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ANTON JÄGER & DANIEL ZAMORA


Foreword


In April 2021, as the world economy slowly began to crawl out of its corona crater, the American magazine Forbes published its annual ranking of world billionaires. Although part of an annual tradition, 2021’s ranking was also singular: the pandemic had thrown millions out of jobs, devastated labor markets, and left more than four million dead. The magazine had more prosaic news to announce: its global register had grown by 493 units, adding $5 trillion in wealth to the planet’s upper percentile. Over the course of the pandemic year, the new economy had spawned a new billionaire every seventeen hours. Such numbers, Forbes editor Randall Lane noted, “will engender endless amounts of consternation”. Capitalism was still “the greatest system ever for generating prosperity”, but it was now clearly having a hard time “lifting all boats”1.


Despite the pandemic’s deleterious effects, Lane had also “rarely felt so optimistic”.2 And there were understandable reasons for this optimism. When analyzed more closely, the results of the Forbes survey announced net-positive changes for the future. “The newly super-rich”, he argued “have never felt more different, looked more different or acted more different.” The murder of George Floyd had “triggered a reckoning concerning race and social justice”, opening opportunities for those left behind and, in turn, changing “what a billionaire looks like”. While Lane conceded that the highest percentiles remained “disproportionately white”3, the overall share of women and minorities in the ranking had grown significantly, with the top increasingly looking “like the world around them”4. In the upcoming post-pandemic economy, Lane noted, people of color would make up most of the new billionaires worldwide and, more importantly, most would now be self-made. Here was a class of meritocratic and dynamic billionaires who embodied “economic dynamism, not bloodline dynasties”.5


The list compiled by Forbes joins a now familiar genre of class apologism crossed with celebration of increasing upper-class diversification. The staggering rise in inequality following the 2008 crisis went hand in hand with an increasing focus on and concern for what the economist Paul Krugman has called “horizontal inequality”, mainly applied to disparities of race and gender. Like many of his ad-hoc analyses, Krugman’s push for an anti-discrimination revolution was not of his own coinage. “It’s almost like a mathematical theorem”6, the literary critic Walter Benn Michaels argued nearly a decade and a half ago in The Trouble with Diversity: How We Learned to Love Identity and Ignore Inequality, that, “as economic inequality rises, so does the enthusiasm for addressing every other, non-economic kind of inequality.”7 Far from being a political paradox or a patent example of corporate hypocrisy, the triumph of anti-discrimination as a global model of social justice has slowly mutated into one of the pillars of the meritocratic justification of inequality. In a society where forty per cent of Americans are unable to cover a $400 emergency bill but where Jeff Bezos can buy a half-a-billion yacht, equality of opportunity can still offer a convenient substitute for any socialist alternative. As long as the occasional glass ceiling can be broken and workers undertake training to become ‘less white’, the conversation about unions at Amazon warehouses can be evaded.


In the United States alone, estimates for corporate spending on ‘awakening sessions’, ‘racial sensitivity trainings’, or ‘self-reflexive workshops’—facilitated by a veritable army of consultants, coaches, and trainers—now run close to $8 billion8. Either hired in-house by companies like Google or Facebook or as contractors by public agencies and schools, these ‘diversity officers’ or ‘awareness leaders’ have been relentlessly shaping the therapeutic culture that inflects our understanding of social issues. In 2019, for instance, almost half of the S&P Top 500 companies employed diversity professionals, and the vast majority had organized mandatory training courses for their personnel in the previous three years. “For capitalism to continue to thrive”, as Forbes noted in one of its editorials, “equality of opportunity is paramount.”9 As any economist would concede, the commitment to competitive markets (or, in other words, meritocratic markets), while it naturally diminishes Krugman’s “horizontal inequality”, logically intensifies economic inequality. In that sense, as Michaels and Adolph Reed, Jr. have been arguing for several decades, it would be a mistake to understand a politics of identity and a politics of class as involved in a type of trade off. In fact, the focus on anti-discrimination as a model of social justice was, to Reed, already a class politics; a program to the benefit of those at the top of the ladder regardless of their gender or race. “You definitely know you’re in a world that loves neoliberalism”, Michaels noted, “when the fact that some people of color are rich and powerful is regarded as a victory for all the people of color who aren’t”.10


The essays assembled in this volume constitute one of the most sustained and coherent critiques of contemporary anti-racism advanced from the left. Spanning more than a quarter century of writing on topics as diverse as photography, the history of the civil rights movement, and the class function of higher education, they offer a precious alternative to the identitarian approaches that have become increasingly prevalent on the political left. Such a perspective has become especially relevant in a context where the criticism of identity has largely been monopolized by a right which is dedicated only to promoting its own version of identitarianism. Often caught up in competing versions of identity politics, or in the empty opposition of ‘woke vs. anti-woke’, the left needs now more than ever an alternative account of what a class politics could mean today. Reed and Michaels’s point has never been that racism is not a problem or that it is undeserving of total eradication. Their claim, rather, is that its solution has little to do with the problem of capitalist inequality. In making this claim, the arguments assembled in this volume offer the most articulate alternative yet offered to what they call a right and left neoliberalism. No Politics but Class Politics offers an extensive overview of Reed and Michaels’s arguments concerning the question of identity, the rise of anti-racism, diversity programs, and the relation of each of these components to a specifically ‘neoliberal aesthetic’.


The political realignment now steadily spreading beyond the United States did not take place overnight. It implies not only the constitution of race and identity as the main interpretative framework for understanding inequality in America (and, increasingly, beyond), but also the slow disarticulation of the agenda of the civil rights movement from any commitment to reshaping the economic relations that produce inequality in the first place. Fully grasping such a turn requires a careful study of how race was rebranded as a cultural identity by the early twentieth century, and of how what Touré Reed has termed a “conservative ‘racial democratic’ vision of civil rights”11—committed to anti-discrimination while accepting class stratification—triumphed in the post-segregation era. By the late 1960s, while black power militancy and liberals were both retreating from popular mobilization and coalition politics, the embrace of a cultural politics and of “symbolic payoffs” had been officialized12. Reed and Michaels’s writings took shape against both a general retreat of the post-war civil rights vision and the consolidation of the neoliberal counterrevolution.


Their collaboration, begun in the early 2000s, had little in the way of biographical destiny to it. Michaels, one of the most influential Americanists of his generation, had specialized in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century American literature and literary theory. Trained at the University of California, Santa Barbara and captivated by the works of Beckett and Borges, and then by the literary critic Hugh Kenner, he oriented his philosophical interests towards literary theory and authors such as Paul de Man and Jacques Derrida. Kenner, who was Michaels’s teacher at Santa Barbara and later his colleague at John Hopkins, had become a scholar renowned for his original readings of Modernist writers. Extremely prudent about the internal workings of a text and about the reasons why it was organized in a certain way, he offered a model of taking texts seriously—of understanding, as Michaels noted, “what its own theory of itself was”.


At first Michaels’s work engaged with questions concerning the ontology of texts, with points of contact with philosophers and legal scholars alike. His seminal essay “Against Theory” (1982)13, co-authored with literary scholar Steven Knapp, argued that the meaning of a text was nothing other than what its author intended it to mean. The act of interpretation required no connections between authorial intentions and meaning, as both were, in fact, the very same thing. More precisely, to recognize something as language (in other words, as meaningful) already implied the presence of an author. Words could only be words (as opposed to just resembling words) if they were intended to be so. In literature departments taken with Derrida’s deconstructionism and law institutes captivated by Antonin Scalia’s textualist originalism, Michaels’s theory was unlikely to find many friends. The argument that the work—be it the American Constitution or a poem by Emily Dickinson—meant what its author intended, rather than what the ‘text itself’ supposedly said or what it might mean to ‘us’, was controversial both among those who hoped theory could offer an interpretive method and those who, like the philosopher Richard Rorty, thought the fact that it could not made for open and ‘pluralist’ accounts of reading.


