean that in the opposing ways 
that such a statement could be understood. I failed them because they didn’t 
live up to the requirements set for passing a university course, and I failed 
them in developing a collective understanding about what counts for knowl-
edge at the university and beyond its walls.

Robin Kelley, writing about the eruption of campus activism in response 
to the killings of Black people by the police, moves away from the desire to 
make the university more hospitable for Black students. As we have seen, the 
liberal multiculturalist strategy sought to discipline such activist energies, 
“not to address the historical legacies of racism, dispossession, and injustice 
but rather to bring some people into the fold of a ‘society no longer seen as 
racially unjust.’ ”32 Race-conscious practices that refuse the separation 
between intellectual and social justice work must also guide faculty/student 
interactions in ways that transform the classroom into a space for study and 
struggle and remake the humanities as well.

When I write that black lives matter to the humanities, I also intend to 
engage with the Black Lives Matter movement’s powerful proposition about 
addressing those nonnormative subjects who fail to matter in revolutionary 
interventions, even those who don’t turn in work on time. The point is also 
about championing those who may be perceived as “others” where we work 
in the institution of higher education. If we recognize the normative work of 
the humanities in supporting the racial status quo, as so many scholars criti-
cal of the canon wars have made clear, then we must also think about race-
conscious reading practices as translating to critiques of the classroom and its 
formal and informal dynamics. Looking at Black Lives Matter activity across 
campuses throughout the United States and beyond provides examples of the 
energies and manifestations of our students’ demands and activist and intel-
lectual commitments. These students, often in far more vulnerable positions, 
have committed themselves to leaving home and developing new sites for 
creating a more just place to live. Our students are our greatest allies.

C O N C L U S i O N

Admittedly, I am a junior colleague in the humanities (specifically trained in 
English and literature) committed to the endeavor to renew and reimagine 
the work that we do as literary scholars. But I am also a scholar who came to 
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my field in the midst of police brutality and the dominant legitimation of 
such atrocity. During my first year as an undergraduate English major at 
UCLA I sat, like so many people, seemingly paralyzed in front of the televi-
sion as the news broadcast again and again the sequence of Rodney King 
being beaten by multiple LAPD officers while even more authorities looked 
on without intervening. In early March I had been planning festivities for my 
first birthday as a university student when my attention to party planning 
was disrupted by the televised images in the background. I wasn’t a Black 
studies major, but I presumed that everyone would be invested and interested 
in talking about the obvious disruption to the racial status quo that King’s 
beating recognized, what the trial, the acquittal, and the uprising meant to 
the study of humanity in 1991–92. To my dismay, getting back to business as 
usual, despite our location and our course of study as scholars of literature, 
was the party line that was adopted in the department. For many, reading 
Swift or Chaucer or Milton was a reprieve from the obvious tensions that 
literally arrived at our campus gates.

Protagonists of the humanities and English repeatedly argue that one of 
the main things the related fields have to offer is the path to leading fuller, 
more expansive, more thoughtful, happier lives, broadening perspective and 
developing critical consciousness. This would also entail leading a fuller, 
more expansive life in relation to activism and struggle, developing commit-
ment to community, and extending intracommunity practices and ways of 
being that transform and develop reading practices and the spaces where 
those practices develop.

Just as Rodney King transformed me and my intellectual commitments, 
scholars of race and ethnicity have repeatedly demonstrated how their social 
engagements have transformed their approach to intellectual inquiry. The 
canon wars, over which there has been much debate as well as transforma-
tion, emerged from precisely the type of public consciousness that provoked 
my engagement with literary studies. It is impossible to imagine that the 
transformations in academia have occurred without their provocations by 
social movements. The title of my essay seeks to engage that reality. In other 
words, I do not seek to critique literary studies simply as a means to produce 
a new publication, but to emphasize the necessary and existing relationship 
between reading practices and the cultural and political field. We read not 
simply to marvel at the creativity of literariness, but to do so in ways that 
acknowledge that power as it articulates new ways of being, knowing, and 
engaging. Race-conscious reading practices point us toward a reorientation 
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and transformation of the humanities and of the university itself. A revital-
ized humanities studying and documenting how people process human 
experience would be poised to set forth a new vision of possibility.
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F I F T E E N

Negotiating Privileged Students’ 
Affective Resistances
W h y  A  P E D A G O G y  O F  E M O T i O N A L 

E N G A G E M E N T  i S  N E C E S S A R y

Paula Ioanide

This essay proposes that a central remedy to the concealments and injustices 
fostered by colorblindness across the disciplines is the implementation of race-
gender-sexuality–conscious methodologies, pedagogies, and curricula in 
higher education. If the colorblind paradigms of traditional disciplines (which 
are invariably entangled with hetero-patriarchal norms and assumptions) disa-
vow and therefore perpetuate gendered racial power and domination, class-
room spaces that reveal the pervasive impact of systemic gendered racism have 
the potential to transform students’ self-concepts, worldviews, and actions. 
Race-gender-sexuality–conscious classrooms are critical yet challenging and 
contradictory spaces that help students grapple with rather than deny the ways 
gendered racial power structures our lives, opportunities, and actions.

This antidote to colorblindness is not as straightforward as it may seem, 
however. Colorblind ideologies and frames pose formidable pedagogical chal-
lenges to antiracist feminist educators that merit close examination. The first 
central problem produced by colorblindness is that it sees itself as the progres-
sive response to overt expressions of white supremacy. In other words, domi-
nant ideologies in the post–civil rights era generally equate being a “good” 
nonracist with adopting colorblind frames and evading open discussions 
about race, gender, sexuality, and power. This formulation is particularly true 
for advantaged students (white, male, heterosexual, wealthy, or a combination 
of these and other identity attributes) at predominantly white, liberal colleges 
and universities in the United States.1 For them, the process of embracing 
race-gender-sexuality–conscious methods, frames, and histories is not simply 
a matter of undoing ignorance. It is a process that requires a reconstitution of 
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the entrenched moral, emotional, and embodied geographies established by 
colorblindness. These embodied geographies have taught advantaged students 
that discussions about gendered racism are socially unacceptable. As a result, 
directly engaging race-gender-sexuality–conscious topics often feels like a 
visceral, embodied violation of what it means to be “good.” If colorblindness 
has ingrained the idea that the “good” nonracist is someone who avoids talk-
ing about gendered racial identity and power so as not to be perceived as dis-
criminatory, becoming someone who views and negotiates the world through 
race-gender-sexuality–conscious frames requires working against advantaged 
students’ core identities, moral assumptions, and embodied instincts.

A second problem is that colorblindness teaches advantaged students that 
race, gender, sexuality, class, and other structures of power are irrelevant to 
their life chances, opportunities, and choices. Colorblind ideologies myopi-
cally restrict gendered racism to individual acts of bigotry and overwhelm-
ingly deny the ways policies and practices continue to structure people’s 
opportunities and vulnerability to premature death along gendered racial 
lines. Advantaged students are peculiarly persuaded by the supposed “irrel-
evance” of race, gender, sexuality, and class precisely because their unearned 
gendered racial privileges and opportunities safeguard them from experi-
ences of discrimination. Moreover, the core mythologies of colorblindness 
persuade advantaged students that the gender-specific exploitation and exclu-
sion of people of color is a thing of the past and has no bearing on present 
social inequalities. As such, colorblind ideologies cultivate emotional econo-
mies that teach advantaged students to remain detached, dissociated, or 
indifferent to gendered racism. Since a majority of advantaged people do not 
acknowledge or grapple with the fact that they receive unearned, automatic 
advantages because they are white, male, heterosexual, and/or wealthy (and 
deny that these privileges are fundamentally tied to the disadvantages expe-
rienced by people of color, women, queer people, and/or poor people), they 
view gendered racism as a peripheral issue that does not affect their lives. 
Even when advantaged students hear painful testimonies of discrimination, 
they tend to experience affective dissociation, indifference, or sentimentality. 
Since colorblindness and hetero-patriarchy have normalized the idea that 
advantaged students are “good” people because they do not see color, gender, 
sexuality, or class differences, they do not see themselves as agents of white 
racism, sexism, and/or homophobia. For them, these oppressions tend to be 
provincialized as “special-interest” problems that affect people of color, 
women, and/or gender-nonconforming people but have nothing to do with 
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their political and personal choices. By contrast, race-gender-sexuality–
conscious frames challenge advantaged students to dismantle these affective 
structures and to feel personally implicated in systemic oppression and 
responsible for racial and gender justice.

I argue that these emotionally charged investments in the “goodness” of 
colorblindness or the “irrelevance” of gendered racism deepen advantaged 
students’ resistances to receiving and integrating race-gender-sexuality–
conscious knowledge. Indeed, students already exhibit generalizable resist-
ances to learning across various disciplines and topics. Despite being presented 
with vast amounts of empirical, historical, and testimonial evidence, students 
often display a staunch refusal to rescind beliefs and ideas formed in their 
narrow sociocultural environments. Put differently, exposure to sound evi-
dence, even in seemingly “objective” disciplines like math and physics, rou-
tinely fails to lead to learning.2 Advantaged students’ resistances to accepting 
and integrating the evidence offered by race-gender-sexuality–conscious cur-
ricula, however, are of a different caliber. These resistances are at once more 
prevalent and more unshakable because the stakes of rescinding colorblind 
frames are palpably higher. Students are not merely being asked to accept 
established facts that pose no observable threat to the ways they move about 
the world (e.g., the law of special relativity in physics); rather, they are being 
asked to recognize that the hard facts of systemic gendered racism require 
them to demolish and reconstitute their worldviews and self-concepts. Race-
gender-sexuality–conscious curricula demand that advantaged students work 
against a lifetime of lies that have masqueraded as truths. They ask advan-
taged students to switch from being blind to gendered racial hierarchies to 
being vigilantly attuned to them. These race-gender-sexuality–conscious cur-
ricula invite students to acknowledge that many of their advantages and 
opportunities are fundamentally linked to the disadvantages of others. They 
guide advantaged students to see that we are all inescapably implicated in and 
responsible for collective outcomes. They compel students to acknowledge 
that the democratic processes, rights, and opportunities we often take for 
granted were largely struggled for and implemented because oppressed people 
sacrificed their blood, sweat, and tears through collective action. For students 
who have been taught all their lives to think of themselves as autonomous 
individuals whose opportunities are rooted in strokes of luck, hard work, or 
merit, such relational ways of understanding oneself require a formidably dif-
ficult emotional and intellectual undertaking that has beautiful long-term 
rewards but feels highly threatening in its initial and short-term stages.
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The putative moral “goodness” of colorblindness and/or the supposed 
“irrelevance” of systemic gendered racism in the post–civil rights era also 
leads many educators to adopt pedagogical and methodological approaches 
that avoid, negate, or suppress the tangible realities of oppression inside and 
outside the classroom. Educators who use these teaching tactics essentially 
pretend that the histories of race, gender, sexuality, class, and other inequali-
ties have no bearing on their subject, disciplinary training, methodologies, 
and classroom dynamics. Like advantaged students, educators who regularly 
deliver race-gender-sexuality–blind curricula want to avoid experiencing the 
discomforts, anxieties, insecurities, or fears conjured by open discussions 
about gendered racial power and inequalities. As I will show below, the regu-
larity with which educators avoid, negate, and/or suppress the structural 
realities of gendered racism in the world, across the disciplines, and in the 
classroom exacerbate the discriminatory practices colorblindness supposedly 
seeks to avoid.

This essay argues that race-gender-sexuality–conscious educators must do 
more than contest advantaged students’ ignorance. To teach effectively, they 
must also address advantaged students’ resistances to receiving and integrat-
ing the hard facts of gendered racism. In other words, race-gender-sexuality–
conscious curricula must employ strategies that contend with the emotional 
and affective dimensions of learning. Rather than assuming that advantaged 
students’ exposure to the hard facts of gendered racism will lead to knowl-
edge integration, I begin with the presumption that most advantaged stu-
dents will dismiss, deny, or falsify information that does not affirm their 
existing self-concepts and beliefs about race, gender, sexuality, class, and 
other axes of power.3 I suggest that antiracist feminist pedagogues must 
engage such staunch resistances to learning using teaching strategies that 
openly acknowledge and attend to advantaged students’ embodied emotional 
geographies.4 Finally, I claim that it is not enough to show advantaged 
students how they are implicated in perpetuating oppression. This approach 
often leads to forms of affective paralysis that are rarely useful to the praxis 
of dismantling gendered racism. To change the orientation of advantaged 
students’ emotions, beliefs, and practices, we must posit alternative ways of 
being, doing, and belonging, or what might be called pathways toward 
restructuring the self-concepts propagated by colorblindness.5

Because such resistances are most acutely expressed by advantaged stu-
dents, this essay focuses on outlining pedagogical strategies that effectively 
negotiate their tenacious defenses. Disadvantaged students demonstrate 
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similar levels of miseducation about the history of systemic gendered racism. 
But their experiences with discrimination create points of cognitive and 
emotional receptivity to antiracist feminist knowledge that are generally 
absent in advantaged students. Though disadvantaged students’ receptivity 
to antiracist feminist knowledge is certainly not automatic or inevitable, 
their resistances tend to be motivated and structured by factors that are quite 
distinct from those of advantaged students. As such, disadvantaged students’ 
defense mechanisms would require a separate analysis.

In the first section, I briefly explain why advantaged students tend to dis-
miss, deny, or falsify the evidence of gendered racism (without necessarily 
knowing why). Next, I outline strategies that cultivate affective receptivity 
and knowledge integration in race-gender-sexuality–conscious courses 
through what I call the pedagogy of emotional engagement. In the final sec-
tion, I identify pedagogical tactics that not only fail to produce genuine 
knowledge integration but also potentially increase students’ explicit and/or 
implicit expressions of gendered racism.

My claims regarding the primacy of affect in knowledge integration proc-
esses are based on pedagogical lessons I’ve learned from three general fields 
of inquiry. First, they come from teachers and mentors I’ve encountered who 
are deeply effective in fostering genuine learning, and who changed my own 
emotional and intellectual paradigms as a student. Second, they are informed 
by lessons I’ve learned while teaching race-gender-sexuality–conscious 
courses over the past ten years. Through many failures, experiments, chal-
lenges, and transformative experiences in the classroom, I came to see that 
engaging advantaged students’ affective responses to both curricular content 
and interpersonal classroom dynamics increases the likelihood that they will 
critically interrogate their belief systems, worldviews, identities, and political 
practices. Third, my arguments are grounded in social psychology, neuro-
science, and educational research that identifies strategies for diminishing 
both explicit and implicit forms of gendered racism.6

W h y  A DVA N TA G E D  S T U D E N T S  D i S M i S S 

i R R E F U TA b L E  E V i D E N C E

I turn to scan the students’ faces. The white students have sunk in their 
chairs. Their bodies show signs of anxiety, confusion, shame, or stoic indif-
ference. They have just learned how systemic racism endows white people in 
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the United States with automatic, unearned advantages. They are confronted 
with the historical fact that these advantages were won through violent and 
everyday forms of racial exclusion and exploitation. Rationally, they know 
now that, whether they like it or not, they are implicated in systemic racism. 
Emotionally, this knowledge is causing profound conflicts in their embodied 
geographies. The emotional corollaries attached to their self-concepts of 
work, merit, worthiness, and moral goodness require significant remapping 
in light of what they’ve learned. Affectively, they tend toward refusal, denial, 
disavowal, guilt, shame, paralysis, and silence. They are afraid of being called 
racist. They are afraid of being responsible. They are afraid of saying the 
wrong thing. They are afraid that everything they thought they knew is based 
on a mountain of lies. They are afraid of what they don’t know. They are 
afraid to admit their desire not to know more.

The students of color in the class look pissed. They are enraged that the 
web of systemic racial discrimination in housing, education, health, trans-
portation, and criminal justice is much more extensive than they thought. 
They personalize the ways these systemic disadvantages have impacted their 
families, their opportunities, their health, and their life chances. They are 
thinking of all the times people of color have been blamed for their poverty 
and social status when all this time their disadvantages were created by 
design. They are ashamed that they, too, bought into dominant explanations. 
They are thinking about all the times they derided themselves for their fail-
ures without realizing that the cards were stacked against them. They are 
trying to figure out what their hard work in college is worth in a system that 
is set up to ensure white people’s advancement over theirs. Their anger is 
mixed with relief. They now have a language for things they have sensed and 
felt all their lives; why their high school teachers and counselors had low 
expectations of them; why their neighborhoods are segregated and high 
schools underfunded: why they were at once racially fetishized and ridiculed 
by their peers in white suburban schools; why their parents told them that 
they had to work twice, three times as hard. They want the white students to 
acknowledge their unearned privileges. They want to know if the white stu-
dents give a crap about what we just learned. They want to know if the white 
students will stand up to gendered racism. Their gazes and inquiries are met 
with white silence and fearful looks.

These reactions and emotions make the classroom space feel like something 
is about to burst. My introductory ethnic studies class tends to be one of the 
most racially, ethnically, and gender-mixed spaces students will experience at 
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our predominantly white college. The diversity of students’ backgrounds and 
perspectives guarantees that they will engage the curriculum in vastly differ-
ent ways. Rather than performing myself as a distanced, rational authority, I 
am about to delve into the murky and difficult terrain of students’ complex 
affective reactions to what they’ve just learned. I am reluctant. Engaging emo-
tion takes me far from my comfort zone. I do it anyway. I know that if I am to 
facilitate genuine learning, I must delve into the work of emotion.

Contrary to the perception that students who are exposed to good evi-
dence and argumentation about gendered racism will shift their beliefs, I 
have learned that the affective structure that undergirds what Charles W. 
Mills has theorized as the “epistemology of white ignorance” is deeply resist-
ant to learning.7 This affective structure is highly selective about the informa-
tion it accepts. Indeed, its general function is to accept evidence only insofar 
as that evidence does not threaten advantaged students’ core beliefs and self-
concepts. In addition, the affective structures of hetero-patriarchal whiteness 
falsifies, skews, or hallucinates evidence about gendered racism in order to 
extinguish intuitively perceived threats to self-identity. As Gary Olson and 
Lynn Worsham claim, “We do not observe the world and then believe what 
we see. We have beliefs and then observe or hallucinate the truth of our 
beliefs in our observation of the world. In this case, ‘believing is seeing.’ ”8 
Marshall Alcorn calls this tendency to dismiss, falsify, or hallucinate infor-
mation that otherwise seems irrefutable as the “desire not to know.”9 He 
describes a process where students initially recognize information, but if that 
information fails to confirm their intimately held beliefs or if it triggers nega-
tive affects like fear, anxiety, or the need to dissociate, students intuitively 
proceed to dismiss, contain, or falsify the information they initially recog-
nized.10 Long before Alcorn, social psychologists, and neuroscientists 
theorized the affective structures of denial, James Baldwin identified the 
egregious social costs produced by white people’s denials using hauntingly 
similar terms. In “My Dungeon Shook,” Baldwin tells his nephew that rather 
than undertake the work of acknowledging their role in perpetuating 
gendered racism and their responsibilities for redressing it, white Americans 
tend to default to a position of not wanting to know. “This is the crime of 
which I accuse my country and my countrymen, and for which neither I nor 
time nor history will forgive them, that they have destroyed and are destroy-
ing thousands of lives, and do not know it and do not want to know it.”11

Why do advantaged students tend to avoid, dismiss, or falsify information 
that, to others, seems irrefutable? In their analysis of how the mind works, 
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neuroscientists and social psychologists have shown that “much of the con-
tent of our life is organized unconsciously along emotional principles. New 
information that introduces significant conflict within an existing emo-
tional/feeling system is not integrated with the reasoning resources of the 
brain.”12 The mind’s emotional structures tend toward what Laurie Rudman 
calls “self-partisanship.” This self-partisanship (developed through a person’s 
emotionally inflected social experiences and ideological influences) has a dual 
function. First, it motivates people to ward off perspectives, evidence, and 
facts that threaten their “implicit self-esteem”—a composite of experiences, 
beliefs, values, group identifications, and other factors that is reflexively 
defended without a person necessarily knowing why.13 When people feel that 
their self-esteem or group identity is attacked, they are often motivated to 
“derogate a target outgroup as a way of recovering positive self-regard or 
ungroup regard.”14 In other words, the emotional tendency is to blame others 
rather than engage in self-examination and self-critique. This is because self-
partisanship generally leads people to favor those who belong to their racial, 
gender, and/or sexual orientation group more than those deemed outsiders. 
Even if at a conscious level they express the desire to be egalitarian, implicit 
bias studies show that people tend to uphold preconscious biases that favor 
their in-group.15 Importantly, in-group bias, particularly at implicit levels, is 
more pronounced in people who belong to advantaged, socially valued groups 
than those who belong to disadvantaged ones.16

Although the affective structure of self-partisanship is operative in a 
number of domains, it is amplified in the race-gender-sexuality–conscious 
classroom precisely because the knowledge, methods, frames, and histories of 
systemic gendered racism stand in stark contrast to the normative beliefs, 
presumptions, and ideas of colorblindness. The more dissociated students are 
from the experiences, evidence, and testimonies of gendered racism, the more 
fearful, threatened, indifferent, or anxious they tend to feel when they con-
front these historical realities and narratives. As a result, advantaged stu-
dents’ self-partisanship in race-gender-sexuality–conscious courses often 
manifests as a silent resistance to integrating the hard facts of systemic gen-
dered racism and/or as an aggressive contestation of the material presented.

When I taught my first ethnic studies course in graduate school, I was 
impatient with advantaged students who resisted or challenged the evidence 
I was presenting. Taking a condescending or sarcastic tone, especially toward 
white male students who openly expressed their racism and/or sexism,  
I would show them exactly why their reasoning was faulty. I would over-
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whelm them into conceding that their views were unsubstantiated. I would 
adopt a confrontational attitude. I thought it was my job to make them see 
their discriminatory attitudes and to show others in the class that this would 
be prohibited. But when that class ended, a student’s comments on the course 
evaluation forced me to have a profound confrontation with myself. They 
wrote that I made students feel stupid, talked over students, and acted like a 
know-it-all. They noted that this made them feel like they shouldn’t even 
come to class.

That student made me admit something to myself that I had buried deep 
in the recesses of my mind. My condescension, my clever use of rational argu-
mentation and factual evidence, my sarcasm, my patronizing or confronta-
tional attitude was really a way to conceal my own insecurities, incomplete-
ness, and lack of certainty both as a teacher and as a self-professed white 
antiracist feminist. I had engaged in one of the most typical modes of white 
feminist disavowal: I hoped that by policing and judging other advantaged 
students’ racism, sexism, or homophobia, I would prove my exceptionalism 
as a “good, enlightened antiracist feminist.” I did this despite knowing at a 
rational level that there was no way for me to escape being implicated in 
systemic gendered racism and reaping the automatic benefits of whiteness 
and gender normativity. I did this despite knowing that my private struggles 
with hetero-patriarchy were far from the feminist ideals I espoused. That is 
to say, even inside myself, I could see how my affective logics struggled against 
what I knew to be reasonably true.

My self-examination led me to seriously question my motivations for using 
certain pedagogical tactics. Rather than performing “pedagogical authority” 
and “good antiracist feminism,” I sought to develop tactics that fostered 
greater affective and intellectual receptivity to learning in myself and in my 
students. Rather than engage in a pedagogy that sought to ideologically con-
vert my students, I had to begin engaging in the uncertain pedagogical proc-
ess of respecting students’ widely divergent points of entry into race-gender-
sexuality–conscious knowledge. I also had to allow and foster students’ 
autonomy to accept, integrate, or reject the evidence and arguments pre-
sented in class. At the most basic level, this meant that I had to openly admit 
my own vulnerabilities, incomplete knowledge, and ongoing struggles with 
antiracist feminist thought and praxis in the classroom. It meant admitting 
that I didn’t have all the answers, and that the intersectional dynamics of 
oppression created complex political responses that were often counterintui-
tive. Surprisingly, the more I did this, the more students—both advantaged 
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and disadvantaged—were willing to share their own hesitations, insecurities, 
fears, and anxieties in relation to what they were learning.

