
PART	THREE

War	and	the	Racial	State

The	 essays	 in	 this	 section	 center	 on	 themes	 that	 run	 across	 the	 entire	 volume:	 the	ways	 that
racial	projects	always	work	in	concert	with	other	social	conditions	and	identity	formations;	the
critical	 labor	 such	 projects	 perform	 in	 fortifying	 political	 hegemony;	 and	 the	 inherent	 and
persistent	racialization	of	the	U.S.	state.	Referring	to	the	race-based	struggles	of	the	1950s	and
1960s,	 Omi	 and	 Winant	 wrote:	 “The	 postwar	 period	 has	 indeed	 been	 a	 racial	 crucible,”
characterized	by	“new	conceptions	of	racial	identity	and	its	meaning,	new	modes	of	political
organization	 and	 confrontation,	 and	 new	 definitions	 of	 the	 state’s	 role	 in	 promoting	 and
achieving	‘equality’”	(Omi	and	Winant	1994,	95).	The	“posts”	that	define	our	era—“post–civil
rights,”	 “post-9/11,”	 and	 “post-racial”—are	 also	 revealed	 in	 this	 section’s	 essays	 as	 being
demarcated	by	new	understandings	of	racial	identity	constructed	in	relation	to	war-making	and
the	 recurrence	 of	 the	U.S.	 state	 as	 an	 empire.	Like	Omi	 and	Winant,	 the	 contributors	 in	 this
section	 reject	 the	 notion	 of	 a	 “post-racial	America.”	 Instead,	 they	 recast	Omi	 and	Winant’s
theoretical	net,	extending	it	beyond	the	United	States	to	examine	how	global	conceptualizations
of	race	are	intimately	connected	to	sovereign	violence	in	the	age	of	the	“war	on	terror.”

Sherene	H.	Razack’s	essay,	“We	didn’t	kill	’em,	we	didn’t	cut	their	head	off:	Abu	Ghraib
Revisited,”	 takes	 the	 Obama	 administration’s	 “posttorture”	 official	 position	 as	 the	 starting
point	for	an	analysis	of	what	popular	cultural	narratives	about	Abu	Ghraib	demonstrate	about
the	 persistence	 of	 empire.	 Razack	 focuses	 on	 narratives	 critical	 of	 the	 images	 of	 torture
inflicted	on	Iraqi	detainees	at	the	notorious	penal	compound	west	of	Baghdad.	Following	the
anthropologist	Michael	Taussig,	she	explores	the	manner	in	which	the	tortured	colonial	body
serves	to	concretize	the	empire’s	superiority.	Putting	Omi	and	Winant	in	dialogue	with	Taussig,
Razack	 utilizes	 the	 concept	 of	 colonialism	 alongside	 racial	 formation	 theory	 to	 “understand
how	the	category	Muslim/Arab	becomes	a	 race	and	 the	object	of	 racial	 terror.”	For	Razack,
empire,	“in	which	a	superior	civilization	defends	its	values	against	barbarians	by	annihilating
them,	is	evident	in	torture	talk,	whether	pro	or	con,	whenever	the	idea	is	invoked	that	an	all-
powerful	 America	 confronts	 an	 especially	 savage,	 culturally	 different	 enemy	 from	which	 it
must	defend	itself.”

The	 role	of	 “global	policing”	 in	maintaining	 the	U.S.	 empire	also	 figures	prominently	 in
Nicholas	De	Genova’s	 “The	 ‘War	 on	Terror’	 as	Racial	Crisis:	Homeland	Security,	Obama,
and	Racial	 (Trans)Formations.”	De	Genova	argues	 that	America’s	anti-terrorism	politics	are
characteristic	 of	 a	 historical	 moment	 of	 racial	 crisis	 concomitant	 with	 Barack	 Obama’s
election.	Pointing	 to	Obama’s	 speeches	 leading	up	 to	and	upon	his	 inauguration,	De	Genova
avers,	 “Obama	 alluded	 obliquely	 to	 the	 racial	 specificity	 of	 his	 election	 and	 to	 its	 widely
presumed	implausibility,	only	to	fold	that	exceptional	distinction	into	the	task	of	reinvigorating
U.S.	 nationalism.”	 Thus	 the	 Obama	 election	 does	 the	 work	 of	 reanimating	 the	 war	 against

Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Daniel Martinez HoSang, et al., University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucdavis/detail.action?docID=962595.
Created from ucdavis on 2018-04-19 10:14:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



terror	 and	 normalizing	 the	 state	 of	 emergency—conjoined	 acts	 that	De	Genova	 theorizes	 as
signifying	 a	 commitment	 to	 war-making	 just	 as	 they	 evidence	 a	 crisis	 in	 race-making.	 De
Genova	 explicates	 this	 dual	 crisis	 of	 race-making	 and	war-making	 by	 drawing	 on	Omi	 and
Winant’s	 prescient	 theorizations,	 by	 connecting	 them	 to	 multiple	 political	 discourses
surrounding	Obama’s	election,	and	by	harkening	back	to	“the	sense	of	global	horizon	DuBois
already	understood	with	astounding	perspicuity	and	forceful	urgency	in	his	formulations	of	‘the
color	line’	as	a	problem	of	planetary	scope	and	import.”

Nikhil	Singh	also	brings	W.E.	B.	DuBois	 into	conversation	with	Omi	and	Winant,	 in	his
essay,	 “Racial	 Formation	 in	 an	 Age	 of	 Permanent	 War.”	 Here,	 racial	 formation	 theory	 is
deployed	 alongside	 DuBois	 to	 consider	 how	 sovereign	 violence	 defines	 the	 meanings	 and
effects	attached	to	race.	Drawing	on	examples	such	as	the	expansion	of	U.S.	national	security
after	9/11	and	the	racial	panic	over	Barack	Obama’s	election,	Singh	expands	racial	formation
theory	 to	 conceptualize	 race	 as	 less	 “precipitated	out	 of	 social	 relations”	 than	 “remade	 as
social	relation,”	in	order	to	expose	race	as	reconstituted	in	the	practices	of	permanent	war	and
as	deeply	embedded	in	“the	uniquely	violent	foundations	of	Western	modernity.”	Whereas	De
Genova	 keenly	 focuses	 on	 political	 discourse	 in	 the	 form	of	 speeches	made	 about	Obama’s
election,	 Singh	 deftly	 deconstructs	 racist	 depictions	 of	 the	U.S.	 president	 as	 embodying	 “an
enemy	within,	an	inscrutable	misleader	who	possesses	unnatural,	even	superhuman	powers,	a
person	backed	by	foreign	moneyed	cabals,	one	who	is	not	even	our	degraded	kin,	but	whose
very	birthright	is	foreign	and	fraudulent.”	Like	the	other	essays	in	this	section,	Singh	highlights
the	 complex	 and	 troubling	 contradictions	 that	Obama’s	 presidency	 engenders,	 not	 only	 for	 a
white	hegemony	erected	on	“post-racial”	politics	but	also	for	sovereign	violence	legitimized
under	the	global	umbrella	of	the	expanded	U.S.	national	security	state.
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TEN

“We	didn’t	kill	’em,	we	didn’t	cut	their	head	off”
ABU	GHRAIB	REVISITED

Sherene	H.	Razack
	
To	overcome	extremism,	we	must	also	be	vigilant	in	upholding	the	values	our	troops	defend—because	there	is	no	force
in	the	world	more	powerful	than	the	example	of	America.	That	is	why	I	have	ordered	the	closing	of	the	detention	center
at	Guantanamo	Bay,	and	will	 seek	 swift	 and	certain	 justice	 for	captured	 terrorists—because	 living	our	values	doesn’t
make	us	weaker,	it	makes	us	safer	and	it	makes	us	stronger.	And	that	is	why	I	can	stand	here	tonight	and	say	without
exception	or	equivocation	that	the	United	States	of	America	does	not	torture.

In	words	and	deeds,	we	are	showing	the	world	that	a	new	era	of	engagement	has	begun.

PRESIDENT	BARACK	OBAMA,	in	an	address	to	the	United	States	Congress,
February	24,	2009

	
Most	of	us	know	and	fear	torture	and	the	culture	of	terror	only	through	the	words	of	others.	Hence	my	concern	is	with
the	mediation	of	terror	through	narration,	and	with	the	problem	of	writing	effectively	against	terror.

MICHAEL	TAUSSIG,	1987
	
	
	

INTRODUCTION

President	Barack	Obama	has	declared	that	“America	does	not	torture”	and	that	“a	new	era	of
engagement	has	begun.”	Abu	Ghraib	has	now	been	rebuilt,	ironically	in	the	image	of	a	model
American	prison.	We	are	officially	 in	 a	 “post-torture”	 age,	 though	we	 should	not	 forget	 that
former	President	George	W.	Bush	also	declared	that	America	does	not	torture.	It	is	significant,
too,	that	President	Obama	invokes	the	power	of	America	at	the	very	moment	that	he	announced
the	end	of	an	era	of	officially	sanctioned	 torture.	More	 than	 four	years	after	 the	Abu	Ghraib
pictures	were	first	leaked,	military	trials	have	come	and	gone,	and	most	sentences	have	been
served.	Significantly,	no	one	above	the	rank	of	sergeant	has	been	tried.	Rumblings	persist,	as
they	did	in	April	of	2009,	when	memos	from	the	Bush	administration	authorizing	the	CIA’s	use
of	 torture	 were	 released.	 Will	 the	 Obama	 administration	 charge	 officials	 of	 the	 Bush
administration?1	Can	we	be	post-torture	if	there	is	so	little	accountability?	More	important,	can
we	be	post	torture	if	we	are	not	post-empire?

How	Abu	Ghraib	is	remembered	tells	us	a	great	deal	about	 the	persistence	of	empire.	In
this	chapter,	I	examine	popular	cultural	narratives	about	Abu	Ghraib.	Although	I	make	passing
reference	to	those	narratives	that	openly	endorse	what	went	on	at	Abu	Ghraib,	I	devote	little
space	 to	 them.	 Instead,	 I	 prefer	 to	 examine	 the	 responses	 of	 those	who	 are	 critical	 of	what
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happened	at	Abu	Ghraib.	For	the	most	part,	critics	have	focused	on	the	torture	policies	of	the
Bush	 administration,	 omitting	 any	 serious	 consideration	 of	 rank	 and	 file	 torturers.	When	 the
latter	 are	 considered,	 it	 is	 typically	 to	 argue	 that	 ordinary	 people	 will	 torture	 if	 torture	 is
policy.	While	it	is	urgent	and	necessary	to	acknowledge	the	systemic	nature	of	torture	at	Abu
Ghraib,	and	its	basis	 in	official	policy,	I	suggest	 that	 the	failure	to	more	closely	examine	the
actions	of	rank	and	file	soldiers,	and	to	insist	on	a	deeper	and	broader	public	accountability
secures	a	national	 innocence	for	Americans.	 If	Abu	Ghraib	represents	only	 the	problem	of	a
few	bad	leaders,	there	need	not	be	any	sustained	confrontation	with	the	facts	of	empire,	neither
then	nor	now.	Most	of	all,	those	who	were	tortured,	and	the	communities	to	which	they	belong,
have	 no	 assurance	 that	 the	Obama-era	 denouncement	 of	 torture	 recognizes	 them	 as	 full	 and
valued	members	of	a	political	and	human	community.	To	fully	confront	what	happened	at	Abu
Ghraib,	we	must	consider	how	political	and	military	leaders,	and	large	numbers	of	American
soldiers	(not	just	a	few	bad	apples)	came	to	regard	the	prisoners	at	Abu	Ghraib	as	less	than
human.	Further,	we	need	to	ask	whether	public	memory	of	Abu	Ghraib	suggests	condemnation
or	approval	of	torture,	and	whether	in	fact	a	new	era	has	begun.

The	ghosts	of	Abu	Ghraib	return	to	haunt	us	in	uncanny	ways,	reminding	us	that	the	imprinting
of	colonial	power	on	their	corporeal	form	was	a	central	way	in	which	the	abstract	concept	of
empire	was	made	concrete.	Empire,	in	which	a	superior	civilization	defends	its	values	against
barbarians	by	annihilating	 them,	 is	evident	 in	 torture	 talk,	whether	pro	or	con,	whenever	 the
idea	 is	 invoked	 that	 an	 all-powerful	 America	 confronts	 an	 especially	 savage,	 culturally
different	 enemy	 from	which	 it	must	 defend	 itself.	Long	 ago,	Michael	Taussig	 pinpointed	 the
racial	divide	 that	 lies	at	 the	heart	of	 this	contest,	 imagined	as	one	of	 savagery	over	civility.
Writing	on	colonialism’s	culture	of	terror,	Taussig	ventured	that	neither	the	political	economy
of	 rubber	 nor	 that	 of	 labor	 accounts	 for	 the	 brutalities	 against	 the	Putumayo	 Indians	 of	Peru
during	the	rubber	boom.	Terror—violence	that	is	widespread	and	systematic—he	reminded	us,
is	 the	mediator	 of	 colonial	 hegemony	 par	 excellence,	 an	 “inscription	 of	 a	mythology	 in	 the
Indian	body,	an	engraving	of	civilization	locked	in	a	struggle	with	wildness	whose	model	was
taken	from	the	colonists’	fantasies	about	Indian	cannibalism.”2	Despite	a	persistent	belief	that
torture	is	instrumental—designed,	that	is,	to	extract	life-saving	information	from	an	enemy	who
would	 not	 otherwise	 divulge	 it—the	 practice	 is	 intrinsically	 about	 the	 staking	 of	 identity
claims	on	the	bodies	of	the	colonized.	Because	torture	is	first	and	foremost	a	“memorializing”
or	imprinting	of	power	on	the	bodies	of	the	colonized,3	it	has	an	intimate	connection	to	terror,
as	Taussig	emphasized.	Marnia	Lazreg	explains	that	for	the	context	of	colonial	Algeria,	torture
was	“a	genuine	battle	between	two	embodied	realities:	 in	this	case,	colonial	France	with	its
unbounded	 power	 and	mythologies,	 and	 colonized	Algeria,	with	 its	 claim	 to	 a	 full	 share	 of
humanity.	Conversely,	 the	fact	of	doing	torture	allows	the	torturer	to	voice	(albeit	freely)	his
identity	claims.”4	Torture	links	the	body	to	the	state—individual	bodies	as	well	as	the	military
itself.	 In	Algeria,	 torture	 “reached	 deep	 into	 the	military	 body	which	 it	 tied	 to	 the	 political
system	 in	 a	way	 that	 supplemented	 the	 esprit	 de	 corps	 that	 normally	 characterizes	 the	 army.
Torture	 was	 the	 source	 of	 social	 integration	 that	 melded	 the	 political	 and	 the	military,	 and
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consumed	the	structural	 transformation	of	 the	state	 into	a	militaristic	 institution.”5	 If	 the	state
enjoys	its	identity	through	torture,	individuals	who	participate	in	torture	do	the	same:	“Imperial
identity	is	achieved	through	torture.”6

In	 contemporary	 narratives	 about	 torture,	 the	 struggle	 with	 wildness	 and	 the	 fantasy	 on
which	 it	 is	 based	 (the	 imperial	 identity	 alluded	 to	 by	 Lazreg)	 is	 visible	 in	 the	 idea	 that	 a
culturally	different	enemy	requires	torture.	For	example,	at	an	academic	workshop	I	attended,	a
former	 military	 interrogator,	 an	 anthropologist,	 a	 psychologist,	 and	 a	 philosopher	 each
discussed	the	justification	for	“new	methods	of	interrogation.”	We	are	dealing	with	a	culturally
different	enemy,	several	of	these	academics	and	military	personnel	advised.	The	Arab	enemy
is	more	“ideologically	driven	and	more	religious.”7	Unlike	the	cold	war,	the	war	on	terror	and
the	occupations	of	Iraq	and	Afghanistan	have	produced	conditions	where	military	interrogators
need	cultural	help.	Without	it,	“the	18	year	old	interrogator	will	fail	and	will	be	driven	to	more
violent	means	 to	 obtain	 information,”	warned	 the	 interrogator.	A	well-known	 anthropologist
suggested	that	with	a	clandestine	enemy,	standard	ways	of	operating	are	no	longer	useful.	(The
enemy	is	usually	seen	as	clandestine,	as	Joshua	Dratel	points	out,	but	when	Communists	were
viewed	as	clandestine	there	was	no	argument	that	torture	was	the	only	option	for	confronting
the	communist	threat.)8	The	anthropologist’s	suggestion	was	only	a	hair’s	breadth	away	from
the	logic	of	 torture	 itself.	As	Stephen	Holmes	explained,	 the	 logic	behind	torture	 is	a	simple
one:	“To	 respond	 to	 the	 savages	who	want	 to	kill	us,	we	must	cast	off	our	Christian-liberal
meekness	and	embrace	a	 ‘healthy	 savagery’	of	our	own.	We	must	 confront	 ruthlessness	with
ruthlessness.	We	must	 pull	 out	 all	 the	 stops.	 After	 victory	 we	will	 have	 plenty	 of	 time	 for
civility,	guilt	feelings,	and	the	rule	of	law.”9	Savagery	or	wildness,	as	Taussig	reminds	us,	is
the	stuff	of	colonial	fantasy.