While these discussions seem at first quite disconnected from the arguments assembled in this volume, they took on a surprising resonance with the increasing centrality of identity politics. In particular, the pluralism that privileged the subject’s experience of the text—and thus replaced disagreement over competing interpretations with either tolerance for or celebration of different experiences—provided a model for the emergence of an identitarian liberalism. Pluralism turns differences of opinion (about a text or about the kind of politics we want) into differences of identity (what we need or think depends on who we are). And in a world of differences rather than political disagreements, it is, as Michaels noted, “identities that matter; the relevant thing about you is not what you believe but who you are, who you were and who you want to be”.14 Identity, as he would later come to argue in both Our America (1995) and The Shape of the Signifier (2004), was mutating into the dominant explanation of the meaning of our actions. Furthermore, cultural identity was picking up where racial identity had left off in serving as the ground of our beliefs and practices. Indeed, the reinvention of ‘race’ as a marker of cultural identity after the demise of biologism played a crucial role in turning debates about how to organize the political economy into discussions about proportionality: which group was affected by existing arrangements?


While Michaels’s early work carried little political valence, it was always concerned with literary works as somehow more than literature. Part of what would later be called ‘New Historicism’ was precisely meant to think about literary works in relation to social and economic structures. It marked, as Michaels argued, “an effort to think about what literature was trying to do in terms that were not confined to the ones produced by the texts themselves”.15 This offered a way to establish a whole range of new relationships between the texts and their context, offering what Fredric Jameson called an elegant route out of the established base-superstructure cul de sac and toward homologies that didn’t require complex casual accounts.16 If two arguments looked alike, there was no need to establish a strong causal connection between them; if Faulkner’s argument on racial difference was the same as Lothrop Stoddard’s, one could engage in comparisons. While not overtly political, Michaels’s close readings of texts were strongly pitted against the culturalist turn. Almost like Foucauldian dispositives, works of art were dissected as translations of economic and political structures. From the reinvention of ‘race’ in the bibliographies of Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and Cather discussed in Our America to the move to performativity, identity, and affect in The Shape of the Signifier, Michaels’s style was consistently non-liberal. It was only later, however, notably with The Beauty of a Social Problem (2015), that he would engage more directly with the contradictions of capitalist society, thinking out his own notion of what he called a ‘class aesthetic’.


Born in 1948 in New York, Michaels was never a ‘red-diaper baby’ as Reed, Jr. was. While his great-grandfather was a union activist and his grandfather a union lawyer, this labor legacy left hardly a trace on his professional life or his politics as a student or young scholar. His upbringing in a union family could, however, explain his early dislike for the genre of moral activism that became prevalent in academia starting in the late 1960s. Being trained by people like Hugh Kenner, who was strongly conservative and a contributor to National Review, probably reinforced his conviction that we can’t judge the value of an argument or a text by its author’s politics alone. While teaching at Berkeley (from 1977 to 1986) he soon developed a lasting irritation with the “moralism that the academy was committed to”17. It was far from the bottom-up coalition building to which union activists engaged themselves.18 While he hardly articulated a coherent left politics at the time, it was clear to him that there was nothing anti-capitalist about either liberal pluralism or academic activism. But it was only by the mid-2000s, when he grew increasingly appalled by ideas like Huntington’s ‘clash of civilizations’ and by the degree to which ’90s multiculturalism had moved out of the classroom and into the workplace as the corporate world’s way of managing demands for equality, that Michaels’s work took a more sharply political turn. While the Trouble With Diversity (2006) came directly from the argument made earlier in Our America, it articulated more clearly the significance of the persistence and use of race after it had become obvious that there is no such thing as race. The book was neither a pamphlet nor a political statement. In a distinctively modernist style of criticism, his writing has always been about making his argument as clear as possible rather than “persuading anybody of anything”19. Like a philosopher, each of his texts offers a sharp understanding of its conceptual outlines. For any of us who read The Trouble with Diversity (and especially for the authors of this preface) it is hard to forget how it radically clarified a whole set of debates that were (and still are) dominant on the political scene, both on the right and on the left. More exciting perhaps was Michaels’s characteristic refusal to adopt an attitude of persuasion towards his readers—their feelings being wholly irrelevant to his argument. “He makes $175,000 a year”, an unconcerned Michaels wrote to his audience, “but he wants more . . . one of his motives for writing this book was the cash advance offered him by his publishers.”20 Whether we personally liked him or not was irrelevant to the arguments put forward in the book. This is an essential feature that, in terms of how they conceive their work, Michaels and Reed share. It is also one of the strengths of the essays collected in this volume: whether the reader agrees or disagrees, they help clarify the terms of the discussion.


On his side, Reed had a more classical education in political science, moving out of late 1960s black radicalism into labor militancy in the 1970s and 1980s. He taught successively at Yale, the New School, and the University of Pennsylvania. Reed was a ‘red-diaper’ baby; his father, Adolph Reed, moved in the communist orbit politically. Reed’s Southern youth unfolded under the abiding shadow of Jim Crow. As he noted in a recent ‘non-memoir’, “my age cohort is basically the last, black or white, for which the Jim Crow regime is a living memory—for good and ill.” The realities of racial domination in a Southern city formed a constant in Reed’s early life, from bars to schools to his first neighborhood interactions. Yet Reed—partly through his father, partly through his education—was also keenly aware of how the South’s specific system of racial apartheid concealed even more hideous class realities. Jim Crow, he saw, was built on the ruins of the Reconstruction and Populist period of the late nineteenth century, when a short-lived coalition of white and black farmers mounted a final assault on the power of the planter class. “While the Jim Crow order was explicitly and definitively about race”, Reed later noted, “at the same time it was fundamentally not really about race at all.”21 (The argument was a recurrent one in the family: in a 1992 interview, for instance, reminiscing on Jim Crow and his early socialist militancy, Reed’s father postulated that “most of the problems within a society [could] be traced to . . . the mal-distribution of the wealth and the related perverted priorities in economic and politics”22.) For a man who grew up in Jim Crow Arkansas, the statement was a testament to life-long labor radicalism.


Like his father before him, Reed’s initial writings tried to take stock of a double defeat and victory. On the one hand, the Civil Rights revolution had clearly buried the old Jim Crow order. At the same time, the broader program that underlay the labor wings of the Civil Rights bloc—exemplified by figures such as Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph, and by their 1966 Freedom Budget—had clearly lost out by the close of the 1960s. Supply-side economics, upward redistribution, and tax optimization (read: tax cuts) were the laws of the land. Although still contested during the Reagan era, they began to solidify into a cross-partisan consensus in the 1990s. Rustin and Randolph’s promise of biracial full employment and welfare rights was receding. With them the promise that the United States would get its own welfare state, already thwarted by the 1947 Taft-Hartley law and the lifting of wartime price controls, was disappearing into the distance. Reed came of age in this new world amidst the ruins. During and after his undergraduate education at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill he ran through radical circles, pondering the transition from America’s Old and New Left. After several years of work as an organizer in North Carolina, he pursued doctoral studies in political science at Atlanta University, coincident with the triumphalist period of the city’s transition from white to black-led local government. He worked for several years also in the administration of Maynard H. Jackson, Atlanta’s first black mayor, himself a testimony to the manifold victories of the Civil Rights movement.


In his 1979 piece “Black Particularity Reconsidered”, Reed tried to make sense of this paradoxical black integration into a new capitalist America.23 The 1970s had ended legally sanctioned exclusion, but inclusion in the new capitalist order hardly brought full emancipation. Black Southerners two generations earlier had begun a migration out of the South into Northern factories, getting jobs in defense industries or urban service sectors. By the middle of the 1970s, global overcapacity was already hitting the core of the US economy. Since blacks entered the labor market under the credo ‘last hired, first fired’, the weight of the post-industrial transition fell on their shoulders. Unemployment skyrocketed, urban decline accelerated, crime rates went up. The constituents of new black mayors in the South and North began to demand the “locking up of their own”, as the researcher James Forman termed it, stopping the crime wave with carceral rather than social policy.24 The civil rights coalition had achieved victory in defeat and defeat in victory, while the New Left’s “social amnesia” misunderstood the “decline of political opposition” to an insurgent right in the 1980s.25


Reed never denied the real achievements of 1960s radicalism in all its diversity. “The premise that activism failed”, he noted coolly in 1986, “should not be read as belittling either the heroic sacrifices made by individuals or the actual successes of their movements”, from “the destruction of racial segregation as a social system” to “the opening of pluralist politics to clienteles that previously had been excluded, and the articulation of feminist voices”.26 Yet to Reed, most analysts of the post-segregation era appeared curiously ill-equipped to deal with the paradoxical situation of defeat-in-victory. While radicals “fantasized about a ‘new man’ in the abstract”, he noted in the late 1970s, “capital was in the process of concretely putting the finishing touches on its new individual”.27 “Beneath the current black-female-student-chicano-homosexual-old-young-handicapped . . . struggles”, he concluded, “lies a simple truth: there is no coherent opposition to the present administrative apparatus.”28 An “examination of black radicalism in the wake of its integration” offered “a microcosmic view of the plight of the left as a whole”, including the “reconstitution of domination” which reoccurred in the 1970s.29 The idea that blacks were a particularly oppressed minority whose culture of community could provide a holdout against capitalist commodification seemed increasingly far-fetched to Reed. Symbolic invocations of an ecumenical ‘black interest’ would do little to comprehend the real material divisions within the progressive camp, or the new dynamics of inequality that succeeded the Keynesian growth regime. Part of the US’s black population delivered mayors and senators and was ascending into the higher ranks of the business class. Behind the fact of integration stood the persistent and stubborn fact of class, with deindustrialization, automation, and capital flight threatening black Americans above all.