I began exploring what Michalinos Zembylas calls “strategic empathy” for 
my students’ emotional and intellectual struggles. This pedagogical tactic 
“refers to the willingness of the teacher to make himself/herself strategically 
skeptical (working against his/her own emotions) in order to empathize with 
the troubled knowledge students carry with them, even when this troubled 
knowledge is disturbing to other students or to the teacher.”17 In order to 
negotiate advantaged students’ affective resistances, I had to work against my 
own instincts to judge, condemn, correct, suppress, negate, or avoid their 
ignorant responses to the evidence presented. I had to have “strategic empa-
thy” for the fact that most advantaged students had been inculcated in the 
popular myths of colorblindness for seventeen to eighteen years prior to tak-
ing my class, and that undoing those frames would take time. I had to remind 
myself that colorblindness had made advantaged students believe that they 
were the “good,” exceptional people who tried to avoid being discriminatory 
so long as they did not engage in overt expressions of bigotry, and that learn-
ing to see the monstrous scale of systemic gendered racism would take time. 
I had to have “strategic empathy” for the fact that open discussions about 
gendered racism were an experiential anomaly for a majority of advantaged 
students, some of whom had never engaged people of color and/or queer-
identified people in conversations about discrimination until they sat in my 
class. In a systematic effort to conceal the ongoing significance of gendered 
racism in the present, colorblind ideology had socialized my advantaged stu-
dents to accept a delusional sense of reality that proliferated social alienation 
and severed interpersonal and interdependent connectivity.

This did not mean that I conceded the validity of advantaged students’ 
racist, sexist, or homophobic remarks. It did not mean that I stopped teach-
ing the historical realities of hetero-patriarchal racial capitalism in the United 
States. It did not mean that the classroom was transformed into a group 
therapy session where students’ feelings are divorced from their unequal 
power relations and differentiated vulnerabilities to suffering. But it did 
mean that I began to openly engage advantaged students’ affective responses 
(however ignorant, angry, guilt-ridden, shamed, or indifferent) with the  
kind of patience my own formative teachers had once shown me. It meant 
pausing and asking students to acknowledge, engage, and discuss their 
emotions, particularly in those moments when their affective reactions  
were clearly inhibiting them from learning and listening. It meant asking  
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for deep clarification about ideas and feelings during contentious  
moments between advantaged and disadvantaged students. I noticed that the 
more I asked advantaged students to be self-reflective during those moments 
when they were most resistant to learning, the more they took ownership 
over their learning processes and engaged in self-directed modes of critical 
examination.

T h E  P E D A G O G y  O F  E M O T i O N A L  E N G A G E M E N T

Educators can easily default into authoritarianism or adulation. As Alcorn 
argues, in the former case, students are quickly intimidated into regurgitat-
ing the instructor’s views even if they have not genuinely accepted them. In 
the latter, students’ idealization of their instructor motivates them to sup-
press their own emotional and intellectual conflicts in order to please the 
teacher. While authoritarian teaching avoids emotions and conflict through 
intimidation and dictation, adulation for a charismatic teacher forestalls 
learning because students fail to develop their own relationship to critical 
inquiry. At various points in my teaching career I have fallen into both of 
these dynamics and must constantly remind myself that if my teaching 
becomes didactic, self-serving, or emotionally unconflicted, it is not likely to 
cultivate student learning. Rather than intimidating, seducing, or coercing 
students into accepting what I have come to believe, I had to “develop a mode 
of research and inquiry responsible to the emotional complexity of thought.”18 
I call this process the pedagogy of emotional engagement.

In race-gender-sexuality–conscious courses, expressions of affect and emo-
tion tend to run high. For this reason, it is important to theorize how we 
might engage the work of emotion in order to produce the outcomes we 
desire, namely to reduce implicit and explicit expressions of gendered racism 
and to cultivate positive identifications with racial and gender justice.

Recent studies in social psychology have increasingly clarified the signifi-
cance of affect in reducing expressions of racial bias. For example, Laurie 
Rudman et al. gauged whether a seminar on prejudice and conflict taught by 
a Black male professor reduced white students’ self-reported (explicit) and 
automatic (implicit) biases. “As a result of learning, engaging in (sometimes 
heated) discussions, and keeping a journal documenting instances of bias 
(including their own), seminar students were expected to increase their 
awareness of prejudice, and also their motivation to counteract biases in 
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themselves.”19 At the beginning of the study, seminar students (eighteen of 
whom were white, nine Black, and three other) were no less prejudiced than 
a control group of students (ten white, three Black, and four other) who did 
not take the seminar. Only white students’ changes in explicit and implicit 
bias were evaluated.20 The results showed that cognitive learning processes 
were correlated with reducing explicit forms of gendered racial bias in white 
students, while affective processes were critical to reducing implicit biases. 
Put differently, although affective and cognitive processes are interdepend-
ent, reductions in explicit forms of gendered racism do not necessarily lead to 
reductions in preconscious, automatic, and embodied ones. Instead, “implicit 
changes covaried with affective variables, including favorable attitudes 
toward the professor and, in the case of implicit stereotyping, pro-social con-
tact with out-group members.”21

Noticing the significance of affective processes to reducing implicit forms 
of bias and stereotyping in white students, Rudman et al. focused on clarify-
ing which affective variables reduced implicit anti-Black attitudes and beliefs. 
Were implicit biases reduced simply because the class was taught by an 
African American male professor? Were they reduced because of the inter-
racial contact fostered by the class? Were they reduced because of the subject 
matter explored in the class? Or was a combination of affective processes 
involved in all these factors?

In a subsequent experiment, Rudman et al. showed that implicit racial bias 
remained unchanged among white students who took a class with the same 
African American male professor but whose subject matter did not explore 
prejudice and conflict.22 They therefore concluded that the subject matter of 
the class was central to cultivating affective processes that diminished implicit 
expressions of gendered racism. Their findings suggested that positive affects 
(e.g., liking the professor, developing friendships with classmates) and/or a 
reduction in negative affects (e.g., experiencing less anxiety or fear as a result 
of long-term interracial engagement) are correlated with a reduction in 
implicit bias and stereotyping. White students “who evaluated the professor 
and the course favorably, or who reported making friends with out-group 
members during the seminar, also showed less automatic prejudice and stere-
otypic beliefs over time.” Additionally, students who “reported feeling less 
threatened by out-group members as a result of seminar participation also 
showed reduced implicit prejudice and stereotyping.”23 Rudman et al., echo-
ing Alcorn and neuroscientists, conclude that “emotional reconditioning may 
be an effective means of reducing automatic biases” in white students.24
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The implications of these findings are quite remarkable. They suggest that 
both race-gender-sexuality–conscious knowledge (a largely cognitive process) 
and what I call the pedagogy of emotional engagement (a largely affective 
process) are central to reducing expressions of gendered racism. Teaching 
tactics that effectively engage students’ affective and emotional reactions 
entail developing the habit of asking students to consciously examine their 
resistances to antiracist feminist curricula, their resistances to hearing each 
other, and their resistances to examining themselves. The pedagogy of emo-
tional engagement involves pausing to make students’ existing beliefs objects 
of inquiry exactly in those moments when affective logics seek to protect 
those beliefs most ardently. It asks students to reflect on their emotional 
attachments to particular values, principles, and ways of being. It invites 
advantaged and disadvantaged students to openly scrutinize fears of losing 
friendships and familial bonds, chances toward economic and professional 
mobility, and physical safety as a result of aligning with antiracist feminist 
praxis. Although the pedagogy of emotional engagement has no hard and fast 
rules, it is rooted in the counterintuitive proposal that the more educators 
foster emotional openness and relinquish affective rigidity, the more students 
will adopt self-reflective attitudes toward their resistances to learning.

As I make this argument, I realize that educators may view the work of 
engaging advantaged students’ resistances and emotions to be unjustly bur-
densome and unwarranted. Numerous scholars and activists of color have 
understandably expressed impatience for white people’s fragile or reactionary 
emotional responses to the factual reality that they are beneficiaries of 
unearned racial advantages or to the moral demand to redress gendered rac-
ism.25 While people of color are getting killed, violated, or exploited, white 
people are worried about feeling uncomfortable about their privilege and 
fearful of losing advantages? Similarly, many feminists and queer critics 
claim that it is not their job to deal with men’s and heterosexuals’ privileged 
emotional tantrums. These critics demand that advantaged people take 
responsibility for both self-examination and the emotional by-products of 
confronting their sexism and homophobia. Why would educators, particu-
larly those who are themselves marginalized, take on the additional labor of 
dealing with advantaged students’ emotions? Given that educators in antira-
cist feminist curricula already take on disproportionate amounts of labor to 
mentor and sustain marginalized students and faculty (not to mention them-
selves), asking them to attend to advantaged people’s affective reactions and 
cultivate “positive” affective experiences in the classroom seems obscene.
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Still, educators rarely have the option to extract themselves from these 
problems, as they might outside the classroom. In principle, they can choose 
to dismiss, ignore, suppress, negate, or avoid the affective responses raised by 
advantaged students in favor of attending to the oppressions and emotions of 
disadvantaged students. But as I demonstrate in the next section, this comes 
at a price. Pedagogical tactics that negate, suppress, and avoid advantaged 
students’ existing beliefs, stereotypes, and emotions will likely increase stu-
dents’ explicit and/or implicit forms of discrimination. To be clear, the 
pedagogical practice I’m arguing for—one that openly acknowledges and 
negotiates advantaged students’ affective resistances and discriminatory 
responses—does not mean emotionally coddling advantaged students by 
avoiding discomfort, anxiety, fear, confrontation, and contention in the class-
room. On the contrary, it means asking students to critically reflect on resist-
ances and emotions that are always already there. Nor does it mean that 
educators should feel responsible for how advantaged students react or that 
they should strive to protect students from guilt, shame, anger, fear, anxiety, 
or other difficult emotions. While Rudman et al. suggest that “positive” 
affects and the reduction of “negative” affects are correlated with stereotype 
and prejudice reduction, it is important to remember that these outcomes 
represent students’ cumulative and composite affective evaluation of a course 
on prejudice and conflict that included many moments of contention, disa-
greement, and emotional turmoil.

Indeed, even confrontational pedagogical tactics are more likely to reduce 
implicit and explicit forms of gendered racism than those that avoid, negate, 
or suppress students’ emotions and existing beliefs. Though some studies 
have shown that hostile attacks on a person’s self-esteem or group identity 
can increase discrimination against out-groups,26 Alexander Czopp et al. 
showed that confronting a person about their discriminatory comments can 
stimulate emotions resulting in stereotype and prejudice reduction. Across 
three experiments, Czopp et al. correlated the experience of “negative affect 
directed toward themselves (e.g. guilt and self-criticism),” or what they term 
“Negself,” to decreased levels of prejudice and stereotyping. They note that 
“participants who experienced greater Negself in response to a confrontation 
of bias provided fewer stereotypic responses in a subsequent situation.”27 
Thus, when advantaged students experience negative emotions of guilt, 
shame, anxiety, or fear because their discrimination is challenged through 
interpersonal encounters and/or the course material, they are potentially 
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undergoing processes that are conducive to both learning and the reduction 
of gendered racism.

Czopp et al. acknowledge that self-negating affects are more likely to 
occur in low-prejudiced individuals who are self-motivated to be nondis-
criminatory. By contrast, “more prejudiced individuals find their prejudiced 
responses acceptable and appropriate and are consequently less motivated to 
change or control such responses.” In short, to the extent that people are 
either “unaware of their prejudiced responses or are unmotivated to change 
such responses,” 28 pedagogical strategies that evoke self-negating affects may 
not operate successfully. In other words, a person’s emotional state, their 
investment in protecting their self-concept or group esteem, and their moti-
vation to control their prejudice are all contributing factors in whether a 
person is more or less likely to engage in self-examination and to change 
discriminatory views and practices.29 Although educators can never control 
advantaged students’ defensive responses, motivations, or emotional states, 
understanding and negotiating these variables increases the likelihood that 
instructors will develop transformative pedagogical strategies that encourage 
students’ identification with gender and racial justice.

If colorblindness teaches advantaged students to remain affectively detached 
and dissociated from the problems perpetuated by systemic gendered racism, 
race-gender-sexuality–conscious courses challenge them to restructure their 
identities, worldviews, relationships, and practices through both emotional 
work and knowledge. Indeed, when learning about state-sponsored white rac-
ist violence, gendered and racially discriminatory policies in housing, educa-
tion, and employment, and the ways these systemic patterns continue to affect 
the present, advantaged students testify to experiencing feelings of guilt, 
shame, cynicism, self-conflict, and responsibility. If they concede the intercon-
nected nature of systemic oppression, advantaged students have a difficult time 
remaining dissociated and detached from the racist, sexist, and/or homophobic 
discourses and actions of their advantaged peers. These affective and emotional 
experiences can feel overwhelming to students who are rarely asked to link 
their lives, choices, and actions to what they are learning in the classroom. Yet 
these emotional and intellectual experiences also have the potential to deepen 
advantaged students’ commitments to racial and gender justice, to resituate 
how they see their families’ and friends’ participation in systemic oppression, 
and to struggle over how they might reconstitute their self-concepts and world-
views in light of the historical and contemporary realities of gendered racism.
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U N W i T T i N G Ly  i N C R E A S i N G  S T U D E N T S ’  E X P L i C i T  

O R  i M P L i C i T  G E N D E R E D  R A C i S M 

—A N D  W h AT  W E  M i G h T  D O  i N S T E A D

Commonly used pedagogical approaches in higher education tend to mirror 
the principles of colorblind ideology. Because colorblindness teaches people 
to avoid, fear, and/or remain indifferent to conversations about gendered 
racism, educators tend to avoid, negate, or suppress discourses, questions, and 
interpersonal confrontations that openly highlight hierarchies of power. 
Significantly, these teaching tactics do not produce neutral results. Rather, 
they exacerbate students’ explicit and implicit discriminatory biases.

Traditional disciplines tend to default into a generalizable avoidance of 
race-gender-sexuality–conscious methods, frames, and content. Educators 
who use this approach essentially pretend that the histories of race, gender, 
sexuality, class, and other inequalities have no bearing on “universally” appli-
cable subjects or on classroom dynamics. Like advantaged students, educa-
tors who regularly deliver race-gender-sexuality-class–blind curricula want 
to avoid experiencing the discomfort, anxiety, insecurity, or fear evoked by 
matters that they deem peripheral to most students’ education. The authors 
in this collection astutely articulate the negative effects of these avoidance 
tactics at disciplinary, methodological, and curricular levels. But it is impor-
tant to note that these tactics not only affect people’s ideological frames; they 
also impact their reflexively embodied geographies.

In one study, Michael I. Norton et al. showed that the more white stu-
dents were encouraged to behave in colorblind ways, the more they displayed 
negative nonverbal behaviors and emotions toward Black people (anxiety, 
unfriendliness, less effective communication of emotion).30 Similarly, 
Jacques-Philippe Leyens et al. demonstrated that white students who were 
told to behave in colorblind ways toward a Black photographer experienced 
greater anxiety and appeared less friendly.31 Leyens et al. “proposed that the 
cognitive effort and uneasiness associated with inhibiting biased responses in 
the colorblind condition led participants who typically do not express high 
levels of prejudice toward Blacks to appear less open and friendly with a Black 
person.”32 Finally, tactics that aim to suppress salient identity attributes like 
race have also been shown to increase stereotype activation.33 Thus, instruc-
tors who default to colorblind, gender-blind, and sexuality-blind approaches 
are not only reinforcing the mythology that avoiding these topics diminishes 
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discrimination; they are actually helping to increase negative nonverbal 
behaviors toward disadvantaged students.

When educators are forced to deal with expressions of discrimination in 
the classroom, they often resort to using two other detrimental teaching 
tactics: negation or suppression. These approaches essentially tell students to 
stop stereotyping or making discriminatory statements without exploring 
the emotional and intellectual causes of these biases or their effects.

Early in my teaching career, my desire to mitigate advantaged students’ 
epistemic violence in the classroom led me impulsively to use negating or 
suppressive tactics. In a class addressing affirmative action, a white woman 
had expressed resentment over a diversity program that gave fifty high-
achieving students of color scholarships at our predominantly white 
institution of six thousand. She was angry that her white identity denied her 
eligibility for “diversity” scholarships. Though we had covered the extensive 
history of white advantages in higher education, legacy admissions, and 
wealth building at the exclusion of people of color, she displayed an insistent 
affective refusal to integrate the evidence of the course. I methodically 
negated the white woman’s stereotypical comments with evidence. Having 
no intellectual defenses against my comments, she eventually broke down in 
tears. Afterward, I did not go and comfort her. But I noticed that several 
students, including many students of color who had argued with her in the 
class discussion, undertook the labor of comforting her.

Today, I know that the manner in which I engage the advantaged stu-
dents’ stereotypes and ignorant comments may be more important than the 
intellectual arguments and evidence I offer. If I berate students for their igno-
rance, I risk backing them into a corner of intuitive, emotional self-defense. 
That student, and other advantaged students in the class, will likely never 
reveal what they really think again out of fear of being judged or punished. 
If students feel attacked or shamed, particularly by the authority who holds 
power over them, they might experience negative self-directed affects that 
foster self-examination; but they might also reflexively dismiss anything the 
course offers and increase their discrimination toward disadvantaged 
people.

My confrontational manner and dismissive tone may have unwittingly 
burdened disadvantaged students in the class. Students of color may feel mor-
ally conflicted about contributing to a white woman’s tearful breakdown, 
even if they intellectually disagree with her viewpoint. White people have the 
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ability to emotionally constitute themselves as “aggrieved subjects” precisely 
in those moments when their intellectual arguments prove entirely baseless. 
But not everyone can read this sophisticated leap from the cognitive to the 
affective. My negating manner may have displaced the emotional labor of 
caring for the white student onto disadvantaged students, who rarely receive 
similar types of care in response to their emotions. Worse, I modeled a behav-
ior that encourages students to believe that shaming white people is a good 
way to challenge gendered racism. Subsequent experience has taught me that 
this punitive approach tends to produce affective and interpersonal impasses 
that make the cross-racial, collaborative transformation necessary for dis-
mantling institutional racism difficult, if not impossible. Shaming students, 
whether out of hurt, defensiveness, or my own egotistical motivations to 
prove my “antiracist, feminist exceptionality,” methodologically replicates 
the very oppression I seek to dismantle.

At the same time, I cannot allow advantaged students’ stereotypes and 
ignorant comments to stand as if it they are valid claims. Nor am I interested 
in coddling their “fragility” to the point of suppressing discomforts, anxiety, 
or fears that are clearly there.34 And should my consideration of advantaged 
students’ affective logics trump what other students in the class, particularly 
disadvantaged students, might be feeling? How might an educator attend to 
students’ disparate affective responses to the white woman’s ignorant com-
ment on affirmative action?

Cognitive behavioral psychologists have shown that telling people what 
not to do, particularly if these expressions are coupled with negative affects 
like anger or condescension, generally reinforces and strengthens negative 
behaviors. Studies conducted by Bertram Gawronski et al. show that telling 
students to stop stereotyping activates normative stereotypes in their mind 
with greater force and increases the reflexive quickness with which they make 
stereotypical associations. Participants who were asked to repeatedly say “no” 
to common stereotypical associations (negation training) displayed an 
increase in both stereotype activation and automatic evaluations (the speed 
at which people make stereotypical associations without having time for 
conscious deliberation).35 Other studies similarly show that telling people to 
stop being racist, or to become aware of their racism, has some impact on 
diminishing explicit bias, but it does not change implicit, preconscious, or 
automatic forms of gendered racism.36

By contrast, positing alternative associations and mental images can moti-
vate people to shift their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors.37 If we take 
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this lesson to the classroom, we see that positing new associations about 
marginalized groups enables the creation of new neural and ideational path-
ways. Gawronski et al. confirmed this when they showed that affirmation 
trainings—saying “yes” to counterstereotypic associations and showing no 
response to stereotypic pairings—led to a decrease in both stereotype activa-
tion and automatic evaluations.38

In my class about the model minority myth, an Asian American male stu-
dent claims that because Asian families work hard, value education, and com-
mit less crime, they are more successful than Black people. Inside I wince, but 
I have now learned to calmly acknowledge that the student is articulating a 
common belief about Asian Americans. Rather than asking students to sup-
press or negate the stereotypes they already hold, I openly acknowledge them 
without confirming their validity. My method for diminishing students’ 
stereotype activation, and by extension their expressions of discrimination, 
involves offering rich, detailed histories that create new associations, visions, 
and images in students’ minds that complicate their perceptions and engender 
new emotional pathways. Referencing key passages from Claire Jean Kim’s 
Bitter Fruit, Who Killed Vincent Chin?, and Robert Lee’s Asian Americans in 
Popular Culture,39 our class works through complex Asian American histo-
ries, regressive immigration policies, and discriminatory practices against 
Black Americans that reveal the reductive nature of the model-minority stere-
otype. I intentionally craft space for students to share testimonies and argu-
ments about the model-minority myth without asking anyone to speak on 
behalf of their racial/ethnic group. I know that these emotionally inflected 
testimonies are crucial to engendering what psychologists call “individuation 
processes” that effectively diminish the power of stereotypes.40 Student sto-
ries introduce complex personal attributes that unravel reductive and simplis-
tic stereotypes based on singular aspects of identity. As Galen V. Bodenhausen 
argues, “Attending to multiple aspects of a target’s identity simultaneously 
should give rise to more complex, integrated (i.e., personalized) impressions 
that are less likely to be dominated by unwanted mental associations.” 41

The value of using intersectional methodologies to foster individuation 
processes and stereotype reduction is conspicuously clear here. Complicating 
what Cathy Cohen describes as traditional single-identity-based politics and 
“single-oppression frameworks” 42 through antiracist queer and feminist nar-
ratives diminishes the power of hegemonic associations and problematizes 
simplistic in-group/out-group divides that reinforce implicit and explicit 
forms of gendered racism. For example, when students read Helen Zia’s Asian 
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American Dreams, they are encouraged to grapple with multiple axes of 
oppression and resistance as she critiques both her father’s patriarchy and 
white racism.43 When we discuss Zia’s work, Asian American women and 
other women of color often open up about their personal struggles against 
familial forms of patriarchy. But they also speak to the ways they face racial 
discrimination on campus as well as sexism from men of color and white 
men. Asian American students explain the enormous pressures of being asso-
ciated with “positive” or “exceptional” stereotypes. Women-of-color students 
hold tensions that not only disallow simplistic narratives about race but also 
potentially create new points of identification among their peers through 
what psychologists call “perspective-taking.” 44 Studies have shown that 
being exposed to complex perspectives through interpersonal contact tends 
to diminish in-group/out-group divides, though these interactions also tend 
to produce greater benefits for advantaged students than disadvantaged stu-
dents.45 Interestingly, weakening stereotype activation and in-group/out-
group divides through perspective-taking in our classroom has the potential 
to impact intergroup relations beyond the classroom. Changes in advantaged 
students’ perceptions resulting from the new associations and emotional 
pathways they develop in class will likely extend to how students perceive 
marginalized groups in the world at large.46

Finally, it is critical that antiracist feminist curricula do more than offer 
systemic analyses of oppression. The consequences of failing to include histo-
ries of antiracist feminist resistance to oppression are emotionally and intel-
lectually dire. When I was developing my first syllabus in graduate school, I 
outlined reading after reading of how oppression worked. Because this 
knowledge had been critical to my own development, I thought it was impor-
tant, especially for advantaged students, to know the extensive record of 
American racial violence, exploitation, and policy-based exclusion. When I 
brought it to my mentor for review, she laughed and said, “What do you want 
to do here, Paula? Tell these folks that oppressed people just sat idly by while 
they were being oppressed?” My face fell. In my effort to highlight the atroci-
ties of white supremacy, I had failed to structurally integrate oppressed 
people’s agency in my syllabus. I had failed to show that people’s collective 
struggles for racial and gender justice had often forced hetero-patriarchal 
racial capitalism’s structure to shift, collapse, and reinvent itself.