It	is	useful	to	pause	here	and	consider	whether	Taussig’s	colonial	paradigm	may	be	applied
to	the	contemporary	United	States.	In	Racial	Formation	in	the	United	States	from	the	1960s	to
the	1990s,	Omi	 and	Winant	 take	 the	position	 that	 to	 consider	how	 race	works	 in	 the	United
States,	it	is	not	sufficient	to	apply	what	they	describe	as	nation-based	theory	in	which	race	is
understood	as	a	territorial	phenomenon.	According	to	this	theory,	European	powers	divided	up
the	 world	 between	 them	 and	 reinforced	 colonial	 domination	 through	 a	 system	 of	 racial
distinctions.	Race	secures	 territory	 in	 this	account	so	 that	 the	real	 issue	 is	not	 race	but	 land.
What	 happens	 in	 the	United	States	with	 regard	 to	 race	 cannot	 be	 so	 easily	 linked	 to	 land.10
Presumably,	then,	we	would	need	to	be	cautious	in	applying	Taussig’s	insights	about	colonial
violence	 and	 terror	 to	 the	United	 States	 today.	 In	 particular,	 it	 is	 not	 easy,	Omi	 and	Winant
contend,	 to	 see	 the	 connection	 between	 the	 United	 States	 and	 global	 patterns	 based	 on	 the
legacy	of	colonialism.	Leaving	aside	for	the	moment	the	fact	that	the	United	States	continues	to
have	a	colonial	relationship	with	the	peoples	who	are	indigenous	to	North	America,	we	might
consider	 whether	 the	 struggles	 in	 which	 torture	 has	 been	 an	 issue	 have	 the	 hallmarks	 of	 a
quintessential	 colonialism,	 involving	 as	 they	 do	 occupation,	 control	 of	 resources,	 extreme
violence,	and	persistent	marking	of	Muslims	as	an	inferior	race.	The	racial	state	that	Omi	and
Winant	 describe,	 the	 state	 centrally	 implicated	 in	 racial	 definition	 and	 management,	 is	 as
heavily	committed	to	securing	territory	and	resources	as	it	is	to	the	reproduction	of	a	society
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organized	by	white	supremacy.	Such	a	state	engages	in	forms	of	violence	and	terror	in	much	the
same	way	that	Taussig	describes,	and	toward	the	same	end:	racial	rule.

Omi	and	Winant	prefer	the	concept	of	racial	formation	to	colonialism	in	order	to	highlight
“the	 process	 through	which	 social,	 economic	 and	 political	 forces	 determine	 the	 content	 and
importance	 of	 racial	 categories.”11	 Although	 I	 consider	 colonialism	 to	 be	 a	 more	 useful
concept	when	thinking	about	racial	violence	and	terror,	racial	formation	is	nonetheless	useful
for	reminding	us	that	racial	categories	are	“formed,	transformed,	destroyed	and	re-formed”12	in
racial	states,	a	theory	that	enables	us	to	understand	how	the	category	Muslim/Arab	becomes	a
race	and	 the	object	of	 racial	 terror.	Although	Racial	Formation	was	written	at	 a	 time	when
Omi	 and	Winant	 considered	 Arab	 an	 ambivalent	 racial	 category,13	 today	 it	 is	 obvious	 that
Muslim/Arab	has	acquired	the	features	of	a	full-blown	racial	category	in	the	United	States,	a
status	it	has	long	held	in	Europe.	Regarded	as	inherently	fanatical	and	prone	to	violence,	 the
figure	of	the	Muslim/	Arab	shows	that	the	strictly	biological	basis	of	race	is	accompanied	by
the	notion	that	“the	truth	of	race	lies	in	the	terrain	of	innate	characteristics	of	which	skin	color
and	 other	 physical	 attributes	 provide	 only	 the	 most	 obvious,	 and	 in	 some	 respect	 the	 lost
superficial	 indicators.”14	As	 I	 have	written	 elsewhere,	 values	 talk	 is	 really	 race	 thinking,	 a
division	of	the	world	into	a	hierarchy	of	modern	and	premodern	peoples,	the	latter	inherently
so.15	Although	race	thinking	varies,	for	Muslims	and	Arabs,	it	is	underpinned	by	the	idea	that
modern	 enlightened,	 secular	 peoples	 must	 protect	 themselves	 from	 premodern,	 religious
peoples	whose	loyalty	to	tribe	and	community	reigns	over	their	commitment	to	the	rule	of	law.
The	marking	of	a	group	as	belonging	 to	 the	 realm	of	culture	and	 religion,	as	opposed	 to	 the
realm	of	 law	and	reason,	has	devastating	consequences.	There	 is	a	disturbing	spatializing	of
morality	that	occurs	in	the	story	of	modern	versus	premodern	peoples.	We	have	reason;	they	do
not.	We	are	located	in	modernity;	they	are	not.	Significantly,	because	they	have	not	advanced
as	 we	 have,	 it	 is	 our	moral	 obligation	 to	 correct,	 discipline,	 and	 keep	 them	 in	 line	 and	 to
defend	 ourselves	 against	 their	 irrational	 excesses.	 In	 doing	 all	 of	 these	 things,	 the	West	 has
often	denied	the	benefits	of	modernity	to	those	it	considers	to	be	outside	of	it.	Evicted	from	the
universal,	 and	 thus	 from	civilization	and	progress,	 the	non-West	occupies	a	zone	outside	 the
law.	Violence	may	be	directed	at	it	with	impunity.

The	idea	of	a	culturally	different	enemy	first	circulated	after	the	release	of	the	photographs
of	 Abu	 Ghraib.	 The	 theory	 that	 went	 furthest	 in	 providing	 an	 explanation	 for	 the	 practices
shown	 in	 the	 photos	 was	 the	 idea	 that	 sexualized	 torture	 was	 simply	 a	 culturally	 specific
interrogation	method.	Fitting	in	nicely	with	the	“clash	of	civilizations”	thesis	that	had	come	to
dominate	 Western	 explanations	 for	 conflict	 between	 West	 and	 non-West,16	 and	 the	 Islamic
world	in	particular,	pyramids	of	naked	men	forced	to	simulate	having	sex	with	each	other	were
to	be	understood	as	nothing	more	than	a	contemporary	form	of	interrogation.	Few	in	the	media
questioned	the	Orientalist	underpinnings	of	this	claim.	(Unlike	us,	they	are	sexually	repressed,
homophobic,	and	misogynist	and	are	likely	to	crack	in	sexualized	situations,	particularly	those
involving	women	dominating	men	or	those	involving	sex	between	men.)	No	one	asked	whether
such	methods	would	 in	 fact	humiliate	men	of	 all	 cultures,	both	because	 they	are	violent	 and
because	they	target	what	being	a	man	means	within	patriarchy.
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The	 “clash	 of	 civilizations”	 approach	 to	 torture	 reinforced	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 prisoners’
barbarism	at	the	same	time	that	it	enabled	the	West	to	remain	on	the	moral	high	ground.	First,
through	 the	 idea	of	 cultural	 difference,	 sexualized	 torture	became	 something	more	generic—
torture	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 obtaining	 information,	 something	 that	was	 not	 even	 torture	 at	 all.
Sexualized	torture,	then,	was	simply	“to	attack	the	prisoners’	identity	and	values.”17	Believing
that	 the	 fault	 had	 to	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 top,	 Mark	 Danner	 declared	 the	 photos
“comprehensible”	 given	 the	 cultural	 characteristics	 of	 Arabs	 and	 the	 Central	 Intelligence
Agency’s	(CIA’s)	manual	on	interrogations.	The	photos	are	“staged	operas	of	fabricated	shame
intended	 to	 ‘intensify’	 the	 prisoners’	 guilt	 feelings,	 increase	 his	 anxiety	 and	 his	 urge	 to
cooperate,”	Danner	wrote,	quoting	parts	of	the	CIA’s	interrogation	policy.18	The	photos	were	a
“shame	 multiplier,”	 according	 to	 the	 Red	 Cross,	 since	 they	 could	 be	 distributed	 to	 the
prisoners’	 families	 and	 used	 to	 further	 humiliate	 detainees.19	 Second,	 through	 the	 idea	 of
culturally	specific	interrogation	techniques,	Americans	were	marked	as	modern	people	who	do
not	subscribe	to	puritanical	notions	of	sex	or	to	patriarchal	notions	of	women’s	role	in	it.	The
Iraqis,	of	course,	remained	forever	confined	to	the	premodern.

The	 idea	 of	 a	 culturally	 different,	more	 savage	 enemy	 persists	 in	 several	 contemporary
journalistic	accounts.	For	instance,	Heather	Macdonald,	a	journalist	and	frequent	guest	on	Fox
News,	writes,	“The	 Islamist	enemy	 is	unlike	any	 the	military	has	encountered	 in	 the	past.”20
The	difference,	it	turns	out,	is	a	cultural	one.	Islamists	don’t	give	up	information,	don’t	play	by
the	rules	of	the	Geneva	Convention,	and	are	mainly	interested	in	homosexual	sex.	(Macdonald
illustrates	 in	 this	 comment	 the	 incoherence	 of	 racist	 positions.	 If	 the	 Iraqis	were	 especially
humiliated	by	the	idea	of	men	having	sex	with	men,	why	would	they	also	be	characterized	as
mainly	interested	in	homosexual	sex?)	Confronted	with	such	an	uncivilized	enemy,	Americans
had	no	other	choice	but	to	turn	to	various	“stress	techniques,”	some	of	which	may	have	gone
too	far	 (Macdonald	dislikes	 the	use	of	dogs	and	 is	a	 little	concerned	about	water	boarding).
The	prisoners	who	were	moved	from	Camp	X-ray	to	Camp	Delta	at	Guantanamo	were	really
upset	only	because	they	could	no	longer	have	homosexual	sex.	Although	acknowledging	some
practices	of	torture,	Macdonald	concludes:	“We	don’t	gas	people	like	the	Nazis	did.”

One	 sees	 only	 a	 slightly	 more	 restrained	 culturalist	 argument	 from	 lawyers	 and	 policy
analysts,	many	of	whom	use	the	culture	argument	to	downgrade	what	happened	at	Abu	Ghraib
from	torture	to	interrogation.	For	example,	Andrew	C.	McCarthy	describes	the	“mortification”
of	Iraqi	prisoners	at	Abu	Ghraib	and	argues	 that	with	a	new	clandestine	and	ruthless	enemy,
America	had	to	legally	authorize	“a	bending	of	the	rules.”	Dismissing	any	connection	between
lawlessness	(as	in	the	refusal	to	grant	POW	status	to	detainees)	and	torture,	McCarthy	simply
agrees	with	Alan	Dershowitz	 that	we	 should	have	a	 system	of	 torture	warrants	whereby	we
apply	 for	 permission	 to	 torture	 especially	 high	 value	 and	 presumably	 especially	 savage
detainees.21

In	view	of	the	mediation	of	terror	through	narration,	it	is	not	surprising	that	news	coverage
of	Abu	Ghraib	in	North	America,	both	then	and	now,	has	not	typically	used	the	word	torture.
As	 Timothy	 M.	 Jones	 and	 Penelope	 Sheets	 found,	 only	 19	 percent	 of	 the	 American	 press
articles	 on	 Abu	 Ghraib	 referred	 to	 torture,	 compared	 to	 81.8	 percent	 of	 European	 press
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articles.	Canada	and	Australia	reportage	referred	to	torture	41	percent	of	the	time.22	American
civilians	and	soldiers	are	massively	opposed	to	torture,	but	not	to	abuse	or	mortification.	Polls
indicate	 that	many	Americans	 are	 in	 favor	of	 sleep	deprivation	 and	other	 techniques.23	As	 I
show	 below,	 narratives	 about	 a	 few	 bad	 leaders	 effectively	 limit	 the	 extent	 to	 which
Americans	can	see	themselves	as	implicated	in	torture,	and	by	extension	in	empire.

ANTI-TORTURE	NARRATIVES

Many	 scholars	 now	 unambiguously	 condemn	 torture	 and	 show	 “the	 mundane	 banality	 with
which	 cruelty	 and	 torture	 became	 official	 policy	 of	 the	 United	 States	 Department	 of
Defense.”24	Analysts	share	the	conclusion	that	under	President	George	W.	Bush,	as	David	Cole
put	it,	“an	amoral,	blinkered	pragmatism	ruled	the	day.”25	 In	this	apparently	post-torture	age,
where	 so	many	 announce	 their	 objections	 to	 torture,	 the	 opening	words	 of	Taussig’s	 classic
book	Shamanism,	Colonialism,	and	the	Wild	Man,	in	which	he	reminds	us	of	the	mediation	of
terror	 through	 narration,	 suggest	 that	 we	 should	 not	 assume	 that	 the	 narratives	 that	 enable
torture	have	in	fact	all	disappeared.	How	do	contemporary	narratives	about	the	wrongness	of
torture	 at	 Abu	 Ghraib	mediate	 terror?	 How	 do	 we	 write	 effectively	 against	 torture?	 These
questions	are	as	pertinent	when	writing	about	torture	and	the	Arab/Muslim	enemy	today	as	it
was	for	the	Putumayo	Indians.

A	 recent	 collection	of	 articles	 on	 the	 torture	 debate	 in	 the	United	States	 begins	with	 the
observation	that	Americans	have	been	remarkably	“apathetic”	about	the	question	of	torture	in
the	war	on	terror.	The	editor	speculates	that	Americans	are	not	uncaring	but	simply	confused
about	 the	 issue.26	 A	 spate	 of	 films	 about	 torture	 and	 other	 excesses	 in	 the	 war	 on	 terror,
however,	suggests	otherwise.	Americans	have	engaged	in	a	public	discussion	of	the	meaning	of
Abu	Ghraib,	Guantanamo,	and	other	sites	of	torture,	and	they	have	mostly	done	so	as	critics.
Documentaries	 such	 as	 Standard	 Operating	 Procedure	 (the	 focus	 of	 this	 chapter)	 and	 The
Ghosts	 of	 Abu	 Ghraib,	 as	 well	 as	 books	 such	 as	 Jane	 Mayer’s	 The	 Dark	 Side,27	 and
Hollywood	 movies	 such	 as	 Rendition	 have	 become	 a	 genre	 of	 sorts,	 works	 united	 by	 a
common	criticism	of	the	torture	policies	of	the	Bush	administration.	If	the	majority	of	critics	of
American	torture	policies	of	the	past	decade	(most	do	not	spare	the	time	to	discuss	pre-9/11
American	 torture)	 focus	 on	 the	 corruption,	 immorality,	 and	 illegality	 that	 characterized	 the
Bush	administration,	very	few	consider	torture	itself:	what	is	torture,	who	is	tortured,	and	what
made	it	so	easy	for	the	regime,	ordinary	soldiers,	and	ordinary	people	to	torture	or	to	accept
torture	 as	 official	 policy.	 Although	 we	 have	 all	 become	 familiar	 with	 the	 list	 of	 torture
practices	(indeed,	on	the	day	that	I	am	writing	this,	my	local	newspaper	in	Toronto	included	a
short	news	item	on	CIA	torture	techniques	and	the	torture	memos	have	just	been	released),28	it
is	 as	 though	 these	 acts	 were	 not	 in	 fact	 committed	 by	 people	 we	 can	 name.	 Instead,	 the
discussion	has	largely	been	an	abstract	one	about	policies	and	immoral	leadership.	On	the	rare
occasion	 that	 the	 questions	 “Why	was	 it	 so	 easy	 for	American	 soldiers	 to	 be	 amoral?”	 and
“What	enabled	torture?”	are	asked,	 they	are	answered	with	 the	 theory	that	once	you	create	a
torture	culture,	ordinary	people	find	it	easy	to	torture	(Stanley	Milgram’s	Stanford	experiments
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are	often	cited).29	Importantly,	psychological	explanations	turn	our	gaze	away	from	history	and
context,	 leaving	 little	 chance	 of	 exploring	 what	 kind	 of	 Americans	 the	 soldiers	 imagined
themselves	 to	 be.	 “Rumsfeld	 made	 them	 do	 it”	 (a	 reference	 to	 Donald	 Rumsfeld,	 defense
secretary	 under	 President	 George	 W.	 Bush)	 seems	 to	 suffice	 as	 explanation.30	 Such
explanations	do	not	explore	 torture	as	 the	historical	 identity-making	practice	Taussig,	among
others,	considers	it	to	be.	In	fact,	they	studiously	avoid	embodying	torture	at	all;	it	thus	remains
a	 particular	 policy	 or	 law.	 We	 seldom	 hear	 the	 voices	 of	 the	 tortured	 of	 Abu	 Ghraib,
Guantanamo,	 or	 elsewhere,	 though	 the	 recently	 available	 information	 from	 interviews	 of
detainees	compiled	by	the	International	Committee	of	the	Red	Cross	is	one	exception	that	may
yet	change	the	direction	of	public	consciousness.31

It	 is	said	 that	Americans	must	now	live	with	 the	story	of	 torture.	As	Mark	Danner	wrote
recently	after	reading	the	Red	Cross	interviews,	the	decision	to	torture	“sits	before	us,	a	toxic
fact,	polluting	our	political	and	moral	life.”32	To	confront	 this	 toxic	fact	requires	confronting
what	 torture	 is:	 a	 systematic	 dehumanization	 of	 the	 Other.	 Both	 in	 popular	 culture	 and
officially,	the	United	States	has	yet	to	acknowledge	and	confront	the	fact	that	its	soldiers	were
able	 to	 torture	 with	 abandon.	 The	 rank-and-file	 soldiers	 involved	 in	 torture	 at	 Abu	Ghraib
appear	 neither	 to	 regret	 it	 nor	 to	 face	 social	 censure	 for	 it.	 The	 remarkable	 disavowal	 that
prisoners	were	persons	who	were	tortured	and	the	compulsion	to	exonerate	the	rank	and	file
ensure	that	Americans	do	not	confront	the	toxic	fact	of	empire.	This	is	the	argument	I	make	in
what	follows,	an	argument	about	the	persistence	of	racial	terror	in	narratives	at	a	moment	when
America	 announces	 itself	 to	 be	 post-torture.	 Specifically,	 I	 suggest	 that	 the	 soldiers	 at	 Abu
Ghraib	 have	 often	 aroused	 compassion	 and	 understanding.	 As	 a	 culture,	 North	 Americans
appear	 to	 sympathize	with	many	of	 them,	perhaps	believing	 the	Milgram	experiment	 to	be	a
good	explanation	for	 their	behavior.	 I	note	here	 that	 less	good	feeling	has	been	accorded	the
Winter	Soldiers,	servicemen	and	-women	who	protest	the	war	and	the	terrible	things	they	were
required	to	do	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan.33	Through	the	redemption	of	the	rank-and-file	soldiers
involved	 in	 torture	 and	 an	 almost	 exclusive	 focus	on	 the	 legal	 and	political	 authorization	of
torture,	 Americans	 have	 successfully	 stopped	 torture	 from	 penetrating	 their	 consciousness.
Along	with	 scholars	 exploring	 the	 productive	 function	 of	 apologies,	 truth	 and	 reconciliation
commissions,	and	other	national	moments	in	which	state	violence	is	confronted,	I	suggest	that
an	important	question	to	ask	about	these	ostensibly	critical	narratives	of	torture	is	quite	simply,
How	 do	 the	 stories	 make	 us	 feel?34	 Put	 another	 way,	 what	 kind	 of	 a	 moral	 community	 is
created	by	contemporary	critics	of	torture?