Reed extended this diagnosis to Jesse L. Jackson’s 1984 primary campaign. In the throes of the Reagan revolution, Jackson tried to extend Fred Hampton’s early 1970s rainbow coalition into the arena of electoral politics. To Reed, the shifting terrain of post-Civil Rights black politics meant not only that Jackson was now beholden to a conservative Democratic establishment, but also that he had to engage with an increasingly changed media terrain. “The central fact of the Jackson phenomenon”, Reed noted, “has gone unnoticed: that it was a ritualistic event—a media-conveyed politics of symbolism, essentially tangential to the critical debate over reorganization of American capitalism’s governing consensus.”30 With its preference for image over policy, and its keener interest in protest than in politics, the Jackson campaign signaled the exhaustion and domestication of the black radical tradition, not its vindication. ‘Race’ played a curious role in this realignment, creating a sense of a unitary constituency based on skin color. But Reed claimed this interest obscured the increasing divergence within that black constituency, with one section profiting from the post-Civil Rights achievements—the opening of employment opportunities and affirmative action programs—and another section increasingly subject to a managed marginalization in despoiled inner cities.


The ‘dialectic of defeat’ which had ailed left-wing America since Nixon only strengthened during the Reaganite ice age.31 “The key fact”, Reed noted in the mid-1990s, “is that we do not have the popularly based, institutionalized, mass political movement that we need to realize any meaningful progressive agenda in the United States.”32 The movement could not “be convoked magically overnight or by proxy”, nor could it “be galvanized through proclamations, press conferences, symbolic big events, resolutions or quixotic electoral candidacies”.33 Twenty years later, shortly before Bernie Sanders’s first presidential campaign, Reed drew up a similarly morose diagnosis after the Occupy protests: the creation of a left-wing constituency, he noted, “cannot occur via MSNBC or blog posts or the New York Times”.34


By 2012 the stakes of this intellectual debate reached far beyond party politics. The political retreat of the civil rights movement meant that racial inequalities and tensions would continue to fester, and liberalism’s explanatory mechanisms had meanwhile become severely antiquated. ‘Race’ had been one of the most cunning inventions of early capitalism. It offered a way of justifying slavery in an age in which status- or caste-based differences between humans were becoming increasingly difficult to justify—an age in which the ownership of men (the primary means by which the Southern cotton economy could make its labor coercion work) now had to be fashioned on a new legal basis. Systems of racial hierarchy were subsequently fatally weakened by the mid-century Civil Rights drive and by global decolonization. Yet while legal segregation systems collapsed, the idea of race as a primary explainer of how American society worked, survived. Charles Murray’s biological fatalism spoke to a deeper mood. On the centrist left, writers such as William Julius Wilson were reinventing the ‘culture of poverty’ thesis and the underclass for the 1990s, essentializing the sources of inner-city poverty.35 As Reed noted in a reflection on the ‘underclass thesis’ in 2016, the ideology of “the urban underclass” sought to “naturalize hierarchy by attributing it to a population defined by durable cultural and behavioral defects, which make it impervious to social intervention”. To Reed, this paradigm had sanctioned a “retreat from social provision and underwritten a punitive turn in social policy”.36 Reed’s hometown of New Orleans offered the perfect microcosm for this transition, in which black self-help literature and neoliberal governance had engineered a perfect storm. Reed’s race revival was hardly confined to the hard right; on the left, too, new racial readings of the American past seemed to be making headway, reading the entirety of American political development through the lens of ‘race’.


It is surprisingly easy to find avatars for all the tendencies in the contemporary debate on ‘race’ in the United States—from Ta-Nehisi Coates to Mark Lilla. With respect to Michaels’s and Reed’s own arguments, the journal nonsite has been at the center of their intellectual and political project over the last decade. Conceived as an anti-neoliberal instrument—whether in its account of the ontology of the work of art or in its relation to identity—it became a natural space for the expression of their converging intellectual interests. The arguments that emerged from their collaboration mark out Reed and Michaels not only as two of the sharpest commentators on the contemporary class-race discussion on the American scene, but also as writers with a potentially international reach. In his introduction to the first edition of Capital, Karl Marx warned German readers with a phrase from Tacitus—de te fabula narratur (‘stories are being told about you’)—indicating that Germany would soon approximate British industrial conditions. The essays in this collection speak to an attempt to get to grips with a peculiarly American predicament, but in many ways this predicament is no longer exclusively American. In continental Europe too, anti-discrimination turned into the programmatic center of a left which believed, as Tony Blair put it in 1999, that the “class war was over”. In the face of the narrow right-wing definition of meritocracy which ignored the blatant inequalities prevalent under capitalism, a new ‘third way left’ was shaped in order to create an ‘inclusive’ ‘cosmopolitan global society’. This “new politics”, Anthony Giddens wrote, “defines equality as inclusion and inequality as exclusion”.37 Rather than a redistributive welfare state or an attempt to limit the market, we needed investment in social capital to enhance individuals’ abilities in the economic game and eventually to offer them proper tools to be efficient entrepreneurs in the neoliberal ‘high-risk economy’. “Rather than giving people goods”, Giddens argued, “we should give them capabilities and responsibilities.”38 In Europe as in the US, the notion of ‘class’ was slowly abandoned as an analytic category, and concerns over corporate power, union rights and the distribution of wealth were increasingly left aside among the modernized social-democratic parties.


While figures such as Bernie Sanders and increasing struggles to unionize workers in places like Amazon leave space for some optimism, the corporate diversity project is far from receding. In 2020, surrounded by a troupe of friends, co-workers, and employees, the CEO of JPMorgan Chase & Co. Jamie Dimon took the knee in front of one of his bank’s vaults, the blue circle logo of his corporation displayed on its walls. A picture of the scene was posted to Dimon’s Twitter account, with the CEO clarifying that he was “committed to fighting against racism and discrimination wherever and however it exists”. The same bank which had helped to tank black wealth during the Great Recession was now proclaiming fealty to the global anti-racist uprising. Dimon’s corporation was eminently ready for intersectionality and denunciations of structural racism, which offered finance execs like Dimon a way to treat racial disparities as a problem of identity rather than capitalism. Yet, as Michaels noted, “if a hundred years of Jim Crow taught us that racism cannot solve the problem of class deprivation, the last thirty years of diversity should have taught us that anti-racism can’t do the job either.”39









ADOLPH REED, JR.


Marx, Race, and Neoliberalism


A Marxist perspective can be most helpful for understanding race and racism insofar as it perceives capitalism dialectically, as a social totality that includes modes of production, relations of production, and the pragmatically evolving ensemble of institutions and ideologies that lubricate and propel its reproduction. From this perspective, Marxism’s most important contribution to making sense of race and racism in the United States may be demystification. A historical materialist perspective should stress that ‘race’—which includes ‘racism’, as one is unthinkable without the other—is a historically specific ideology that emerged, took shape, and has evolved as a constitutive element within a definite set of social relations anchored to a particular system of production.