Later, I realized that integrating examples of antiracist feminist resistance 
in my courses was not only critical for documenting oppressed people’s 
agency and resilience; it was critical for fostering new visions of being, acting, 
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and relating in the world, and for countering the epistemologies and ontolo-
gies of colorblindness and hereto-patriarchy. Without the alternative value 
systems posited by traditions of resistance, advantaged students could not see 
why they should relinquish their monetary advantages, risk their social and 
familial bonds, or break their habits of interracial social alienation and dis-
sociation. Without these alternative visions, oppressive systems appeared 
insurmountably powerful and inevitable. Without positing principles where 
people are valued more than property, and collective interests are fore-
grounded over individualist hoarding and self-aggrandizement, even disad-
vantaged students reached the cynical conclusion that their only option was 
to conform to normative standards and compete to move up in social and 
economic hierarchies.

The long record of oppression cultivated a deep sense of affective defeat 
and hopelessness about change in my students. But when this oppressive 
record was put in dialectical and dialogical relationship to the equally resil-
ient record of resistance, advantaged and disadvantaged students were 
empowered to believe that they too could create identities, modes of being, 
and sites of belonging based on principles of dignity, interdependence, social 
and spiritual connection, and honest self-examination. They saw that past 
resistance struggles had been difficult, fraught, and full of contradictions and 
conflicts. But these examples also offered them aspirational ideals for build-
ing more equitable worlds and social relations. Most importantly, these 
resistant struggles motivated many students to consider shifting from affec-
tive resistances to reflective thought, to the imperfect and always incomplete 
praxis of social justice.

N O T E S

1. Throughout this essay, I will use the awkward phrase “advantaged students” 
to refer to people whose group identity automatically endows them with unearned 
advantages. These advantages yield concrete monetary rewards (e.g., white people are 
automatic beneficiaries of the cash value of prime mortgage loans routinely denied 
to people of color) or social rewards like being automatically favored for certain jobs 
(e.g., men are more likely to be hired in police, fire, and construction). But advan-
tages can also be automatically produced from the absence of discrimination (e.g., 
heterosexual people are less vulnerable to physical violence compared to those who 
identify as LGBTQ). These advantages are correlated with racial, gender, class, 
sexual orientation, and other aspects of identity. At the same time, advantages are 
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these reservations, my hope is that learning to understand and better navigate 
advantaged students’ affective logics ultimately offers sustenance to educators com-
mitted to the long struggle of social justice.

6. Whereas explicit forms of gendered racism are gauged through self-reporting 
measures and therefore suggest some level of cognitive awareness, implicit forms are 
evaluated through tests that do not allow time for conscious deliberation or intent. Thus, 
implicit gendered racism manifests in preconscious, automatic, and reflexive ways.

7. Charles W. Mills, “White Ignorance,” in Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance, 
ed. Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 2007).

8. Gary Olson and Lynn Worsham, “Rhetoric, Emotion, and the Justification of 
Belief,” in Postmodern Sophistry: Stanley Fish and the Critical Enterprise, ed. Gary 
Olson and Lynn Worsham (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004), 
quoted in Alcorn, Resistance to Learning, 1.

9. Alcorn, Resistance to Learning, 2.
10. Ibid., 3.
11. James Baldwin, “My Dungeon Shook,” in Collected Essays (New York: 

Library of America, 1998), 292; first published as “A Letter to My Nephew,” The 
Progressive, Jan. 1, 1962.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



N E G O T I A T I N G  S T U D E N T S ’  A F F E C T I V E  R E S I S T A N C E S  •  349

12. Alcorn, Resistance to Learning, 19.
13. Laurie A. Rudman, “Social Justice in Our Minds, Homes, and Society: The 

Nature, Causes, and Consequences of Implicit Bias,” Social Justice Research 17, no. 2 
(June 2004): 137, https://rutgerssocialcognitionlab.weebly.com/uploads/1/3/9 
/7/13979590/rudman2004sjr_1.pdf.

14. Nilanjana Dasgupta, “Mechanisms Underlying the Malleability of Implicit 
Prejudice and Stereotypes: The Role of Automaticity and Cognitive Control,” in 
Handbook of Prejudice, Stereotyping, and Discrimination, ed. Todd D. Nelson (New 
York: Psychology Press, 2009), 273.

15. For examples, see Pamela M. Casey, “Helping Courts Address Implicit Bias: 
Resources for Education,” National Center for State Courts, 2012, http://ncsc.con-
tentdm.oclc.org/cdm/ref/collection/accessfair/id/246; Dan-Olof Rooth, “Automatic 
Associations and Discrimination in Hiring: Real World Evidence,” Labour Economics 
17, no. 3 (June 2010): 523–34, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.labeco.2009.04.005; Shannon 
Sullivan, Revealing Whiteness: The Unconscious Habits of Racial Privilege 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006).

16. Marginalized groups also tend to explicitly favor their in-group, but in 
implicit tests, marginalized people show more complicated results. According to 
implicit association tests, while about half of African Americans indicate implicit 
biases for their in-group, another half show implicit bias for whites. Explanations 
for this have to do with the ways cultural processes encourage those who are in 
marginalized identities to identify with high-status groups even if they do not 
belong to them. For research on Black Americans’ and other marginalized groups’ 
implicit biases, see Robert W. Livingston, “The Role of Perceived Negativity in the 
Moderation of African Americans’ Implicit and Explicit Racial Attitudes,” Journal 
of Experimental Social Psychology 38, no. 4 (July 2002): 405–13, www.sciencedirect
.com/science/article/pii/S0022103102000021; Theodore R. Johnson, “Black- 
on-Black Racism: The Hazards of Implicit Bias,” Atlantic, Dec. 26, 2014, www
.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/12/black-on-black-racism-the-hazards-of-
implicit-bias/384028; “Project Implicit FAQs,” https://implicit.harvard.edu 
/implicit/faqs.html.

17. Michalinos Zembylas, “Pedagogies of Strategic Empathy: Navigating 
through the Emotional Complexities of Anti-racism in Higher Education,” Teaching 
in Higher Education 17, no. 2 (Apr. 2012): 114, https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.201
1.611869.

18. Alcorn, Resistance to Learning, 44.
19. Laurie A. Rudman, Richard D. Ashmore, and Melvin L. Gary, “ ‘Unlearning’ 

Automatic Biases: The Malleability of Implicit Prejudice and Stereotypes,” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology 81, no. 5 (2001): 858, http://myfootballcoach
.net/bias/Unlearning Automatic Biases The Malleability of Implicit Prejudice and 
Stereotypes.pdf.

20. Because advantaged groups are assumed to present the highest levels of 
explicit and implicit discrimination, the majority of social psychology research on 
prejudice and bias focuses on their self-reported and affective responses. While this 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

https://rutgerssocialcognitionlab.weebly.com/uploads/1/3/9/7/13979590/rudman2004sjr_1.pdf
http://ncsc.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/ref/collection/accessfair/id/246
http://ncsc.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/ref/collection/accessfair/id/246
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.labeco.2009.04.005
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103102000021
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/faqs.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2011.611869
http://myfootballcoach.net/bias/Unlearning
https://rutgerssocialcognitionlab.weebly.com/uploads/1/3/9/7/13979590/rudman2004sjr_1.pdf
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/faqs.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2011.611869
http://myfootballcoach.net/bias/Unlearning
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103102000021
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/12/black-on-black-racism-the-hazards-of-implicit-bias/384028
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/12/black-on-black-racism-the-hazards-of-implicit-bias/384028
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/12/black-on-black-racism-the-hazards-of-implicit-bias/384028
http://www.Stereotypes.pdf


350 •  R E S I S T A N C E  A N D  T R A N S F O R M A T I O N

is understandable, it creates a major vacuum in understanding how marginalized 
groups internalize, negotiate, or respond to oppression, and how cultural processes 
shape their explicit and implicit preferences. Clearly, more research needs to be done 
on the complexity of marginalized people’s psychology in oppressive regimes.

21. Rudman, Ashmore, and Gary, “ ‘Unlearning’ Automatic Biases,” 861.
22. Ibid., 863.
23. Ibid., 864.
24. Ibid., 866.
25. Robin L. Hughes, “Dear Critical White Scholar and Colleague,” Huffington 

Post, June 4, 2017, www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/dear-critical-white-scholar-and-
colleague_us_59347797e4b00573ab57a4aa; Afua Hirsch, “I’ve Had Enough of 
White People Who Try to Deny My Experience,” Guardian, Jan. 28, 2018, www
.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jan/24/white-people-tv-racism-afua-hirsch; 
John Metta, “I Don’t Discuss Racism with White People,” PopularResistance.org, 
July 13, 2015, https://popularresistance.org/i-dont-discuss-racism-with-white-people.

26. Dasgupta, “Mechanisms Underlying the Malleability of Implicit Prejudice 
and Stereotypes,” 273.

27. Alexander M. Czopp, Margo J. Monteith, and Aimee Y. Mark, “Standing 
Up for a Change: Reducing Bias through Interpersonal Confrontation,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 90, no. 5 (2006): 798–99, http://citeseerx.ist.psu
.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.138.462&rep=rep1&type=pdf.

28. Ibid., 785.
29. For a longer discussion of these factors, see Dasgupta, “Mechanisms 

Underlying the Malleability of Implicit Prejudice and Stereotypes,” 273–75.
30. Michael I. Norton et al., “Color Blindness and Interracial Interaction: 

Playing the Political Correctness Game,” Psychological Science 17, no. 11 (2006): 
949–53, http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2006.01810 
.x?journalCode=pssa.

31. J.-P. Leyens et al., “Expressing Emotions and Decoding Them: Ingroups and 
Outgroups Do Not Share the Same Advantages,” in From Prejudice to Intergroup 
Emotions: Differentiated Reactions to Social Groups, ed. D. M. Mackie and E. R. 
Smith (New York: Psychology Press, 2002), 139–51.

32. Galen V. Bodenhausen, Andrew R. Todd, and Jennifer A. Richeson, 
“Controlling Prejudice and Stereotyping: Antecedents, Mechanisms, and 
Contexts,” in Handbook of Prejudice, Stereotyping, and Discrimination, ed. Todd D. 
Nelson (New York: Psychology Press, 2009), 127, discussing Leyens et al., “Expressing 
Emotions.”

33. Rudman, Ashmore, and Gary, “ ‘Unlearning’ Automatic Biases,” 857.
34. Robin DiAngelo, “White Fragility,” International Journal of Critical 

Pedagogy 3, no. 3 (May 16, 2011): 54–70, https://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article
/viewFile/249/116.

35. Bertram Gawronski et al., “When ‘Just Say No’ Is Not Enough: Affirmation 
versus Negation Training and the Reduction of Automatic Stereotype Activation,” 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 44, no. 2 (March 2008): 119, www

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/dear-critical-white-scholar-and-colleague_us_59347797e4b00573ab57a4aa
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/dear-critical-white-scholar-and-colleague_us_59347797e4b00573ab57a4aa
https://popularresistance.org/i-dont-discuss-racism-with-white-people
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.138.462&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2006.01810.x?journalCode=pssa
https://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/viewFile/249/116
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.138.462&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2006.01810.x?journalCode=pssa
https://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/viewFile/249/116
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jan/24/white-people-tv-racism-afua-hirsch
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jan/24/white-people-tv-racism-afua-hirsch
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/222668002_When_Just_Say_No_is_not_Enough_Affirmation_versus_Negation_Training_and_the_Reduction_of_Automatic_Stereotype_Activation


N E G O T I A T I N G  S T U D E N T S ’  A F F E C T I V E  R E S I S T A N C E S  •  351

.researchgate.net/publication/222668002_When_ Just_Say_No_is_not_Enough_ 
Affirmation_versus_Negation_Training_and_the_Reduction_of_Automatic_
Stereotype_Activation.

36. Dasgupta, “Mechanisms Underlying the Malleability of Implicit Prejudice 
and Stereotypes,” 277.

37. Kai Sassenberg and Gordon B. Moskowitz, “Don’t Stereotype, Think 
Different! Overcoming Automatic Stereotype Activation by Mindset Priming,” 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 41, no. 5 (2005): 506–14.

38. Gawronski et al., “When ‘Just Say No’ Is Not Enough.”
39. Claire Jean Kim, Bitter Fruit: The Politics of Black-Korean Conflict in 

New York City (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000); Who Killed 
Vincent Chin?, a POV documentary, first aired July 16, 1989, www.pbs.org/pov
/whokilledvincentchin; and Robert G. Lee, Orientals: Asian Americans in Popular 
Culture (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1999).

40. Bodenhausen, Todd, and Richeson, “Controlling Prejudice and 
Stereotyping,” 121.

41. Ibid.
42. Cathy J. Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical 

Potential of Queer Politics?” in Still Brave: The Evolution of Black Women’s  
Studies, eds. Stanlie M. James, Frances Smith Foster and Beverly-Guy Sheftall (New 
York: The Feminist Press, 2009), 244.

43. Helen Zia, Asian American Dreams: The Emergence of an American People 
(New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2001).

44. Bodenhausen, Todd, and Richeson, “Controlling Prejudice and 
Stereotyping,” 121.

45. Richard J. Crisp et al., “Imagined Intergroup Contact: Theory, Paradigm, 
and Practice,” Social and Personality Psychology Compass 3, no. 1 (Jan. 2009): 8, 
www.researchgate.net/publication/227658981_Imagined_Intergroup_Contact_ 
Theory_Paradigm_and_Practice.

46. Bodenhausen, Todd, and Richeson, “Controlling Prejudice and 
Stereotyping,” 121.

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

http://www.pbs.org/pov/whokilledvincentchin
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/227658981_Imagined_Intergroup_Contact_Theory_Paradigm_and_Practice
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/222668002_When_Just_Say_No_is_not_Enough_Affirmation_versus_Negation_Training_and_the_Reduction_of_Automatic_Stereotype_Activation
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/222668002_When_Just_Say_No_is_not_Enough_Affirmation_versus_Negation_Training_and_the_Reduction_of_Automatic_Stereotype_Activation
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/222668002_When_Just_Say_No_is_not_Enough_Affirmation_versus_Negation_Training_and_the_Reduction_of_Automatic_Stereotype_Activation
http://www.pbs.org/pov/whokilledvincentchin
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/227658981_Imagined_Intergroup_Contact_Theory_Paradigm_and_Practice


352

S I x T E E N

Shifting Frames
P E D A G O G i C A L  i N T E R V E N T i O N S  i N  C O L O R b L i N D 

T E A C h i N G  P R A C T i C E

Milton Reynolds

These “innocent people” are trapped in a history they do not 
understand, and until they understand it, they cannot be released 
from it.

j A M E S  b A L D W i N 1

In a few short words, James Baldwin encapsulates a social and psychological 
phenomenon that has preoccupied my thoughts for many years. My first con-
scious recollection of this behavior was during the sixth grade. We had moved 
across the San Francisco Bay from Martinez, California, a working-class 
town with a multiracial population where my family and I were known and 
trusted members of the community, to San Carlos, a largely white and afflu-
ent suburb where I instantaneously became highly apparent, a visible visitor. 
I became a raisin in a bowl of rice overnight.

My attendance in middle school, as I now know, was part of a much larger 
process of desegregating San Carlos, a suburban enclave nestled on the penin-
sula, roughly equidistant between San Francisco and San Jose. It had formerly 
existed as a sundown or near-sundown town, which was clearly evidenced by 
the disquieting lack of diversity. The term “sundown town” refers to cities, 
towns, or neighborhoods that are purposefully all white. Discriminatory 
laws, violence, and intimidation were traditionally used to exclude other racial 
groups.2 My family and I became the sixth African American family to enter, 
joining the Allan, Olive, Patterson, Jerrie, and Bonds families. I recollect only 
a few Latino classmates and even fewer Asian peers. There was no language to 
mark this conspicuous difference: colorblindness ruled the day.

Years later, once I entered the educational profession, the patterns of inter-
action I had witnessed as a child continued, as did my curiosity about them. 
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The fact that I entered the profession at all was a shock to many. My trajec-
tory through the educational system certainly wasn’t smooth. I began my 
freshman year of high school as a promising student with a full complement 
of Advanced Placement courses. By my junior year I had been expelled. The 
psychological toll of navigating the evasions and denials of colorblindness 
extinguished my desire for learning and obliterated the relevance of school-
ing. Interrupting the patterns that I had witnessed, endured, and on occasion 
withered under as a student became a primary intellectual preoccupation  
of mine.

Comprehending teachers’ motivations for investment in colorblindness is 
essential to the development and ultimate adoption of alternative practices. 
If we stand any chance of reclaiming schools, which too often function as 
primary sites of colorblind socialization, we must first invert the gaze to fully 
understand teachers’ motivations. In the absence of such understanding, 
efforts to redeem teachers’ practice are often futile. The intent of this chapter 
is to offer educators alternative approaches.

My former position, as a senior program associate for Facing History and 
Ourselves, an international educational nonprofit organization, provided me 
access to a variety of different educational contexts. Designing and delivering 
workshops and seminars while providing direct support to educators, schools, 
and school districts were all aspects of my daily routines. The organization 
hosts an award-winning website that houses a wide range of teaching 
resources, including “Race and Membership in American History: The 
Eugenics Movement.” This text played a prominent role in situating the pro-
fessional development work with schools within a broader historical con-
text.3 Schools are increasingly reaching out, in some cases being sued into 
action, as the failures of colorblind practice become more evident. These 
dynamics have created opportunities for sustained engagement with educa-
tors and development of a range of different interventions.

It may feel more comfortable, or dare I say “natural,” for some to see racial-
ized educational outcomes as rooted in the children themselves, their caregiv-
ers, culture, or class background. The dominant culture’s misperception that 
“colorblindness equals justice” encourages many teachers to feel they are 
effective in their job if they pretend not to notice color and make no explicit 
mention of race in their course lessons and curricular goals. Study after study, 
however, shows that this colorblind approach does not work, that it leads 
students to learn little and to respond to challenges with evasion, denial,  
and anxiety. Fundamentally, such thinking ignores the fact that today’s 
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inequitable outcomes are the product of systems, structures, and policies that 
are animated by the discredited yet relentlessly pervasive ideology of eugen-
ics, a belief system we have yet to fully own or confront.

In recent years, an increasing body of research has demonstrated the rela-
tionship between cognitive and affective domains of learning. These findings, 
when considered in concert with a consistent pattern of negative educational 
outcomes for students of color in particular, provide a theoretical warrant for 
interrogating colorblind practice itself as the source of harm and disjunction. 
Schools are primary sites of colorblind production and socialization; conse-
quently, engaging educators and educational institutions in confronting 
these practices is essential.

Colorblindness in education produces a pattern of harmful social and 
cognitive consequences that are detrimental to students and teachers alike. 
“Conceptual impoverishment” and “affective under-skilling” are the terms I 
now use to describe the problematic outcomes that accrue as a result of 
investment in these teaching practices.

C O N C E P T UA L  i M P O V E R i S h M E N T

Conceptual impoverishment refers to a pattern of learned outcomes that 
distorts the way people understand and make meaning of the world they 
inhabit. Denied access to specific information, students formulate belief sys-
tems that fail to account for the significant role race plays in structuring 
opportunities and outcomes. Like doing math without all the variables, one’s 
best efforts will never render a correct proof.

In my experience, these outcomes result from a particular set of teacher-
driven behaviors. Teachers who embrace colorblindness tend to skip over 
troubling moments in American history, misrepresenting them entirely or 
downplaying their significance. They may present historical moments as 
redemptive tales of a continual forward progress that is disconnected from 
precedent events, historical context, or the violent resistance and backlash 
often occurring in the wake of such advances. As addressed in previous chap-
ters, deprivation of such contextual knowledge promotes a misunderstanding 
of social hierarchy as natural, reflecting racial or identity-based deficiencies. 
In essence, colorblind knowledge fosters ignorance by intentionally abstract-
ing historical events from the systems and structures of power and subjuga-
tion that produce these outcomes.
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Two examples of such impoverishment I’ve often encountered are the 
Dunning School narrative of Reconstruction, which depicts Blacks after the 
Civil War as unfit for freedom and incapable of self-governance rather than 
as victims of racist violence and repression,4 and the “tired Rosa” myth that 
portrays Rosa Parks as an isolated, unknowing individual who unwittingly 
touched off the Montgomery Bus Boycott rather than as an active and 
informed agent of her own liberation.5 These erasures serve to inflate white 
agency and deny people of color and other marginalized groups their own.

In other cases, the experiences and contributions of other racialized 
groups are entirely absent from conversations. Students in fourth-grade 
classes in California build models of mission buildings in a curriculum that 
might never connect the mission system to the genocidal practices that 
accompanied it. Defining the experience of Indigenous Californians as geno-
cidal is a fairly recent occurrence among many scholars, but that finding 
likely remains absent from classrooms where Indigenous students will be 
blindly coached to celebrate their people’s holocaust.6

Recent battles over ethnic studies in Arizona and fights over the Advanced 
Placement history curriculum in Colorado and Oklahoma speak to the politi-
cally contested nature of historical narratives.7 Continued controversy over 
the history to be presented in textbooks produced in Texas and, more recently, 
in California offer examples of this ongoing skirmish to determine whose 
experiences matter and what history is deemed relevant or “fit” to be consid-
ered for inclusion.8 Textbook history is often presented as a series of static facts 
rather than as contested narratives that, by nature, are reflective of political 
power struggles that mirror an evolving understanding about the past.9

Ultimately, conventional practices and historical frames based on avoid-
ance of the hurts of history rob students of their agency. This sort of abstrac-
tion encourages people to think about the practice of democracy as an indi-
vidual act rather than something done in the service of the collective. If the 
challenges we face as a society are rooted solely in individual choices, we can 
only be accountable for our own behavior, destined to a planktonic existence, 
helpless against the tides of change. However, when students understand 
inequality and injustice as the outgrowth of systems, structures, and ideology 
that produce such outcomes, they can channel their civic energy toward con-
fronting and reforming these institutions, ideas, and ideologically driven 
practices.

Helping educators “see race again” demands surfacing the history of 
eugenics. Without access to the history of eugenics, the formation of 
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whiteness as normative is concealed, rendering all else suspect and visible. 
This intervention is, in essence, a process of historical revision. Reclaiming 
this history is necessary to counter conceptual impoverishment, as it is the 
selective erasure of this particular history that makes identifying patterns of 
cause and effect within history difficult. Knowledge of eugenics helps illus-
trate how race is produced, how past investments in notions of “fitness” and 
fundamental differences in the human family have been codified by law and 
buttressed through social practice and convention.

The term “eugenics” refers to a scientifically based, ideological movement 
dedicated to the reification of race. It is the wellspring of scientific theories 
used to construct taxonomies of difference within the human family and to 
legitimate the subjugation of different groups. Eugenics played a central role 
in shaping the modern concept of nationhood, in addition to informing 
groups’ positions within nations. Utopian in nature, eugenics’ primary goal 
was “race betterment.” National health was assumed to be a function of bio-
logical or racial “fitness.” Schools and other institutions actively promulgated 
the message of “race betterment.” Accordingly, anyone exhibiting traits 
deemed to be dysgenic or “unfit” was considered a threat to the nation, some-
thing to be protected against.

Exposure to the heretofore untaught history of eugenics is a powerful 
linchpin of the historical revision process, and serves several purposes. 
Knowledge of eugenics can assist educators in tracing the origins of many 
ethnic notions back to their sites of production. It illuminates the purposes 
they originally served, and facilitates deeper understanding of the enduring 
social, political, and economic legacies of these ideas in relationship to the 
context out of which they emerged. Many teachers are mortified when first 
exposed to this history. The sense of outrage and embarrassment that often 
materializes in the wake of this exposure can, however, be channeled into 
intellectual curiosity and facilitate shifts in practice that align intentions 
with effective practice. The notion that we don’t know what we don’t know 
is leveraged to foment self-reflection.