There	 is	 something	productive	 about	 the	 argument	 that	only	 the	 leaders	 are	 to	 blame	 for
torture.	American	innocence	is	secured	through	this	focus	in	much	the	same	way	that	Canadians
were	able	to	affirm	their	innocence	in	peacekeeping	abuses.35	Both	the	nation	and	rank-and-file
soldiers,	in	this	telling,	become	mere	dupes	of	a	corrupt	leadership.	The	work	of	empire	can
go	on	apace	when	we	assume	that	all	the	bad	guys	have	gone	home.	What	was	done	to	Iraqis
disappears	into	a	story	of	American	innocence,	a	strange	time	in	American	history	when	“our
children”	as	 the	filmmaker	Errol	Morris	called	the	rank-and-file	soldiers,	were	coerced	into
an	“animal	house	on	 the	night	 shift”	 at	Abu	Ghraib,	 a	phrase	Morris	borrowed	 from	 former
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defense	secretary	James	Schlesinger.36	Morris	is	reluctant	to	call	what	went	on	at	Abu	Ghraib
torture,	and	the	soldiers	whose	faces	appear	in	the	famous	pictures	are	never	labeled	torturers.
At	worst,	the	rank-and-file	soldiers	charged	with	abuses	at	Abu	Ghraib	are	fondly	referred	to
in	the	media	as	the	“seven	bad	apples,”	and	their	activities	described	as	“unseemly.”

I	rely	on	the	documentary	film	made	by	Morris,	titled	Standard	Operating	Procedure,	and
the	 book	 of	 the	 same	 title	 that	 he	 coauthored	 with	 Philip	 Gourevitch,	 based	 on	 extensive
interviews	with	the	soldiers,	to	illustrate	my	argument	about	the	“post-torture”	recollections	of
Abu	Ghraib.37	Sabrina	Harman,	Megan	Ambuhl,	Lynndie	England,	Jeremy	Sivits,	Javal	Davis
—five	of	the	seven	soldiers	charged	for	their	roles	in	torture	at	Abu	Ghraib—and	others	have
told	 their	 stories	 in	 two	 documentaries	 and	 a	 book;	 two	 others,	 Charles	 Graner	 and	 Ivan
Frederick,	remain	incarcerated	and	inaccessible	to	the	media.38	Critics	have	been	remarkably
unanimous	 in	 their	 responses	 to	Standard	Operating	Procedure,	 finding	 the	occasional	 fault
(particularly	with	Morris’s	decision	 to	 re-enact	 scenes	of	 torture),	but	 agreeing	 for	 the	most
part	with	the	story	line	that	the	real	culprits	are	the	leaders.	Although	I	rely	on	the	documentary
and	the	book	Standard	Operating	Procedure,	and	critics’	responses	to	them,	it	is	possible	to
turn	 to	 other	 documentaries	 and	 films.	 The	 documentary	 The	 Ghosts	 of	 Abu	 Ghraib	 by
filmmaker	 Rory	 Kennedy,	 which	 shows	 fidelity	 to	 the	 argument	 that	 the	 most	 important
conclusion	we	can	come	to	about	Abu	Ghraib	is	that	torture	was	official	policy	and	that	rank-
and-file	soldiers	only	did	what	they	were	ordered	to	do.	Like	Morris,	Kennedy	feels	sympathy
for	 her	 documentary	 subjects,	 believing	 them	 to	 be	 the	 likable,	 hapless	 victims	of	 a	 corrupt
administration.	As	Kennedy	told	Amy	Goodman	in	an	interview,	“And	what	I	found	was	that
they	were,	in	fact,	very	likeable,	and	that	I	could	see	their	humanity	in	looking	at	their	eyes,	and
was	 able	 to	 connect	with	 them.	And	 it	was	 very	 hard	 to	 reconcile	 that	 experience	with	 the
reality	of	what	I	was	seeing	in	the	photographs	and	images.”39	For	Kennedy,	as	for	so	many,	it
is	possible	to	reconcile	the	photos	with	the	apparent	niceness	of	the	soldiers	by	focusing	on	the
responsibility	of	 the	chain	of	 command	and	on	 the	 idea	 (citing	Stanley	Milgram	once	again)
that	ordinary	people	easily	commit	acts	of	torture	if	someone	in	authority	tells	them	to	do	so.
What	enables	this	exoneration	of	ordinary	torturers?	While	there	are	certainly	several	reasons,
I	propose	 that	a	crucial	part	of	 this	 response	originates	 in	 the	belief	 that	Arabs/Muslims	are
culturally	different,	and	less	than	human.

POST-TORTURE:	“I	DON’T	KNOW	WHAT	I	COULD	HAVE	DONE	DIFFERENT”

By	way	of	moral	contrast,	 let	us	consider	 some	altogether	different	narratives	about	 Iraq.	 In
March	2008,	hundreds	of	veterans	of	the	wars	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan	gathered	in	Maryland	to
give	their	eyewitness	accounts	of	the	occupations	of	both	countries.	The	veterans	modeled	their
testimony	after	the	Winter	Soldier	hearings	organized	by	Vietnam	Veterans	Against	the	War	in
1971.	As	Amy	Goodman	reported	on	Democracy	Now,	“The	war	veterans	spoke	of	free-fire
zones,	 the	 shootings	 and	 beatings	 of	 innocent	 civilians,	 racism	 at	 the	 highest	 levels	 of	 the
military,	and	 the	 torturing	of	prisoners.”40	Most	major	news	outlets	did	not	cover	 the	Winter
Soldier	 event.	 Goodman,	 via	 Democracy	 Now,	 broadcast	 the	 hearings,	 in	 which	 soldiers
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tearfully	described	in	detail	(often	illustrating	with	pictures	of	themselves)	the	acts	of	violence
they	 perpetrated	 upon	 Iraqi	 and	 Afghan	 people.	 In	 one	 such	 account,	 Jon	 Michael	 Turner
stripped	his	medals	and	ribbons	from	his	chest	and	ended	his	testimony	as	follows:	“I	just	want
to	say	that	I	am	sorry	for	the	hate	and	destruction	I	have	inflicted	on	innocent	people,	and	I’m
sorry	for	the	hate	and	destruction	that	others	have	inflicted	on	innocent	people.	…	I	am	sorry
for	 the	 things	 I	 did.	 I	 am	 no	 longer	 the	 monster	 that	 I	 once	 was.”41	 Carl	 Rippberger,
commenting	on	a	slide	of	himself	in	Iraq,	said:	“I	am	extremely	shameful	of	it.	I’m	showing	it
in	hopes	 that	none	of	you	people	 that	have	never	been	 involved	ever	 let	 this	happen	 to	you.
Don’t	 ever	 let	 your	 government	 do	 this	 to	 you.	 It’s	 me.	 I’m	 holding	 a	 dead	 body,	 smiling.
Everyone	 in	our	platoon	 took	 two	bodies,	 put	 them	on	 the	back	 ramp,	drove	 them	 through	a
village	for	show,	and	dumped	them	off	at	the	edge	the	village.”42

As	 these	 excerpts	 reveal,	 the	 Winter	 Soldiers	 acknowledge	 personal	 responsibility	 for
their	actions	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan,	even	as	they	believe	that	they	were	a	part	of	a	systematic
campaign	of	violence	orchestrated	from	the	top.	Their	stories	confirm	that	a	pattern	of	 terror
begins	with	 individual	soldiers	who	are	asked	to	do,	and	who	do,	unspeakable	 things.	Some
find	the	courage	to	say	no	on	the	spot;	most	do	not.	But	in	the	case	of	the	Winter	Soldiers,	all
now	believe	that	what	they	were	asked	to	do,	and	what	they	did,	was	wrong.	Their	testimony	is
intended	to	rectify	these	wrongs	by	allowing	them	to	take	personal	responsibility	and	speak	out
against	practices	of	torture	and	terror	and	against	war	and	occupation.	This	response	is	not	one
that	has	occurred	to	the	majority	of	the	soldiers	at	Abu	Ghraib,	and	it	is	not	one	that	Morris	or
Gourevitch	ever	consider	possible.	“I’m	sorry”	has	not	been	uttered	by	any	of	the	torturers,	nor
have	 any	 of	 those	 who	 condemn	 torture	 uttered	 these	 words.	 Of	 course,	 the	 politics	 of
apologies	are	well-known	productive	acts.	As	Richard	Weisman	discussed	(drawing	also	on
others’	work),	expressions	of	 remorse	have	 to	 include	an	unconditional	acknowledgement	of
responsibility,	sincere	self-condemnation	and,	most	crucially,	an	awareness	that	the	victim	has
suffered.43	Without	 these	 components,	 we	 are	 not	 being	 invited	 into	 a	 moral	 community	 in
which	 torture	 is	 wrong.	 If	 no	 one	 thinks	 that	 the	 acts	 of	 torture	 at	 Abu	Ghraib	were	 really
wrong	 or	 regrettable,	 then	 are	 Muslims/	 Arabs	 full	 members	 of	 the	 human	 and	 political
community?

In	Standard	Operating	Procedure,	Morris	 intersperses	vivid	 reenactments	of	 torture,	 the
Abu	Ghraib	photographs,	and	interviews	with	the	soldiers,	the	last	often	shot	close	up	so	that
their	faces	fill	the	entire	screen.	The	viewer	has	a	sense	of	being	face	to	face	with	torture	and
literally	 present	with	 both	 torturer	 and	 tortured.	The	 tortured,	 of	 course,	 do	 not	 speak;	 their
bodies	are	meant	only	to	contrast	with	the	calm	and	reasonable	voices	of	the	soldiers	who	give
us	 their	 accounts	 of	what	 they	 did	 in	Abu	Ghraib	 prison.	 There	 remains	 a	 voyeuristic	 gaze
throughout	as	we	are	invited	to	consume	pyramids	of	naked	prisoners.	As	Lazreg	wrote	about
France,	as	 the	 former	colonial	power	 in	Algeria,	 the	“cumulative	effect	of	 this	speaking	and
writing	 about	 the	 war	 [of	 independence	 in	 Algeria]	 has	 resulted	 in	 a	 trivialization	 of	 the
significance	 of	 torture	 as	 glossy	 pictures	 turn	 war	 into	 an	 orgiastic	 intellectual
entertainment.”44	Similarly,	documentaries	such	as	Standard	Operating	Procedure	offer	vivid
descriptions	and	images	of	torture	that	serve	to	normalize	these	forms	of	torture.
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The	documentary	begins	by	informing	us	that	American	soldiers	were	so	depressed	and	so
low	when	 they	got	 to	Abu	Ghraib	 that	 they	 felt	“already	dead.”	 In	 the	book,	Gourevitch	and
Morris	make	sure	their	readers	understand	that	Abu	Ghraib	was	an	intolerable	place	that	was
constantly	 under	mortar	 fire	 (although	 in	 2003,	 no	American	 soldier	was	 killed	 because	 of
this).	A	combat	unit,	the	372nd	Regiment,	made	up	of	reservists,	finds	out	that	instead	of	going
home,	its	members	will	be	posted	to	guard	duty	at	Abu	Ghraib,	something	for	which	they	are
not	trained.	We	are	coached	to	understand	that—untrained,	alienated,	stressed,	frustrated,	and
overcome	by	 the	climate—normal,	wholesome	American	soldiers,	each	with	his	or	her	own
dreams,	soon	fall	apart	in	the	hell	that	was	Abu	Ghraib.	The	film	and	the	book	both	begin	with
this	equivalent	 to	 the	 journey	 into	 the	heart	of	Africa	of	Marlow,	Joseph	Conrad’s	European
character	 in	 the	 novel	Heart	 of	 Darkness	 who	 travels	 by	 river	 into	 the	 dangerous	 jungle,
encountering	savageries	along	the	way	that	reveal	the	darkness	that	lies	within	man.

As	I	have	shown	elsewhere,	 in	 the	case	of	 the	violence	of	Western	peacekeepers	 toward
the	populations	they	supposedly	go	to	help,	the	savagery	of	the	racial	Other,	and	the	savagery
of	the	place	of	the	racial	Other,	becomes	the	reason	why	violence	is	authorized	against	them.
As	 Hugh	 Ridley	 memorably	 explained	 in	 recalling	 the	 themes	 of	 colonial	 novels	 and	 the
mindset	of	the	masculine	subjects	who	inhabit	these	fictional	colonial	worlds,	“In	Africa,	who
can	be	a	saint?”45	The	civilized	man	“loses	it”	in	Africa	on	account	of	the	dust	and	heat,	as	the
Canadian	 government	 concluded	 in	 its	 inquiry	 into	 the	 violence	 of	 Canadian	 peacekeepers
toward	Somalis.	In	Africa,	the	soldier	feels	compelled	to	engage	in	violence	anticipating	 the
savagery	 of	 the	 racial	 Other	 and	 the	 hardships	 of	 the	 land.	 It	 is	 this	 narrative	 line,	 a
combination	 of	 “Rumsfeld	 made	 me	 do	 it”	 and	 “In	 Iraq,	 who	 could	 be	 a	 saint?”	 that	 runs
through	the	accounts	of	the	Abu	Ghraib	soldiers,	an	account	very	much	fostered	by	Morris	and
carefully	installed	in	the	film	and	book.

What	stands	out	the	most	about	the	narratives	the	Abu	Ghraib	soldiers	offer	to	the	cameras
is	 the	 almost	 complete	 absence	 of	 moral	 conflict.	 The	 soldiers	 do	 not	 believe	 that	 they
personally	 did	 anything	wrong.	 Instead,	we	 see	 subjects	 intent	 on	 presenting	 themselves	 as
victims.	Presumably	asked	by	Morris	(who	does	not	appear)	how	they	feel	now,	the	soldiers
display	no	shame,	little	interest	 in	the	impact	of	their	actions,	and	an	intense	self-absorption.
Sabrina	Harmon	appears	puzzled	by	the	question	about	what	she	could	have	done	differently.
She	replies,	“I	don’t	know	what	I	could	have	done	different,”	and	as	an	afterthought	adds:	“I
wouldn’t	have	joined	the	military.	It’s	just	not	worth	it.”	In	the	interview	quoted	in	the	book,
she	 expands	 on	 what	 she	means:	 “You	 always	 feel	 guilty	 thinking	 you	 could	 have	 changed
something—or,	 I	 guess,	 dereliction	 of	 duty	 for	 not	 reporting	 something	 that	 went	 on,	 even
though	people	did	know.	I	guess	you	could	have	went	[sic]	to	somebody	else.	So	I	accept	the
dereliction	of	duty	charge.	Personally	I	accept	that	one.	It	would	be	nice	just	to	put	everything
behind	me.	It	sucks,	but	it’s	a	learning	experience,	I	guess.	It	helps	you	grow,	getting	screwed
over.	I	don’t	know.”46	The	spark	of	remorse	that	leads	Harmon	to	accept	the	dereliction	of	duty
charge	 for	 not	 reporting	 the	 abuse	 is	 quickly	 put	 out	 by	 the	 predominant	 feeling	 of	 “getting
screwed	over.”