Race is a taxonomy of ascriptive difference, that is, an ideology that constructs populations as groups and sorts them into hierarchies of capacity, civic worth, and desert based on ‘natural’ or essential characteristics attributed to them. Ideologies of ascriptive difference help to stabilize a social order by legitimizing its hierarchies of wealth, power, and privilege, including its social division of labor, as the natural order of things.1 Ascriptive ideologies are just-so stories with the potential to become self-fulfilling prophecies. They emerge from self-interested common sense as folk knowledge: they are ‘known’ to be true unreflectively because they seem to comport with the evidence of quotidian experience. They are likely to become generally assumed as self-evident truth, and imposed as such by law and custom, when they converge with and reinforce the interests of powerful strata in the society.


Race and gender are the most familiar ascriptive hierarchies in the contemporary United States. Ironically, that is so in part because egalitarian forces have been successful in the last half-century in challenging them and their legal and material foundations. Inequalities based directly on claims of race and gender difference are now negatively sanctioned as discrimination by law and prevailing cultural norms. Of course, patterns of inequality persist in which disadvantage is distributed asymmetrically along racial and gender lines, but practically no one—even among apologists for those patterned inequalities—openly admits to espousing racism or sexism. It is telling in this regard that Glenn Beck stretches to appropriate Martin Luther King, Jr., and denounces Barack Obama as racist, and that Elisabeth Hasselbeck and Ann Coulter accuse Democrats of sexism. Indeed, just as race has been and continues to be unthinkable without racism, today it is also unthinkable without anti-racism.


Crucially, the significance of race and gender, and their content as ideologies of essential difference, have changed markedly over time in relation to changing political and economic conditions. Regarding race in particular, classificatory schemes have varied substantially, as have the narratives elaborating them. That is, which populations count as races, the criteria determining them, and the stakes attached to counting as one, or as one or another at any given time, have been much more fluid matters than our discussions of the notion would suggest. And that is as it must be because race, like all ideologies of ascriptive hierarchy, is fundamentally pragmatic. After all, these belief systems emerge as legitimations of concrete patterns of social relations in particular contexts.


Race emerged historically along with the institution of slavery in the New World. A rich scholarship examines its emergence, perhaps most signally with respect to North America in Edmund Morgan’s American Slavery, American Freedom and Kathleen Brown’s Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs. Both focus on the simultaneous sharpening of distinctions between slavery and indentured servitude, and the institutional establishment of black and white, or African and English, as distinct, mutually exclusive status categories over the course of the seventeenth century in colonial Virginia.2 Race and racism took shape as an ideology and material reality during the following century, initially in the context of the contest between free- and slave-labor systems and the related class struggle that eventually produced the modern notion of free labor as the absolute control of a worker over her or his person.3 After defeat of the Confederate insurrection led to slavery’s abolition, race as white supremacy evolved in the South as an element in the struggle over what freedom was to mean and how it would be harmonized with the plantocracy’s desired labor system and the social order required to maintain it. That struggle culminated in the planter-dominated ruling class’s victory, which was consolidated in racialized disfranchisement and imposition of the codified white supremacist regime of racial segregation.


In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the West Coast fights over importation of Chinese labor and Japanese immigration also condensed around racialist ideologies. Railroad operators and other importers of Chinese labor imagined that Chinese workers’ distinctive racial characteristics made them more tractable and capable of living on less than white Americans; opponents argued that those very racial characteristics would degrade American labor and that Chinese were racially ‘unassimilable’. Postbellum Southern planters imported Chinese to the Mississippi Delta to compete with black sharecroppers out of the same racialist presumptions of greater tractability, as did later importers of Sicilian labor to the sugar-cane and cotton fields.


Large-scale industrial production in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, of course, depended on mass labor immigration mainly from the eastern and southern fringes of Europe. The innovations of race science—that is, of racialist folk ideology transformed into an academic profession—promised to assist employers’ needs for rational labor force management and were present in the foundation of the fields of industrial relations and industrial psychology. Hugo Münsterberg, a founding luminary of industrial psychology, included ‘race psychological diagnosis’ as an element in assessment of employees’ capabilities, although he stressed that racial or national temperaments are averages and that there is considerable individual variation within groups. He argued that assessment, therefore, should be leavened with consideration of individuals’ characteristics and that the influence of ‘group psychology’ would be significant




only if the employment not of a single person, but of a large number, is in question, as it is most probable that the average character will show itself in a sufficient degree as soon as many members of the group are involved.4





As scholarship on race science and its kissing cousin, eugenics, has shown, research that sets out to find evidence of racial difference will find it, whether or not it exists. Thus, race science produced increasingly refined taxonomies of racial groups—up to as many as sixty-three ‘basic’ races. The apparent specificity of race theorists’ just-so stories about differential racial capacities provided rationales for immigration restriction, sterilization, segregation, and other regimes of inequality. It also held out the promise of assisting employers in assigning workers to jobs for which they were racially suited. John Bodnar and his co-authors reproduce a Racial Adaptability Chart used by a Pittsburgh company in the 1920s that maps thirty-six different racial groups’ capacities for twenty-two distinct jobs, eight different atmospheric conditions, jobs requiring speed or precision, and day or night shift work. For example, Letts were supposedly fair with pick and shovel, and concrete and wheelbarrow, bad as hod carriers, cleaners and caretakers, and boilermaker’s helpers; good as coal passers and blacksmiths as well as at jobs requiring speed or precision; and good in cool and dry, smoky or dusty conditions; fair in oily or dirty processes; and good on both day and night shifts.5


Of course, all this was bogus, nothing more than narrow upper-class prejudices parading about as science. It was convincing only if one shared the folk narratives of essential hierarchy that the research assumed from the outset. But the race theories did not have to be true to be effective. They had only to be used as if they were true to produce the material effects that gave the ideology an authenticating verisimilitude. Poles became steel workers in Pittsburgh, Baltimore, Buffalo, Chicago, and Gary not for any natural aptitude or affinity but because employers and labor recruiters sorted them into work in steel mills.


Even the New Deal embedded premises of racial and gender hierarchy in its most fundamental policy initiatives. The longer-term implications of the two-tiered system of social benefits thus created persist to the present day. This extensive history illustrates that, as Marxist theorist Harry Chang observed in the 1970s, racial formation has always been an aspect of class formation, as a “social condition of production”. Race has been a constitutive element in a capitalist social dynamic in which “social types (instead of persons) figure as basic units of economic and political management”.6 Chang perceptively analogized race to what Marx described as the fetish character of money. Marx, he noted, described money as “the officiating object (or a subject as an object) in the reification of a relation called value” and as a “function-turned-into-an-object”. Race is similarly a function—a relation of hierarchy rooted in the capitalist division of labor—turned into an object.7 “Money seeks gold to objectify itself—gold does not cry out to be money.” Similarly, “the cutting edge of racial determinations of persons is a social ‘imposition’ on nature”, which on its own yields no such categories.8


Although discussing race specifically, Chang also puts his finger on the central characteristic of ideologies of ascriptive hierarchy in general:




In practice, the political economic raison d’etre of racial categories lies in the iron-clad social validity which is possible if relations are objectified as the intrinsic quality of ‘racial features’. . . . Blacks as the absence of the minimum guarantee of bourgeois rights (against enslavement and bondage) presupposes White as a guarantee of immunity from such social degradation.9





This formulation applies equally to populations stigmatized as feebleminded, natural-born criminals, ‘white trash’, poverty cultures, the underclass, crack babies, superpredators, and other narratives of ascriptive hierarchy. Each such narrative is a species of the genus of ideologies that legitimize capitalist social relations by naturalizing them. The characteristic linking the species of this genus of ascriptive ideologies is that they are populations living, if not exactly outside “the minimum guarantee of bourgeois rights”, at least beneath the customary floor of social worth and regard. In practice, the latter devolves toward the former.


Chang’s perspective may help us see more clearly how ascriptive ideologies function. It certainly is no surprise that dominant classes operate among themselves within a common sense that understands their dominance unproblematically, as decreed by the nature of things. At moments when their dominance faces challenges, those narratives may be articulated more assertively and for broader dissemination. This logic, for example, underlay the antebellum shift, in the face of mounting anti-slavery agitation, from pragmatic defenses of slavery as a necessary evil—a stance that presumed a ruling class speaking among itself alone—to essentialist arguments, putatively transcending class interests, namely, that slavery was a positive good. It also may be seen in the explosion of racialist ideology in its various forms, including eugenics, in justifying imperialist expansionism and consolidating the defeat of populism and working-class insurgency in the years overlapping the turn of the twentieth century. That same dynamic was at work displacing the language of class and political economy by culture and culturology in the post-war liberalism that consolidated the defeat of CIO radicalism. Later, racial essentialism helped reify the struggles against Southern segregation, racial discrimination, inequality, and poverty during the 1960s by separating discussions of injustice from capitalism’s logic of reproduction. Poverty was reinvented as a cultural dilemma, and ‘white racism’ singled out as the root of racial inequality.