Access to this history can help educators connect eugenic ideology and its 
influence with the structures and institutions that produce racialized out-
comes. This can be particularly provocative as they discover that they are 
themselves likely, if unwitting, participants in practices that forward eugenic 
objectives. The persistence of racial tracking, the use of standardized testing, 
and high rates of suspension and expulsion—particularly among students  
of color and students with disabilities—serve as evidence that students 
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historically marked as “unfit” by eugenicists continue to be defined as such 
by today’s educational institutions.

Engaging honestly and accurately with history requires making whiteness 
visible within the context of educational settings. The presentation of white-
ness as the “normative state” contributes to racialized dynamics within 
school settings. More often than not, educators begin to question why they 
weren’t exposed to this history during their time as students or in their 
teacher education courses, which often leads them in turn to question what 
else might be lurking in the shadows.

That a movement so widespread and central to understanding both his-
torical and current patterns of social stratification and injustice has been, 
until recent times, effectively expunged from the nation’s historical memory 
or transposed onto studies of Nazi Germany only aids and abets processes of 
affective distancing and historical abstraction. Erasure and deflection make 
it difficult, if not nearly impossible, to resist effectively or confront the lega-
cies of eugenics. Many such legacies—standardized testing, ability tracking, 
and differentiated curricula among them—are hidden in plain sight.

Reclaiming this history as an American phenomenon and examining the 
greater international reach of this movement can catalyze complex systemic 
analyses that directly counter the conceptual impoverishment produced by 
colorblind socialization. It can enliven a sense of critical civic agency. For 
example, presenting ideas from then-esteemed educational thought leaders 
from the past, such as Stanford’s Lewis Terman and Ellwood P. Cubberley, 
forces educators to grapple with their own assumptions about intellect and  
the nature of learning. In our studies, we explore statements like this by 
Terman:

It is interesting to note that . . . [these cases] represent the level of intelligence 
which is very, very common among Spanish-Indian and Mexican families of 
the Southwest and also among Negroes. Their dullness seems to be racial, or 
at least inherent in the family stocks from which they come. The fact that one 
meets this type with such extraordinary frequency among Indians, Mexicans, 
and Negroes suggests quite forcibly that the whole question of racial differ-
ences in mental traits will have to be taken up anew and by experimental 
methods. The writer predicts that when this is done there will be discovered 
enormously significant racial differences in general intelligence, differences 
which cannot be wiped out by any scheme of mental culture.10

Such exposure illuminates the continuity between eugenic ideology and its 
centrality in the development of educational practices and policies both past 
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and present. Eugenicists believed intellect to be fixed and ascribed along lines 
of race, class, and gender. Unexamined notions of racialized ability or belief 
in such ideas continue to inform how resources are allocated within educa-
tion and to whom.

In another of the paragraphs that we study, Cubberley draws out the 
implications of eugenicist assumptions:

We should give up the exceedingly democratic idea that all are equal and that 
our society is devoid of classes. The employee tends to remain an employee; 
the wage earner tends to remain a wage earner. . . . One bright child may eas-
ily be worth more to the National Life than thousands of those of low 
mentality.11

I have never met an educator who entered the field intending to damage chil-
dren; yet without access to this history we might all be complicit in enacting 
policies that, by their very nature, forward exclusionary and eliminationist 
objectives that are ultimately antidemocratic.

Examining the impact of eugenic constructions of intellect can be par-
ticularly evocative for educators, and often unsettles the foundations of their 
fundamental beliefs. The history of IQ testing and its relationship to stand-
ardized testing helps teachers understand that standardized assessments 
represent far more than objective markers of ability, merit, or academic fit-
ness. With such background knowledge, high-stakes testing and other edu-
cational reforms can be more easily apprehended as political and economic 
incursions made in response to rapidly changing demography and other soci-
etal shifts. The current use of standardized tests mirrors the use of these tools 
to segregate and marginalize students of color and disabled students in  
the early twentieth century. Similarities in the patterns of use also suggest 
these tests are still being used to sequester resources for those deemed  
more “fit.”

In the mid and late 1960s, physicist William Shockley and psychologist 
Arthur Jensen resurrected the idea of intellect as hereditary endowment.12 
Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray’s Bell Curve followed in 1994, a 
book that sold nearly half a million copies within several months of publica-
tion, suggesting that these notions are still germane.13 I have heard teachers 
utter such thoughts on more occasions than I care to recount.

Knowledge of eugenics allows teachers to connect seemingly disassociated 
ideas, events, or social outcomes they might otherwise have attributed to 
other factors. As they come to grasp the depth and scope of America’s eugenic 
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past they can begin to reconsider the contemporary salience of these ideas. 
Accessing the history of eugenics in America can facilitate a shift from fram-
ing race as “people” toward an understanding of race as an ideological belief 
system that assigns value and worth to groups of people. This reframing helps 
lower defensiveness and provides access to a more historically accurate under-
standing of race, one that is also more civically and intellectually generative. 
Comprehension of eugenics illuminates the “masks” of colorblindness and 
reveals the strategy animating its “moves.” With access to eugenic history, 
race can no longer be considered peripheral, relegated “to the past,” or viewed 
as something primarily rooted in the body. This curriculum offers an impen-
etrable defense for accusations of playing “the race card.” This conceptual 
revision enables people to understand how specific markers of identity—race, 
gender, class, presumed sexual normativity, and disability—become designa-
tions of “fitness” or lack thereof. The concept of intersectionality becomes 
more accessible with knowledge of this history, as does the possibility of 
forming communities of solidarity across too often siloed liberation 
struggles.

This conceptual shift allows people to penetrate the shroud of colorblind-
ness. As people become aware of how this ideology gets translated into insti-
tutional practices and policies, systems and structures of power can be more 
effectively explicated. The historical illumination of schools as eugenic insti-
tutions of racial stratification and subjugation also reveals them as potential 
sites of contestation and struggle.

Educational policies that allocate resources such as highly skilled teachers, 
school funding, teaching resources, and facilities along historical lines that 
predictably and systematically disenfranchise particular groups can be con-
sidered as targets that invite confrontation and revision. Historically 
informed interventions can supplant costly, ineffective, and unsound prac-
tices predicated on deficiency framing.

Teachers’ predispositions toward the classroom can be examined, refur-
bished, and replaced over time with practices that develop civic and cognitive 
competencies rather than erode them. Shifts in historical understanding help 
elucidate more plausible explanations for the current state of affairs than can 
be generated within a colorblind worldview.

The consistent employment of historical thinking skills such as cause and 
effect, historical perspective taking, and change/continuity help to demon-
strate the ways eugenic thought continues to influence social, economic, and 
educational policy.
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A F F E C T i V E  U N D E R - S K i L L i N G

Affective under-skilling is a term I developed to describe the predictable pat-
terns of social anxiety, agitation, evasion, and consternation that emerge in 
conversations regarding race among people who have been socialized to be 
colorblind. These patterns seem to be most evident among, though not 
entirely exclusive to, people who identify or might be identified as white.

I have never heard an educator of color or any other person of color declare 
themselves to be colorblind. That is not to suggest that some might not sub-
scribe to this belief, but I have not met them. I surface this to suggest that 
investment in colorblindness appears to be directly connected to teachers’ 
racial identity within the context of the classroom.

Some of my earliest insights into affective under-skilling came when I was 
doing equity and diversity work as one of two principal partners of CoAction, 
an equity-focused consulting firm. We used a form of Bohnian dialogue as 
the basis for our work on communications.14 We also relied on practices like 
the Crossing the Line activity, which had become, and still remains, a staple 
of equity work.15 As a way of elucidating issues of power and privilege, the 
activity (also known as the Power Walk) has participants advance forward or 
backward from an initial shared starting point in response to a series of ques-
tions related to different aspects of identity. Generally speaking, those in the 
nontarget group move forward, reflecting privilege, while those in the target 
group move backward, communicating an absence of power. Those for whom 
the prompt is not relevant stay stationary.

However, I was concerned that some of the activities, even rendered as 
skillfully as possible, still seemed to generate among the participants, white 
males in particular, unintended consequences. At times, the dissonance of 
the interactions seemed too much for some participants to countenance. 
Though infrequent, these expressions of duress, which ranged from flight 
responses to vociferous pushback, raised concerns for me and provoked a host 
of additional questions. Clearly, something deep was at play.

One of the earliest pieces that helped me understand what I was observ-
ing, and which ultimately shifted the focus of my work, was Claude Steele’s 
“Thin Ice: Stereotype Threat and Black College Students,” published in the 
August 1999 edition of the Atlantic.16 The article, investigating the perform-
ance gap between equally well prepared African American college students 
and their white counterparts, posits the idea that these differences, rather 
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than being a function of heredity or preparation, may reflect the conse-
quences of African American students laboring under negative stereotypes 
about their cognitive ability. The concept of stereotype threat provided me 
with a lens that enabled me to see connections across the patterns I was 
observing and among the questions I was raising.

The interactions I was witnessing among white participants in the Power 
Walk reminded me of the feelings of threat or rejection I often felt as a stu-
dent, when conversations regarding civil rights or police violence I under-
stood to be common and legitimate at home were rebuffed in the classroom. 
Steele’s work provided me with language to describe what I had felt, as well 
as what I was observing. It also offered a framework around which to reform 
my practice.

I’ve chosen to focus my work primarily on addressing the impact of color-
blind practice on people who identify or are identified as white. This focus 
reflects the demographic composition of our current teacher population and 
recognizes the historical reality that full membership in American society has 
always been associated with being identified as white or “performing white-
ness” well enough to pass as such. This focus brings into relief patterns of 
differential racialization and the subsequent impact on identity development, 
which are the very understandings colorblind practice attempts to elide.

Due to a host of factors, the composition of our teaching corps is not likely 
to transform overnight, necessitating this focus on white teachers. The ele-
mentary and secondary educator workforce is overwhelmingly homogenous 
(80 percent white in public schools).17 Education leaders are also predomi-
nantly white. In the 2011–12 school year, only 20 percent of public school 
principals were people of color.18 Many if not the majority of younger teach-
ers were likely socialized in colorblind classrooms themselves.

Inverting the gaze of research and focusing on the role of white teachers 
and white identity in creating classroom environments is an important inter-
ruption of historical trends that tend to define the persistence of unequal 
outcomes as being rooted in the deficiencies of the children, their caregivers, 
communities, culture, or class background. Most approaches to disparate 
racial outcomes in schools fail to consider how the identity of white teachers, 
laboring under stereotype threat in diverse classrooms, may be contributing 
to this pattern.

Robin DiAngelo’s concept of “white fragility” is useful in understanding 
this dynamic. Her work offers the following observation:
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White people in North America live in a social environment that protects 
and insulates them from race-based stress. This insulated environment of 
racial protection builds white expectations for racial comfort while at the 
same time lowering the ability to tolerate racial stress, leading to what I refer 
to as White Fragility. White Fragility is a state in which even a minimum 
amount of racial stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive 
moves. These moves include the outward display of emotions such as anger, 
fear, and guilt, and behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and leaving the 
stress-inducing situation. These behaviors, in turn, function to reinstate 
white racial equilibrium.19

The term “racial equilibrium” refers essentially to the state of colorblind-
ness, in which all individuals are assumed to have the benefit of being seen as 
individuals, equally endowed with agency, opportunity, resources, and access 
to the levers of power of society. I’ve only recently become acquainted with 
DiAngelo’s work, but her concept of white fragility effectively describes the 
patterns of educator behavior I have observed and worked to disrupt. Her 
work provides additional evidence of affective under-skilling. In an educa-
tional Faustian bargain, comfort is often confused with safety. It is the pur-
suit of comfort rather than comprehension or confrontation that begets 
affective under-skilling. Teachers’ efforts to avoid being perceived as racist or 
to avoid any potential conflict with or among students may actually create 
the very conditions they hope to obviate.

Students who resist out of psychic self-protection or principled resistance 
are often disciplined or banished from those spaces.20 Surfacing questions 
and perspectives that exist as normative elements of the discourse at home 
become violations of protocol, marking the offender as “unfit” for the envi-
ronment. Disparate rates of suspension and expulsion, in most cases for little 
more than angering an adult, serve as additional evidence of the need for 
reform.21 Students should not have to make the decision of whether to 
capitulate to an imposed and potentially destructive social norm or risk being 
sanctioned for resisting, especially when there are alternatives.

Colorblind conditioning encourages investment in a series of rhetorical 
contortions and other behaviors in service of creating the impression that one 
does not see color. Likely self-protective, these commitments may be best 
understood as by-products of reductively defining racism as the domain of 
“bad people” expressing “antiquated” attitudes. These exculpatory narratives 
are reductive, supplanting more civically fruitful and affectively informed 
understandings of the world. Emancipatory frameworks of understanding 
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give way to constrictive and limiting conceptions and increasingly indefensi-
ble stances. In this sense, the very purpose of engaging in meaning-making is 
divorced from its civic utility.

Regardless of intent, investment in these behaviors is maladaptive. Among 
the skills that appear to be truncated are the ability to hold dissonance in 
mind, the ability to honor multiple perspectives, and the capacity to consider 
context, causation, change, and continuity over time. Such intellectual and 
pedagogical investments can produce other problematic outcomes as well.

Students of color in these spaces are forced to perform whiteness as a con-
dition of full membership. Those who learn to do this may gain a higher 
degree of membership, but it is always tenuous and contested. Success may 
also come at the expense of developing a coherent and strong sense of iden-
tity. For white students, this homogenization of expression may come at the 
expense of developing a critical racial perspective and diminish opportunities 
for cross-group solidarity. Students of mixed ethnic heritage are confronted 
with unique challenges in navigating such spaces.

Regardless of whether this investment is motivated by good intention, 
lack of other options, or self-protection, these norms rob educators who 
choose to embrace them of opportunities to know differently and to broaden 
their understanding of the world they inhabit. Such commitments in 
approach also impose this same debilitating practice on students inhabiting 
these spaces. The tendency to universalize experiences or pretend “everyone 
is the same” obfuscates both important historical realities of group experi-
ence and contemporary lived experience.

These lived realities need to be recognized for many students to see their 
time in school as legitimate or relevant. Failure to do so deprives all students 
of opportunities to develop critical cognitive, social, and civic competencies, 
skills necessary to function in an increasingly diverse society. Those navigat-
ing conversations from a subaltern position are subject to having their experi-
ences and perspectives invalidated, diminished, or denied altogether. Those 
in more privileged positions retreat into dominant frames at the expense of 
understanding a more expansive palette of lived experiences.

Whitney Dow’s Whiteness Project has become a useful tool for elucidat-
ing the impact of colorblind practice on students’ identity development with 
educators. One element of the project, a series of interviews conducted with 
millennials in Dallas, Texas, provides a fascinating window into such experi-
ences.22 These interviews, at times painfully, reveal the conceptual limita-
tions and psychological consequences for students steeped in colorblind 
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learning spaces. The range and number of participant interviews also reveal 
the social and intellectual benefits of students being encouraged to confront 
difference and its nature of construction.

In these interviews, distinct differences in use of verbal language can be 
observed. The body language of the interview subjects is also quite telling of 
the facility some have for navigating these conversations, a facility others lack. 
The patterns also suggest that these differences aren’t random, but rather 
reflect a function of opportunities to engage in such exchanges. The physio-
logical and often unconscious manifestation of discomfort in these exchanges 
is important for teachers to observe, as these behaviors echo the cues to which 
students often react. The pedagogical choices explored later in this chapter are 
designed to help teachers circumvent this aspect of under-skilling, such that 
their own body language isn’t too disruptive to the classroom environment 
while they are developing the capacity to actively engage with difference.

T h E  R O L E  O F  P E D A G O G y

Understanding that malice is not required to create differential outcomes 
helps educators to recognize that good intentions alone are not sufficient to 
create equitable and inclusive learning environments. Good intentions in the 
absence of effective practice may in fact exacerbate the challenges we face. 
Identifying the consequences of colorblind practice and relating them to 
specific classroom behaviors and other dilemmas educators face helps them 
to reclaim a sense of agency in relationship to these outcomes.

Too often, colorblindness privileges comfort in the classroom. Such norms 
impede a teacher’s ability to make that classroom safe and inclusive for all 
students. Comfort and safety are not the same. Rooted in patterns that avoid 
recognition of difference, a teacher’s norms often become universalized, fail-
ing to take into account that there are alternative ways of being, knowing, 
and creating community. Notions of safety require intentional recognition 
of difference and the valuing of such differences as assets to learning, not 
simply things that need to be managed.

The practices and behaviors associated with colorblind teaching generate 
cues that erode the safety of students of color and other marginalized stu-
dents whose identities mark them as “others” or “visible visitors” in the class-
room. Students’ awareness and interpretation of these cues can trigger a 
threat response, simultaneously stifling or silencing these voices or rendering 
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them unimportant. Students often withdraw from the learning as they invest 
more cognitive resources in self-protection. This silencing narrows the scope 
and depth of classroom conversation and exploration, limiting everybody’s 
ability to make meaning of the world in a more complex way

Our larger societal patterns of racial spatialization make the loss of oppor-
tunities to connect across various divides in the classroom all the more con-
sequential.23 The infrequency of exchanges related to difference, coupled with 
the goal of avoiding recognition of those differences, heightens the affective 
load for those engaged. In the absence of such exchanges, understandings of 
interdependence, connectivity, and shared interest give way to tribalism, fear, 
and defensiveness. Civic imagination languishes and democracy remains 
stillborn. All the more reason that educational institutions, though increas-
ingly segregated, must be places where these exchanges take place.

A number of teachers cling to colorblindness out of self-protection in diverse 
classrooms. The daily navigation of borders—literal and psychological—
heightens anxieties for many teachers, and they often retreat into colorblind 
practice to avoid these challenges. In fact, such actions only make matters worse.

An important step before offering alternative practices is to confront the 
idea that racism or differential racial outcomes must be the result of intention 
or malice, or a tendency to frame such outcomes as reflecting solely individual 
behaviors, choices, and attitudes. It is essential to destabilize the notion that 
colorblind practice without explicit negative intention is a defense against the 
accusation of racism. Recent research on implicit bias has proven to be a use-
ful tool, as it suggests that we are all susceptible to observing and reproducing 
patterns of racial bias.24

Our tendency to notice difference, assign meaning to those differences, 
and think and engage differently toward those perceived as different is a  
trait we all exhibit. It is important, however, that this behavior not be used 
to retreat from personal responsibility. Recognition of these patterns of 
behavior helps to deepen our comprehension of the ways colorblind socializa-
tion thwarts interrogation of the broader consequences such patterns 
generate.

P E D A G O G y  A N D  T h E  i M P O R TA N C E  O F  T E A C h E R  P R A C T i C E

When facilitating this work, the objective is not to control what participants 
feel but, instead, to create a context or a container in which the participants 
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will be allowed to access a broader range of emotions in the process of 
learning, and to hear a wider range of perspectives from their colleagues. 
Ultimately, the goal is for them to construct knowledge together in hopes the 
experience will embolden them to do the same with their students.

I’ve found it useful to model the use of specific pedagogical practices with 
teachers and take time to explicate each strategy upon conclusion of the ses-
sion, shedding light on structure and intention. These teaching strategies are 
primarily presented as mechanisms for democratizing voice and eliciting 
higher levels of participation. More active involvement in the learning proc-
ess provides students additional time to develop the skills of discourse and 
civic engagement. Such student-centered strategies additionally function as 
safeguards teachers can rely on as they increase their own level of comfort 
with exposure to counter or alternative narratives that will likely emerge as 
orchestration of classroom interactions shifts from the teacher to the stu-
dents. By shifting the classroom locus of control away from being teacher-
centered toward more student-centered approaches, teachers’ often uncon-
scious expressions of discomfort are less likely to interfere with the ability of 
students to be in discussion. Developing a more student-centered classroom 
implies trust, an essential component for developing identity-safe learning 
spaces.

These tools facilitate deeper investment in the learning process by surfac-
ing connections between content and issues relevant to participants’ lives. 
These tools allow people to have authentic exchanges and model real-time 
interactions that embrace a fuller range of lived racial experience. The felt 
experiences and outcomes are significantly different from colorblind conver-
sation that attempts to skirt these issues, predictably falling into patterns of 
dominant discourse and power relationships.

T i T R AT i N G  D i S S O N A N C E  A N D  D E M O C R AT i Z i N G  V O i C E

Racial stressors such as engaging openly about issues of difference often result 
in defensive behaviors. This is especially true in environments where color-
blind practice has been normative or when working with people who have 
been socialized in colorblind environments. Teachers’ primary role as arbiter 
of classroom norms necessitates they develop the ability to navigate such 
conversations.
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Affective under-skilling is a function of social conditioning rather than 
something innate. As with any skill, through practice and expanded knowl-
edge, conversations that used to provoke a sense of threat become less threat-
ening and ultimately become normative. There are some specific pedagogical 
practices I find beneficial to the process.

The practices I employ most frequently encourage participants to work in 
pairs or small learning constellations no larger than three or four partici-
pants. They tend to emphasize deep listening, inquiry over advocacy, and 
building upon each other’s thoughts, and provide structure to speaking roles. 
Strategies like Save the Last Word for Me and Learn to Listen, Listen to 
Learn require participants to number off and observe an ordered protocol for 
speaking.25 Constructivist in nature, both of these strategies focus on 
expanding understanding of the content by building on the shared knowl-
edge of the group and democratizing voice, so that no one voice or perspec-
tive dominates the exchange.

Another useful strategy is titled Big Paper: Building a Silent 
Conversation.26 This is particularly useful when dealing with a provocative 
text or imagery that one anticipates will generate strong reactions. For this 
activity, primary source documents are affixed to large papers that are then 
placed on walls or tables. Participants are asked to gather in groups, no 
smaller than two but no larger than five, in front of a specific document that 
they will analyze in silence, using only writing utensils to communicate. The 
facilitator leads participants through a guided explication of the document, 
beginning with simple observation of the words or imagery that draws 
attention and culminating in a full deconstruction of the document. The 
entire process is done in silence. Once explication is done, the participants 
are encouraged to circulate and comment on the other big papers—again, in 
writing and in silence. The silence helps prevent participants from making 
distracting or evasive comments, which often occurs when one’s schema is 
disrupted or when experiencing emotional discomfort, often in service of 
avoidance. Before breaking the silence, participants are asked to return to 
their initial document to view any contributions left by others during the 
gallery walk. Once silence is broken, the conversation is usually lively.

Implementing such strategies engenders conversation that is often much 
deeper than it would have been otherwise. Such conversations also tend to 
reflect a more balanced and representative understanding of the content. 
Valuing a broader range of perspectives requires learning how to listen to 
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others without interrupting, negating, minimizing, or inserting a dominant 
narrative. Traditional classroom norms tend to reinforce dominant narratives 
at the expense of understanding other perspectives, insights, or ways of 
knowing. The structured listening and speaking opportunities also help 
participants learn to hold dissonance that might otherwise be mitigated by 
speaking over, misdirecting the conversation, or challenging those surfacing 
alternative viewpoints.

Because participants know they will have an opportunity to speak, they 
can hold their thoughts rather than asserting them immediately or at the 
expense of a traditionally marginalized voice. Often, by the time one’s turn 
comes, their thought process has shifted as a function of hearing other per-
spectives. Additionally, people’s thinking is often affirmed and supported by 
their colleagues’ offerings.

Regular use of these kinds of strategies allows students opportunities to 
practice listening for meaning, as opposed to listening for the purpose of 
advocacy. Consistent implementation of these student-centered approaches 
enhances engagement and models the idea that knowledge is co-constructed, 
often becoming the normative mode of engagement.