Similarly,	although	he	felt	sorry	for	a	prisoner	who	died	in	a	bombing	just	as	he	was	being
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released,	 Javal	 Davis	 remains	 most	 rueful	 about	 the	 loss	 of	 his	 dreams.	 Davis	 offers	 the
camera	 his	 final	 thought:	 “A	 big	 chunk	 of	my	 life	 is	 gone.	 I	 can	 never	 get	 it	 back.”	 Jeremy
Sivits	is	sorry	that	he	couldn’t	make	his	family	proud.	Megan	Graner	simply	concludes,	“Life’s
not	fair,	that’s	for	sure,”	and	if	we	are	in	any	doubt	about	whose	life	is	not	fair,	it	is	quickly	put
to	 rest	 when,	 reflecting	 on	 her	 own	 life,	 she	 declares,	 “I’ve	 always	 known	 that.”	 Lynndie
England	announces	 that	she	wouldn’t	change	a	 thing	because	she	got	a	son	out	of	 it.	For	her,
regret	 centers	 on	 Charles	 Graner.	 Believing	 herself	 to	 have	 been	 victimized	 by	 Graner,
England	has	 drawn	one	predominant	 lesson	 from	Abu	Ghraib:	 “Learn	 from	your	mistakes.	 I
learned	from	mine.	It’s	like	I	don’t	need	a	man	to	survive.	Forget	’em.	…	It’s	just	being	young
and	naïve.”47

Although	self-pity	runs	like	a	stream	through	these	narratives,	the	soldiers	are	clearly	not
sorry	 for	 what	 they	 did	 to	 Iraqis.	 Their	 recollections	 reveal	 that	 little	 about	 the	 situation
troubled	 them	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 other	 than	 their	 own	personal	 discomfort,	 the	 discomfort	 of
being	in	a	savage	place	at	a	savage	time.	They	work	hard	to	make	a	moral	distinction	between
humiliation	and	torture,	believing	nonetheless	in	their	absolute	right	to	engage	in	the	former.

The	journey	into	the	heart	of	darkness,	where	torture	is	transformed	into	humiliation,	is	a
gendered	 one.	 Both	 the	 book	 and	 the	 film	 begin	 with	 the	 story	 of	 Sabrina	 Harman	 as	 the
epitome	of	 feminine	 innocence	defiled.	Harman’s	 soft	girlish	voice	 reads	 from	her	 letters	 to
her	wife,	Kelly.48	Faithful	to	the	storyline	of	someone	who	descends	into	hell,	Harmon	writes
of	 the	 first	 time	 that	 she	 saw	 a	 prisoner	 with	 underwear	 on	 his	 head,	 stripped	 naked	 and
handcuffed	to	the	rails	with	his	arms	extended	over	his	head	in	the	Palestinian	position,	used
by	 the	 Israeli	 army	 for	 the	 extreme	 discomfort	 in	 which	 it	 places	 the	 prisoner.	 Like	 most
soldiers,	 Harman	 understood	 that	 the	 prisoner,	 a	 taxi	 driver,	 was	 most	 likely	 innocent,
something	that	did	not	stop	her	from	engaging	in	humiliation	and	torture.	She	recalls	for	Kelly
that	at	first	she	found	the	prisoner’s	situation	funny	and	initially	laughed	when	someone	“poked
his	dick.”	Editorializing	quickly,	Harman	writes,	 “Then	 it	 hit	me	 that	 this	was	molestation.”
Molestation,	but	not	 torture.	Claiming	 that	 she	knew	 that	much	 that	went	on	was	wrong,	 she
says	she	nonetheless	participated	and	took	pictures,	apparently	believing	that	the	photos	would
later	serve	as	proof.	At	no	time	does	it	occur	to	Harman	to	try	to	stop	the	practices	or	even	to
complain	 about	 them.	 If	 she	 gives	 a	 thumbs-up	 or	 gleefully	 smiles	 for	 the	 camera,	 Harmon
suggests	that	this	is	simply	what	she	always	did	in	front	of	a	camera.

Gourevitch	and	Morris	sympathetically	portray	the	young	girl	who	dreamed	of	becoming	a
forensic	 photographer.	 In	 Harman’s	 letters,	 the	 story	 of	 taking	 pictures	 for	 the	 purpose	 of
documenting	 an	 abuse	 is	 undermined	 by	 her	 recounting	 of	 the	 casual	 details	 of	 life	 at	 Abu
Ghraib	where	“we	stripped	prisoners	and	laughed	at	them;	we	degraded	them	but	we	didn’t	hit
them.”	These	casually	inserted	details	of	her	direct	participation	in	torture,	practices	that	she
clearly	does	not	consider	to	be	torture,	take	second	place	next	to	the	accounts	Harman	gives	of
her	kindness.	She	writes	of	the	young	boy	who	was	covered	in	ants	and	whom	she	tried	to	help,
and	 of	 the	 general	 whose	 eyebrows	 were	 shaved	 and	 whom	 she	 tried	 to	 console	 for	 this
humiliation.	On	camera	she	comments	on	the	famous	photograph	of	the	prisoner	who	was	made
to	 believe	 that	 the	 electrodes	 attached	 to	 him	 were	 live	 wires	 and	 that	 he	 would	 be
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electrocuted	if	he	fell	off	the	box:	“It	would	have	been	meaner	if	the	electrodes	were	hooked
up.”	Gilligan,	as	this	prisoner	was	nicknamed,	was	never	physically	touched,	Harman	insists,
puzzled	by	those	who	saw	the	photo	and	thought	that	it	was	torture.

The	 contrived	 and	 contradictory	 nature	 of	 Harman’s	 recollections	 give	 Gourevitch	 and
Morris	pause,	and	they	notice	that	she	is	working	hard	to	construct	herself	as	innocent:	“By	the
end	of	her	outpourings	she	repositioned	herself	as	an	outsider	at	Abu	Ghraib,	an	observer	and
recorder,	 shaking	 her	 head,	 and	 in	 this	way	 she	 came	 clean	with	 her	wife.	 In	 this	way	 she
preserved	her	 sense	of	 innocence.”49	Noting	 that	Harman	“imagined	herself	 as	producing	an
exposé,	but	she	did	not	pretend	to	be	a	whistle-blower-in-waiting,”	they	can	make	no	further
sense	of	her	performance	and	instead	accept	her	explanations.	When	she	acknowledges	that	the
grin	and	the	thumbs-up	she	offered	to	the	camera	in	most	of	the	photos	“look	bad”	and	suggests
that	this	was	simply	how	she	always	posed	for	photos,	there	is	little	in	the	book	or	the	film	to
indicate	 that	 this	 might	 not	 be	 true.	 Harmon’s	 narrative	 is	 indeed	 full	 of	 contradictions.
Documenting	abuse,	yet	giving	an	un-self-conscious	account	of	her	own	involvement	in	various
torture	events,	her	account	nonetheless	makes	clear	that	“she	was	as	forgiving	of	her	buddies
as	of	herself.”50

There	is	a	strange	structure	to	the	soldiers’	narratives	of	“the	first	time	I	saw	abuse.”	It	is
the	 naked	 detainees	 wearing	 women’s	 panties	 that	 shock,	 but	 not	 the	 repeated	 violence.
Although	initially	sure	that	what	they	were	seeing	was	wrong,	they	soon	participate	in	acts	of
abuse	and	describe	their	participation	in	various	contradictory	ways:	the	leaders	made	me	do
it;	others	did	far	worse;	I	just	followed	orders;	the	prisoners	were	ordinary	innocent	people;
the	prisoners	were	people	who	had	happily	blown	us	up;	 the	prisoners	had	 information	 that
would	 save	 lives;	 the	 prisoners	 didn’t	 have	 information;	 and	 so	 on.	 No	 soldier	 takes
responsibility	 for	acts	of	humiliation	and	 torture.	 If	 it	 is	ever	acknowledged	 that	most	of	 the
people	 in	 Abu	 Ghraib	 were	 simply	 ordinary	 people,	 this	 does	 not	 give	 anyone	 pause	 to
acknowledge	that	what	they	did	was	wrong.

Javal	Davis	 knew	 from	 his	 first	 encounter	with	 naked	 prisoners	wearing	women’s	 pink
panties	 over	 their	 heads	 that	 “something’s	 not	 right	 here.”	 Describing	 his	 initial	 attempt	 to
complain,	he	notes	that	the	chain	of	command	simply	abandoned	the	rank	and	file,	confirming
that	however	the	soldiers	felt,	they	had	to	do	the	bidding	of	Military	Intelligence.	By	his	own
and	others’	accounts,	he	grew	numb	but	participated	nevertheless,	often	with	enthusiasm.	He
acknowledges	 that	 in	 and	 around	 Abu	Ghraib,	 soldiers	 in	 his	 unit	 would	 simply	 sweep	 up
every	single	male	“from	kids	to	the	local	baker”	and	then	set	about	humiliating	them.	He	soon
determined	what	worked	 best	 in	 destabilizing	 the	 prisoners:	 playing	 rap	music	 and	 country
music	 loudly	 and	 without	 cease.	 In	 his	 view	 what	 he	 participated	 in	 was	 not	 torture	 but
humiliation.	“We	don’t	have	photos	of	torture,”	he	states,	even	though	he	believes	that	torture
happened	all	the	time.	The	real	torturers,	he	implies,	got	off.	Megan	Ambuhl	also	insists	that
the	photographs	don’t	show	torture	and	goes	further	by	maintaining	that	they	in	fact	make	things
look	worse	than	they	were.	“We	softened	them	up,”	Ampuhl	casually	explains.	“We	would	burn
them	with	a	cigarette.	We’d	just	do	what	they	[Military	Intelligence]	wanted	us	to	do.	It	didn’t
seem	 weird;	 it	 was	 saving	 lives.”	 Other	 soldiers	 calmly	 describe	 their	 own	 role	 in	 water
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torture.
The	 soldiers	 speak	 casually	 of	 the	 horrors	 they	 were	 involved	 in,	 lamenting	 that	 the

incidents	for	which	they	have	been	condemned	were	far	more	innocent	than	others	they	knew
about.	They	tell	of	prisoners	whom	they	were	“humiliating”	who	were	already	dead;	of	being
asked	to	help	out	and	doing	so	in	order	to	be	“nice.”	Sabrina	Harmon	draws	diagrams	in	her
letters	 home	 of	 how	 dogs	 are	 used	 on	 prisoners.	 Others	 announce	 their	 belief	 that	 most
prisoners	were	ordinary,	innocent	people,	yet	they	recall	soaking	sandbags	in	hot	sauce	to	be
placed	over	a	prisoner’s	head	because	“these	guys	have	info.”	They	were	able	to	participate	in
the	brutal	beatings	of	prisoners	and	maintain	at	the	same	time	that	the	most	that	ever	happened
was	“a	really,	really	bad	case	of	humiliation.”	As	“helpers,”	Anthony	Diaz	and	Jeffery	Frost
describe	the	order	to	tie	a	prisoner	in	a	higher-stress	position.	They	find	out	after	some	time
that	the	prisoner	they	were	allegedly	softening	up	was	already	dead.	“It	kinda	felt	bad.	I	know	I
am	 not	 part	 of	 this	 but	 …	 ,”	 offers	 Diaz	 in	 the	 film,	 illustrating	 the	 acknowledgement	 of
violence	and	the	disavowal	of	his	participation	in	it	in	one	breath.	Although	what	felt	bad	was
realizing	the	prisoner	was	dead,	it	apparently	did	not	feel	bad	to	spend	days	tying	prisoners	up
in	 intolerable	 stress	 positions,	 stripping	 them	 naked,	 and	 turning	 on	 the	 showers	 for	 water
torture.	 The	mundane	work	 of	 torture	 elicits	 little	moral	 conflict.	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 work	 that	 is
never	named	as	torture.

The	soldiers	are	not	only	forgiving	of	themselves	and	of	each	other	for	engaging	in	torture,
but	absorbed	in	the	tragedy	of	what	happened	to	them.	Lynndie	England,	whom	Gourevitch	and
Morris	describe	as	a	girl	who	once	looked	like	a	boy	and	who	enlisted	at	seventeen	in	order	to
attend	college	and	lift	herself	out	of	a	life	working	at	a	chicken-processing	plant,	is	dismissive
of	the	public,	which	saw	her	holding	the	leash	on	a	prisoner	and	called	it	abuse.	“It	was	no	big
deal,”	she	observes,	explaining	that	Charles	Graner	asked	her	to	hold	the	leash	for	the	photo.
Maintaining	throughout	that	all	she	did	was	what	she	was	told	to	do,	England	presents	herself
as	a	woman	victimized	by	a	man.	“I’m	in	 the	brig	because	of	a	man,”	she	states	flatly	 to	 the
camera,	 explaining	 that	women	 in	 the	 army	 either	 had	 to	 prove	 their	 equality	 to	men	 or	 be
controlled	 by	 them.	 A	man’s	 place,	 the	 army	 also	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 a	 place	 where	 “people
wanted	 to	 mess	 with	 the	 prisoners.”	 Offering	 no	 comment	 on	 this	 state	 of	 affairs,	 England
remains	 unrepentant	 as	 she	 describes	 her	 involvement	 in	 the	 scenes	 of	 sexual	 torture:	 “We
didn’t	kill	’em,	we	didn’t	cut	their	head	off.”	Unconsciously	comparing	herself	to	the	barbaric
enemy	who	kills	and	cuts	off	heads,	England	secures	for	herself	a	higher	place	on	the	scale	of
civilization.

If	the	soldiers	seem	unmoved	by	their	acts	of	torture,	those	who	bring	us	their	story	share
this	 indifference	 to	 what	 was	 done	 to	 Iraqi	 bodies.	 Although	 Gourevitch	 and	Morris	 write
passionately	 that	 “the	 stain	 is	ours,”	 the	 stain	 is	only	 torture	as	policy	and	 the	crimes	of	 the
upper	levels.51	Of	the	soldiers	they	conclude:	“Even	as	they	sank	into	a	routine	of	depravity,
they	showed	by	their	picture	taking	that	they	did	not	accept	it	as	normal.	They	never	fully	got
with	 the	 program.	 Is	 it	 not	 to	 their	 credit	 that	 they	 were	 profoundly	 demoralized	 by	 their
service	in	the	netherworld?”52	Inexperienced,	untrained,	under	attack,	and	under	orders	to	do
wrong,	the	low-ranking	reservist	military	police	who	implemented	the	nefarious	policy	of	the
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war	on	terror	on	the	MI	block	of	Abu	Ghraib	knew	that	what	they	were	doing	was	 immoral,
and	they	knew	that	if	it	wasn’t	illegal,	it	ought	to	be.	They	knew	that	they	had	the	right,	and	that
it	was	their	duty,	to	disobey	an	unlawful	order	and	to	report	it	to	their	immediate	superior;	and
if	 that	failed—or	if	 that	superior	was	the	source	of	 the	order—to	keep	reporting	it	on	up	the
chain	of	command	until	they	found	satisfaction.53	If	they	had	the	right	to	refuse	to	commit	acts
of	 torture,	 and	given	 that	 this	was	 surely	 their	duty,	why	didn’t	 they	do	 so,	 and	what	do	we
think	about	them	not	having	done	so?	These	questions	are	answered	in	the	film:	they	didn’t	do
so	because	it	was	hard	to	do	so	and	we	should	forgive	them.

The	film	and	the	book	are	both	assembled	to	minimize	the	complicity	of	the	lower	ranks.
Tim	Dugan,	a	civilian	interrogator,	explains	to	us	at	the	start	of	the	film	that	the	rank-and-file
soldiers	 were	 a	 “bunch	 of	 unprofessional	 schmucks	 that	 didn’t	 know	 their	 damn	 jobs,	 all
thrown	together,	mixed	up	with	a	big-ass	stick.”	By	the	end	of	the	film,	he	no	longer	holds	this
view,	and	we	can	guess	that	he	now	believes	that	torture	was	policy.	Brent	Pack,	lead	forensic
examiner	 of	 the	 computer	 crime	 unit	 of	 the	 U.S.	 Army,	 who	 analyzed	 the	 thousands	 of
photographs,	lends	the	full	weight	of	his	science	to	the	diagnosis:	 the	pictures	depict	several
events	of	what	was	often	“standard	operating	procedure.”	He	classifies	the	acts	of	torture	and
humiliation,	clarifying	that	physical	injury	amounts	to	a	criminal	act	and	that	sexual	humiliation
is	dereliction	of	duty,	but	 that	most	other	practices	are	simply	standard	operating	procedure.
Agreeing	with	the	other	experts	interviewed	that	the	soldiers	were	mostly	people	in	the	wrong
place	 at	 the	wrong	 time,	 Pack	 feels	 sorriest	 for	England.	Lynndie	was	 “just	 in	 love.”	 If	 the
photos	tell	us	anything,	he	implies,	it	is	the	story	of	a	woman	in	love.	Neither	Lynndie	England
nor	Sabrina	Harman	who	writes	so	lovingly	to	her	wife,	are	presented	as	torturers.	Although
we	are	given	little	information	on	the	two	men	serving	the	longest	sentences	(Charles	Graner
and	 Ivan	 Frederick),	 their	 stories,	 too,	 are	 ultimately	 presented	 as	 those	 of	 victims.	 Their
country	betrayed	them,	we	are	led	to	believe.