In this way, Chang’s perspective can be helpful in sorting out several important limitations in discussions of race and class characteristic of today’s left. It can also help to make sense of the striking convergence between the relative success of identitarian understandings of social justice and the steady, intensifying advance of neoliberalism. It suggests a kinship where many on the left assume an enmity. The rise of neoliberalism in particular suggests a serious problem with arguments that represent race and class as dichotomous or alternative frameworks of political critique and action, as well as those arguments that posit the dichotomy while attempting to reconcile its elements with formalistic gestures—for example, the common ‘race and class’ construction.


This sort of historical materialist perspective throws into relief a fundamental limitation of the ‘whiteness’ notion that has been fashionable within the academic left for roughly two decades: it reifies whiteness as a transhistorical social category. In effect, it treats ‘whiteness’—and therefore ‘race’—as existing prior to and above social context.10 Both who qualifies as white and the significance of being white have altered over time. Moreover, whiteness discourse functions as a kind of moralistic exposé rather than a basis for strategic politics; this is clear in that the program signally articulated in its name has been simply to raise a demand to ‘abolish whiteness’, that is, to call on whites to renounce their racial privilege. In fact, its fixation on demonstrating the depth of whites’ embrace of what was known to an earlier generation’s version of this argument as ‘white skin privilege’ and the inclination to slide into teleological accounts in which groups or individuals ‘approach’ or ‘pursue’ whiteness erases the real historical dynamics and contradictions of American racial history.


The whiteness discourse overlaps other arguments that presume racism to be a sui generis form of injustice. Despite seeming provocative, these arguments do not go beyond the premises of the racial liberalism from which they commonly purport to dissent. They differ only in rhetorical flourish, not content. Formulations that invoke metaphors of disease or original sin reify racism by disconnecting it from the discrete historical circumstances and social structures in which it is embedded, and treating it as an autonomous force. Disconnection from political economy is also a crucial feature of post-war liberalism’s construction of racial inequality as prejudice or intolerance. Racism becomes an independent variable in a moralistic argument that is idealist intellectually and ultimately defeatist politically.


This tendency to see racism as sui generis also generates a resistance to precision in analysis. It is fueled by a tendency to inflate the language of racism to the edge of its reasonable conceptual limits, if not beyond. Ideological commitment to shoehorning into the rubric of racism all manner of inequalities that may appear statistically as racial disparities has yielded two related interpretive pathologies. One is a




constantly expanding panoply of neologisms—‘institutional racism’, ‘systemic racism’, ‘structural racism’, ‘color-blind racism’, ‘post-racial racism’, etc.—intended to graft more complex social dynamics onto a simplistic and frequently psychologistic racism/anti-racism political ontology. Indeed, these efforts bring to mind [Thomas S.] Kuhn’s account of attempts to accommodate mounting anomalies to salvage an interpretive paradigm in danger of crumbling under a crisis of authority.11





A second essentialist sleight-of-hand advances claims for the primacy of race/racism as an explanation of inequalities in the present by invoking analogies to regimes of explicitly racial subordination in the past. In these arguments, analogy stands in for evidence and explanation of the contemporary centrality of racism. Michelle Alexander’s widely read and cited book, The New Jim Crow, is only the most prominent expression of this tendency; even she has to acknowledge that the analogy fails because the historical circumstances are so radically different.12


From the historical materialist standpoint, the view of racial inequality as a sui generis injustice and dichotomous formulations of the relation of race and class as systems of hierarchy in the United States are not only miscast but also fundamentally counterproductive. It is particularly important at this moment to recognize that the familiar taxonomy of racial difference is but one historically specific instance of a genus of ideologies of ascriptive hierarchy that stabilize capitalist social reproduction. I have argued previously that entirely new race-like taxonomies could come to displace the familiar ones. For instance, the ‘underclass’ could become even more race-like as a distinctive, essentialized population




by our current folk norms, multiracial in composition, albeit most likely including in perceptibly greater frequencies people who would be classified as black and Latino ‘racially’, though as small enough pluralities to preclude assimilating the group ideologically as a simple proxy for nonwhite inferiors.13





This possibility looms larger now. Struggles for racial and gender equality have largely divested race and gender of their common sense verisimilitude as bases for essential difference. Moreover, versions of racial and gender equality are now also incorporated into the normative and programmatic structure of ‘left’ neoliberalism. Rigorous pursuit of equality of opportunity exclusively within the terms of given patterns of capitalist class relations—which is after all the ideal of racial liberalism—has been fully legitimized within the rubric of ‘diversity’. That ideal is realized through gaining rough parity in distribution of social goods and bads among designated population categories. As Walter Benn Michaels has argued powerfully, according to that ideal, the society would be just if one per cent of the population controlled ninety per cent of the resources, provided that blacks and other non-whites, women, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people were represented among the one per cent in roughly similar proportion as their incidence in the general population.14


Given the triumph of racial liberalism, it is entirely possible that new discourses of ascriptive difference might take shape that fit the folk common sense of our time and its cultural norms and sensibilities. Indeed, the explosive resurgence in recent years of academically legitimated determinist discourses—all of which simply rehearse the standard idealist tropes and circular garbage in/garbage out faux scientific narratives—reinforces that concern.


The undergirding premises of intellectual programs like evolutionary psychology, behavioral economics, genes and politics, and neurocriminology are strikingly like straight-line extrapolations from Victorian race science—although for the most part, though not entirely, scholars operating in those areas are scrupulous, or at least fastidious, in not implicating the familiar racial taxonomies in their deterministic sophistries. Some scholars imagine that ‘epigenetics’—a view that focuses on the interplay of genes and environment in producing organisms and genotypes—avoids determinism by providing causal explanations that are not purely biological. Recent research purporting to find epigenetic explanations for socioeconomic inequality already foreshadows a possible framework for determinist ‘underclass’ narratives that avoid the taints associated with biological justifications of inequality and references to currently recognized racial categories.15 Ironically, some enthusiasts for this epigenetic patter expressly liken it to Lamarckian evolutionary theory, which stressed the heritability of characteristics acquired after birth, as though this were insulation against determinism. As historian of anthropology George Stocking, Jr. and others have shown, Lamarckian race theory was no less determinist than its Darwinian alternative, which posited strictly biological determinism. As Stocking notes, Lamarckians’ dependence on a “vague sociobiological indeterminism” made it all the more difficult to challenge their circular race theories.16 In any event, narrow approaches that reduce ascriptive ideology to reified notions of race/racism are not at all up to the challenge posed by this new determinist turn.


Finally, the adamant commitment to a race-first perspective on inequalities that show up as statistical disparities has a material foundation. The victories of the Civil Rights movement carried with them a more benign and unavoidable political imperative. Legal remedies can be sought for injustices understood as discrimination on the basis of race, gender, or other familiar categories of invidious ascription; no such recourse exists for injustices generated through capitalism’s logic of production and reproduction without mediation through one of those ascriptive categories. As I have argued elsewhere,




this makes identifying ‘racism’ a technical requirement for pursuing certain grievances, not the basis of an overall strategy for pursuit of racial justice, or, as I believe is a clearer left formulation, racial equality as an essential component of a program of social justice.17





Yet, for those who insist that racial reductionism is more than a pragmatic accommodation to the necessities of pursuing legal or administrative grievances, something more is at play. A historical materialist perspective can be helpful for identifying the glue that binds that commitment to a race-first political discourse and practice.