As many of our revered national institutions are coming under increased 
scrutiny, with calls for systematic reform, education should be at the top of 
the list. Glaring patterns of racially inequitable outcomes that are national in 
scope suggest we are systematically underdeveloping vast swaths of our 
nation’s human capital. While the difference is commonly called an “achieve-
ment gap,” Gloria Ladson-Billings has looked at the many ways schools are 
set up to fail students of color and calls it an “educational debt.”27 Business as 
usual is untenable; we must find more effective alternatives.

Developing innovative approaches to engage with difference will become 
increasingly necessary in order to support and fully develop a progressively 
diverse student population. Essentializing narratives that frame inequity as 
reflecting biological limitations stifle agency and render the significant chal-
lenges we face as educators outside our domains of influence. Ultimately, they 
have proven to be ineffective.

i D E N T i T y  S A F E T y  A N D  T h E  R O L E  O F  T h E  E D U C AT O R

Dorothy Steele et al.’s original investigation of Identity Safety theory is the 
framework I have used to develop my practice and have offered to teachers to 
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replace colorblindness or other maladaptive frameworks. The ability to cul-
tivate inclusive and safe learning environments with great predictability 
relies almost exclusively on this theory, which was first tested in the Stanford 
Integrated Schools Project (SISP).28

Initiated in 1998, SISP was an attempt to determine whether and how 
educators could create classroom environments that would mitigate or elimi-
nate the impact of negative stereotypes on the academic performance and 
sense of belonging of students of color. Fortunately, the project was able to 
demonstrate that this could indeed be accomplished.

The SISP research project identified a set of factors that when considered 
as a set of interdependent and consistently present practices can reduce the 
impact of identity threat. The four domains of practice are

 1. Child-Centered Teaching, characterized by classroom autonomy, 
listening for students’ voices, teaching for understanding, and a focus 
on cooperation;

 2. Cultivating Diversity characterized by diversity as a resource, a challeng-
ing curriculum, high expectations, and academic rigor;

 3. Classroom Relationships characterized by teacher warmth, teacher 
availability to support learning, and positive student relationships;

 4. Caring Environments characterized by emotional and physical comfort, 
which are promoted by teacher skill and attention to prosocial 
development.29

The SISP research was conducted on primary-grade students, but I have 
found this framework to be especially useful in working with educators, and 
specifically white teachers working in racially diverse settings, due to their 
lower ability to tolerate racial stress.

My early participation in the project enabled my involvement in develop-
ing the observation instrument and testing its reliability. Early involvement 
also meant participation in a number of the classroom observations, follow-
up work with members of a teaching cohort composed of teachers we 
observed during the research project, and eventually assisting a revision of 
the New Teacher Induction Program, in concert with the study’s findings in 
the district where the research was conducted. To date, it is among the most 
valuable learning experiences of my life.

I’ve sustained my engagement with these ideas over the past several years 
in my work with teachers. These principles, made visible by pairing particular 
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pedagogical practices with the strategic use of history, offer an alternate 
approach for educators. Strategic use of history refers to illuminating the 
historical moments and social and legal practices that demonstrate how race 
is constructed. This expanded awareness primes educators to better receive a 
broad range of perspectives, insights, and experiences, especially those dis-
similar from their own that emerge from conversations in increasingly diverse 
classrooms.

C O N C L U S i O N

The United States possesses a history of brutal violence, subjugation, and 
genocide that has never been confronted by any meaningful form of transi-
tional justice process. Providing educators access to this history is an act of 
transitional justice. Historical illumination has the potential to catalyze  
a deliberate and historically informed process of reforming educational  
institutions. Transforming their purpose as eliminationist and stratifying 
structures toward becoming engines of democratic agitation, uplift, and col-
lective endeavor is the work we must implement. In the absence of sustained, 
intentional confrontation with our past eugenic embrace, our institutions 
remain wedded to their original objectives. As our student population 
increasingly consists of communities that eugenicists’ aspirations were 
designed to protect against, the failure to reform schools presents a looming 
crisis. Comprehensive and meaningful school reform feels even more distant 
in the wake of recent events, but there are pragmatic and effective ways to 
engage and support educators who represent the front lines of a battle for our 
nation’s future.

A teacher will touch thousands of students’ lives over the course of a 
career. Offering teachers alternative approaches to colorblindness can have a 
dramatic and lasting effect on their practice and in turn on the lives of stu-
dents. Shifts in population demographics continue to evolve, as do reactions 
to these changes. If we are to make this experiment in participatory interra-
cial democracy work, we must recognize schools themselves as primary sites 
of racial formation and colorblind knowledge production. Prioritizing 
schools as critical sites of intervention and reform will be necessary to foster 
the tectonic shifts needed to counter the pervasive and increasingly detri-
mental consequences of colorblind socialization.
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College. She is the author of Dislocating Cultures: Identities, Traditions and Third 
World Feminism (Routledge, 1997) and coeditor of Reconstructing Political Theory: 
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character of self-employment among women of color.
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Abinake people, 98
abolitionists, repression of, 130–31
Aboriginal studies, 267, 302
the academy: activist students as not 

served by, 322–23; boundaries between 
civil society and, transcending, 2; 
demography of, generally, 47; and 
“epistemology of ignorance,” 47; 
institutional reforms, 1960s/70s move-
ments for, 11–13, 75–76, 313–14; and the 
media, 107; and methodology of Indig-
enous researchers, 93–94; neglect of 
pervasive patterns of segregation and 
subordination, 47; powerblindness as 
rewarded in, 176; as racial episteme, 11. 
See also disciplines; universities

accompaniment, ideal of, 285, 286
achievement gap/performance gap: “edu-

cational gap” as conceptual framework 
vs., 368; equal educational opportunity 
and, 228, 233–34; and stereotype 
threat, 360–61

ACT tests, 252
Adams, Glenn, 267, 375
affect, definition of, 348n4
affective learning: and need to interrogate 

colorblind practice, 354; as reducing 
implicit biases, 337–39, 349–50n20.  
See also pedagogical interventions in 
colorblind teaching practice—affective 
under-skilling and need for; race-
gender-sexuality–conscious 

classrooms—affective resistances of 
advantaged students

affirmative action: overview, 154, 246–47, 
263–64; assessment of capabilities, 
equal opportunity in, 251–56, 257; as 
attempt to “level the playing field,” 252; 
Bakke decision as removing racial 
justice as foundation of, 67–68; cam-
paign against, 129, 146n6, 238; cam-
paign against, as against antidiscrimi-
nation law in general, 41; claimed as 
damaging for Black people, 120; class 
and, 248–51, 263–64; and contradic-
tion of defending race-blind merit 
alongside color-conscious departure 
from it, 71; diversity as distinguished 
from, 259; “diversity” programs and 
liberal ambivalence as undercutting, 
54; equality of opportunity as pro-
moted by, 251–56, 260–61, 262, 263–
64; formal legal equality as not erasing 
need for, 263–64; gender and, 248–50, 
263–64; global colorblindness and 
demonization of, 107, 108–9, 116–23; 
imperfections of, 251, 256; legacy stu-
dents contrasted with, 262–63; and 
meritocracy as myth, 254, 262–63; in 
moral equivalency with segregation, 
135–36, 149n26; multiple criteria of 
inclusion utilized in, 247–50, 256; 
patterns of exclusion as shaping, 248–
49; potential for success, assessment of, 
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affirmative action (continued)
  255–56; privilege of white males and, 

262; stereotype threat as disrupting 
campaign against, xii; successes of, 
261–62; tort-based compensation 
compared to, 256–57; veteran benefits 
contrasted with, 257–58. See also U.S. 
Supreme Court—affirmative action

—misconceptions about: overview, 
246–47, 263–64; “costs imposed” on 
nonbeneficiaries, 258–59, 260–61; 
middle-class Blacks as not suffering 
from discrimination, 249–50; poor 
and working-class Blacks as not ben-
efiting from, 250; as “preferential 
treatment” creating “reverse discrimi-
nation,” 251; as “preferential treatment” 
justified as compensation, 251, 256–58, 
259, 260; as “preferential treatment” 
justified on grounds of social utility, 
258–59, 260; race as only basis of, vs. 
gender and class affirmative action 
programs, 247–50; as stigmatizing 
participants, 260–63; “unqualified” 
people, 120, 255–56, 257, 260, 261–62; 
unsolved social problems blamed on, 
251

Africa: colonial proxies for local rule in, 
193; Ghana, and dilemma tale, 281–82; 
as “outside history,” 9

African American Policy Forum (AAPF), 
x, xii

African Americans: and classical music, 
exclusion from, 160–62, 164; environ-
mental racism and, 36; gay rights 
advocacy as marginalizing, 214, 215–16, 
218–19, 222n33; intraracial conversa-
tions among, and Obama campaign, 
133; municipal takeovers by states as 
disproportionately affecting, 43; music 
of, as devalued, 159–61, 162–63, 167, 
171n8, 172n16, 173n28; My Brother’s 
Keeper initiative and, 137–43, 149–
50n34; narrative of family failure as 
principle site of racial inequality, 138, 
140, 141–42, 149–50n34; one-drop 
racialization rule for, 91, 118; racial 
binarism and, 119; white racial framing 

theory and, 1–3n27, 91–92. See also 
Black people; killings of Black people

African National Congress (ANC), 116, 
120

aggregation, unjust, research design as 
producing, 13

Aikin, Scott F., 185, 188, 189
Alcoff, Linda Martín, 180
Alcorn, Marshall, 333, 337, 338
Alfaro, Olmedo, 10; El peligro antillano en 

la Amèrica Central, 112
Alfred, Taiaiake, 293
Algonquian people, 96
alien land laws, 31
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), x
American Enterprise Institute, 238
American Indian Movement (AIM), 98
American Musicological Society, 

172–73n27
Andersen, Margaret, and Patricia Hill 

Collins, anthology introduction, 
189–93, 198n41

anthropology: and affirmative actions 
policies, demonization of, 116–17; 
emphasis on particularity and differ-
ence in, 8; and epistemic whiteness, 
construction of, 46; origins in white 
supremacy of, 5, 7, 8; and “primitive” 
civilizations, 5; and scientific theories 
of racial difference, 7; state of nature, 
46; White possession as reinforced by, 
267, 302–3

anthropos. See humanitas vs. anthropos
antidiscrimination laws: black women as 

“impossible subjects” of, 202–3, 210–11; 
portrayed as special preferences for 
Blacks and “reverse racism” against 
whites, 41. See also affirmative action; 
colorblind intersectionality—sex 
discrimination law

Anzaldúa, Gloria, 182–83
Arizona v. U.S. (2012), 38
Asian Americans: and affirmative action, 

247; critique of Asian American litera-
ture, 321; environmental racism and, 
36; model minority myth, 345–46

Asian immigrants, policy of U.S. toward, 
26, 31
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assemblages, 204–5
Attwood, Bain, 295
Australia: as historico-political field 

(1970s), 300–301; national project of, 
299, 301–2; and native title, 302; and 
the sociological imagination, 293, 303; 
White Australia policy, 301. See also 
Indigenous sovereignty

Australian studies, 267, 301–2
autonomous individual: and contracts, 45; 

economics as based in, 8; and language, 
9; and the “other,” fear of, 9–10; rights 
and responsibilities theories and, 45

Baker, Houston, 321
Bakke decision (1978), xii, 67–68, 82n35, 

247, 261–62
Baldwin, James, 311, 312, 316, 352; “My 

Dungeon Shook,” 333
Behavior and Brain Sciences (journal), 

273–74
Behrendt, Larissa, 295
Bell, Derrick, 60, 63, 69, 248
Bhabha, Homi, 321
bias: colorblindness as solution to, 66–67; 

implicit vs. explicit, 337–39, 340, 349–
50n20; in-group, 334, 349n16

Biko, Steve, 122
biology: and Collins’s argument on social 

construction of race and gender, 185–
87; conquest as justified by, 5–6; and 
legitimized racism against Native 
Americans, 88; race as biological con-
cept, 7, 18n18, 46, 115, 296–97; research 
design as based in, 7, 13–14; white 
demographics of scientists, 47. See also 
research design

biopower. See Indigenous sovereignty—
and biopower (disciplinary knowledges 
and regulatory mechanisms)

Birzer, Catherine Langrehr, 307
Black cultural expression: and significance 

of Black collective achievement, 320; as 
vehicle for gaining political rights, 
311–12. See also literature/cultural 
studies—the canon, presence of 
aggrieved populations in

“Black exceptionalism” argument, 92

blackface, 87, 89
Black History Month (BHM), 279–80
Black Lives Matter movement: campus 

uprisings in support of, 271; formation 
of, 320; and literary studies, 310, 320–
21, 323; music departments in era of, 
162–63

Black middle class: creation of, 250; dis-
crimination and, 249–50

Black Panther party, 310
Black people: income differentials by race, 

105–6; West Indian, 10, 112. See also 
African Americans; Black women; 
killings of Black people

Black Power movements: and equal oppor-
tunity, 225, 237; and systemic and 
institutional racism, 229

Black radical tradition, and race-conscious 
reading practices, 320–22

Black rights portrayed as special 
preferences/”reverse racism” against 
whites: of affirmative action, as mis-
conception, 251; antidiscrimination 
laws, generally, 41; colorblind propo-
nents’ claims for, 33; contradiction in 
defending affirmative action against 
claims of, 71; desegregation programs 
and, 35, 37, 41; fair employment laws 
and, 38, 41; Jim Crow era judicial 
interpretations, 29–30; students’ race 
consciousness in Harvard Law School 
protest framed as, 64, 66–67; and 
uninterrogated meritocratic baselines, 
54; voting rights protections and, 39, 
41. See also affirmative action—mis-
conceptions about; desegregation

Black Scholar, The, 12
Black Studies programs: calls for disman-

tling of, 320–21; establishment of, 11, 
313; as foundational framework vs. 
subfield, 12; as transdisciplinary, 74

“Black tax,” 122
Black women: and grooming standards for 

hair, 211–12; historical masculinization 
of, 209, 211; as “impossible subjects” of 
antidiscrimination law, 202–3, 210–11; 
and increasing unspeakability to frame 
theoretical and political interventions 
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Black women (continued)
  around, 203; and makeup, 209; as 

marginalized by white feminist history, 
179–80. See also intersectionality

Blake, Felice, 268, 375
Blauner, Robert, 250
Bloom, Allan, The Closing of the American 

Mind, 313–14
Bloomberg, Michael, 138, 139
Blum, Lawrence A., 253–54
the body, and devaluing of rhythm, 159–

60, 171n8. See also biology
Bohmian dialogue, 360
Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo, 2, 15, 44, 55, 176–

77; colorblind racism theory, 92–93, 
100, 103n30, 226

Boston Tea Party, 87
Boulainvilliers, Henri de, 296
Bowles, Samuel, 236–37
Bradley, Joseph, 29, 41
Brayboy, Bryan, 95
Brazil: and affirmative action (racial 

quotas), demonization of, 107, 108–9, 
116–19; disavowal of white supremacy 
in, 106–7; ideology of “mestiçagem” 
(racial mixture), 107, 110–13, 118; 
immigration policy of, 115; impeach-
ment of Dilma Rousseff, 106; income 
differentials by race, 105–6; the media 
and, 106, 107; police killings in, 105; 
poverty and, 121–22; and racial catego-
ries, delegitimization of, 116–19; “racial 
democracy” as term for colorblindness 
in, 106; rhetoric of colorblindness and, 
108–10; and silencing of structural 
racism, 108–9, 115; slavery in, 111–12, 
115, 125n26; universities, underrepre-
sentation of Black students in, 107; 
white supremacy upheld by colorblind-
ness, 108–9, 117, 122–23

Brown, Henry, 30
Brown, Michael, 139, 141
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka 

(1954, 1955), 33–35, 36, 53, 148n22, 224, 
225, 228, 232

Bunche, Ralph, 229
Burgess, John, 6–7
Butera, Michael, 160

Butler, Judith, 183
Butler, Octavia, Kindred, 319

Cage, John, 166, 173n28
California: efforts to limit affirmative 

action, 129; and history as contested 
narratives, 355

Campaign for Military Service, 214, 216
canon: of classical music, 160, 162, 166–67, 

172–73nn26–28; of Critical Race 
Theory (CRT), 69–70; of popular 
music, 162. See also literature/cultural 
studies—the canon, presence of 
aggrieved populations in

capitalist theory, market subject of, 2, 13
Carbado, Devon, 41, 133, 154, 375
Carby, Hazel, 307, 308–9
Cardoso, Fernando Henrique, 118
Carib people, 104n39
Carmichael, Stokely. See Ture, Kwame
Carr, James, 43
Carr, Leslie, 15
Carty-Bennia, Denise, 69–70
Cayton, Horace, 232
Center for Advanced Study in the Behav-

ioral Sciences (CASBS), x, xii–xiii
Center for Comparative Studies in Race 

and Ethnicity (CSRE), x
Center for Individual Rights, x
Centre for Critical Research on Race and 

Identity, 108
Cerrell Associates (Los Angeles), 36
Chambers, Julius, 63, 82n37
Chauncey, George, 215
Cheng, William, 168
Cherokee people, 94
Chicago School of Sociology, 148n24, 

228–29, 232
Chicano literature, 321
Chickasaw people, 95
children: Native American, 97; racial 

awareness of, 97
China, humanities and study of, 8
Chinese Exclusion Act (1882), 26
citizenship: naturalized, reserved for 

whites, 26, 31; recent extension to 
marginalized groups, 264; whiteness 
and, 361
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City University of New York, 248
Civil Rights Act (1866), 28, 29, 42, 45
Civil Rights Act (1875), 29
Civil Rights Act (1964), 37, 227
civil rights advocacy: colorblind adherents 

as desiring to be “liberated” from, 130; 
and disaster narrative of Reconstruc-
tion, 11; historical public and private 
repression of, 130–31; and modest 
victories as followed by appropriation 
to limit racial reform, 130, 146n6; 
postracialism and deradicalization of, 
143. See also Black rights portrayed as 
special preferences/”reverse racism” 
against whites; civil rights establish-
ment; Civil Rights Movement; color-
blind intersectionality—gay rights 
advocacy

Civil Rights Cases (1883), 29–30, 41, 45
civil rights establishment: ambivalence 

among advocates about critical per-
spectives, 53–54, 72; colorblindness as 
never quite embraced by, 129; conflict 
of students with, and Harvard Law 
School protest, 70–71; and fatherless-
ness scripted as primary cause of social 
endangerment of Black males, 142–43; 
as ridiculed the night of Obama’s 
election, 130, 146n8; and split with 
emerging black-power wing of SNCC, 
83n66

Civil Rights Movement: colorblindness 
believed to be product of, 25, 52; frame 
alignment and, 55–56; moral authority 
of, and analogizing sexual orientation 
to race, 215; Obama reinforcement of 
distortion of, as special interest poli-
tics, 135–36; “tired Rosa” myth as 
erasure of, 355

Clark, Kenneth, 228, 232; Dark Ghetto, 
226, 233–34, 236, 237, 238; and Talcott 
Parson, The Negro American, 229

Clark, Richard X., 173n36
class: affirmative action based on, 248–51, 

263–64; in binary opposition with 
race, 6; Coleman report and, 230; and 
cultural hierarchy, 158; discrimination 
based on, and employment, 253–54; 

eugenics and, 359; music departments 
and, 157, 158, 164; Obama initiative and 
silence on, 140. See also Black middle 
class

classical music: and aesthetics of melodic 
and harmonic development vs. rhythm, 
158–60, 161, 171n8, 172n16; as assumed 
status quo, 157–58, 164–65; and beauty, 
168, 173n31; canon of, 160, 162, 166–67, 
172–73nn26–28; definition of, 156; 
“possessive investment” in, 156, 163–67; 
shrinking audience and relevance of, 
162–63; as social fiction, 156, 166; and 
whiteness, as co-productive, 158, 167; 
and whiteness, as related forms of 
property, 163–65; and white supremacy, 
157, 158–62, 171n8, 172n16, 173n31. See 
also music departments

classical studies, 8–9
Clinton, Bill, 216
close reading, 316
CoAction, 360
cocaine sentencing differentials, 26
cognitive abilities: and research design, 7, 

274; scientific racism/eugenics and IQ 
testing, 7, 274, 357–58

cognitive learning: and need to interrogate 
colorblind practice, 354; as reducing 
explicit biases, 337–39, 349–50n20

Cohen, Cathy, 345
Coleman, James S.: Equality of Educa-

tional Opportunity, 226–31, 236, 237–
38. See also equal educational 
opportunity

Collins, Patricia Hill, 197n23; Black 
Feminist Thought, 185–87, 190, 191, 
198–99n43. See also Andersen, Marga-
ret, and Patricia Hill Collins; white 
feminist powerblind critiques of the 
concept of intersectionality

colonialism: colorblindness as disavowal of 
white people’s responsibility for, 106; 
and disciplinary origins in white 
supremacy, 5–7, 9, 176; and legitimized 
racism against Native Americans, 87, 
88–89, 98–99; managerial logic of, 
8–9, 178–80, 185; proxies for local rule 
in, 193; subjects of, as anthropos outside 
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colonialism (continued)
  of history, 8, 9, 178; violence of, projec-

tion of white guilt about, 46. See also 
Indigenous sovereignty; modern/
colonial order and racial domination

colorblind intersectionality: overview, 154, 
200–201, 205, 220; definition of, 201; 
nonwhiteness as the racial modifier of 
differences, 210–11, 213; and whiteness 
as unarticulated racial default, 201, 
209–13, 215–20, 222n23. See also inter-
sectionality; white feminist power-
blind critiques of the concept of 
intersectionality

—gay rights advocacy: overview, 
201; African Americans as marginal-
ized in, 214, 215–16, 218–19, 222n33; 
analogizing race to sexual orientation, 
213–15; “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” mili-
tary policy, 213–18; gay as “the new 
straight,” 219, 220; gay as “the new 
white,” 219–20; and “Gay is the New 
Black” frame, 218–20, 223n44; and 
imperative to be gay like a white het-
erosexual man, 213, 215–18, 217, 219–20; 
marriage equality, 218–20, 223n44; 
and whiteness as unarticulated racial 
default, 215–20

—sex discrimination law: overview, 
201; “equal burdens” test and, 206, 208, 
209; formal equality approach and, 
206, 208, 209, 212; hair and, 211–12; 
and imperative to be female like a white 
heterosexual woman, 208, 213; Jespersen 
v. Harrah’s Operating Co. (2004), 
205–13; normative gender imperative 
and, 205–9; Price Waterhouse v. Hop-
kins (1989), 205–6; Rogers v. American 
Airlines (1981), 212; and sexual orienta-
tion, 211; and whiteness as unarticu-
lated racial default, 209–13, 222n23

colorblindness: overview, ix–x, 13–14; and 
black subordination as a thing of the 
past, 218–19, 359; and “blindness” as 
metaphor of impairment, 4; claimed to 
be a recent product of the civil rights 
movement, 25, 52; as default position 
for social justice, 3–4, 12, 317, 353; defini-

tions of, 13, 106, 175, 280; effect on 
social justice, studies contesting, 4, 
342–43, 344; and equal education 
opportunity, interpretations of, 224–
26, 230, 238; as exculpating white 
responsibility for status of people of 
color, 106, 226; “goodness” of, as eva-
sion of open discussions of gendered 
racism, 237–38, 329, 330, 336, 362–63; 
international terms for, 106, 116, 
126n43; and “irrelevance” of gendered 
racism, 328–29, 330; liberal/conserva-
tive/radical conceptions of, 53, 54, 
66–67, 71; as never fully embraced by 
moderates and liberals, 129; as personal 
disclaimer, 2, 15; in postracialism’s 
trajectory, 129, 137, 144; racial epithets 
as socially unacceptable, 90, 93; turn to, 
12–13; white supremacy as preserved via, 
30, 40. See also Black rights portrayed as 
special preferences/”reverse racism” 
against whites; Critical Race Theory 
(CRT); differences, elision/transcend-
ence of; disaggregation of knowledge; 
global colorblind discourse; multicul-
turalism; neutrality and colorblindness; 
postracialism in the age of Obama; 
psychology—colorblind ideology and; 
racial nonrecognition; racial recogni-
tion vs. racist subordination as the 
problem to be solved