Perhaps	the	end	point	of	the	equivocation	about	the	rank-and-file	soldiers	is	best	revealed
in	 the	many	 interviews	Morris	has	given	 (some	with	Gourevitch)	 in	which	he	explains	what
most	concerned	him	about	Abu	Ghraib.	Professing	himself	to	be	most	interested	in	the	role	of
the	 photos,	Morris	wonders	 about	what	 they	 reveal	 and	what	 they	 conceal.	Often	 turning	 to
Sabrina	Harman	as	an	example,	he	notes	that	it	is	tempting	to	conclude	from	the	thumbs-up	and
the	smiles	in	the	photo	of	herself	with	the	dead,	tortured	Iraqi	prisoner	that	she	participated	in
his	death	or	at	least	approved	of	it.	The	smile	is	an	uneasy	one,	Morris	suggests,	and	Harman’s
crime	is	nothing	compared	to	the	soldiers	who	actually	murdered	the	prisoner.	In	this	moment,
we	 are	 invited	 to	 forget	 that	 while	 Harman	 did	 not	 murder	 prisoners,	 she	 did	 participate
directly	in	moments	of	torture.	Challenging	his	audience	to	answer	the	question,	Did	Sabrina
Harman	commit	a	crime?	Morris	clearly	thinks	the	answer	is	no.	Admitting	that	she	may	not	be
“lily	white”	or	“uncompromised,”	we	are	invited	to	consider	that	she	is	not	the	culprit.54	In	the
end,	 although	 he	 wished	 to	 interrogate	 complicity	 at	 the	 bottom	 rather	 than	 the	 top,	 and
imagined	himself	making	a	film	that	did	more	than	focus	on	the	chain	of	command,	we	arrive	in
the	same	place.	At	no	point	does	it	really	seize	Morris’s	attention	that	American	soldiers	such
as	 Sabrina	 Harman	 tortured	 Iraqis.	 The	 unchallenged	 assumption	 throughout,	 shared	 by
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Morris,	Gourevitch,	and	their	subjects,	is	the	idea	that	there	is	a	valid	reason	for	treating	Iraqis
as	they	were	treated	in	Abu	Ghraib	prison	by	the	rank-and-file	soldiers,	even	if	things	did	go	a
little	wrong.

THE	REVIEWERS:	“FRIGHTENED,	DISORIENTED	MEN	AND	WOMEN”

Despite	the	obviousness	of	some	of	the	film’s	plot	devices,	it	is	surprising	that	reviewers	find
so	little	to	critique	in	the	work	of	Morris	and	Gourevitch.	In	a	review	of	the	book	and	the	film
published	in	the	New	York	Review	of	Books,	Ian	Buruma	begins,	as	so	many	reviewers	do,	by
reminding	 us	 of	 Susan	 Sontag’s	 argument	 that	 the	 torture	 photographs	 “were	 typical
expressions	of	a	brutalized	popular	American	culture,”	but	he	adds	approvingly	that	Morris’s
documentary	“complicates	matters.”55	The	complication	is	that	the	pictures	don’t	tell	the	whole
story	and	may	“even	conceal	more	than	they	reveal.”	What	they	conceal	is	torture	as	policy	and
the	practice	of	using	untrained	soldiers,	among	them	those	with	a	“bad	boy”	reputation	such	as
Charles	Graner.	Of	 the	other	 soldiers	who	participated,	Buruma	has	only	kind	 things	 to	 say.
Harman,	in	particular,	draws	his	sympathy,	as	Morris	intended.	She	is	the	person	about	whom
her	 colleagues	 say	 that	 she	wouldn’t	 hurt	 a	 fly.	We	are	 reminded	of	 her	 dream	 to	become	a
forensic	photographer.	For	Buruma,	Harman	is	simply	telling	the	truth	when	she	says	that	she
took	pictures	to	document	abuses.	She	committed	no	crime,	he	insists,	since	the	real	crime	lies
in	 those	who	tortured	a	prisoner	 to	death.	England	was	simply	in	 love	and	did	whatever	her
man	 told	 her	 to	 do.	The	 photos,	Buruma	 concludes,	were	 “fun	 and	 games”	 compared	 to	 the
darker	secret	they	hid.	The	worst	condemnation	that	Buruma	musters	is	that	everyone	probably
got	a	 little	“erotic	frisson”	from	his	or	her	participation	in	 these	acts.	He	recalls	 that	Sontag
may	have	been	right	about	 the	pornographic	nature	of	 the	encounter.	Yet	 lying	at	 the	heart	of
pornography	 and	 the	 Abu	 Ghraib	 encounter	 is	 the	 capacity	 to	 objectify	 and	 dehumanize,
something	 that	 contemporary	Abu	Ghraib	 commentators	 such	 as	Buruma	 seem	not	 to	 notice.
Not	surprisingly,	any	comparison	between	the	soldiers	of	Abu	Ghraib	and	the	Nazis	is	rejected
outright,	 although	 it	 is	 interesting	 that	 reviewers	 such	as	Buruma	 feel	 compelled	 to	deny	 the
similarity.

Buruma’s	response	is	a	typical	one.	The	Canadian	reviewer	Peter	Goddard	also	agrees	that
Lynndie	England	was	merely	goofing	around	for	her	boyfriend	when	she	took	part	in	the	photo
of	 “Gus,”	 the	 name	 given	 to	 the	 prisoner	 on	 a	 leash:	 “The	 picture	 isn’t	 about	 Gus	 being
dominated	by	England.	 It’s	 about	England	being	dominated	by	Graner.”56	Apparently	 buying
England’s	gender	defense	 that	 she	wasn’t	humiliating	prisoners	but	was	 just	 trying	 to	please
Charles	Graner,	Goddard	is	able	to	sidestep	the	fact	that	a	prisoner	was	still	in	the	end	being
humiliated	by	jailors	who	had	considerable	power	over	him.	Graner’s	interest	in	documenting
the	terrible	conditions	of	his	job,	Harman’s	wish	to	use	photos	to	deflect	her	own	humiliation
at	 being	 a	 spectator	 at	 a	 demeaning	 ritual—both	 are	 accepted	 at	 face	 value.	 Goddard
concludes:	 “The	 theatricality	 of	 the	Abu	Ghraib	 photos	 only	 adds	 to	 the	 shock	of	what	was
really	happening	there.	It’s	as	if	Graner	and	the	rest	of	the	picture-takers	understood	implicitly
that	they	were	in	that	awful	place	to	play	a	role	in	this	war	fantasy.	So	they	did	just	that,	with
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great	big	smiles	on	their	faces.”57
One	 is	 struck	 by	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 reviewers	 are	 forgiving	 of	 the	 soldiers.	 They

emphasize	 their	 “uncertainty	 and	 confusion”	 as	 well	 as	 their	 “posing	 and	 posturing.”	 As
Michael	S.	Roth,	president	of	Wesleyan	University,	writes,	“through	the	soldiers	we	are	able	to
grasp	 the	‘slapdash	 ineptitude’	and	 the	 incoherence	of	 the	war	 itself.”58	Michael	Chaiken,	 in
his	 review,	 takes	Morris	 to	 task	 for	“the	heavy-handed	 reliance	on	 re-creations	 to	 shock	 the
audience	into	recognizing	the	magnitude	of	the	horrors	being	recounted.”59	Chaiken’s	argument
is	that	the	re-creations	“divert	attention	from	that	for	which	there	is	no	substitute:	the	faces	of
those	frightened,	disoriented	men	and	women	tearfully	coming	to	terms	with	historical	forces
of	which	 they	 too	 are	 hapless	 victims.”	Bemoaning	 that	we	 suffer	 a	 failure	 of	 empathy	 and
imagination	when	we	are	overly	exposed	to	images	of	horror	(as	Susan	Sontag	argued),	these
writers	leave	little	doubt	about	whom	our	sympathy	should	be	for—the	soldiers,	not	their	Iraqi
victims.

As	 many	 reviewers	 agree,	 Morris	 asks	 us	 to	 think	 about	 the	 relationship	 between	 the
photos	and	truth.	As	Cynthia	Fuchs	put	it,	“The	movie	is	more	deliberately	and	(for	lack	of	a
better	 term)	 more	 poetically	 invested	 in	 how	 the	 crimes	 were	 defined	 by	 the	 images.”60
Noticing	Lynndie	England’s	“oddly	detached”	stance,	Fuchs	explains	that	the	problem	was	that
she	was	 a	woman	 in	 a	man’s	world,	 and	 she	 reminds	 us	 that	 England’s	 “seeming	 lack	 of	 a
perspective	 becomes	 a	 perspective.”	 Again,	 however,	 the	 lack	 of	 perspective	 that	 is	 so
remarkable	 is	 simply	 evidence	 of	 the	 degree	 to	 which	 these	 practices	 were	 policy.	 The
pictures	assembled	into	a	timeline	by	Pack	don’t	tell	us	about	the	“stunning	policy-making	that
determined	 that	 sequence.”	 For	 Fuchs	 as	 for	 all	 the	 other	 reviewers,	 the	 real	 story	 lies
elsewhere.	 It	does	not	 lie	with	 the	strange	detachment	 that	England	and	others	exhibit	 to	 this
day,	except	in	so	far	as	the	detachment	confirms	that	they,	too,	were	merely	hapless	victims	of	a
corrupt	 leadership.	A	reviewer	for	 the	World	Socialist	Web	Site,	Joanne	Laurier,	 is	 the	only
one	 to	 suggest	 that	 Morris	 seems	 to	 display	 “an	 unwillingness	 to	 see	 how	 far	 things	 have
gone,”	a	reluctance,	that	is,	to	acknowledge	that	America	“terrorized	and	intimidated	an	entire
population.”61	But	 how	 terror	 and	 intimidation	 is	 performed	by	 individuals	who	 continue	 to
feel	 blameless	 and	who	 are	 apparently	without	 remorse	 is	 not	 a	 question	 any	 reviewer	 has
pursued.	Instead,	they	have	sought	redemption	for	the	rank	and	file,	and,	by	extension,	for	all
Americans.

CONCLUSION:	EMBODYING	EMPIRE

Torture	 has	 what	 we	 might	 regard	 as	 an	 almost	 built-in	 connection	 to	 race.	 Quite	 simply,
torture	 is	permissible	 against	 those	we	have	evicted	 from	personhood,	 even	as	 torture	 itself
guarantees	 this	outcome.	Nothing	committed	against	homo	sacer	can	be	regarded	as	a	crime,
commented	Giorgio	Agamben,	if	the	law	has	determined	that	the	rule	of	law	does	not	apply.62
Torture’s	 connection	 to	 two	 levels	 of	 humanity	 can	 thus	be	 located	 in	 law.	Whether	 “enemy
combatants”	or	inhabitants	of	a	refugee	camp,	the	legal	distinction	that	marks	who	enjoys	the
rule	of	law	and	who	does	not	often	thinly	disguises	the	fact	that	the	camp’s	inmates	are	already

Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Daniel Martinez HoSang, et al., University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucdavis/detail.action?docID=962595.
Created from ucdavis on 2018-04-19 10:14:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



regarded	as	a	lower	form	of	humanity.	Lazreg	commented	concerning	Algeria	that	the	French
classified	Algerians	as	“French	Muslims”	and	as	“protected	subjects,”	the	latter	an	especially
ironic	moniker	given	that	those	in	this	category	were	marked	as	outside	the	law’s	protection.63
The	Bush	administration	produced	Muslims/Arabs	in	a	state	of	exception	in	which	the	rule	of
law	could	be	suspended	in	their	case.

Drawing	 on	 Elaine	 Scarry’s	 argument	 that	 torture	 is	 work	 mediated	 by	 the	 labor	 of
“civilization,”	 Lazreg	 notes	 that	 “torture	 finds	 justification	 in	 the	 alleged	 barbarity	 of	 the
enemy.”64	 In	Algeria	 the	French	would	 often	 set	 up	 torture	 centers	 in	 old	wine	 storehouses.
Prisoners	would	often	die	from	the	sulfuric	gases	from	the	remnants	of	fermented	alcohol,	but
there	was	the	added	bonus	of	“simply	allowing	alcohol,	the	object	of	a	Muslim	taboo,	to	work
its	invisible	magic	on	the	Muslim	body.”65	We	should	not,	therefore,	be	surprised	that	torture
talk	and	culture	talk	merge	so	often.	Cultural	difference,	the	enemy’s	“innate	barbarism,”	is	an
important	element	in	the	eviction	of	the	tortured	from	the	rule	of	law,	and	thus	from	humanity.
The	 bikini	 panties	wrapped	 so	 diligently	 around	 the	 heads	 of	 the	 prisoners	 tortured	 at	Abu
Ghraib	 present	 a	 lesson	 intended	more	 for	 the	 torturer	 than	 for	 the	 tortured,	 reaffirming	 the
former’s	cultural	superiority	and	the	latter’s	lower	form	of	humanity.

Post-torture	discussions	create	community	as	much	as	torture	itself	does,	continuing	racial
terror	 through	 narrative.	 In	 these	 narratives,	 torture	 is	 not	 torture	 at	 all	 but	 interrogation
methods	gone	awry	or	soldiers	carried	away	as	if	at	a	frat	party.	Culture	talk,	or	in	its	absence
simply	an	outright	dehumanization	of	Iraqis,	undoubtedly	helps	Americans	become	reconciled
to	 having	 tortured.	 President	 Obama’s	 statement	 that	 Americans	 don’t	 torture	 and	 President
Bush’s	justification	for	torture	may	in	the	end	come	to	mean	the	same	thing	when	we	consider
that	not	only	have	officials	evaded	prosecution	for	their	role	in	torture,	but	those	of	the	lower
ranks	 who	 have	 been	 charged	 remain	 for	 the	most	 part	 unrepentant	 and	 socially	 embraced.
Their	refusal	to	take	responsibility	and	the	public	forgiveness	of	their	acts	remind	those	of	us
who	share	color,	religion,	or	region	with	the	tortured	that	our	lives	are	similarly	valued.	The
femininity	of	the	torturers,	so	celebrated	by	filmmakers	and	reviewers	alike,	strikes	terror	in
the	hearts	of	anyone	who	watches	and	waits	for	an	acknowledgement	of	the	violence	done	to
Iraqis.

POSTSCRIPT:	“I	WANT	YOU	TO	FEEL	THAT	IRAQI	LIFE	IS	PRECIOUS”

Iraqis	have	certainly	understood	the	meaning	of	American	actions.	I	began	this	chapter	with	a
story	of	cultural	difference,	and	I	would	like	to	end	with	another.	On	May	4,	2008,	an	intriguing
story	appeared	in	the	Los	Angeles	Times:	“Blackwater	Shooting	Highlights	a	U.S.,	Iraq	Culture
Clash.”66	Blackwater	workers	killed	seventeen	Iraqis,	including	the	son	of	an	Iraqi	man,	Abdul
Razzaq,	 in	 what	 the	 Iraqis	 called	 a	 massacre	 and	 Blackwater	 described	 as	 a	 situation	 that
arose	 because	 their	 workers	 feared	 for	 their	 lives.	 U.S.	 officials	 were	 investigating	 the
shooting,	but	in	the	meantime	they	attempted	to	provide	monetary	compensation	to	Mr.	Razzaq,
who	refused	it.	The	reporters	offered	their	analysis	of	this	strange	impasse:
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Far	from	bringing	justice	and	closure,	the	investigations	underline	the	frictions	between	Americans	and	Iraqis	that	have
plagued	the	five-year	U.S.	presence.	The	shooting	and	its	aftermath	show	the	deep	disconnect	between	the	American
legal	process	and	the	traditional	culture	of	Iraq,	between	the	courtroom	and	the	tribal	diwan.	U.S.	officials	painstakingly
examine	evidence	and	laws	while	attempting	to	satisfy	victims’	claims	through	cash	compensation.	But	traditional	Arab
society	 values	 honor	 and	 decorum	 above	 all.	 If	 a	 man	 kills	 or	 badly	 injures	 someone	 in	 an	 accident,	 both	 families
convene	a	tribal	summit.	The	perpetrator	admits	responsibility,	commiserates	with	the	victim,	pays	medical	expenses	and
other	compensation,	all	over	glasses	of	tea	in	a	tribal	tent.	“Our	system	is	so	different	from	theirs,”	said	David	Mack,	a
former	U.S.	diplomat	who	has	served	 in	American	embassies	 in	 Iraq,	Jordan,	Lebanon,	Libya,	Tunisia	and	 the	United
Arab	Emirates.	“An	honor	settlement	has	to	be	both	financial	and	it	has	to	have	the	right	symbolism.	We	would	never
accept	their	way	of	doing	things,	and	they	don’t	accept	ours.”	Framed	as	a	culture	clash,	the	article	ends	with	the	voice
of	another	victim,	Baraa	Sadoon	Ismail,	29,	a	father	of	two	who	was	severely	injured	in	the	gunfire	who	is	reported	as
“miffed”	 when	 asked	 whether	 he	 planned	 to	 seek	 compensation.	 “I	 want	 you	 to	 feel	 that	 Iraqi	 life	 is	 precious,”
explained	Haitham	Rubaie,	a	physician	who	lost	his	physician	wife	and	medical	student	son	and	who	rebuffed	efforts	at
compensation	(offered	in	the	form	of	a	donation	to	an	orphanage).	“No	amount	of	money”,	he	added	“will	sweep	this
under	 the	 rug.”	 It	 seems	 certain	 that	 the	United	 States	 really	will	 never	 accept	 this	way	 of	 doing	 things,	 this	 quaint
cultural	way	of	acknowledging	that	Iraqi	life	is	precious	and	that	fathers	whose	wives	and	children	have	been	blown	to
bits	require	a	meaningful	apology.	Our	system	is	indeed	different	from	theirs.	We	are,	I	suggest,	neither	post	torture	nor
post	empire.	Here,	cultural	explanations	reveal	the	perniciousness	of	Western	refusal	to	grant	that	Iraqi	life	is	precious.