All politics in capitalist society is class, or at least a class-inflected, politics. That is also true of the political perspective that condenses in programs such as reparations, anti-racism, and insistence on the sui generis character of racial injustice. I submit that those tendencies come together around a politics that is “entirely consistent with the neoliberal redefinition of equality and democracy” along disparitarian lines. That politics




reflects the social position of those positioned to benefit from the view that the market is a just, effective, or even acceptable system for rewarding talent and virtue and punishing their opposites and that, therefore, removal of ‘artificial’ impediments to its functioning like race and gender will make it even more efficient and just.18





This is the politics of actual or would-be race relations administrators, and it is completely embedded within American capitalism and its structures of elite brokerage. It is fundamentally antagonistic to working-class politics, notwithstanding left identitarians’ gestural claims to the contrary.









WALTER BENN MICHAELS


What Matters


In the US, there is (or was) an organization called Love Makes a Family. It was founded in 1999 to support the right of gay couples to adopt children and it played a central role in supporting civil unions. A few months ago, its director, Anne Stanback, announced that, having “achieved its goals”, Love Makes a Family would be ceasing operations at the end of this year, and that she would be stepping down to spend more time with her wife, Charlotte. Our “core purpose”, she said, has been “accomplished”.


It’s possible of course that this declaration of mission accomplished will prove to be as ill-advised as some others have been in the last decade. Gay marriage is legal in Connecticut, where Love Makes a Family is based, but it’s certainly not legal everywhere in the US. No one, however, would deny that the fight for gay rights has made extraordinary strides in the forty years since Stonewall. And progress in combating homophobia has been accompanied by comparable progress in combating racism and sexism. Although the occasional claim that the election of President Obama has ushered us into a post-racial society is obviously wrong, it’s fairly clear that the country that’s just elected a black president (and that produced so many votes for the presidential candidacy of a woman) is a lot less racist and sexist than it used to be.


But it would be a mistake to think that because the US is a less racist, sexist and homophobic society, it is a more equal society. In fact, in certain crucial ways it is more unequal than it was forty years ago. No group dedicated to ending economic inequality would be thinking today about declaring victory and going home. In 1969, the top quintile of American wage-earners made 43 per cent of all the money earned in the US; the bottom quintile made 4.1 per cent. In 2007, the top quintile made 49.7 per cent; the bottom quintile 3.4. And while this inequality is both raced and gendered, it’s less so than you might think. White people, for example, make up about seventy per cent of the US population, and sixty-two per cent of those in the bottom quintile. Progress in fighting racism hasn’t done them any good; it hasn’t even been designed to do them any good. More generally, even if we succeeded completely in eliminating the effects of racism and sexism, we would not thereby have made any progress towards economic equality. A society in which white people were proportionately represented in the bottom quintile (and black people proportionately represented in the top quintile) would not be more equal; it would be exactly as unequal. It would not be more just; it would be proportionately unjust.


An obvious question, then, is how we are to understand the fact that we’ve made so much progress in some areas while going backwards in others. And an almost equally obvious answer is that the areas in which we’ve made progress have been those which are in fundamental accord with the deepest values of neoliberalism, and the one where we haven’t isn’t. We can put the point more directly by observing that increasing tolerance of economic inequality and increasing intolerance of racism, sexism and homophobia—of discrimination as such—are fundamental characteristics of neoliberalism. Hence the extraordinary advances in the battle against discrimination, and hence also its limits as a contribution to any left-wing politics. The increased inequalities of neoliberalism were not caused by racism and sexism and won’t be cured by—they aren’t even addressed by—anti-racism or anti-sexism.


My point is not that anti-racism and anti-sexism are not good things. It is rather that they currently have nothing to do with left-wing politics, and that, insofar as they function as a substitute for it, can be a bad thing. American universities are exemplary here: they are less racist and sexist than they were forty years ago and at the same time more elitist. The one serves as an alibi for the other: when you ask them for more equality, what they give you is more diversity. The neoliberal heart leaps up at the sound of glass ceilings shattering and at the sight of doctors, lawyers and professors of color taking their place in the upper middle class. Whence the many corporations which pursue diversity almost as enthusiastically as they pursue profits, and proclaim over and over again not only that the two are compatible but that they have a causal connection—that diversity is good for business. But a diversified elite is not made any the less elite by its diversity and, as a response to the demand for equality, far from being left-wing politics, it is right-wing politics.


The recent furore over the arrest for ‘disorderly conduct’ of Henry Louis Gates helps make this clear. Gates, as one of his Harvard colleagues said, is “a famous, wealthy and important black man”, a point Gates himself tried to make to the arresting officer—the way he put it was: “You don’t know who you’re messing with.” But, despite the helpful hint, the cop failed to recognize an essential truth about neoliberal America: it’s no longer enough to kowtow to rich white people; now you have to kowtow to rich black people too. The problem, as a sympathetic writer in The Guardian put it, is that “Gates’s race snuffed out his class status”, or, as Gates said to the New York Times, “I can’t wear my Harvard gown everywhere”. In the bad old days this situation almost never came up—cops could confidently treat all black people, indeed, all people of color, the way they traditionally treated poor white people. But now that we’ve made some real progress towards integrating our elites, you need to step back and take the time to figure out “who you’re messing with”. You need to make sure that nobody’s class status is snuffed out by his race.


In the wake of Gates’s arrest, among the hundreds of people protesting the injustice of racial profiling, a white cardiologist married to a black man put the point best when she lamented that even in the ‘diverse area’ where she lives (Hyde Park, Obama’s old neighborhood) she’ll hear people nervously say, “Look at those black guys coming towards us”, to which she replies: “Yes, but they’re wearing lacrosse shorts and Calvin Klein jeans. They’re probably the kids of the professor down the street.” “You have to be able to discern differences between people”, she went on to say. “It’s very frustrating.” The differences she means, of course, are between rich kids and poor kids, and the frustration she feels is with people who don’t understand that class is supposed to trump race. But while it’s easy to sympathize with that frustration—rich black kids are infinitely less likely to mug you than poor black kids or, for that matter, poor white kids—it’s a lot harder to see it as the expression of a progressive politics.


Nevertheless, that seems to be the way we do see it. The neoliberal ideal is a world where rich people of all races and sexes can happily enjoy their wealth, and where the injustices produced not by discrimination but by exploitation—there are fewer poor people (seven per cent) than black people (nine per cent) at Harvard, and Harvard’s not the worst—are discreetly sent around to the back door. Thus everyone’s outraged that a black professor living on prosperous Ware St. (and renting a summer vacation ‘manse’ on Martha’s Vineyard that he ‘jokingly’ calls ‘Tara’) can be treated with disrespect; no one’s all that outraged by the social system that created the gap between Ware St. or ‘Tara’ and the places where most Americans live. Everyone’s outraged by the fact that Gates can be treated so badly; nobody by the fact that he and the rest of the top ten per cent of American wage-earners have been doing so well. Actually, it’s just the opposite. Liberals—especially white liberals—are thrilled by Gates’s success, since it testifies to the legitimacy of their own: racism didn’t make us all this money, we earned it!


Thus the primacy of anti-discrimination not only performs the economic function of making markets more efficient, it also performs the therapeutic function of making those of us who have benefited from those markets sleep better at night. And, perhaps more important, it has, “for a long time”, as Wendy Bottero says in her contribution to the recent Runnymede Trust collection Who Cares about the White Working Class?1, also performed the intellectual function of focusing social analysis on what she calls “questions of racial or sexual identity” and on “cultural differences” instead of on “the way in which capitalist economies create large numbers of low-wage, low-skill jobs with poor job security”. The message of Who Cares about the White Working Class?, however, is that class has re-emerged: “What we learn here”, according to the collection’s editor, Kjartan Páll Sveinsson, is that “life chances for today’s children are overwhelmingly linked to parental income, occupations and educational qualifications—in other words, class.”


This assertion, unremarkable as it may seem, represents a substantial advance over multiculturalist anti-racism, since the logic of anti-racism requires only the correction of disparities within classes rather than between them. If about 1.5 per cent of your population is of Pakistani descent, then if 1.5 per cent of every income quintile is Pakistani, your job is done. The fact that the top quintile is four times better off than the bottom quintile—the advantage the children of rich Pakistanis would have over the children of poor ones—is not your problem. Which is why, in a society like Britain, whose GINI coeffcient—the standard measure of income inequality—is the highest in the EU, the ambition to eliminate racial disparities rather than income inequality itself functions as a form of legitimation rather than as a critique. Which is also why, when an organization like the Runnymede Trust, which has for years been devoted to promoting “a successful multi-ethnic Britain by addressing issues of racial equality and discrimination against minority communities”, starts addressing itself to class, it’s undergone a real change. Racial equality requires respect for racial difference; class equality requires the elimination of class difference.