—as historical political project: 
overview, 25–26; and civil rights era, 
33–36; and Constitutional support for 
the slave system, 27; and epistemology 
of disavowal, 106; European conquest 
and, 25; Jim Crow segregation and, 
28–33, 42; reversals of cause and effect 
and, 26; the Roberts Court and, 35, 
36–44

colorblind racism: coded language used to 
discriminate in, 90; as covert vs. overt 
racism, 85–86, 101n3; defined as racial 
inequality resulting from nonracial 
dynamics, 85; and inequalities per-
ceived as personal/cultural faults of 
people of color, 86, 93; legitimized 
racism against Native Americans and, 
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86, 88–89, 92–93, 100; systemic racism 
and, 92–93. See also proxies for race

color consciousness. See race consciousness
Columbus, Christopher, 88, 98
Columbus Day, 87, 89, 98–99
community: as model for well-being, vs. 

growth-focused models, 282–84, 
291n45; music initiatives based in, 
168–69, 173nn35–36

community control of schools, 230, 231
Connerly, Ward, x, 129, 146n6
conquest, and white supremacy, 5–6, 176
contracts: Civil Rights Act (1866) and 

right to pursue, 28; Locke’s free auton-
omous subject and, 45

Cooper, Anna Julia, 11
cosynthesis, 204–5
Countering Colorblindness across the 

Disciplines project: array of formalized 
and informal interventions for, 16–17; 
background of, ix–xi; goals and objec-
tives of, xiii, 1, 47–48; history of, xi–
xviii; retrenchment discourses and 
need for, 145–46; as transcending 
boundaries between the university and 
civil society, 2; as transdisciplinary, 
xiv–xv, 1–2

covert vs. overt racism: colorblindness and, 
85–86, 89, 101n3; and differences in 
expression and function of overt rac-
ism, 85; hate groups and, 86, 101n3; 
Native Americans and, 86–87, 89, 99. 
See also colorblind racism; legitimized 
racism (overt racism)

Cox, Oliver Cromwell, 55, 83n61, 148n24, 
229, 232

credit scoring and worthiness, 26, 32, 42, 43
Crenshaw, Kimberlé Williams, xii–xiii, 

21–22, 375; as a founder of Critical Race 
Theory, xi, 14, 184; on colorblindness, 
24, 31, 35–36, 125n16; on foundational 
imperative for change, 15–16; and 
intersectionality, 182–83, 200, 202, 204, 
213, 222n23; on race consciousness, 109; 
on seemingly race-neutral policies, 43

criminal justice system, racial disparities 
in, 38, 139

Critical Legal Studies (CLS), 53, 72, 75

Critical Race Theory (CRT): ambivalence 
of civil rights establishment toward, 
53–54, 72; canon of, 69–70; Counter-
ing Colorblindness project and, xiv; 
Crenshaw as a founder of, xi, 14, 184; 
intersectionality as undertheorized 
within, 200, 201–2; and the law as 
constructing social categories, 204; 
migration across disciplines of, 55; and 
perspective/life experience and intel-
lectual work, 64, 71; and racial position 
as foundation for all topics, 15, 281. See 
also racial nonrecognition

—history of: overview, 52–54, 73–74, 
78–79; conservative character of law 
discipline and rise of, 74–75; as dynami-
cally constituted, 57; forerunners of, 74, 
83n61; and frame misalignment, 55–56, 
70, 72; and liberal reform, limits of, 
56–57; and “New Developments in 
CRT” (first workshop), 57–59, 72–73, 
83n55; and rationality of law, skepticism 
of, 77–78, 83n66; and retrenchment, the 
law on frontlines of, 76–79; second 
workshop (Buffalo, NY), 73, 83nn58–59; 
temporal opportunity and, 75–76; and 
tradition of critiques of the academy, 55, 
80n13. See also Harvard Law School 
protest (1982), and history of CRT

Crossroads Project, 169, 173n36
Crouse, James, 252
Cubberley, Ellwood P., 357, 358
culture, “high art,” 158–59. See also popu-

lar culture
Cumming v. Richmond Board of Education 

(1899), 30
Cuneo, Michele de, 104n39
Czopp, Alexander, 340–41

Darwin, Charles, 46
Davis, Angela, 182–83, 184
Davis, Jordan, 138, 141–42, 150n36
Davis Medical School. See Bakke decision
Decolonial Theory, 275–76. See also iden-

tity-conscious perspectives informed 
by the epistemic standpoint of racially 
subordinated communities—and 
intellectual decolonization
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decolonization: as emancipatory process, 
100; strategic concessions necessary  
to, 93

dehistoricization: conceptual impoverish-
ment of colorblindness and, 354–55; 
legitimized racism and, 86, 89–90; in 
psychology, colorblind ideology and, 
273, 274, 275, 276

Delgado, Richard, 58, 69, 70, 72
democracy: imperial project of U.S. as 

delivering, 303; as individual vs. collec-
tive acts, colorblind frame and, 355; 
pedagogical interventions for democra-
tizing voice, 365–66, 367–68

demographics: of the academy, generally, 
47; Black students in English depart-
ments, 318; “diversity” solutions not 
addressing faculty, 54, 62; of Harvard 
Law School, 59–60; student diversity, 
commitments to, 54, 62, 65, 82nn34–
35, 156, 259; of teachers, 361

Derek, Bo, 212
desegregation programs: benefits for 

Blacks as “unfair impositions” on 
whites/”reverse racism,” 35, 37, 41; 
campaign against, generally, 238; 
Coleman Report used to support, 231; 
local autonomy and, 34–36; and myth 
of Blacks as “unfit for freedom,” 33–34; 
Roberts Court and dissolution of, 31, 
36–37, 119, 120, 224

Detroit, Milliken v. Bradley (1974), 34–35
DiAngelo, Robin, 361–62
differences, elision/transcendence of: and 

affective under-skilling, 363; and 
dominant particulars masquerading as 
universals, 3; as foundational to color-
blindness, 106; as mechanism for 
occluding social injustice, 3; and other-
ness as threat to ideal egalitarianism, 3; 
subfield paradigm and, 12; universal 
human condition/interchangeability 
and, 2–3; white feminist powerblind 
critiques of the concept of intersection-
ality and, 179–80, 194

disabilities, people with: and “blindness” 
metaphor in “colorblindness,” 4; and 
eugenics, 356–57, 358, 359

disaggregation of knowledge, 6, 13–14
disciplines: agenda-setting power of, 225, 

226; architecture of universities and, 
46–47, 155; contemporary commit-
ments to scientific racism in, 10–11; 
demography of, 47; destructive disag-
gregation and, 13–14; either/or vs. 
both/and perspective in, 176, 198–
99n43; epistemic whiteness and, 13, 46; 
false aggregation and, 13; formal and 
informal strategies of critical interdis-
ciplinary work, 16–17; foundational 
imperative for change in, 15–16; as 
generative source of important work, 
46; migration of concepts across, 46; 
migration of knowledge for purposes 
never intended, 225; origins in white 
supremacy of, 5–11, 78; and power-
blindness, training for, 176; and propa-
gation of colorblind doctrines, 108; as 
racial episteme, 11, 15, 44–45; racial 
gatekeeping in, 74; reforms in 
1960s/70s, 11–13, 75–76; silencing of 
voices in, 44–45, 50n45; subfield 
paradigm and disavowal of white 
supremacist origins, 12–13; tradition of 
critiquing, 55, 80n13. See also academy, 
the; Indigenous sovereignty—and 
biopower (disciplinary knowledges and 
regulatory mechanisms); interdiscipli-
narity; transdisciplinarity; universities; 
white supremacy—disciplinary engage-
ment and complicity with; specific 
disciplines

discourse, as constructing and producing 
reality, 177

discrimination: and disaggregation of 
knowledge, 14; educational inequality 
and, 229–30; in-group bias, 334, 
349n16; middle-class Blacks as spared 
from, as misconception, 249–50; 
military exclusion, analogizing sexual 
orientation to race and, 213–15; overt 
racial recognition not requirement for, 
26; private, Jim Crow era and protec-
tion of, 29; racial nonrecognition as 
narrowing definitions of, 14–15; soci-
etal, as relieving institutions of respon-
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sibility, 136, 149n27. See also Black 
rights portrayed as special 
preferences/”reverse racism” against 
whites; colorblind intersectionality—
sex discrimination law; colorblindness; 
employment discrimination

disidentification, 321
diversity: accompaniment and, 285, 286; 

affirmative action undercut by, 54; as 
distinguished from affirmative action, 
259; faculty recruitment not valued in, 
54, 62; as guard against accusations of 
racism, 317; racial retrenchment and 
decreasing importance of, 62; racial 
retrenchment and hope for vehicle of, 
67–68; of students, commitments to, 
54, 62, 65, 82nn34–35, 156, 259. See also 
multiculturalism

divine right of kings, 295–96
Doane, Woody, 109
Donadio, Rachel, 310–11
Douglass, Frederick, 311, 316; “The Mean-

ing of July Fourth for the Negro,” 312
Dow, Whitney, Whiteness Project, 353–54
Drake, St. Clair, 232
Dream Unfinished, The: A Symphonic 

Benefit for Civil Rights, 169
drug war, sentencing differentials in, 26
Du Bois, W. E. B.: in the canon, and disre-

gard of social justice commitments of, 
311, 316; as forerunner of CRT, 83n61; 
in opposition to colorblindness, 50n45; 
in opposition to the academy’s com-
plicity with racial domination, 11, 55, 
74, 80n13, 148n24; and systemic/
institutional racism, 229, 232; on 
whiteness, 44

DuBruyn, Lemyra, 98–99
Dunning School, Reconstruction narra-

tive of, 355
Dworkin, Ronald, 258–59

economics: and biology as justification for 
conquest, 5–6; and class vs. racial 
disparities, claims for, 120–22; and 
epistemic whiteness, construction of, 
46; methodological individualism and, 
46; neglect of pervasive patterns of 

segregation and subordination in 
society, 47; and propagation of color-
blind doctrines, 108; “public choice” 
paradigm, 8; and the universally inter-
changeable rational and self-interested 
acquisitive subject, 8, 13, 46. See also 
income and wealth; neoliberalism; 
poverty

education: accompaniment and, 285, 286; 
as Black Panther party’s key strategy, 
310; defunding of, 164; funding of 
Black school districts, differential in, 
255; high-stakes testing in, 26; in iden-
tity-conscious forms of knowledge, 
284–85; as locus in 1960s/70s struggle 
for racial justice, 11–12, 75–76; migra-
tion of CRT into, 55; neglect of perva-
sive patterns of segregation and subor-
dination in society, 47; precollege 
advising of minority students, differen-
tial in, 255; and propagation of color-
blind doctrines, 108; school choice and 
vouchers, 238; STEM subjects discour-
aged for minority students, 255; teacher 
tenure opposition, 238. See also equal 
educational opportunity; pedagogical 
interventions in colorblind teaching 
practice

Egypt, humanities and study of, 8
Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(1965), 227
Emanuel, Rahm, 139; “Becoming a Man” 

program of, 138
emotional work. See race-gender-sexual-

ity–conscious classrooms—pedagogy 
of emotional engagement

emotions, defined, 348n4
empathy, 168; strategic empathy of educa-

tors, 335–36
empire. See colonialism
employment, occupational mobility of 

Black middle class, 250
employment discrimination: overview, 

254; conscious and unconscious stere-
otyping, 254; cumulative adverse 
effects of, 254; and educational ine-
quality, 229, 230, 238; interviews, job 
evaluations, and recommendations 
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employment discrimination (continued)
  and, 253–54; layoffs and, 253; middle-

class Blacks and, 249; Obama initiative 
as silent on, 140; “old boy network” 
and, 253; qualifications, assessment of, 
255–56; recruitment practices and, 
253–54, 256; resume assessment and, 
253; Roberts Court dissolution of 
standards, 31, 37–38; standardized tests 
and, 252–53. See also affirmative action; 
colorblind intersectionality—sex 
discrimination law

Enlightenment, the, 44
environmental racism, 36
epistemic whiteness, 13, 44–45, 46, 210
equal educational opportunity: overview, 

224–27, 237–38; ambiguity of the term, 
225, 232, 238; colorblind interpretations 
of, 224–26, 230, 238; community 
control and, 230, 231; compensatory 
education, 230, 231, 232–33; rejection of 
ideal of, 225, 236–37; as right of citizen-
ship, 225

—coleman report on: overview, 
226–28; achievement gaps and, 228; 
blame the victim mentality supported 
by, 229–30; community control efforts 
attacked in, 230; and deficiency para-
digms (attributes of communities), 228, 
230; diverse range of policies calling on, 
231; inequality among adults as natural-
ized in, 228; as methodologically indi-
vidualistic, 228; question addressed by, 
227; racial power (political and eco-
nomic contexts) as elided in, 229–30, 
231, 237–38; racist causality (discrimi-
nation) as obscured in, 229, 231; 
reduced investments in schooling of 
poor and minority students legitimized 
in, 230; socioeconomic status and, 230; 
sociological traditions as ignored in, 
228–29, 230; statistical methods of, 231, 
236; systematic and institutionalized 
racism as obscured in, 228–29, 230, 237, 
242n23; teachers attacked in, 242–
43n27; and test scores, 230

—critiques of and alternatives 
to coleman report: and achieve-

ment gaps, 233–34; blaming the victim 
avoided in, 236, 237; and causal signifi-
cance of systemic and institutionalized 
racism, 232–33, 236, 238; and commu-
nity control, 233; and compensatory 
approaches, 233–34; as countering 
colorblindness, 231–32; and danger of 
believing the problem is solved, 238; 
and educationalization (asking schools 
to solve problems in isolation), 235–36; 
and racial power (political and eco-
nomic contexts) as causal, 233, 234–35, 
236, 238; and racist causality (discrimi-
nation), 233–34, 236; redistributive 
policies and, 235–36; and statistical 
research, 236

equal opportunity: affirmative action as 
promoting, 251–56, 260–61, 262, 
263–64; as enduring political ideal, 
225; formal legal equality as not ensur-
ing, 263–64; and Lyndon Johnson’s 
call for equality, 225; liberalism as 
infused with ideal of, 225; as rational-
izing white supremacy, 225, 237

ethnic studies programs: ambivalence of 
civil rights establishment toward, 53; 
calls for dismantling of, 320–21, 355; 
establishment of, 11; as foundational 
framework vs. subfield, 12; as most 
diverse environment on predominantly 
white campuses, 332–33; neoliberalism 
as neutralizing and marginalizing, 
317–18; and orientation toward racial 
power and inequality, 76; as transdisci-
plinary, 74

ethnomusicology, 165. See also music 
departments

eugenics: confronting colorblind pedagogies 
and, 353–54, 355–59, 370; definition of, 
356; educational policies and, 359; educa-
tor complicity with, 356–58; as expunged 
or transposed from U.S. history, 355–57; 
and “fitness” or lack thereof, 356–57, 359; 
and “highbrow”/”lowbrow” as terms, 
158; and identity markers becoming 
designations of “fitness” or lack thereof, 
359, 370; and intelligence/IQ testing, 7, 
274, 357–58; intersectionality in context 
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of, 359; persistence of influence of, 10–11, 
18n18, 353–54, 359; and race as ideological 
construction, 358–59; racial tracking, 
standardized testing, and high rates of 
suspension and expulsion as current 
policies connected to, 356–57; and 
schools as institutions of racial stratifica-
tion and subjugation, 359; and whiteness 
as “normative state,” 355–56, 357. See also 
scientific racism

Europe: immigrants from, 115; “new rac-
ism” as term for colorblindness in, 106; 
positioned as center of modern 
progress, 6

evolution, 46

Facing History and Ourselves, 353; “Race 
and membership in American History: 
The Eugenics Movement,” 353

faculty: careers of, as issue for literary 
studies/humanities, 309, 310–11, 313, 
318; demographics of, 47, 59–60; 
“diversity” solutions not addressing, 
54, 62; minority law professors, need 
for, 60–61, 64, 68. See also Harvard 
Law School protest (1982), and history 
of CRT

family failure as site of racial inequality, 
narrative of, 138, 140, 141–42, 
149–50n34

FBI, COINTELPRO, 131
Feagin, Joe, 91–92, 100
Federal Housing Act (FHA), 32
Feder, Lester, 159
femininity. See gender
feminist studies: and colorblindness, 109, 

181; delegitimization of, 320–21; as 
discursive technologies of power, 180, 
205; and hegemony-seeking disciplines, 
allegiance to, 180; incorporation of 
difference and, 179–80; interdiscipli-
narity of, 179–80; narratives of history 
of, 179–80; universal woman of, 2; and 
use of disciplinary power, 179–80; 
workshops to build feminist legal 
theory, 73. See also intersectionality; 
white feminist powerblind critiques of 
the concept of intersectionality

Fenstermaker, Sarah. See West, Candace, 
and Fenstermaker

Ferguson, Missouri, 139, 141
Ferguson, Roderick, 11, 16–17, 313, 315
Fineman, Martha, 73
Fink, Robert, 162
Foord, Kate, 298
foreign policy: Alternative Course and 

interrogation of, 69; origins in white 
supremacy of, 7

formal-race unconnectedness, 115
Foucault, Michel, 180; Society Must Be 

Defended, 293–94, 295–98, 300, 301, 
302, 303

Fourth of July, 89
frame alignment, 55–56
France, and universal principles, search 

for, 6
Franche, Dominique, 297
Frankenberg, Ruth, 15
Frazier, E. Franklin, 229, 232
freedom, myth of Blacks as “unfit” for, 

33–34, 355
French Revolution, 296
Freyre, Gilberto, Casa-grande e Senzala, 

111, 112, 113
Fry, Peter, A persistência de raça, 117

Garner, Eric, 139
Garza, Alicia, 320
Gates, Henry Louis, 132, 321
Gawronski, Bertram, 344–45
gay rights advocacy. See colorblind inter-

sectionality—gay rights advocacy; 
LGBTQ people; sexual orientation

gender: affirmative action based on, 248–
50, 263–64; college admissions test 
differentials, 252–53; Collins’s argument 
about social construction of, 185–87; 
conscious and unconscious stereotypes 
of, 254, 261; eugenics and, 359; hair  
and, 206; interview process and, 254; 
makeup and conformity to, 206, 207–8, 
209; normative femininity, sex discrimi-
nation law and, 205–9; normative 
masculinity, gay rights advocacy and, 
214, 215–16, 218, 219–20; resume assess-
ment and, 253; whiteness as, 209–11
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gender studies programs, 11
genocide, Native Americans and, 88, 92, 

98–99, 355
geography, 5
Germany, and universal principles, search 

for, 6
Gillespie, Dizzy, 173n28
Ginsburg, Ruth Bader, 41
Gintis, Herbert, 236–37
Glenn, Evelyn Nakano, 182–83
global colorblind discourse: overview, 10, 

105–10, 122–23; affirmative action 
policies, demonization of, 107, 108–9, 
116–23; and displacement of inequality 
as “elsewhere,” 123; and epistemology 
of disavowal, 10, 106, 109; and hybrid-
ity, ideologies of, 107, 110–15, 118, 
125n26; interracial marriage claimed to 
“overcome” racism, 110, 111, 113, 114–15; 
and media, 106, 107, 114; and metadis-
cursive paradoxes of texts, 122; and 
racial categories, delegitimization of, 
113–14, 116–22; rhetorical strategies, 
108–10, 122–23, 125n16; silencing of 
structural racism, 108–9, 112, 115–16, 
117–18; terms used for colorblind 
concept, 106, 116, 126n43; textual 
contradictions created in wake of, 110, 
118–19, 122; and white ignorance vs. 
performance of ignorance, 109; and 
white knowledge, 110, 122; white 
supremacy upheld by, 106–7, 108–9, 
112, 117, 122–23. See also Brazil; South 
Africa

global south: the autonomous self and fear 
of, 10; and Decolonial Theory, 275; 
deemed as premodern, 6, 9. See also 
identity-conscious perspectives 
informed by the epistemic standpoint 
of racially subordinated communities

Goldberg, David Theo, 24
Golub, Mark, 3–4
Gordon, Leah, 7–8, 154, 376
Gotanda, Neil, 12, 14, 58, 72, 115
governmentality. See Indigenous sover-

eignty—and biopower (disciplinary 
knowledges and regulatory mecha-
nisms); nation-states; sovereignty

gradualism: Harvard Law School protest 
and, 60, 64, 70–71; as integration 
strategy, 52, 53–54

“grandfather clauses,” 26, 28
Grant, Madison, 7
Great Britain, and universal principles, 

search for, 6
Greece, ancient, 8
Greenberg, Jack, 63, 81n19, 82n37
Greene, Linda, 58
growth-focused vs. broad community 

models of well-being, 282–84, 291n45
Gulati, Mitu, 133
Gupta, Vijay, 169
Guthrie, Robert, 55

hair: as constitutive of race, 186, 212; and 
gender norms, 206; grooming stand-
ards for, 211–12

Halloween costumes, 87, 89
Hamer, Jennifer, 47
Hamilton, Charles, and Kwame Ture, 

Black Power, 32, 117, 225, 237
Harding, Vincent, 16
Harlan, John, x, 30
Harlem’s Youth Opportunities Unlimited 

(HARYOU), 233
Harrah’s Casino, Jespersen sex discrimina-

tion case (2004), 205–13
Harris, Cheryl, 14, 41, 50n45, 163–64
Harris, Luke Charles, x, xi, xii–xiii, 154, 

376
Harvard Law School protest (1982), and 

history of CRT: overview, 59–60, 
81n18; Black Law Student Association 
(BLSA) and, 59, 64, 67; Dean James 
Vorenberg and, 59–62, 67, 81n19, 
82n37, 83n58; faculty/administration 
of, as engaged in social change, 59, 65, 
81n19; and gradualism, 60, 64, 70–71; 
media coverage of, 67; and minority 
faculty, need for, 60–61, 64, 68; and 
participants in 1989 CRT Wisconsin 
workshop, 58; and “pool problem” of 
minority faculty candidates, 60, 61, 
62–63, 64, 65, 83n58; and school’s 
commitment to corporate service, 66; 
and school’s commitment to image of 
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the law as abstract and neutral, 68; 
school’s defense of meritocratic aca-
demic standards for faculty candidates, 
62, 63, 64–65, 66, 68, 81n32; school’s 
offering of three-week minicourse as 
answer to student demands, 63, 67, 
82n37; and social change, slowness of 
legal education to respond to, 64–65; 
and student diversity aggressively 
advanced by Harvard, 62, 65, 82nn34–
35; student-organized Alternative 
Course as illuminating, 68–70; stu-
dent protest of dearth of minority law 
classes and faculty, 60–62, 81n25; 
students’ conflict with the civil rights 
establishment, 70–71; students’ cri-
tique of traditional criteria as unjusti-
fied preferences, 62–66, 82nn35–36; 
students’ race consciousness framed as 
“reverse discrimination,” 64, 66–67; 
Third World Coalition (TWC) and, 
64, 67, 68–69, 70, 81n25, 82n37

Harvard music department, 171n6
Hawaii, 6–7
health care, white demographics of profes-

sionals in, 47
Hegel, G. W. F., and white supremacy, 9, 10
Hemmings, Clare, 179–80, 183
Heritage Foundation, 238
Herrnstein, Richard, and Charles Murray, 