Framing	 the	 issue	 as	 a	 culture	 clash,	 the	 article	 ends	 with	 the	 voice	 of	 another	 victim,
Baraa	Sadoon	 Ismail,	 a	 twenty-nine-year-old	 father	 of	 two	who	was	 severely	 injured	 in	 the
gunfire	and	who	was	reported	as	having	been	“miffed”	when	asked	whether	he	planned	to	seek
compensation.	 “I	want	 you	 to	 feel	 that	 Iraqi	 life	 is	 precious,”	 explained	Haitham	Rubaie,	 a
physician	who	lost	his	physician	wife	and	medical	student	son	and	who	also	rebuffed	efforts	at
compensation	(offered	in	the	form	of	a	donation	to	an	orphanage).	“No	amount	of	money,”	he
added,	“will	sweep	this	under	the	rug.”	It	seems	certain	that	the	United	States	will	never	really
accept	 this	way	 of	 doing	 things,	 this	 quaint	 cultural	way	 of	 acknowledging	 that	 Iraqi	 life	 is
precious	 and	 that	 fathers	 whose	 wives	 and	 children	 have	 been	 blown	 to	 bits	 require	 a
meaningful	apology.	Our	system	is	indeed	different	from	theirs.	We	are,	I	suggest,	neither	post-
torture	 nor	 post-empire.	 Here,	 cultural	 explanations	 reveal	 the	 perniciousness	 of	 Western
refusal	to	grant	that	Iraqi	life	is	precious.
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ELEVEN

The	“War	on	Terror”	as	Racial	Crisis
HOMELAND	SECURITY,	OBAMA,	AND	RACIAL	(TRANS)FORMATIONS

Nicholas	De	Genova

The	election	of	Barack	Obama	to	the	U.S.	presidency	in	2008	presents	racial	formation	theory
as	well	as	radical	racial	politics	with	a	crucial	historical	juncture	unsettling	some	of	the	very
meanings	conventionally	affiliated	with	 the	concept	of	“race.”	This	 is	 the	case	for	 the	 larger
social	formation	of	the	U.S.	nation-state	as	well	as	for	a	global	sociopolitical	order	in	which
the	United	States	plays	a	preponderant	role.	The	stakes	for	sociopolitical	processes	of	racial
formation	and	 transformation	have	been	predictably	profound,	but	not	 in	 the	 facile	ways	 that
many	 observers	 might	 have	 optimistically	 forecast.	 In	 this	 respect,	 the	 mercurial	 figure	 of
Barack	 Obama	 and	 the	 equivocal	 significance	 of	 his	 election	 must	 be	 understood	 as
manifestations	 of	 a	 historical	 moment	 of	 racial	 crisis,	 situated	 within	 the	 larger,	 more
extended,	and	distinctly	amorphous	racial	crisis	of	the	so-called	War	on	Terror	itself.	In	a	way
analogous	 to	 the	 police	 beating	 of	 Rodney	 King	 and	 the	 Los	 Angeles	 rebellion	 in	 1992
following	 the	 acquittal	 of	 the	 brutalizers,	 which	 Michael	 Omi	 and	 Howard	 Winant	 rightly
identified	 as	 a	 watershed	 moment	 in	 U.S.	 racial	 politics	 (1994,	 145;	 cf.	 1993),	 we	 are
challenged	 to	discern	comparably	momentous	racial	 significance	 in	 the	events	of	September
11,	2001,	the	devastation	of	Hurricane	Katrina	in	2005,	and	the	subsequent	Obama	presidency.
Above	 all,	 we	 must	 analyze	 their	 interrelations	 and	 correspondences.	 In	 the	 face	 of	 these
tumultuous	landmark	episodes	in	the	recent	history	of	the	United	States	(and	despite	injunctions
to	the	contrary),	we	find	ourselves,	in	Omi	and	Winant’s	words,	“compelled	to	think	racially,
to	 use	 the	 racial	 categories	 and	 meaning	 systems	 into	 which	 we	 have	 been	 socialized”—
because	“opposing	racism	requires	that	we	notice	race	…	that	we	afford	it	 the	recognition	it
deserves	and	the	subtlety	it	embodies”	(1994,	159).	These	flashpoints	have	plainly	not	entailed
the	sorts	of	crisis	instigated	or	provoked	directly	by	racially	self-conscious	social	movements.
Nonetheless,	 they	 have	 represented	 major	 disruptions	 or	 disjunctures	 in	 the	 “unstable
equilibrium”	 of	what	Omi	 and	Winant	 have	 incisively	 depicted	 as	 “the	 racial	 state”	 and	 its
social	 order,	 and	 have	 commanded	 the	 requisite	 strategies	 and	 tactics	 of	 absorption	 and
insulation	 through	 which	 to	 redomesticate	 racial	 unrest	 and	 restabilize	 dominant	 politics
(1994,	86–87).	Comparable	 to	 the	L.A.	rebellion,	but	 in	ways	 that	are	still	more	variegated,
convoluted,	 and	 equivocal,	 these	 events	 signal	 crisis	 because	 they	 intensify	 and	 reveal	 “the
ambivalences,	 fault	 lines,	 and	 polarizations	which	 characterize	U.S.	 racial	 identities	 today”
(1993,	 104–105)	 and,	 likewise,	 summon	 forth	 tremendous	 political	 energies	 devoted	 to	 the
rearticulation	of	their	meanings	and	consequential	salience	(1994,	89–91).

Notably,	 the	 illusions	 that	 congealed	 around	 the	 Obama	 presidency	 because	 of	 the
historically	 unprecedented	 racial	 singularity	 of	 his	 election	 were	 inseparable	 from	 the

Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Daniel Martinez HoSang, et al., University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucdavis/detail.action?docID=962595.
Created from ucdavis on 2018-04-19 10:14:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



expectation	that	he	would	supply	a	liberal	panacea	to	remedy	the	anti-terrorist	excesses	of	the
administration	of	George	W.	Bush.	Thus,	we	must	 theorize	 the	 seeming	paradox	 that	Obama
was	 celebrated	 simultaneously	 as	 both	 a	 grand	 exception	 in	 U.S.	 history	 (the	 first	 African
American	president)	and	also	an	ostensible	“return	to	normal.”	Both	depictions	contributed	to
the	 anxious	 sense	 that	 Obama’s	 election	 signaled	 a	 kind	 of	 “restoration”	 of	 democracy	 (in
contrast	 with	 the	 Bush	 White	 House’s	 unabashedly	 illiberal	 recourse	 to	 often	 unbridled
authoritarianism),	while	it	spectacularly	appeared	nonetheless	to	verify	democracy’s	enduring
vitality	 and	 resilience	 (supposedly	 evincing	 a	 collective	 repudiation	 of	 the	 prior
administration’s	securitarianism	and	unilateral	militarism).	In	short,	the	seemingly	monumental
election	 of	 this	Black	man	 to	 the	U.S.	 presidency	was	marshaled	 to	 confirm	 an	 overarching
narrative	 according	 to	 which,	 finally,	 all	 was	 really	 well	 and	 good	 in	 “America.”	 Indeed,
Obama	was	quite	evidently	eager	to	be	the	first	one	to	tell	us	so.

FROM	HOMELAND	SECURITY	TO	A	GLOBAL	SECURITY	STATE?

Anti-terrorism	must	be	 recognized	as	not	merely	a	paranoid	and	self-serving	 rhetorical	ploy
but	 rather	as	 the	 intransigent	 idiom	of	a	new	species	of	security	state	 formation	(De	Genova
2007a,	2009).	As	Karl	Marx	incisively	notes,	“Security	is	the	supreme	social	concept	of	civil
society;	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 police”	 (1978,	 43).	 The	 entrenchment	 of	 the	Homeland	 Security
State,	 domestically,	 has	 been	 inextricable	 from	 the	 so-called	 War	 on	 Terror’s	 mission	 of
global	 policing	 and	 from	 the	 “exceptional”	 status	 of	 the	United	 States	 regarding	 the	 task	 of
subjugating	and	putting	in	order	the	wild	new	frontiers	of	an	unruly	planet.	The	facile	illusion
in	the	wake	of	the	Obama	election	that	the	most	pernicious	aspects	of	the	Bush	administration
would	now	be	simply	ended,	or	promptly	rectified	by	a	new	regime	in	the	White	House,	has
had	 to	 be	 tempered	 by	 a	 sober	 and	 intrepid	 assessment	 of	 the	 deeply	 consequential
institutionalization	of	anti-terrorism.	One	need	only	note	that	in	his	speech	on	the	evening	of	the
election,	 Obama	 found	 it	 imperative	 to	 proclaim	 to	 the	 world:	 “And	 to	 all	 those	 watching
tonight	from	beyond	our	shores,	from	parliaments	and	palaces	to	those	who	are	huddled	around
radios	in	the	forgotten	corners	of	our	world	…	a	new	dawn	of	American	leadership	is	at	hand.
To	 those	who	would	 tear	 this	world	down—we	will	defeat	you.”1	Even	as	Obama	gestured
toward	a	“new”	 (and	by	 implication,	different)	 style	of	“leadership,”	here	was	 the	 requisite
signal	and	the	belligerent	affirmation	of	an	imperial	will	to	overpower	those	who	might	dare	to
set	themselves	up	as	the	enemies	of	“this	world,”	which	is	to	say,	after	all,	this	global	regime
of	capital	accumulation	and	its	regnant	sociopolitical	order.

To	adequately	assess	the	meaning	of	Obama’s	characteristically	“presidential”	avowal	to
assert	the	role	of	the	United	States	as	caretaker	and	police	enforcer	for	“this	world,”	however,
it	is	necessary	to	more	fully	examine	the	decidedly	globalist	current	in	the	already	well-worn
doctrines	 and	 dictates	 established	 by	 the	 Bush	 administration	 over	 the	 course	 of	 its	 self-
anointed	 Global	 War	 on	 Terror.	 Of	 course,	 this	 more	 cosmopolitan	 dimension	 of	 Bush’s
politics	 has	 often	 been	 easily	 overlooked	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 bombastic	U.S.	 chauvinism	 and
effusive	parochialism	of	the	other	alternating	current	in	Bush’s	discourse—his	militaristic	and
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millenarian	 U.S.	 nationalism.	 It	 is	 precisely	 in	 dialogue	 with	 that	 latter,	 “American
exceptionalist”	legacy	that	Obama	also	declared:	“If	there	is	anyone	out	there	who	still	doubts
that	America	is	a	place	where	all	things	are	possible	…	tonight	is	your	answer.	…	So	let	us
summon	a	new	spirit	of	patriotism.”2	Thus,	Obama	alluded	obliquely	to	the	racial	 specificity
of	 his	 election	 and	 to	 its	 widely	 presumed	 implausibility,	 only	 to	 enfold	 that	 exceptional
distinction	into	the	task	of	reinvigorating	U.S.	nationalism.	In	this	regard,	more	fundamentally,
we	may	detect	the	work	of	exalting	U.S.	“nationhood”	and	inciting	patriotism	to	be	one	that	has
deeply	conjoined	Obama	and	Bush,	just	as	much	as	any	dispute	between	them	over	the	proper
conduct	of	 the	 so-called	war	against	 terrorism	committed	 them	 together	 to	a	 shared	ethos	of
anti-terrorism	 and	 a	 multifaceted	 material	 and	 practical	 program	 of	 securitization,
“domestically”	and	internationally.3

Only	 two	months	after	his	 inauguration,	upon	announcing	his	new	strategy	 for	 the	war	 in
Afghanistan	and	Pakistan,	Obama	spoke	in	terms	luridly	reminiscent	of	his	predecessor:

The	situation	is	increasingly	perilous.	…	2008	was	the	deadliest	year	of	the	war	[in	Afghanistan]	for	American	forces.
…	 So	 let	 me	 be	 clear:	 Al	 Qaeda	 and	 its	 allies—the	 terrorists	 who	 planned	 and	 supported	 the	 9/11	 attacks—are	 in
Pakistan	and	Afghanistan.	Multiple	intelligence	estimates	have	warned	that	al	Qaeda	is	actively	planning	attacks	on	the
United	States	homeland	from	its	safe	haven	in	Pakistan.	And	if	the	Afghan	government	falls	to	the	Taliban—or	allows	al
Qaeda	to	go	unchallenged—that	country	will	again	be	a	base	for	 terrorists	who	want	 to	kill	as	many	of	our	people	as
they	possibly	can.	…	In	the	nearly	eight	years	since	9/11,	al	Qaeda	and	its	extremist	allies	have	moved	across	the	border
to	the	remote	areas	of	the	Pakistani	frontier.	This	almost	certainly	includes	al	Qaeda’s	leadership:	Osama	bin	Laden	and
Ayman	al-Zawahiri.	…	For	the	American	people,	this	border	region	has	become	the	most	dangerous	place	in	the	world.
But	this	is	not	simply	an	American	problem—far	from	it.	It	is,	instead,	an	international	security	challenge	of	the	highest
order.	…	The	safety	of	people	around	the	world	is	at	stake.4

Here,	then,	was	a	prompt	reaffirmation	and	tidy	condensation	of	all	the	key	specters	associated
with	the	post–September	11,	2001	historical	moment	(al-Qaeda,	Osama	bin	Laden,	“planning
attacks	on	the	homeland,”	“terrorists	who	want	to	kill	as	many	of	our	people	as	they	possibly
can”),	reanimating	the	most	vital	energies	of	the	so-called	war	against	terrorism.	On	the	other
hand,	it	is	simultaneously	figured	as	an	“international	security	challenge,”	which	is	to	say	that
it	 is	 staged	 as	 a	matter	 for	 global	 policing.	 Precisely	 as	 the	 official	 anti-terrorist	 “state	 of
emergency”	 appeared	 to	 have	 been	 downgraded	 and	 deliberately	 understated,	 its	 very
normalization	ensured	that	its	perpetuation	would	proceed	apace.

Following	 more	 than	 seven	 years	 of	 the	 Bush	 administration’s	 official	 and	 unrelenting
“state	of	emergency,”	therefore,	the	ever	amorphous,	unbounded,	and	limitless	Global	War	on
Terror	 has	 continued	 to	 fecklessly	 pursue	 its	 ever	mobile	 and	 always	 receding	 target.	Thus,
social	inquiry	into	the	processes	of	racial	formation	is	challenged	to	produce	a	viable	critique
of	the	ebullience	surrounding	the	Obama	presidency,	especially	inasmuch	as	it	was	celebrated
as	 a	 presumed	 “return”	 to	 “normal.”	 Indeed,	what	we	 have	 been	witness	 to—and	what	 the
Obama	 presidency	 has	 really	 signified—is	 precisely	 the	 normalization	 of	 the	 state	 of
emergency.	 Apart	 from	 his	 evident	 and	 urgent	 service	 as	 caretaker	 for	 the	 U.S.	 state’s
supervision	of	a	general	resuscitation	of	neoliberal	capitalism	in	crisis,	which	will	have	to	be
considered	beyond	 the	purview	of	 the	present	 essay,	Obama’s	 enduring	commitment	 to	war-
making	(and	global	policing)	must	be	theorized	in	terms	of	what	may	otherwise	be	deemed	to

Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Daniel Martinez HoSang, et al., University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucdavis/detail.action?docID=962595.
Created from ucdavis on 2018-04-19 10:14:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



be	 a	 crisis	 of	 race-making.	 This	 task	 is	 especially	 salient,	 furthermore,	 insofar	 as	 his
presidency	has	been	so	excessively	celebrated	as	a	watershed	for	the	un-making	of	race.	For,
the	 stakes	 may	 indeed	 be	 precisely	 a	 new	 sort	 of	 “price	 of	 the	 ticket,”	 to	 borrow	 James
Baldwin’s	 memorable	 phrase	 (1985),	 whereby	 admission	 into	 a	 putatively	 post-racial
“American”-ness	 for	African	Americans	and	other	 (U.S.-citizen)	 racial	“minorities”	 is	being
refashioned	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 docile	 and	 willing	 servitude	 to	 the	 securitarian	 and	 militarist
requirements	of	U.S.	empire.	Needless	to	say,	such	a	revalorizing	of	“the	price	of	the	ticket”
likewise	recalibrates	the	qualifications	for	access	to	the	space	of	the	U.S.	state	and	economy
and	for	eligibility	for	U.S.	citizenship,	for	the	aspiring	(migrant	or	would-be	migrant)	denizens
beyond	U.S.	borders,	on	a	global	scale.