In the event, however, what Who Cares about the White Working Class? actually provides is less an alternative to neoliberal multiculturalism than an extension and ingenious refinement of it. Those writing in this collection understand the ‘re-emergence of class’ not as a function of the increasing injustice of class (when Thatcher took office, the GINI score was 0.25; now it’s 0.36, the highest the UK has ever recorded) but as a function of the increasing injustice of ‘classism’. What outrages them, in other words, is not the fact of class difference but the ‘scorn’ and ‘contempt’ with which the lower class is treated.


You get a perfect sense of how this works from Beverley Skeggs’s analysis of a story told by one of her working-class research subjects about a trip she and her friends took to Kendals in Manchester: “You know, where the really posh food is, and we were laughing about all the chocolates, and how many we could eat—if we could afford them—and this woman she just looked at us. If looks could kill. . . . It was like it was her place, and we didn’t belong there.” The point Skeggs makes is that “the gaze that embodies the symbolic reading of the women makes them feel ‘out of place’, thereby generating a sense of where their ‘place’ should be”, while her more general point is that “the middle class” should be “held accountable for the levels of symbolic violence they enact in daily encounters” with the lower classes.


The focus of her outrage (indeed, insofar as we can tell from the story, the focus of the women’s own outrage) is not the fact that some people can afford the chocolates and others can’t, but that the ones who can are mean to the ones who can’t. And this represents something of an innovation in left politics. While everyone has always disapproved of adding insult to injury, it’s traditionally been the right that’s sought to treat the insult as if it were the injury.


It’s thus a relevant fact about Who Cares about the White Working Class? that Ferdinand Mount, who once advised Thatcher, is twice cited and praised here for condemning the middle class’s bad behavior in displaying its open contempt for ‘working-class cultures’. He represents an improvement over those who seek to blame the poor for their poverty and who regard the culture of poverty rather than the structure of capitalism as the problem. That is the view of what we might call right-wing neoliberalism and, from the standpoint of what we might call left-wing neoliberalism, it’s nothing but the expression of class prejudice. What left neoliberals want is to offer some “positive affirmation for the working classes”. They want us to go beyond race to class, but to do so by treating class as if it were race and to start treating the white working class with the same respect we would, say, the Somalis—giving “positive value and meaning to both ‘workingclassness’ and ethnic diversity”. Where right neoliberals want us to condemn the culture of the poor, left neoliberals want us to appreciate it.


The great virtue of this debate is that on both sides inequality gets turned into a stigma. That is, once you start redefining the problem of class difference as the problem of class prejudice—once you complete the transformation of race, gender and class into racism, sexism and classism—you no longer have to worry about the redistribution of wealth. You can just fight over whether poor people should be treated with contempt or respect. And while, in human terms, respect seems the right way to go, politically it’s just as empty as contempt.


This is pretty obvious when it comes to class. Kjartan Páll Sveinsson declares that “the white working classes are discriminated against on a range of different fronts, including their accent, their style, the food they eat, the clothes they wear”—and it’s no doubt true. But the elimination of such discrimination would not alter the nature of the system that generates “the large numbers of low-wage, low-skill jobs with poor job security” described by Bottero. It would just alter the technologies used for deciding who had to take them. And it’s hard to see how even the most widespread social enthusiasm for tracksuits and gold chains could make up for the disadvantages produced by those jobs.


Race, on the other hand, has been a more successful technology of mystification. In the US, one of the great uses of racism was (and is) to induce poor white people to feel a crucial and entirely specious fellowship with rich white people; one of the great uses of anti-racism is to make poor black people feel a crucial and equally specious fellowship with rich black people. Furthermore, in the form of the celebration of ‘identity’ and ‘ethnic diversity’, it seeks to create a bond between poor black people and rich white ones. So the African-American woman who cleans my office is supposed to feel not so bad about the fact that I make almost ten times as much money as she does because she can be confident that I’m not racist or sexist and that I respect her culture. And she’s also supposed to feel pride because the dean of our college, who makes much more than ten times what she does, is African-American, like her. And since the chancellor of our university, who makes more than fifteen times what she does, is not only African-American but a woman too (the fruits of both anti-racism and anti-sexism!), she can feel doubly good about her. But, and I acknowledge that this is the thinnest of anecdotal evidence, I somehow doubt she does. If the downside of the politics of anti-discrimination is that it now functions to legitimate the increasing disparities not produced by racism or sexism, the upside is the degree to which it makes visible the fact that the increase in those disparities does indeed have nothing to do with racism or sexism. A social analyst as clear-eyed as a University of Illinois cleaning woman would start from there.









ADOLPH REED, JR.


The Limits of Anti-Racism


Anti-racism is a favorite concept on the American left these days. Of course, all good sorts want to be against racism, but what does the word mean exactly?


The contemporary discourse of ‘anti-racism’ is focused much more on taxonomy than politics. It emphasizes the name by which we should call some strains of inequality—whether they should be broadly recognized as evidence of ‘racism’—over specifying the mechanisms that produce them or even the steps that can be taken to combat them. And, no, neither ‘overcoming racism’ nor ‘rejecting whiteness’ qualifies as such a step any more than does waiting for the ‘revolution’ or urging God’s heavenly intervention. If organizing a rally against racism seems at present to be a more substantive political act than attending a prayer vigil for world peace, that’s only because contemporary anti-racist activists understand themselves to be employing the same tactics and pursuing the same ends as their predecessors in the period of high insurgency in the struggle against racial segregation.


This view, however, is mistaken. The post-war activism that reached its crescendo in the South as the ‘Civil Rights movement’ wasn’t a movement against a generic ‘racism’; it was specifically and explicitly directed toward full citizenship rights for black Americans and against the system of racial segregation that defined a specific regime of explicitly racial subordination in the South. The 1940s March on Washington Movement was also directed against specific targets, like employment discrimination in defense production. Black Power era and post-Black Power era struggles similarly focused on combating specific inequalities and pursuing specific goals like the effective exercise of voting rights and specific programs of redistribution.


Clarity Lost


Whether or not one considers those goals correct or appropriate, they were clear and strategic in a way that ‘anti-racism’ simply is not. Sure, those earlier struggles relied on a discourse of racial justice, but their targets were concrete and strategic. It is only in a period of political demobilization that the historical specificities of those struggles have become smoothed out of sight in a romantic idealism that homogenizes them into timeless abstractions like ‘the black liberation movement’—an entity that, like Brigadoon, sporadically appears and returns, impelled by its own logic.


Ironically, as the basis for a politics, anti-racism seems to reflect, several generations downstream, the victory of the post-war psychologists in depoliticizing the critique of racial injustice by shifting its focus from the social structures that generate and reproduce racial inequality to an ultimately individual, and ahistorical, domain of ‘prejudice’ or ‘intolerance’. (No doubt this shift was partly aided by political imperatives associated with the Cold War and domestic anti-communism.) Beryl Satter’s recent book on the racialized political economy of ‘contract buying’ in Chicago in the 1950s and 1960s, Family Properties: Race, Real Estate, and the Exploitation of Black Urban America1, is a good illustration of how these processes worked; Robert Self’s book on Oakland since the 1930s, American Babylon2, is another. Both make abundantly clear the role of the real estate industry in creating and recreating housing segregation and ghettoization.


Tasty Bunny


All too often, ‘racism’ is the subject of sentences that imply intentional activity or is characterized as an autonomous ‘force’. In this kind of formulation, ‘racism’, a conceptual abstraction, is imagined as a material entity. Abstractions can be useful, but they shouldn’t be given independent life.


I can appreciate such formulations as transient political rhetoric; hyperbolic claims made in order to draw attention and galvanize opinion against some particular injustice. But as the basis for social interpretation, and particularly interpretation directed toward strategic political action, they are useless. Their principal function is to feel good and tastily righteous in the mouths of those who propound them. People do things that reproduce patterns of racialized inequality, sometimes with self-consciously bigoted motives, sometimes not. Properly speaking, however, ‘racism’ itself doesn’t do anything more than the Easter Bunny does.