The Bell Curve, 358
heterosexuality: sex discrimination law as 

presupposing, 211; “straight” identity as 
distinguished from, 219

“highbrow” vs. “lowbrow” culture, 158
hip hop, 160, 161, 162, 165, 166, 172n16
history: and affirmative actions policies, 

demonization of, 116–17; the archive as 
structured in dominance, 44–45; and 
biology as justification for conquest, 
5–6; W.E.B. Du Bois’s critique of, 55; as 
foreclosing understanding of race as 
structuring force within, xv, 47; repre-
sentations of, as promoting racism, 
279–80; textbooks controversies, 355; 
White possession as reinforced by, 267, 
302–3

Hitler, Adolf, 98, 173n31

Home Owners Loan Corporation, 32
hooks, bell, 182–83
Hoover Institute, 238
Hopkins, Anne, 205–6
HoSang, Daniel Martinez, xi, 170, 376
housing discrimination: and inequality of 

education, 229, 230, 238; lending poli-
cies and, 32, 43, 229, 230

humanitas vs. anthropos: construction of, 
as gendered enterprise, 181; and mana-
gerial logic of the colonial matrix, 8–9, 
178; powerblindness and, 181; and 
white feminist powerblind critiques of 
the concept of intersectionality, 193, 
194; women classed as anthropos, 181

humanities: calls for dismantling minori-
tarian studies, 320–21; careers in, as 
issue, 309, 310–11, 313, 318; crisis in, 308, 
309, 310–11, 318; development of criti-
cal consciousness as goal of, 324; and 
difference as margins/center vs. domi-
nation/oppression, 8, 317; and discipli-
nary complicity with white supremacy, 
5–11; and elision of difference, goal of, 
2–3; and epistemic whiteness, con-
struction of, 46; and fear of engulf-
ment by a threatening social aggregate, 
46; as foreclosing understanding of 
race as structuring force within, xv; 
and foundational imperative for 
change, 15; private interiority of the 
individual as emphasis in, 14, 46; and 
transdisciplinarity, xv; and universals, 
false aggregation of humanity into, 8. 
See also humanitas vs. anthropos; 
literature/cultural studies; music 
departments; philosophy

Hung, Lyris, 173n36
Huntington, Samuel P., 18n18
Hurston, Zora Neale, 11

identity-conscious perspectives informed 
by the epistemic standpoint of racially 
subordinated communities: and colo-
niality of knowledge, 175–76; Critical 
Race Theory (CRT) as, 275; Decolonial 
Theory as, 275–76; education in, and 
production of critical consciousness, 
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identity-conscious (continued)
  284–85; empirical studies as illumi-

nated by, 286; and IQ test performance 
thought experiment, 274; and racial-
ized ignorance, combating, 285–86; of 
students, colorblind enculturation 
against, 272–73

—and intellectual decoloniza-
tion: overview, 276, 284–85; denatu-
ralizing strategy: cultural affordances 
for denial and ignorance, 278–80; 
denaturalizing strategy: spouse prefer-
ence as neoliberal growth, 282–83; love 
and, 280–84; and missionary vs. libera-
tion social science, 277; normalizing 
strategy: parent preference as sustain-
able relationality, 283–84, 291n45; 
normalizing strategy: perception of 
racism as reality attunement, 277–78, 
289–90n28; perception and, 276–80

“identity politics”: multiculturalism 
engaged with social justice seen as, 316; 
rights discourse seen as, 301

Identity Safety theory, 368–70
immigration, fear of, and Anglo-Saxon 

cultural gerrymandering, 158
immigration policy: Brazil and, 115; and 

construction of whiteness, 26; and 
legitimized racism, 90; origins in white 
supremacy of, 7; racial profiling, 38

imperialism, origins in white supremacy 
of, 6–7, 10

income and wealth: and Black middle 
class, rise of, 250; and “Black tax,” 122; 
differentials by race, 105–6, 121–22; 
inherited wealth, Black lack of, 122; 
inherited wealth, white land ownership 
and, 31, 121–22; inherited wealth, 
whiteness as, 164. See also economics; 
neoliberalism; poverty

India, humanities and study of, 8
Indians. See Native Americans
Indigenous dispossession: erasure of, via 

assumed legitimacy of the nation, 45; 
of Native Americans, 88–89, 92, 95, 
355; systematic treaty violations, 27; 
terra nullius legal principle and, 25. See 
also Indigenous sovereignty

Indigenous peoples: as “people without 
history,” 6, 9; women’s rights, as not 
commensurable with those of white 
women, 301. See also Indigenous dis-
possession; Indigenous sovereignty; 
legitimized racism (overt racism 
against Native Americans); Native 
Americans (Indians, Indigenous 
peoples)

Indigenous sovereignty: overview, 293–94; 
and historico-political field, 300–301; 
judicio-political framework, current 
literature of, 294–95; racism and, 295; 
and the sociological imagination, need 
for, 293, 303; and subjectivity, 298, 299, 
300–301; terra nullius and the disa-
vowal of, 298

—and biopower (disciplinary 
knowledges and regulatory 
mechanisms): and colonial bourgeois 
order, 297; establishment of, 295, 
296–97; political rationality and, 
297–98; race and war and, 296–97, 
298; rights discourse and, 295–96, 
299–303; and whiteness as invisible 
norm, 298; White possession and, 267, 
297, 298–303

Indigenous studies, 267, 301–2. See also 
Indigenous sovereignty; legitimized 
racism (overt racism against Native 
Americans)

individualism: colorblindness as emphasiz-
ing, 14, 86, 115, 355; racism as personal 
aversion, 4, 115, 117, 143, 290n35. See also 
autonomous individual; methodologi-
cal individualism; neoliberalism

inequality: and differentially situated 
individuals and groups treated as 
though they are equal, 30–31, 40, 
42–44, 136; as increasing, 23–24; 
intraracial, as tool to silence the reality 
of white dominance, 120–21; narrative 
of family failure as principle site of, 138, 
140, 141–42, 149–50n34; objectors to, 
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transdisciplinarity, xv; White posses-
sion as reinforced by, 267, 302–3. See 
also colorblind intersectionality—sex 
discrimination law; Harvard Law 
School protest (1982); Indigenous 
sovereignty; legal education; postracial-
ism in the age of Obama; racial 
nonrecognition

Lawrence, Charles, 14, 69, 70
Lazarsfeld, Paul, 227
Lee, James, 309
Lee, Robert, Asian Americans in Popular 

Culture, 345
legal aid/legal services, 66
legal education: and activist orientation of 

students of 1970s/80s, 75–76; “diver-
sity” programs and, 54, 62; and the law 
as abstract, neutral principle vs. inher-
ently political, 68, 78; rhetorics of 
institutional defense and, 54. See also 
Harvard Law School protest; law

legitimized racism (overt racism against 
Native Americans): overview, 22, 

<i>Seeing Race Again : Countering Colorblindness Across the Disciplines</i>, edited by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, University
         of California Press, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/berkeley-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5609526.
Created from berkeley-ebooks on 2019-10-04 14:07:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



I N D E x  •  395

85–88, 99–101; appropriation of Indig-
enous culture, 88, 89, 90, 97; color-
blindness as relying on, 111; colorblind 
racism and, 86, 88–89, 92–93, 100; 
definition of, 86; erasure of historic 
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African-American texts in, 313; by Toni 
Morrison, 55

literature/cultural studies: and Black 
students, lack of, 318; careers in, as 
issue, 309, 310–11, 313, 318; “close read-
ing” as methodology of, 316; and crisis 
in humanities, 308, 309, 310–11, 318; as 
foreclosing understanding of race as 
structuring force within, xv; metadis-
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and, 158, 161–62, 163; community-based 
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172n16, 172–73n27; financial pressures 
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160, 171n6; interdisciplinarity and, 
169–70; material resources of, 165; 
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elision of, 363; educators’ white racial 
identity and, 360; and identity develop-
ment of students, 363–64; language use 
and, 364; malice as not required to 
create differential outcomes, 364, 365; 
racism as reductively defined and, 
362–63; relevance of school as issue in, 
363; resistance of students of color to, 
362; as social conditioning vs. innate 
characteristic, 366–67; stereotype 

threat and “performance gap” of Black 
students, 360–61, 369; truncated skills, 
363; unequal outcomes as rooted in 
deficiency paradigm, 359, 361, 365; 
white fragility and, 361–62

—conceptual impoverishment 
and need for: and abstraction of 
historical events from context, 354–55; 
and agency of students, 355; and alloca-
tion of resources, 358, 359; definition of, 
354; and eugenics, reclaiming the 
history of, 353–54, 355–59, 370; histori-
cal thinking skills and, 359; and indi-
vidual acts vs. collective action, 355; 
intelligence and IQ testing and, 357–
58; tracking, standardized testing, and 
high rates of suspension and expulsion, 
356–57, 358, 362; and whiteness as 
norm, 355–56, 357, 363

—pedagogical approaches: body 
language of educator, 364; creation of 
context/container, 365–66; democra-
tizing voice as goal in, 366, 367–68; 
diversity as a resource, 369; educator as 
arbiter of classroom norms, 366–67; 
good intentions alone as insufficient 
and may exacerbate challenges, 364–
66; higher levels of participation, 366, 
367–69; identity-safe learning spaces, 
366, 368–70; interpersonal exchanges 
related to difference, 365, 369; prosocial 
development, 369; safety of marginal-
ized students, 362, 364–65; structured 
listening and speaking opportunities, 
366–67; student-centered classroom, 
365–66, 369

—pedagogical strategies: Big 
Paper: Building a Silent Conversation, 
367–68; Crossing the Line/Powerwalk, 
360, 361; Learn to Listen, Listen to 
Learn, 367; Save the Last Word for Me, 
367

Peller, Gary, 14
Penha, Roberto, 105
Penobscot people, 94
perception, decolonizing, 277–78, 

289–90n28
perspective-taking (technique), 346
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Pewewardy, Cornel D., 97
Pezão, Luiz, 105, 106
philanthropy, xv
Phillips, Stephanie, 58, 72
philosophy: and biology as justification for 

conquest, 5–6; and epistemic white-
ness, construction of, 46; as foreclosing 
understanding of race as structuring 
force within, xv; migration of CRT 
into, 55; and white ignorance, theory 
of, 109. See also affirmative action

photo identification cards, 26, 43
phrenology, 158. See also eugenics
physical and natural sciences: and theories 

of racial difference, 7. See also research 
design

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), x, 30–31
Pocahontas, 96
police brutality: killings of Black people, 

105, 139, 141, 323; Rodney King beating 
and uprising, 324

political science: and biology as justifica-
tion for conquest, 5–6; and epistemic 
whiteness, construction of, 46; migra-
tion of CRT into, 55; origins in white 
supremacy of, 6; White possession as 
reinforced by, 267, 302–3. See also 
affirmative action

poll taxes, 26, 28
popular culture: and braided hairstyles  

in sex discrimination cases, 212;  
and colorblindness considered a  
virtue, 24; “high art” defined against, 
158–59; and legitimized racism against 
Native Americans, 87, 97–98; and 
migration of concepts from academic 
disciplines, xv

popular music: Afro-Diasporic influence 
on, 162, 167; black music, devaluation 
of, 159–61, 162–63, 167, 171n8, 172n16, 
173n28; canons of, 162; “high art” of 
classical music defined against, 158–59, 
167, 173n28; inclusion in music depart-
ments, politics of, 165–67, 172–
73nn27–28; music education and 
“dangers” of, 160. See also classical 
music; music departments

Posner, Richard, 207–8

postracialism in the age of Obama: over-
view, 128–29; and Blackness made 
palatable by its disassociation with 
racial complaint, 133, 134, 147– 
48n18–19; and Civil Rights Movement 
distorted into special interest politics, 
135–36; colorblindness and trajectory 
of, 129, 137, 144; colorblindness as 
rebranded/repackaged in, 134, 136–37; 
and “common sense,” 129, 142; as 
instructive guide for racial others, 135, 
137; marketability brought by Obama 
as symbol, 129, 143; media and, 141, 
142, 146n4, 147n13, 148n21; and “mis-
understanding” between races, 134–35, 
148n24; My Brother’s Keeper (MBK) 
initiative, 137–43, 149–50n34; and 
other nonwhite groups, 134, 148–
49n18, 148n21; and private-public 
partnerships, 138–39, 140–41; and 
punitive outcry prompted by Obama’s 
comment on Henry Louis Gates’s 
arrest, 132; and race as closed chapter, 
131, 137, 147n13; and race consciousness 
of Obama campaign, 132–33; and “race 
neutrality” of Obama, 132, 133; and 
racial grievances placed on par with 
white anger and anxieties, 135–36, 
149n25; and racial grievance, turn away 
from, 128–29, 130–31, 133, 149n30; and 
racial power as an after-effect of the 
past, 136, 137, 149n27; and retrench-
ment, rhetorical frames of, 129; and 
silencing of structural racism, 136, 
139–40, 141–44, 149n27; as ushered in 
by election of Obama, 128–29, 146n4; 
white nationalist backlash following, 
144

“post-truth” era, 285–86
poverty: “Black tax,” 122; Brazil and, 

121–22; Native Americans and, 86, 
95–96, 99; South Africa and, 115, 
120–22; as unsolved, as blamed on 
affirmative action, 251. See also eco-
nomics; income and wealth; 
neoliberalism

Powell, John, 159–61, 170; Rhapsodie 
Nègre, 159
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Powell, Lewis F. Jr., xii
powerblindness: definition of, 175–76. See 

also white feminist powerblind cri-
tiques of the concept of 
intersectionality

precedents (stare decisis), 40, 45
Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins (1989), 

205–6
“primitive” civilizations: designation of, 

5–6, 8–9; music and, 158–62, 171n8, 
172n16; precolonial Europe and strati-
fication of, 17n4; representation of,  
6, 46

prison reform, community-based music 
initiatives and, 173n36

privilege: “mestizo,” Mexicans and, 114–15. 
See also pedagogical interventions in 
colorblind teaching practice—affective 
under-skilling; race-gender-sexuality–
conscious classrooms—affective resist-
ances of advantaged students; white 
privilege

professional schools: and affirmative 
action, 248. See also education; law

property: differentials in ownership of, 
121–22; differentials in protection of, 
45; whiteness and classical music as 
related forms of, 163–65; whiteness as, 
163–64; White possession defined via, 
300; white privilege claims couched as 
rights of, 33. See also land ownership

proxies for race: education, 36; income, 36; 
labor market segments, 31, 36; nation-
alities and continents as, 26; natural-
ized citizenship, 31; rhythm, 171n8; in 
Roberts Court era, 42–43; school 
district lines as, 34

PSAT/NMSQT tests, 252
psychology: colorblind suppression as 

increasing negative nonverbal behav-
iors, 342–43; and epistemic whiteness, 
construction of, 46; implicit vs. explicit 
biases, 337–39, 340, 349–50n20; in-
group bias, 334, 349n16; intentionality 
of racism, xv; methodological individu-
alism and, 46; migration of CRT into, 
55; negation vs. affirmation training, 
344–45; neglect of pervasive patterns 

of segregation and subordination in 
society, 47; perspective-taking, 346; 
self-negating affects, 340–41; self-
partisanship, 334; stereotype threat, 
xii, 360–61, 369; and teaching about 
racism as individual prejudice vs. 
structural, 290n35; and tradition of 
critiquing disciplines, 55; and universal 
principles, 13. See also identity-
conscious perspectives informed by  
the epistemic standpoint of racially 
subordinated communities

—colorblind ideology and: over-
view, 267; and abstraction of research 
from context, 273, 274, 275, 276; and 
conservative backlash with regard to 
methods and political orientation, 
271–72, 285–86; and denial of racism, 
278–80; enculturation of students into, 
272–73; and objective standard (rea-
sonable person) as form of racialized 
subjectivity, 274–75, 276, 281; and 
pathology, perception of racism as, 
276–78; as racial position vs. culture-
neutral absence of racial position,  
273; and thought experiment about  
IQ test performance, 273–74; and 
whiteness as a “view from nowhere,” 
273

—research practices: overview, 
287–88n5; demands for politically 
neutral science, 271–72, 285; extra-
scientific considerations negated in, 
274; failures to replicate studies, 271–
72; as integral component of racial 
domination, 275–76; and neoliberal 
individualist model of society, 276

public policy: Coleman report and, 229; 
and the colorblind imperative, 3–4, 23, 
31, 45; colorblindness as default posi-
tion for racial justice, 4; interdepend-
ent relationship of university with, 4; 
and migration of concepts from aca-
demic disciplines, xv, xvi; white subject 
as normative standard in, 12

Puerto Ricans, 228

queer theory, opposition to, 320–21
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race: in binary opposition with class, 6; as 
biological concept, 7, 18n18, 46, 115, 
296–97; Collins’s argument about 
social construction of, 185–87; color-
blind racism theory, 92–93, 103n30; 
epithets for, 86, 90, 93; eugenics and 
construction of, 358–59; hair as consti-
tutive of, 186, 212; modern nation-state 
as preceded by, 296–97; “race card,” 
276–77, 359; racial formation theory of, 
91, 92, 100; racializing terms, nonwhite 
people as marked by, 90; as reduced to 
racial identity, 136; sexual orientation 
analogized to, 213–15; as socially con-
structed, 91, 103n20; social reality of, 
103n20; as synonymous with skin color 
(formal-race unconnectedness), 115; 
and war, Foucault on, 296–97; white 
racial framing theory of, 91–92. See also 
proxies for race

race-based remedies for race-bound prob-
lems: Civil Rights Act (1866) as, 28, 29, 
42, 45; difficulty of pursuing under 
colorblind imperative, 3, 5, 23–24, 
35–36; and need for collection of racial 
data, 117; postracial industry of, as 
silent on systemic and structural 
racism, 141–43. See also identity-con-
scious perspectives informed by the 
epistemic standpoint of racially subor-
dinated communities; literature/
cultural studies—race-conscious 
reading practices; pedagogical inter-
ventions in colorblind teaching prac-
tice; race–gender–sexuality–conscious 
classrooms

race consciousness: of collective white 
advantage, marked as illegitimate, 
24–25; deployed by whites as explana-
tion for inequalities, 25; deployed to 
affirm the claim that race doesn’t 
matter, 131; and hierarchy, acceptance 
of, 109; Obama campaign and, 132–33

race-gender-sexuality–conscious class-
rooms: overview, 268, 327; vs. “-blind” 
curricula, 330; cognitive learning 
processes as reducing explicit biases, 
337–39, 349–50n20; disadvantaged 

students’ receptivity vs. resistance to, 
330–31, 332, 335–36, 347; explicit vs. 
implicit biases, defined, 348n6; posi-
tionality of educator as antiracist 
feminist and, 335–36, 344; and white 
fragility, 343–44

—affective resistances of 
advantaged students: believing is 
seeing, 333; definition of “advantaged 
students,” 327, 347–48n1; desire not to 
know, 333; dismissal of irrefutable 
evidence, 329, 330, 331–37; dissociation 
and detachment from effects of gen-
dered racism, 328, 341; epistemology of 
white ignorance and, 333; “goodness” of 
colorblindness as evasion of open 
discussions of gendered racism, 237–38, 
329, 330, 336; in-group bias and, 334, 
346, 349n16; “irrelevance” of gendered 
racism, 328–29, 330; self-partisanship 
and facts that threaten self-esteem, 334

—pedagogical tactics that fail: 
adulation of charismatic teacher, 337; 
authoritarianism, 334–36, 337, 343; 
avoidance of discussing gendered racism, 
336, 340, 342–43; “-blind” curricula, 330, 
342–43; confrontational attitude, 
334–36, 340–41, 343, 344; emotional 
labor of disadvantaged students and, 
343–44; as increasing expressions of 
gendered racism, 340, 342–43, 343–44; 
negation and suppression, 343–45; 
shaming students, 343, 344

—pedagogy of emotional 
engagement: affective learning 
processes as reducing implicit biases, 
337–39, 349–50n20; as creating path-
ways to restructuring self-concepts, 330, 
341, 348n5; as deepening commitment 
to social justice, 341; definition of, 337; 
emotional labor of educator in, 333, 
339–40, 348n5; emotions vs. affect, 
definitions of, 348n4; evoking self-
negating affects, 340–41; fears, open 
scrutiny of, 339; fields of inquiry 
informing, 331; interpersonal contact, 
346; intersectional methodologies/
multiple axes of oppression, 345–46; 
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outcomes desired for, 337; outcomes of, 
as cumulative and composite, 340; 
patience and, 336, 339; perspective-
taking, 346; positing new associations, 
344–45; resistance, integration of 
examples of, 346–47; self-reflection, 
asking for, 336–37, 339, 340; strategic 
empathy of educator in, 335–36

racial classification: of African Americans, 
91, 118; collection of data, importance 
of, 117, 129; global colorblindness and 
demonization of, 113–14, 116–22; 
government role in, 91; of Native 
Americans, 91–93, 103nn20–21,27,30; 
racial power produced and perpetuated 
by process of, 178

racial data, collection of: assaults on, 129; 
as necessary to combat systemic and 
structural racism, 117

racial democracy. See Brazil; 
colorblindness

racial discrimination: conscious and uncon-
scious stereotypes and, 254, 261; employ-
ment and, 249–56; funding of Black 
school districts, 255; interview process 
and, 254; precollege advising, 255; 
recruitment policies and, 253–54, 256; 
resume assessment and, 253; standard-
ized testing and, 252–53; STEM subjects, 
discouragement of, 255. See also racism

racial nonrecognition: and “blindness” 
metaphor of “colorblindness,” 4; 
definition of, 14; logic of formal equiv-
alence used in, 31; as reducing the ways 
racism takes place to the use of racial 
classification, 14; as restricting reme-
dial uses of race while narrowing 
definitions of discrimination, 14–15. 
See also colorblindness

racial power: as after-effect of the past, 
postracialism and, 136, 137, 149n27; as 
causal of unequal educational opportu-
nity, 233, 234–35, 236, 238; Coleman 
report as eliding, 229–30, 231, 237–38; 
contrasted with liberal notions of 
discrimination, 66–67; legitimized 
racism and, 88, 90, 99; merit and, 68, 
71; racial classification as producing, 

178; “remainder” of, at center of liberal 
institutions, 71

racial profiling, 38
racial recognition vs. racist subordination 

as the problem to be solved: overview, 
23–24; Dr. King’s words manipulated 
to support, 33, 34; European conquest 
and, 25; explicit recognition as not 
required for racial subordination, 26; 
as foundational fiction of colorblind-
ness, 33; global colorblindness and, 116, 
117; and harms done by de jure segrega-
tion, 41–42; Jim Crow era and inter-
pretation of laws for, 29; as reversing 
cause and effect, 26. See also 
colorblindness

racial regimes: the canon wars as revealing, 
314–15; colorblindness as serving, 30, 
40; definition of, 40; powerblind and 
colorblind discourses as part of, 176; as 
unstable truth systems, 176; as weak-
ened by their own greed and resistance 
movements, 321; of white supremacy, 
29, 40–41, 43–44

racism: definition of, 88; and Indigenous 
sovereignty, 295; literary studies and 
perpetuation of, 312–13; “slow violence” 
of, 278, 283. See also Black rights por-
trayed as special preferences/”reverse 
racism” against whites; colorblind 
racism; discrimination; environmental 
racism; individualism; institutional 
discrimination; legitimized racism 
(overt racism against Native Ameri-
cans); scientific racism; systemic and 
structural racism

radical subjectivity, 321
Ravenscroft, Alison, 298
Rawick, George, 50n45
Reagan administration, 76
Reconstruction, 11, 28, 29, 42, 355
Reddy, Chandan, 219
Regents of University of California v. Bakke 