THE	AMERICAN	EXCEPTIONALIST	“STATE	OF	EXCEPTION”

In	 his	 speech	 on	 “national	 security,”	 delivered	 on	 the	 eve	 of	 the	Memorial	Day	 (militarist)
holiday	weekend	 in	 2009,	 Obama	 implored	 that	 “national	 security	…	must	 be	 a	 cause	 that
unites	us	as	one	people	and	as	one	nation”:

My	single	most	important	responsibility	as	President	is	 to	keep	the	American	people	safe.	…	And	this	responsibility	is
only	magnified	in	an	era	when	an	extremist	 ideology	threatens	our	people,	and	technology	gives	a	handful	of	terrorists
the	potential	to	do	us	great	harm.	…	We	know	that	al	Qaeda	is	actively	planning	to	attack	us	again.	We	know	 that	this
threat	will	be	with	us	for	a	long	time,	and	we	must	use	all	the	elements	of	our	power	to	defeat	it.	(emphases	added)

And	further:	“Now	this	generation	faces	a	great	test	in	the	specter	of	terrorism.	…	Right	now,
in	 distant	 training	 camps	 and	 in	 crowded	 cities,	 there	 are	 people	 plotting	 to	 take	American
lives.”

All	of	this	unnerving	menace,	Obama	declared,	using	the	omniscient	“we”	of	the	security
state,	 was	 to	 be	 accepted	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 fact,	 something	 that	 “we	 know.”	Whereas	 he	 had
previously	 invoked	 the	 ever	 secretive	 assurances	 of	 “multiple	 intelligence	 estimates”
(emphasis	 added),	 now	 he	 made	 indubitable	 pronouncements.	 In	 this	 context,	 furthermore,
Obama	emphatically	proclaimed	anew:	“Now	let	me	be	clear:	we	are	indeed	at	war	with	al
Qaeda	 and	 its	 affiliates,”	 and	 in	 the	 entrenched	 idiom	 of	 the	 Bush	 administration’s
rationalizations	 for	 its	 overseas	 military	 adventures,	 he	 vowed	 to	 “take	 the	 fight	 to	 the
extremists	who	attacked	us	on	9/11.”5

In	 an	 astounding	 confluence	 of	 events	 that	 coincided	 (as	 if	 fortuitously)	 with	 Obama’s
speech—which	gave	 renewed	 force	 to	 the	critical	purchase	of	Guy	Debord’s	 concept	of	 the
society	of	the	spectacle	(1967),	and	was	very	much	reminiscent	of	numerous	episodes	during
the	 Bush	 years—the	 universe	 appeared	 to	 conveniently	 verify	 the	 “objective	 truth”	 of	 a
persistent	 terrorist	 menace,	 “at	 home”	 and	 abroad.6	 The	 day	 before	 Obama’s	 speech,	 the
Pentagon	(in	an	as	yet	unreleased	report)	was	reported	to	have	determined	that	“one	in	seven”
of	 the	 suspected	 terrorists	 released	 from	 their	 prolonged	 detentions	 in	 the	Guantánamo	Bay
prison	 camp	 had	 “returned”	 to	 “terrorist”	 activity.7	 Furthermore,	 as	 reported	 that	 same
morning,	a	“home-grown”	 terror	plot	 involving	 four	Black	Muslim	ex-convicts	 (replete	with
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all	the	trappings	of	FBI	entrapment)	was	spectacularly	foiled	in	New	York	City,	just	the	night
before,	and	the	alleged	participants	were	indicted	on	charges	of	“a	conspiracy	to	use	weapons
of	mass	destruction.”8	What	Obama	called	“the	specter	of	terrorism”—indeed,	the	spectacle	of
terror—was	evidently	alive	and	well	(De	Genova	2011b,	n.d.).	And	it	was	not	merely	a	matter
of	“foreign”	malcontents	but	“home-grown”	ones—	African	Americans	and	migrants	racialized
as	Black—who	would	now	have	to	answer	to	the	dominant	metaphysics	of	suspicion	within	a
securitarian	economy	of	culpability	(cf.	De	Genova	2007a).9

In	 defense	 of	 an	 avowed	 policy	 of	 subjecting	 prospective	 alleged	 terrorists	 to	 military
commissions	 (albeit	 a	 reformed	 version	 of	 them),10	 Obama	 reiterated	 one	 of	 the	 decisive
metaphysical	claims	of	antiterrorism:	“After	9/11,	we	knew	that	we	had	entered	a	new	era—
that	 enemies	 who	 did	 not	 abide	 by	 any	 law	 of	 war	 would	 present	 new	 challenges	 to	 our
application	 of	 the	 law,	 that	 our	 government	 would	 need	 new	 tools	 to	 protect	 the	American
people,	 and	 that	 these	 tools	 would	 have	 to	 allow	 us	 to	 prevent	 attacks	 instead	 of	 just
prosecuting	those	who	try	to	carry	them	out”	(emphasis	added).11	In	this	sense,	Obama	upheld
the	 logic	 of	 the	 state	 of	 exception	 instituted	 by	 the	Bush	 administration,	 even	 as	 he	 openly
criticized	its	“sincere”	but	“hasty”	and	ultimately	misguided	and	injudicious	excesses.	True	to
the	precise	extralegality	of	any	such	sovereign	decision	 regarding	 the	“exception”	 for	which
the	juridical	order	may	be	suspended	(Agamben	2005),	Obama	maintained	that	the	“new	era”
of	 anti-terrorist	 securitization	 presents	 exigencies	 for	 policing	 or	military	 action	 that	 simply
could	not	be	constrained	by	existing	legal	statutes,	and	that	the	norms	of	constitutionality	could
be	 preserved,	 finally,	 only	 by	 means	 of	 these	 exceptional	 measures.	 Obama	 celebrated	 his
strategy	in	terms	of	“principles	that	have	been	the	source	of	our	strength	and	a	beacon	to	the
world.”	Thus,	a	reaffirmation	of	the	Rule	of	Law	with	regard	to	what	he	frankly	depicted	as	the
counterterrorist	state	of	exception	supplied	the	predictable	signal	 to	again	uphold	“America”
as	 exception—lauding	 “the	 unique	 genius	 of	 America	…	 what	 makes	 the	 United	 States	 of
America	different	as	a	nation.”

“American	 exceptionalism”	 has,	 indeed,	 always	 promoted	 a	 double-sided	 notion	 of	 the
United	 States	 as	 exceptional	 in	 human	 history	 and	 worldly	 affairs.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 it	 is
trumpeted	 as	 a	 refuge	 of	 liberty,	 a	 land	 of	 opportunity,	 and	 the	 champion	 of	 the	 natural	 and
inalienable	 “rights	 of	 man,”	 and	 as	 such,	 a	 nation	 uniquely	 anointed	 by	 divine	 providence
(Tuveson	1968;	cf.	Horsman	1981).	On	the	other,	it	is	also	the	“exception”	among	the	world’s
formerly	 colonial	 powers—an	 “empire	 of	 liberty,”	 the	 bastion	 of	 freedom	 that	 putatively
disavows	 and	 repudiates	 the	 temptations	 of	 colonial	 subjugation	 (W.	 Williams	 1980).
American	exceptionalism	paradoxically	enables	what	William	Appleman	Williams	depicts	as
the	odd	coupling	throughout	U.S.	history	of	“an	intense	consciousness	of	uniqueness”	and	“a
hyperactive	 sense	 of	 mission”	 (1976,	 27;	 emphases	 in	 original),	 by	 which	 the	 grand	 and
supposedly	 irreducible	“exception”	 in	human	affairs	was	 to	be	promoted	as	 the	ultimate	and
exemplary	model,	 the	worthiness	of	which	was	presumed	to	be	self-evident	for	emulation	by
all	the	world	(Adas	2001).

The	 Janus-faced	 conception	 of	 the	 United	 States	 as	 exception	 has	 thus	 provided	 an
unlimited	charter	for	a	kind	of	explicitly	and	sanctimoniously	“anti-colonial”	imperialism	(De
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Genova	2007b;	 cf.	Adas	 2001;	A.	Kaplan	1993,	 2002).	 In	 the	 ghastly	 aftermath	of	 the	First
World	War,	 reflecting	upon	 the	global	 fact	of	white	supremacy	established	 through	European
colonialism,	W.	E.	B.	DuBois	frankly	identified	this	American	exceptionalist	conceit	as	blithe
ambition.	From	the	standpoint	of	the	experience	in	the	United	States	of	“black	and	brown	and
yellow	 peoples,”	DuBois	 proclaimed	 his	 terse	 judgment:	 “It	 is	 curious	 to	 see	America,	 the
United	 States,	 looking	 on	 herself,	 first,	 as	 a	 sort	 of	 natural	 peace-maker,	 then	 as	 a	 moral
protagonist	in	this	terrible	time.	No	nation	is	less	fitted	for	this	role”	(1921,	50).	At	the	end	of
the	Second	World	War,	again	regarding	the	global	question	of	colonialism,	and	with	respect	to
the	vexations	of	race	and	citizenship	at	home,	so	to	speak,	DuBois	once	more	pronounced	upon
the	 inescapable	 requirement	 that	 the	 United	 States	 “abdicate	 its	 natural	 leadership	 of
democracy	 in	 the	world”	 (1945,	 91).	 Indeed,	 the	 putatively	 exceptional	 status	 of	 the	United
States	has	effectively	underwritten	a	dizzying	cascade	of	exceptions.	And	yet,	as	Ann	Stoler
argues,	 “imperial	 states	 by	 definition	 operate	 as	 states	 of	 exception	 that	 vigilantly	 produce
exceptions	to	their	principles	and	exceptions	to	their	laws.	From	this	vantage	point,	the	United
States	is	not	an	aberrant	empire	but	a	quintessential	one,	a	consummate	producer	of	excepted
populations,	 excepted	 spaces,	 and	 its	 own	 exception	 from	 international	 and	 domestic	 law”
(2006a,	 139–140).	 The	 exception	 of	 particular	 “populations”	 as	 intrinsically	 “suspect”	 or
tendentially	“dangerous,”	furthermore,	as	DuBois	was	quick	to	note,	discloses	the	thoroughly
racial	subtext	of	this	whole	exceptionalist	narrative	of	U.S.	“national”	formation,	historically
(De	Genova	2006;	cf.	M.	Jacobson	2000;	Roediger	2008).

AMERICAN	RACIAL	EXCEPTIONALISM:	FROM	“COLOR-BLIND”	TO	“POST-RACIAL”	AMERICANISM?

On	 the	 night	 of	 his	 victory,	 Obama	 himself	 encouraged	 the	 widespread	 sense	 of	 relief	 and
reassurance	that	his	election	to	the	presidency	should	be	presumed	to	signal	a	reinstatement	of
“democratic”	normalcy.	On	 that	occasion,	he	characterized	his	campaign	and	his	election	as
having	 “proved”—for	 “anyone	 out	 there	 …	 who	 still	 questions	 the	 power	 of	 our
democracy”—“that	more	 than	 two	centuries	 later,	a	government	of	 the	people,	by	 the	people
and	for	the	people	has	not	perished	from	this	Earth.”12	The	banality	of	this	claim	was	notably
underscored	by	the	fact	that	Bush	himself,	in	his	remarks	on	the	election,	likewise	celebrated
Obama’s	victory	as	having	“showed	a	watching	world	the	vitality	of	America’s	democracy.”13
But	 this	 chapter	 is	 centrally	 concerned,	 furthermore,	 with	 the	 euphoric	 celebration	 of	 the
election	of	an	African	American	to	the	U.S.	presidency	as	the	proverbial	crossing	of	a	kind	of
racial	Rubicon—a	spectacular	and	monumental	departure	from	the	racial	status	quo—marking
the	 ostensible	 “end”	 of	 a	 historical	 norm	 of	 exclusive	 white	 political	 domination	 and
inaugurating	 a	 new	 purportedly	 “post-racial”	 era.	 After	 Obama’s	 election	 campaign	 had
studiously	 evaded	 questions	 of	 race	 in	 spite	 of	 several	 efforts	 to	 cynically	 mobilize	 racist
suspicion	and	contempt	against	his	 candidacy,	 therefore,	 the	mass	media—finally	confronted
with	 Obama’s	 victory—could	 speak	 of	 nothing	 so	 much	 as	 the	 election’s	 distinctly	 racial
significance.	 The	 eruption	 that	 same	 night	 of	 various	 incidents	 of	 overtly	 racist	 violence
perpetrated	 against	Black	people	 and	other	 people	 of	 color,	 as	well	 as	 the	 reports	 over	 the
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ensuing	 days	 that	 (white)	 “gun	 owners”	 were	 mobilized	 to	 secure	 still	 larger	 caches	 of
weapons	 and	 munitions,	 likewise,	 seemed	 to	 verify	 that	 the	 moment	 of	 “post-racial”
ascendancy	was	one	deeply	ensconced	in	the	enduring	fact	of	white	supremacy.

On	the	night	of	his	election,	Obama	himself	dissimulated	the	racial	singularity	and	salience
of	his	accession	to	the	presidency.	Indeed,	he	compulsively	deracialized	his	election	in	favor
of	a	precisely	American	exceptionalist	gesture	of	patriotic	post-racialism.	Obama	alluded	only
elliptically	to	its	racial	significance	when	he	referred	to	a	106-year-old	woman	(understood,
strictly	by	implication	only,	to	be	African	American)	whom	he	figured	as	witness	to	more	than
a	century	of	“change”	and	for	whom	the	struggle	against	racial	segregation	was,	according	to
Obama,	on	par	with	the	fall	of	the	Berlin	Wall	or	the	national	mobilization	for	war	following
the	 bombing	 of	 Pearl	 Harbor.	 Across	 these	 and	 other	 examples,	 Obama	 contended	 that	 the
“change”	to	be	lauded	was	indeed	but	a	feature	of	U.S.	national	splendor.	“For	that	is	the	true
genius	of	America,”	Obama	insisted,	“that	America	can	change.	Our	union	can	be	perfected.”
Obama	 affirmed	 repeatedly	 that	 the	 momentousness	 of	 the	 occasion	 served	 “to	 reclaim	 the
American	Dream	and	reaffirm	that	fundamental	 truth—that	out	of	many,	we	are	one.”14	Here,
indeed,	was	 the	 consummation	 of	what	Omi	 and	Winant	 so	 presciently	 characterized	 in	 the
early	 to	 mid-1990s	 as	 “the	 new	 convergence	 in	 mainstream	 racial	 politics”	 (1993,	 100;
emphasis	in	original)—“the	emerging	hegemony	of	the	racial	project	of	neoliberalism,”	which
evades	 any	 frank	 acknowledgment	 of	 racial	 themes	 in	 order	 “to	 close	 the	 Pandora’s	 box	 of
race”	(1994,	147;	emphasis	in	original).

Many	of	these	themes,	now	extravagantly	deracialized,	had	in	fact	been	rehearsed	already
in	Obama’s	famous	speech	directly	and	explicitly	addressing	the	question	of	race.	Compelled
on	 that	 occasion	 to	 renounce	 the	 presumably	 “inflammatory”	 racial	 opinions	 of	 his	 former
minister,	 the	Reverend	 Jeremiah	Wright,	Obama	spoke	 in	a	 refreshingly	 frank	way	about	 the
legacy	 of	 past	 racial	 injustices,	 but	 rejected	Wright’s	 “profound	mistake”—his	 “profoundly
distorted	view	of	this	country—a	view	that	sees	white	racism	as	endemic”—and	affirmed	that
“America	 can	 change.	That	 is	 the	 true	genius	of	 this	 country.”	True	 to	 the	 spirit	 of	Omi	 and
Winant’s	 formulation	 of	 racial	 neoliberalism,	 Obama	 promoted	 “a	 false	 universalism”	 that
could	“only	serve	to	mask	underlying	racial	conflicts”	(1994,	152).	This	false	universalism,	in
Obama’s	 hands,	 was	 none	 other	 than	 the	 parochialism	 of	 a	 reanimated	 U.S.	 national
chauvinism.	Indeed,	in	that	speech,	Obama	had	made	a	curious	but	telling	assertion	that	would
be	widely	 repeated:	 “I	will	 never	 forget	 that	 in	 no	 other	 country	 on	Earth	 is	my	 story	 even
possible.”15	 Thus,	 the	 stubborn	 and	 protracted	 fact	 of	 white	 supremacy	 was	 magically
converted	 into	 a	 kind	 of	 racial	 American	 exceptionalism,	 whereby	 U.S.	 national	 greatness
should	now	be	measured	and	verified	by	the	supposed	“exceptions”	to	 its	own	most	heinous
and	atrocious	rule	of	racial	inequality	and	violence.