Yes, racism exists as a conceptual condensation of practices and ideas that reproduce, or seek to reproduce, hierarchy along lines defined by race. Apostles of anti-racism frequently can’t hear this sort of statement, because in their exceedingly simplistic version of the nexus of race and injustice there can be only the Manichean dichotomy of those who admit racism’s existence and those who deny it. There can be only Todd Gitlin (the sociologist and former SDS leader who has become, both fairly and as caricature, the symbol of a ‘class-first’ line) and their own heroic, truth-telling selves, and whoever is not the latter must be the former. Thus the logic of straining to assign guilt by association substitutes for argument.


My position is—and I can’t count the number of times I’ve said this bluntly, yet to no avail, in response to those in blissful thrall of the comforting Manicheanism—that of course racism persists, in all the disparate, often unrelated kinds of social relations and ‘attitudes’ that are characteristically lumped together under that rubric, but from the standpoint of trying to figure out how to combat even what most of us would agree is racial inequality and injustice, that acknowledgement and $2.25 will get me a ride on the subway. It doesn’t lend itself to any particular action except more taxonomic argument about what counts as racism.


Do What Now?


And here’s a practical catch-22. In the logic of anti-racism, exposure of the racial element of an instance of wrongdoing will lead to recognition of injustice, which in turn will lead to remedial action—though not much attention seems ever given to how this part is supposed to work. I suspect this is because the exposure part, which feels so righteously yet undemandingly good, is the real focus. But this exposure convinces only those who are already disposed to recognize.


Those who aren’t so disposed have multiple layers of obfuscating ideology, mainly forms of victim-blaming, through which to deny that a given disparity stems from racism or for that matter is even unjust. The Simi Valley jury’s reaction to the Rodney King tape, which saw King as perp and the cops as victims, is a classic illustration. So is ‘underclass’ discourse. Victimization by subprime mortgage scams can be, and frequently is, dismissed as the fault of irresponsible poor folks aspiring beyond their means. And there is no shortage of black people in the public eye—Bill Cosby and Oprah Winfrey are two prime examples, as is Barack Obama—who embrace and recycle those narratives of poor black Americans’ wayward behavior and self-destructive habits.


And how does a simple narrative of ‘racism’ account for the fact that so many black institutions, including churches and some racial advocacy organizations, and many, many black individuals actively promoted those risky mortgages as making the ‘American Dream of home ownership’ possible for ‘us’? Sure, there are analogies available—black slave traders, slave snitches, ‘Uncle Toms’ and various race traitors—but those analogies are moral judgments, not explanations. And to mention them only opens up another second-order debate about racial authenticity—about who ‘really’ represents the black community. Even Clarence Thomas sees himself as a proud black man representing the race’s best interests.


My point is that it’s more effective politically to challenge the inequality and injustice directly and bypass the debate over whether it should be called ‘racism’.


I do recognize that, partly because of the terms on which the Civil Rights movement’s victories have been achieved, there is a strong practical imperative for stressing the racially invidious aspects of injustices: they have legal remedies. Race is one of the legal classes protected by anti-discrimination law; poverty, for instance, is not. But this makes identifying ‘racism’ a technical requirement for pursuing certain grievances, not the basis of an overall political strategy for pursuit of racial justice, or, as I believe is a clearer left formulation, racial equality as an essential component of a program of social justice.


Anti-Marx


I’ve been struck by the level of visceral and vitriolic anti-Marxism I’ve seen from this strain of defenders of anti-racism as a politics. It’s not clear to me what drives it because it takes the form of snide dismissals rather than direct arguments. Moreover, the dismissals typically include empty acknowledgment that ‘of course we should oppose capitalism’, whatever that might mean. In any event, the tenor of this anti-Marxism is reminiscent of those right-wing discourses, many of which masqueraded as liberal, in which only invoking the word ‘Marxism’ was sufficient to dismiss an opposing argument or position.


This anti-Marxism has some curious effects. Leading professional anti-racist Tim Wise came to the defense of Obama’s purged green jobs czar Van Jones by dismissing Jones’s “brief stint with a pseudo-Maoist group”, and pointing instead to “his more recent break with such groups and philosophies, in favor of a commitment to eco-friendly, sustainable capitalism”. In fact, Jones was a core member of a revolutionary organization, STORM, that took itself very seriously, almost comically so.


And are we to applaud his break with radical politics in favor of a style of capitalism that few actual capitalists embrace? This is the substance of Wise’s defense.


This sort of thing only deepens my suspicions about anti-racism’s status within the comfort zone of neoliberalism’s discourses of ‘reform’. More to the point, I suspect as well that this vitriol toward radicalism is rooted partly in the conviction that a left politics based on class analysis and one focused on racial injustice are Manichean alternatives.


Devolutions


This is also a notion of fairly recent provenance, in part as well another artifact of the terms on which the Civil Rights victories were consolidated, including the emergence of a fully incorporated black political class in the 1970s and its subsequent evolution. By contrast, examining, for example, the contributions to historian and civil rights activist Rayford Logan’s 1944 volume What the Negro Wants3, one sees quite a different picture. Nearly all the contributors—including nominal conservatives—to this collection of analyses from a broad cross section of black scholars and activists asserted in very concrete terms that the struggle for racial justice and the general struggle for social and industrial democracy were more than inseparable, that the victory of the former largely depended on the success of the latter. This was, at the time, barely even a matter for debate: rather, it was the frame of reference for any black mass politics and protest activity.


As I suggest above, various pressures of the post-war period—including carrots of success and sticks of intimidation and witch-hunting, as well as the articulation of class tensions within the Civil Rights movement itself—drove an evolution away from this perspective and toward reformulation of the movement’s goals along lines more consonant with post-war, post-New Deal, Cold War liberalism. Thus what the political scientist Preston Smith calls ‘racial democracy’4 came gradually to replace social democracy as a political goal—the redress of grievances that could be construed as specifically racial took precedence over the redistribution of wealth, and an individualized psychology replaced notions of reworking the material sphere. This dynamic intensified with the combination of popular demobilization in black politics and emergence of the post-segregation black political class in the 1970s and 1980s.


We live under a regime now that is capable simultaneously of including black people and Latinos, even celebrating that inclusion as a fulfillment of democracy, and excluding poor people without a whimper of opposition. Of course, those most visible in the excluded class are disproportionately black and Latino, and that fact gives the lie to the celebration. Or does it really? From the standpoint of a neoliberal ideal of equality, in which classification by race, gender, sexual orientation or any other recognized ascriptive status (that is, status based on what one allegedly is rather than what one does) does not impose explicit, intrinsic or necessary limitations on one’s participation and aspirations in the society, this celebration of inclusion of blacks, Latinos and others is warranted.


We’ll Be Back!


But this notion of democracy is inadequate, since it doesn’t begin to address the deep and deepening patterns of inequality and injustice embedded in the ostensibly ‘neutral’ dynamics of American capitalism. What A. Philip Randolph and others—even anti-communists like Roy Wilkins—understood in the 1940s is that what racism meant was that, so long as such dynamics persisted without challenge, black people and other similarly stigmatized populations would be clustered on the bad side of the distribution of costs and benefits. To extrapolate anachronistically to the present, they would have understood that the struggle against racial health disparities, for example, has no real chance of success apart from a struggle to eliminate for-profit health care.


These seem really transparent points to me, but maybe that’s just me. I remain curious why the ‘debate’ over anti-racism as a politics takes such indirect and evasive forms—like the analogizing and guilt by association, moralistic bombast in lieu of concrete argument—and why it persists in establishing, even often while denying the move, the terms of debate as race vs. class. I’m increasingly convinced that a likely reason is that the race line is itself a class line, one that is entirely consistent with the neoliberal redefinition of equality and democracy. It reflects the social position of those positioned to benefit from the view that the market is a just, effective, or even acceptable system for rewarding talent and virtue and punishing their opposites and that, therefore, removal of ‘artificial’ impediments to its functioning like race and gender will make it even more efficient and just.


From this perspective even the ‘left’ anti-racist line that we must fight both economic inequality and racial inequality, which seems always in practice to give priority to ‘fighting racism’ (often theorized as a necessary precondition for doing anything else), looks suspiciously like only another version of the evasive ‘we’ll come back for you’ (after we do all the business-friendly stuff) politics that the Democrats have so successfully employed to avoid addressing economic injustice.
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