(1978), xii, 67–68, 82n35, 247, 261–62
regulatory mechanisms. See Indigenous 

sovereignty—and biopower (discipli-
nary knowledges and regulatory mech-
anisms); law
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research design: overview, xiv–xv; biologi-
cal basis of, 7, 13–14; destructive disag-
gregation produced by, 13–14; facile 
aggregation produced by, 13; false 
aggregation produced by, 13; as favor-
ing individual prejudice vs. collective 
power (methodological individualism), 
7–8; origins in white supremacy of, 
7–8. See also psychology—research 
practices; statistical research

retrenchment of race reform: and “diver-
sity,” decreasing importance of, 62; and 
diversity, hope for vehicle of, 67–68; 
and need for Countering Colorblind-
ness Project, 145–46; and rise of CRT, 
75, 76; white nationalism, re-legitimi-
zation of, 144–45. See also desegrega-
tion; postracialism in the age of 
Obama

“reverse racism”. See Black rights portrayed 
as special preferences/”reverse racism” 
against whites

Reynolds, Henry, Aboriginal Sovereignty, 
295

Reynolds, Milton, 268, 377
Ricci v. DeStefano (2009), 37–38, 40, 41
Rice, Lisa, 43
Rigg, Kate, 173n36
rights discourse: emergence of, in moder-

nity, 295–96; eruption of, in 1970s, 
301–2; and gender, sexual orientation, 
and non-Anglo migrants, 301; Indig-
enous sovereignty and, 295–96, 299–
303; as neoliberal “identity politics,” 
301; and rights as producing methods 
of subjugation, 300, 302; White posses-
sion and, 300–303

Roberts, John, 36, 38, 39–40, 224
Robertson, Dwanna, 22, 377–78
Robinson, Cedric, 17n4, 40, 43, 50n45, 

176, 314–15, 321
rock music, 160, 162, 165, 166, 172–73n27
Rodrigues, Wesley, 105
Rodriguez, Gregory, Mongrels, Bastards, 

Orphans, and Vagabonds, 114–15
Rogers, Renee, 212
Rogers v. American Airlines (1981), 212
Rome, ancient, 8

Roosevelt, Franklin, 32
Rorty, Richard, 314
Rosser, Phyllis, 252
Roth, Stephen A., 34
Rousseff, Dilma, 106
Rudman, Laurie, 334, 337–39, 340
rule of law, as reinforcing structures of 

power, 53, 77–78

Said, Edward, 15
Salter, Phia S., 267, 378
Sandoval, Chela, 182–83, 184
SAT tests, 252
Scalia, Antonin, 38, 39, 41
Schoenberg, Arnold, 166
Schomburg, Arturo, 320
school-to-prison pipeline, 140
scientific racism: and classical music, 158; 

commitment to, 7; in contemporary 
academy, 7, 10–11, 18n18; as historical 
context constituting “extra-scientific 
considerations,” 274; and IQ testing, 7, 
274, 357–58; race as biological concept 
in, 5–6, 7, 46. See also eugenics

scientism, as complicating racist causality, 
226, 237

Seattle, WA, desegregation program 
dissolved in (Parents Involved decision), 
35, 36–37, 40, 41, 119, 120, 224, 238

Seekings, Jeremy, and Nicoli Nattrass, 
Class, Race, and Inequality in South 
Africa, 120–21

segregation: and Black History Month 
displays, race differential in, 279–80; 
and demography of the academy, 47; 
Jim Crow laws, 28–33, 42, 163, 215; and 
local autonomy as colorblind principle, 
34–35; in moral equivalency with 
affirmative action, 135–36, 149n26; and 
myth of Blacks as “unfit for freedom,” 
33–34; in the north, 32–33, 34–35; 
residential, as limiting access to 
employment, 140; residential, educa-
tional inequality and, 229, 230; sepa-
rate but equal, 30–31. See also desegre-
gation; equal educational opportunity

self-concepts, restructuring, 330, 341, 
348n5
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self-negating affects, 340–41
self-partisanship, 334
self-reflection by students, eliciting, 336–

37, 339, 340
sex discrimination law. See colorblind 

intersectionality—sex discrimination 
law

sexual assault: Native American women as 
subject to, 104n39; in slavery, 111–12, 
125n26

sexual harassment, employment grooming 
policy and, 207

sexual orientation: analogized to race, 
213–15; in employment discrimination, 
211; eugenics and, 359; and rights 
discourse, 301. See also LGBTQ people

Sharpton, Al, 130, 138, 143, 146–47n8
Shelby County v. Holder (2013), 38–40
Shockley, William, 358
Simpson, O. J., 147–48n18
slavery: abandonment of slaves following 

manumission, 115; archive of, as struc-
tured in dominance, 44–45; in Brazil, 
111–12, 115, 125n26; Constitutional 
protections for, 27, 45; Constitutional 
reversal of, 29, 42, 45; hair type vs. skin 
color as characterizing, 186; humanism 
and justification of, 9–10; literary 
studies’ treatment of, 311–12, 319; John 
Locke and rationales for, 9–10, 45; as 
most egregious consequence of raciali-
zation, 92; and myth of Blacks as “unfit 
for freedom,” 33–34, 355; neoslave 
narratives, 319; sexual assault and, 
111–12, 125n26

Small, Christopher, 168–69
Smith, Barbara, 182–83, 184
Smith, David, 214
social contract theory, 45
social justice: colorblindness as default 

position for, 3–4, 12, 317, 353; effective-
ness of colorblindness to produce, as 
contested, 4, 342–43, 344; pedagogy of 
emotional engagement as deepening 
commitment to, 341. See also differ-
ences, elision/transcendence of; social 
movements

social media, and legitimized racism, 97

social movements: academic reform 
(1960s/70s), 11–13, 75–76, 313–14; 
campus uprisings for racial justice 
(2015), 271, 287n1; canon/culture wars 
as emerging from, 313; enculturation of 
students against, 272–73; and eruption 
of rights discourse, 301; literary studies 
as ignoring reforms wrought by, 311; 
neoslave literary form and, 319; and 
race-conscious reading practices, 
development of, 319–21, 323–25. See 
also Black Lives Matter movement; 
Black Power movements; Civil Rights 
Movement

social sciences: colorblind assumptions of, 
as legitimizing inequality, 226; and 
disciplinary complicity with white 
supremacy, 5–11; private interiority of 
the individual as emphasis in, 14; and 
transdisciplinarity, xv; and universal 
principles, search for, 6; white demo-
graphics of professionals in, 47. See also 
anthropology; political science; psy-
chology; sociology

Social Security Act, racist effects of, 26, 32
sociology: and affirmative actions policies, 

demonization of, 116–17; and biology 
as justification for conquest, 5–6; 
Chicago School of, 148n24, 228–29, 
232; and epistemic whiteness, construc-
tion of, 46; as hegemony-seeking 
discipline, 180, 184; neglect of perva-
sive patterns of segregation and subor-
dination in society, 47; origins in white 
supremacy of, 6, 55; political economic 
approaches, 228–29, 230; and propaga-
tion of colorblind doctrines, 108; race 
relations school of, xv, 134–35, 148n24, 
180; the sociological imagination, 293, 
303; status attainment school of, 229; 
and tradition of critiquing disciplines, 
55; and white subjects’ disclaiming 
complicity with racism via colorblind 
tropes, 15

Sommer, Doris, 310
South Africa: and affirmative action, 

demonization of, 108–9, 120–22; 
campus uprisings in, 271; and 
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South Africa (continued)
  colorblindness scholarship, 108; and 

hybridity, ideologies of, 113–14; income 
differentials by race, 105–6, 120–22; 
“kitchen Dutch” language of, 110; 
“nonracialism” as term for colorblind-
ness in, 106, 116, 126n43; police killings 
of Black people, 105; poverty and, 115, 
120–22; and racial categories, delegiti-
mization of, 113–14, 116, 117, 119–22; 
rhetoric of colorblindness and, 108–10; 
silencing of structural racism in, 108–9, 
115–16, 117; unemployment rate differ-
entials by race, 115; white supremacy 
upheld by colorblindness, 108–10

South Asians, legitimized racism and, 90
Souza, Carlos de, 105
Souza, Cleiton de, 105
sovereignty: divine right of kings, 295–96; 

Indigenous sovereignty as challenge to 
nation-state, 294, 295, 298–99, 300–
301; shift to defense of state from 
internal enemies, 297. See also Indig-
enous sovereignty

Spelman, Elizabeth V., 182–83
Spivak, Gayatri, 15
standardized testing: Coleman Report 

and, 230; college admissions tests, 252; 
eugenics and segregation/marginaliza-
tion of students based on, 356, 357, 358; 
gender differentials, 252–53; and IQ 
testing history, 358; limited ability to 
predict success in school or employ-
ment, 252–53, 255; race differentials,  
252

Stanford Integrated Schools Project 
(SISP), 369–70

stare decisis. See precedents (stare decisis)
states’ rights, white privilege claims 

couched as, 33
statistical research: Coleman Report and 

limitations of, 231, 236; and “facts” vs. 
“truth,” 236, 237; ideological predispo-
sitions masked by “neutrality” of; life 
outcomes attributed to individuals vs. 
systems and structures, 7; methodo-
logical individualism of, 7–8; race 
treated as biological category rather 

then social construct, 7, 18, 18n18. See 
also research design

Steele, Claude, xii–xiv; “Thin Ice: Stere-
otype Threat and Black College Stu-
dents,” 360–61

Steele, Dorothy, 368
Steffan, Joseph, 216, 218, 220
Steinberg, Stephen, 15
stereotypes: admissions and employment 

discrimination and, 254, 261; color-
blind ideology and activation of, 342–
43; as failure to see people as individu-
als, 261; model minority myth, 345–46; 
negation training and activation of, 
344; success and failure of individuals 
and, 261

stereotype threat, xii, 360–61, 369
Stevens, John Paul, 149n26
Stewart, Potter, 34
Stoddard, Lothrop, 7
Stoddard, Tom, 216
Stoler, Anne Laura, 297, 300
Stone, Brad Elliot, 297
Street Symphony, 173n36
structural racism. See systemic and struc-

tural racism
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com-

mittee (SNCC), 32, 83n66, 131
“sundown towns,” 352
Swesnik, Deidre, 43
systemic and structural racism: collection 

of racial data as necessary to combat, 
117; colorblind racism and, 92–93; 
definition of, 88, 117; educational 
inequality explanatories that expose 
causality of, 232–33, 236, 238; educa-
tional inequality explanatories that 
obscure causality of, 229, 231; global 
colorblindness and silencing of, 108–9, 
112, 115–16, 117–18; vs. individualistic 
focus of colorblindness, 4, 46; and 
legitimized racism against Native 
Americans, 88, 100; methodological 
individualism and erasure of, 46; music 
departments and, 156, 163–66, 167–68; 
police killings of Black people and, 105; 
postracialism and silencing of, 136, 
139–40, 141–44, 149n27; psychology 
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education and racism as individual 
prejudice vs., 290n35; racial formation 
theory as missing persistence of, 91; 
research design as ignoring, 7–8; 
societal discrimination as not responsi-
bility of, 136, 149n27; tangible material 
benefits for white people under, 105–6, 
117, 121–22, 164–65; and white racial 
framing, theory of, 91–92. See also 
eugenics; institutional discrimination

Talisse, Robert, 185, 188, 189
Tawantin-suyo civilization, 8
tax policies, 43
Teixeira, Aloísio, 107
Temer, Michel, 106
Terman, Lewis, 357
terra nullius, 25, 298
Texas, textbooks of, 355
Thanksgiving, 87, 89
Third World Coalition (TWC), 64, 67, 

68–69, 70, 81n25, 82n37
Thomas, Clarence, 75
Thomas, Kendall, 57, 73
Thompson, Charles H., 232, 234–35, 236, 

238
Till, Emmett, 142
Title VI, organized efforts to attack, 129
Tomlinson, Barbara, 153–54, 205, 378
Torres-Padilla, Jose, 315
transdisciplinarity: Black and Ethnic 

Studies programs and, 74; Countering 
Colorblindness across the Disciplines 
project and, xiv–xv, 1–2. See also 
interdisciplinarity

Trubek, David, 72
Trump, Donald: and “post-truth” stance, 

285–86; and whitelash, 285; and white 
nationalism, 22, 79, 144

Trusheim, Dale, 252
Truth, Sojourner, 319
Ture, Kwame, and Charles Hamilton, 

Black Power, 32, 117, 225, 237

unemployment rates, 115
unions, 253
United Kingdom: Brexit campaign, 285; 

campus uprisings in, 271

United States: founding of, and legiti-
mized racism against Native Ameri-
cans, 88–89; imperial project of deliv-
ering democratic rights around the 
world, 303; income differentials by 
race, 105–6; Indian policy of, 90, 91, 
101n5; and universal principles, search 
for, 6

universals: and aggregation, 13; the autono-
mous self and, 9–10; and colorblind 
pedagogy, 342; and disaggregation, 6, 
13–14; dominant particulars masquer-
ading as, 3, 178; economics and, 8; 
human condition/interchangeability, 
2–3; of human rights, and whiteness as 
invisible norm, 298, 301; Indigenous 
sovereignty and, 294; as logic ignoring 
asymmetries and inequalities, 136; and 
music instruction, 161–62; the novel 
and, 9–10; search for principles of, and 
complicity with white supremacy, 6, 13; 
as structured on solidarities of sameness 
vs. dynamics of difference, 14. See also 
differences, elision/transcendence of

universities: activist students, better sup-
port for, 322–23; affirmative action and, 
248–49; architecture of buildings for 
disciplines, 46–47, 155; Black students, 
rise in numbers of, 250; campus pro-
tests of building names, 10; campus 
protests of participation in slave econo-
mies by, 10; demographics of faculty, 
47; as management training ground for 
racialized practices, 268–69; market-
based ideologies’ role in setting priori-
ties of, 165–66; music programs as 
serving elite interests in, 157, 164; open 
admissions programs in, 248; percep-
tion of racism as associated with knowl-
edge of past racism, 278; and relevance, 
reorientation toward, 17; underrepre-
sentation of Black students in, 107; 
uprisings for racial justice on campuses 
(2015), 271, 287n1. See also academy, 
the; disciplines; diversity; Harvard Law 
School protest (1982)

University of California: Los Angeles,  
271, 324
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University of Kansas, 271
University of Missouri, 271
University of Oregon, 160, 171n6
University of Texas, 82n33
urban crises, 229
urban planning, 47
U.S. Constitution: fugitive slave clause, 

26, 27; Indians as racialized in, 103n27; 
John Locke and drafting of, 45; New 
Birth (Lincoln), 29, 45; slave trade 
protection clause, 27; three-fifths 
clause, 26, 27

—amendments: Thirteenth, 29–30, 45; 
Fourteenth, 29, 45, 119; Fifteenth, 28, 
29, 45

U.S. Supreme Court: abandonment of 
principles long held by, 40; equal 
protection reduced to racial nonrecog-
nition, 14–15

—affirmative action: Adarand 
Constructors, Inc. v. Peña (1995), 
149n26; City of Richmond v. J. A. 
Croson Co. (1989), 149n27; Regents of 
University of California v. Bakke (1978), 
xii, 67–68, 82n35, 247, 261–62

—employment, race, and gender 
discrimination: Price Waterhouse v. 
Hopkins (1989), 205–6; Ricci v. DeSte-
fano (2009), 37–38, 40, 41

—immigration law, Arizona v. U.S. 
(2012), 38

—public accommodation discrimi-
nation: Civil Rights Act (1875), 
29; Civil Rights Cases (1883), 29–30, 
41, 45; Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), x, 
30–31

—school desegregation: Brown v. 
Board of Education of Topeka (1954, 
1955), 33–35, 36, 53, 148n22, 224, 225, 
228, 232; Cumming v. Richmond Board 
of Education (1899), 30; Milliken v. 
Bradley (1974), 34–35; Parents Involved 
in Community Schools v. Seattle School 
District No. 1 (2007), 35, 36–37, 40, 41, 
119, 120, 224, 238

—voting rights: Shelby County v. 
Holder (2013), 38–40; United States v. 
Bhagat Singh Thind (1923), 31

vagrancy laws, 28
Vassilacopoulos, George, 298
veterans, 257–58
violence: of empire, projection of white 

guilt about, 46; Native American 
women as subject to, 104n39; neolib-
eral individualism and, 275, 281; “slow,” 
of racism, 278, 283. See also sexual 
assault

Virginia, Racial Integrity Act (1924), 159
visual impairments, 4
Vitalis, Robert, 6
Vorenberg, James, 59–62, 67, 81n19, 82n37, 

83n58
voting rights: Fifteenth Amendment and, 

28; grandfather clauses to limit, 26, 28; 
literacy tests limiting, 26, 28; photo 
identification, 26, 43; poll taxes limit-
ing, 26, 28; poor whites and universal 
franchise, 28; reduction of polling 
places, 39; Roberts Court dissolution 
of, 31, 38–40, 49n29; selective enforce-
ment of vagrancy and loitering laws 
limiting, 28

Voting Rights Act (1965, amended 1975, 
1982, 2006), 129; preclearance clause 
invalidated, 38–40, 49n29

Wagner Act, 26, 32
Walker, Alice, The Color Purple, 312
Walser, Robert, 156
War on Poverty, 225, 227
Watkins, Perry, 216
Watson, Irene, 293
Wells, Ida B., 11
West, Candace, and Sarah Fenstermaker, 

“Doing Difference,” 177, 185–87, 188–
93, 198–99nn41,43. See also white 
feminist powerblind critiques of the 
concept of intersectionality

Western subject, 8
West Indian Blacks, and white national-

ism, 10, 112
Wheatley, Phyllis, 311–12, 316
white feminist powerblind critiques of the 

concept of intersectionality: overview, 
153–54, 175–77; and allies, adoption of 
imaginary, 190–92, 193, 194; appropria-
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tion of intersectionality from women of 
color for management by an unmarked 
(white) feminism, 177, 182, 184, 194; 
and colorblindness, 175, 181–82, 184, 
194; counting/calculating oppressions 
raised as issue, 190–93, 198–99nn41,43; 
definition of powerblindness, 175–76; 
and discourse as constructing and 
producing reality, 177; erasure of racial 
specificity in, 182–83, 184, 194; erasure 
of racism, politics of, 184; ignorance of 
audience and, 185, 189; incorporation of 
difference and, 179–80, 194; and mana-
gerial logic of the colonial matrix, 
177–80, 185; and metadiscursive 
regimes, 194; misrepresentation and 
denigration of intellectual labor of 
women of color, 183, 184, 185–87, 188–
94; multidisciplinary contributions 
elided in, 183; as neoliberal asset-strip-
ping, 177, 182; and the past, relegation 
of intellectual production of women of 
color to, 183, 197n23; reading of Can-
dace West and Sarah Fenstermaker’s 
“Doing Difference,” 177, 185–87, 188–
93, 198–99nn41,43; reading of Leslie 
McCall’s “The Complexity of Intersec-
tionality,” 177, 182–84, 196n19, 197n23; 
and revanchist desire to restore white 
racial centrality to feminist studies, 
184, 187–88; and simultaneity of social 
categories, appropriation of concept of, 
177, 188; and straw person fallacy, 
representation form of, 185–87; and 
straw person fallacy, selection form of, 
188–93; and subject position of 
“unmarked” white woman, 181–82, 184; 
ventriloquizing arguments, 188, 193, 
194; weak arguments broadcast as if 
they were the best arguments, 188–90, 
193; white privilege and, 187–88, 1. 93, 
194; and white sense of loss due to 
successful intervention of intersection-
ality, 180–81. See also colorblind inter-
sectionality; intersectionality

white flight, 229
white fragility: definition of, 361–62; and 

pedagogical interventions in colorblind 

teaching practice, 361–62; and race-
gender-sexuality–conscious class-
rooms, 343–44; racialized ignorance 
designed to manage, 285–86

white guilt, about the violence of empire, 
as projected onto its victims, 46

white ignorance, epistemology of, 47, 109, 
333

white logic and white methods, 176–77
white nationalism: demonization of racial 

others and, 10; disavowal of racist intent 
and, 10, 112; and postracialism of Obama 
era, 144; and Trumpism, 22, 79, 144

whiteness: and assimilation, capacity for, 
219; as a “view from nowhere,” 273; 
avoidance of naming (exnomination) of, 
158, 171n5; citizenship and, 361; and 
classical music, as co-productive, 158, 
167; and classical music, as related forms 
of property, 163–65; as colorblindness, 
184; construction of, 26, 219; W.E.B. Du 
Bois on, 44; epistemic, 13, 44–45, 46, 
210; as gender, 209–11; as inscribed in 
the Constitution, 27; land ownership 
and, 31; legal definitions of, 159; legiti-
mized racism and, 90; as norm, eugenics 
and, 355–56, 357; as property/possession 
of, 163–64; as unmarked norm, 24, 161, 
298; visually impaired people and, 4; 
voting rights and, 31; of the white lab 
coat, 273. See also colorblind intersec-
tionality; white possession; white subject

whiteness studies, 298, 303
white people: boasting that they “don’t see 

race,” 24; in demography of the acad-
emy, 47; identity threats as motivation 
for denying or avoidance information 
about racism, 278–80; ignorance of, vs. 
performance of ignorance by, 109; 
income differentials by race, 105–6; 
intraracial conversations among, and 
Obama campaign, 132–33; as perceiving 
less racism than minority communi-
ties, 276; and “post-truth” stance, 
285–86; racial resentment of, 22. See 
also race; white fragility; white guilt; 
white nationalism; whiteness; white 
privilege; white supremacy
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white possession: biopower and Indig-
enous sovereignty and, 267, 297, 298–
303; definition of, 300

white privilege: accrued during era of legal 
discrimination, 163; couched as prop-
erty and states’ rights issues, 33; as 
empowerment to ignore the legacy of 
discrimination, 163–64; entitled 
attitude toward, 262; and gay rights 
advocacy, 215, 219; and white feminist 
powerblind critiques of the concept of 
intersectionality, 187–88, 193, 194

white subject: continued status as repre-
sentative political figure, 45; as default 
Western subject, 8; disclaiming com-
plicity with racism via colorblind tropes, 
15; as normative standard/”reasonable 
person,” 12, 274–75, 276, 281; as univer-
sal in human rights, 298, 301

white supremacy: collective agency central 
to, as disavowed, 46; colorblindness as 
means of preserving, 30, 40; equal 
opportunity concept as rationalizing, 
225, 237; global colorblindness as 
upholding, 106–7, 108–9, 112, 117, 
122–23; as racial regime, 29, 40–41, 
43–44; and refusal to see the humanity 
of people of color, 25, 168. See also 
conquest; Indigenous dispossession; 
race; slavery; white nationalism

—disciplinary engagement and 
complicity with, 5–11, 78; and 
silencing of alternative sources, 44–45, 
50n45; turn to colorblindness and, 12. 
See also eugenics; Indigenous sover-
eignty—and biopower (disciplinary 
knowledges and regulatory mecha-
nisms); research design

Who Killed Vincent Chin? (documentary 
film), 345

Will, George, 146–47n8
Williams, Patricia, 23, 41, 73
Williams, Raymond, 293
Williams, Robert, 27
Wilson, James Q., 18n18
Winant, Howard, 91–92, 100
Wisconsin Law School, 83n55
women: Native American, violence and 

sexual assault against, 104n39; rights of 
white women as not commensurable 
for Indigenous women, 301; in slavery, 
sexual assault against, 111–12, 125n26. 
See also Black women; colorblind 
intersectionality—sex discrimination 
law; feminist studies; sexual assault; 
sexual harassment

women’s studies programs, 11, 182,  
320–21

Woodson, Carter G., 11, 148n24
working-class white men, in affirmative 

action programs, 248–50
Worsham, Lynn, 333
Wright, Jeremiah, 134–35
Wright, Richard, 311, 316
Wynter, Sylvia, 8

Yale University, 271
Yellow Brave Heart, Maria, 98–99
Young, Whitney, 232; To Be Equal, 226, 

232–33, 234, 235–36, 238

Zembylas, Michalinos, 336
Zia, Helen, Asian American Dreams, 

345–46
Zimmerman, George, 139, 149n31
Zuberi, Tufuku, 15, 55, 176–77
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