On	 the	 night	 of	 his	 election,	 moreover,	 in	 place	 of	 any	 substantive	 engagement	 with
questions	 of	 race,	 Obama	 accordingly	 invoked	 instead	 “a	 new	 spirit	 of	 patriotism”	 and
proclaimed	“a	new	dawn	of	American	leadership.”16	Whereas	he	downplayed	the	salience	of
race	 and	 sidestepped	 any	 and	 all	 reference	 to	 African	 American	 particularity,	 his	 defeated
opponent,	John	McCain,	in	his	concession	speech	on	the	night	of	the	election,	was	remarkably
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forthright:	 “This	 is	 an	 historic	 election,	 and	 I	 recognize	 the	 special	 significance	 it	 has	 for
African-Americans	and	for	the	special	pride	that	must	be	theirs	tonight.”	He	continued:

I’ve	always	believed	that	America	offers	opportunities	to	all	who	have	the	industry	and	will	to	seize	it.	Senator	Obama
believes	that,	too.	But	we	both	recognize	that	though	we	have	come	a	long	way	from	the	old	injustices	that	once	stained
our	nation’s	reputation	and	denied	some	Americans	the	full	blessings	of	American	citizenship,	the	memory	of	them	still
had	the	power	to	wound.	A	century	ago,	President	Theodore	Roosevelt’s	invitation	of	Booker	T.	Washington	to	visit—to
dine	at	 the	White	House—was	taken	as	an	outrage	 in	many	quarters.	America	 today	 is	a	world	away	from	the	cruel
and	prideful	bigotry	of	 that	 time.	There	 is	no	better	 evidence	of	 this	 than	 the	election	of	 an	African	American	 to	 the
presidency	of	the	United	States.	Let	there	be	no	reason	now	for	any	American	to	fail	to	cherish	their	citizenship	in	this,
the	greatest	nation	on	Earth.	Senator	Obama	has	achieved	a	great	thing	for	himself	and	for	his	country.17

Thus,	McCain	candidly	named	the	racial	specificity	of	the	election’s	significance,	only	then
to	 immediately	 retrieve	 it	 for	 the	 recuperation	 of	 an	 American	 exceptionalist	 narrative	 of
nationalist	 self-congratulation.	 Furthermore,	 he	 notably	 insinuated	 that	 what	 in	 fact
distinguished	 Obama	 and	 his	 singular	 achievement	 was	 precisely	 his	 industriousness	 (by
implication,	in	contrast	with	other	Black	Americans).	McCain	did	so,	moreover,	in	remarkably
overt	and	utterly	revealing	reference	to	none	other	than	Booker	T.	Washington,	who	famously
advocated	 the	 purest	 of	 bootstrap-style	 African	 American	 self-help,	 precisely	 through
“industry,”	and	who	likewise,	notoriously	disavowed	the	value	of	political	struggles	for	civil
rights	 and	 other	 sorts	 of	 entitlements.18	 McCain’s	 oblique	 endorsement	 of	 Washington’s
homilies	for	“industry”	therefore	invoked	anew	what	DuBois	criticized	at	the	time	as	“a	gospel
of	Work	and	Money,”	tantamount	to	promoting	a	policy	of	disenfranchisement	and	submission
(1969,	87).	Here,	then,	in	McCain’s	crafty	analogy,	was	an	astounding	enunciation	of	the	new
“post-racialist”	 and	 “incorporative”	 commonsense	 of	 what	 Howard	 Winant	 has	 called
“contemporary	racial	hegemony”	(2004,	xviii–xix),	 invoking	the	racial	past	 in	order	 to	more
thoroughly	efface	and	erase	it	in	the	present.	Like	Omi	and	Winant,	David	Theo	Goldberg	has
depicted	this	phenomenon	in	terms	of	a	racial	neoliberalism,	committed	to	delegitimizing	race
in	the	public	sphere	and	expelling	it	from	the	proper	purview	of	the	state	(2009,	327–376),	in
effect,	desacralizing	race	(334)	and	privatizing	racism	(23,	339).

McCain	deployed	the	Obama	election,	moreover,	to	silence	any	further	expression	of	racial
complaint	or	grievance	and	to	suppress	anew	any	specifically	racial	objection	to	the	claim	that
this	is	indeed	“the	greatest	nation	on	Earth.”	Indeed,	McCain	subtly	chastised	Michelle	Obama,
yet	again,	for	her	candid	remark,	in	the	face	of	her	husband’s	successes	in	the	Democratic	Party
primaries,	that	she	felt	proud	of	her	country	for	the	first	time	in	her	adult	life.19	“Let	there	be	no
reason	 now	 for	 any	 American	 to	 fail	 to	 cherish	 their	 citizenship,”	 he	 admonished.	 Indeed,
McCain	celebrated	the	momentousness	of	the	Obama	election	only	to	still	more	emphatically
relegate	the	legacy	of	“the	old	injustices”	and	“bigotry”	to	a	very	distant	past,	“a	century	ago”
and	“a	world	away.”	In	this	manner,	the	Obama	victory	was	immediately	pressed	to	serve	as
the	 index	 of	 an	 American	 racial	 exceptionalism	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 proverbial	 “American
dilemma”	 itself,	 whereby	 the	 white	 supremacy	 that	 has	 shaped	 the	 United	 States	 from	 its
inception	could	now	be	treated	merely	as	an	anomaly—a	regrettable	exception	to	 the	rule	of
U.S.	 national	 grandeur.	 Hence,	 the	 momentous	 surmounting	 of	 a	 monumental	 racial	 barrier
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would	suffice	to	demonstrate	that	all	such	legacies	of	racial	oppression	were	in	fact	merely	a
thing	of	the	now	remote	past.

For	his	part,	Bush	celebrated	the	Obama	victory	in	strikingly	similar	terms,	but	evaded	any
explicit	 acknowledgment	 of	 the	 particularities	 of	 race	 or	 any	 specific	 reference	 to	 African
Americans	 as	 such.	 For	 Bush,	 overtly	 taking	 a	 cue	 from	 Obama	 himself,	 the	 election	 was
evidence,	 for	 all	 the	world	 to	 behold,	 of	 “the	 strides	we	have	made	 toward	 a	more	 perfect
union.”	Furthermore,	cannibalizing	the	American	exceptionalism	of	Obama’s	depiction	of	his
personal	journey,	Bush	depicted	Obama’s	accession	to	the	presidency	(“my	story,”	in	Obama’s
words)	as	“a	triumph	of	the	American	story—a	testament	to	…	faith	in	the	enduring	promise	of
our	nation.”	Nevertheless,	Bush	did	then	plainly	gesture	toward	race	by	way	of	the	only	half-
coded	 term	 “civil	 rights.”	Like	McCain,	 he	 suggested	 the	 putative	 fulfillment	 and	 purported
closure	of	a	now	decidedly	past	era	of	civil	rights	struggles	over	racial	injustices:	“Many	of
our	citizens	thought	they	would	never	live	to	see	that	day.	This	moment	is	especially	uplifting
for	a	generation	of	Americans	who	witnessed	the	struggle	for	civil	rights	with	their	own	eyes
—and	four	decades	later	see	a	dream	fulfilled.	A	long	campaign	has	now	ended,	and	we	move
forward	as	one	nation.”20	As	for	McCain,	then,	so	also	for	Bush:	by	treating	the	concerns	of	the
civil	 rights	movement	 as	 the	 fading	memories,	 from	 decades	 long	 past,	 of	 a	 prior	 and	 fast-
fading	generation,	 the	Obama	election	could	be	endorsed	as	the	proper	“end”	of	 that	already
historical	era	and	as	the	verification	of	an	American	exceptionalist	racial	narrative	of	resilient
perfectibility,	 inexorable	 progress,	 and	 dreams	 “fulfilled.”	 The	 Obama	 election	 was
recuperable,	therefore,	for	a	renewed	and	reinvigorated	exaltation	of	U.S.	nationalism,	as	Bush
went	on	 to	 speak	of	 “this	 amazing	country”	as	 “the	greatest	nation	on	 the	 face	of	 the	earth.”
Furthermore,	with	 an	 only	 half-understated	militarism	 and	 a	 precisely	 imperial	worldliness,
Bush	 went	 on	 to	 welcome	 the	 accession	 of	 “our	 next	 Commander-in-Chief”	 to	 that	 “most
important	responsibility—protecting	the	American	people.”

However	paradoxically,	as	we	have	seen,	Obama	similarly	subordinated	any	recognition
of	the	racial	salience	of	his	election	to	precisely	the	same	devout	post-racialism	and	authorized
its	 pronouncedly	 exceptionalist	 repackaging.	 In	 effect,	 Obama’s	 presidentialism	 mirrored
Bush’s,	as	their	respective	postures	were	already	prefigured	by	an	obligatory	U.S.	nationalist
script.	In	his	inaugural	address,	with	still	more	careful	understatement	than	he	had	exuded	on
the	night	of	his	electoral	victory,	Obama	acknowledged	his	own	status	as	“a	man	whose	father
less	 than	 sixty	 years	 ago	 might	 not	 have	 been	 served	 in	 a	 local	 restaurant,”	 only	 then	 to
immediately	 (and	 preemptively)	 underscore	 “how	 far	 we	 have	 traveled.”	 Moreover,
celebrating	the	United	States	as	the	ultimate	simulacrum	of	global	inclusiveness—	“shaped	by
every	language	and	culture,	drawn	from	every	end	of	this	Earth”—and	referring	to	the	legacies
of	 “civil	war	 and	 segregation”	 as	but	 a	 “dark	 chapter”	 from	which	 the	nation	has	 “emerged
stronger	 and	more	united,”	 he	 reaffirmed	 to	 the	world	 that	 the	United	States	 should	 ever	 be
seen	as	a	beacon	of	the	promise	“that	the	old	hatreds	shall	someday	pass;	that	the	lines	of	tribe
shall	soon	dissolve;	that	as	the	world	grows	smaller,	our	common	humanity	shall	reveal	itself.”
He	concluded	that	“America	must”	therefore	“play	its	role	in	ushering	in	a	new	era”	of	global
harmony	and	integration.21	Thus,	we	may	discern	in	this	discursive	terrain,	which	so	strikingly
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unites	 Obama	 with	 his	 ostensible	 political	 adversaries,	 the	 project	 of	 a	 new	 regime	 of
avowedly	 “post-racial”	 Americanism,	 deeply	 conjoined	 with	 a	 global	 project	 of	 imperial
multiculturalism,	 articulated	 redundantly	 and	 emphatically	 in	 the	 time-worn	 language	 of
American	exceptionalism.

Yet	this	sort	of	officially	“post-racial”	Americanism	and	its	ostentatiously	colorful	service
to	the	intertwined	projects	of	U.S.	nationalism	and	imperial	power	may	also	be	understood	as,
in	fact,	a	culmination	of	the	signature	racial	project	of	the	Bush	White	House.	Obama	may	be
apprehensible,	 then,	 as	 the	 veritable	 culmination	 of	 the	 preceding	 administration,	 so
prominently	ornamented	with	the	likes	of	Colin	Powell,	Condoleezza	Rice,	Alberto	Gonzalez,
and	John	Yoo.	“Today	less	than	ever,”	Omi	and	Winant	remarked	already	in	the	1990s,	“does
minority	 status	 correlate	with	 victim	 status.”	 (1994,	 158).	 Indeed,	 during	 the	Bush	 years,	 it
became	transparently	evident	that	people	of	color	could	dutifully	and	unreservedly	play	some
of	 the	highest-profile	 roles	 in	 the	global	 administrative	work	of	 securitarian	 and	militarized
victimization.	 What	 was	 abundantly	 manifest	 but	 devoutly	 unremarked	 on	 in	 the	 Bush
administration—the	 fact	 that	 it	was	 the	most	 racially	diverse	presidential	 cabinet	hitherto	 in
U.S.	 history—	 may	 have	 been	 carefully	 enacted	 as	 racial	 neoconservatism,	 a	 dogmatic
“colorblindness”	whereby	race	is	implicitly	relegated	to	the	status	of	something	incidental	that
frankly	no	longer	matters	and	is,	in	general,	simply	unspeakable.	With	the	Obama	presidency,
in	 accord	 with	 the	 more	 ecumenical	 requirements	 of	 neoliberalism,	 racism	 is	 similarly
privatized,	 and	 race	 rendered	 a	matter	 that	 the	 state	will	 now	 actively	 disregard	 (Goldberg
2009;	 Omi	 and	 Winant	 1994,	 147–157),	 while	 it	 reenlists	 and	 reinvigorates	 the	 agonistic
energies	 of	 racial	 formation	 for	 the	 recuperative	 hegemonic	 project	 of	 “post-racial”	 U.S.
nationalism	 (Winant	 2004).	What	 deserves	 further	 consideration,	 however,	 is	 the	manner	 in
which	this	distinctive	American	racial	exceptionalism	is	finally	apprehensible	only	in	relation
to	what	may	be	designated	an	imperial	multiculturalism.

THE	MUSLIM	QUESTION:	ANTI-TERRORISM	AS	A	RACIAL	PROJECT

The	 specter	 haunting	 Obama’s	 presidency	 is	 indubitably	 the	 horrendous	 spectacle	 of	 Black
misery	 that	erupted	 from	 the	vicious	abandonment	by	 the	U.S.	 state	of	 the	African	American
citizens	 of	 New	 Orleans	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 Hurricane	 Katrina	 disaster	 in	 August	 2005,
rendering	them	perfectly	debased	and	unprotected	(quasi-stateless)	“refugees”	wholly	exposed
to	the	terrifying	prospects	of	mass	death,	disease,	hunger,	indefinite	displacement,	irremediable
dispossession,	 and	 perpetual	 poverty.	 Here,	 it	 is	 instructive	 to	 recall	 DuBois’s	 memorable
depiction	 of	 the	 great	 mass	 of	 formerly	 enslaved	 African	 Americans	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of
emancipation—as	 “a	 horde	 of	 starving	 vagabonds,	 homeless,	 helpless	 and	 pitiable,	 in	 their
dark	 distress”	 (1969,	 55).22	 Here	 in	 the	 Katrina	 aftermath,	 furthermore,	 was	 the	 definitive
display,	if	ever	there	was	one,	of	the	obscene	truth	of	the	Homeland	Security	State	and	its	most
elementary	 conceits	 about	 safeguarding	 and	 protecting	 the	U.S.	 population	 from	 cataclysmic
emergency.	 The	 charade	 of	 Homeland	 Security,	 of	 course,	 did	 not	 collapse,	 but	 rather
continued	 shamelessly	 grinding	 along,	 setting	 its	 sights	 on	 an	 ever	 escalating	 campaign	 of
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terror	against	deportable	migrant	 labor,	especially	 that	of	undocumented	Latinos—a	peculiar
“war	 on	 terror”	 indeed,	which	 has	 fashioned	 “immigration”	 as	 its	most	 precious	 target	 (De
Genova	2007a,	2009;	cf.	Fernandes	2007).

If	Katrina	 flagrantly	 exposed	 the	 fatuous	 logic	 of	 securitization	 domestically,	 the	war	 in
Iraq	 and	 the	 protracted	 occupation	 of	 that	 country	 did	 much	 the	 same	 with	 respect	 to	 the
putative	“anti-terrorist”	rationalizations	for	reenergized	U.S.	militarism	globally.	As	Goldberg
poignantly	suggests,	“post-Katrina	New	Orleans,	 in	short,	 is	simply	Iraq	come	home”	(2009,
89).	And	 a	 vital	 animating	 thread	 linking	 these	 apparently	 disparate	 processes	 of	U.S.	 state
formation	 is	 the	 force	 of	 racism.	 For	 it	 was	 the	 enduring	 and	 protracted	 legacy	 of	 white
supremacy	that	so	predictably	and	callously	set	up	the	Black	Americans	of	New	Orleans	for
extinction	 domestically,	 while	 also	 so	 readily	 fashioning	 its	 nefarious	 and	 ever	 elusive
transnational	 Enemy	with	 the	 figure	 of	 the	Muslim	 “terrorist”	 as	 a	 distinctly	 racialized	 one
(Ahmad	2002,	2004;	Bayoumi	2008;	Cainkar	2002,	2003,	2004,	2005;	Chon	and	Arzt	2005;
Cole	2003,	47–56;	Daulatzai	2007;	Maira	2004,	2009;	Puar	2007;	Puar	and	Rai	2002;	Saito
2001;	Tehranian	2009;	Volpp	2002;	cf.	Human	Rights	Watch	2002).	Whereas	Black	hurricane
victims	 were	 left	 to	 fend	 for	 themselves	 against	 the	 prospect	 of	 death	 by	 merciless
abandonment,	 however,	 any	 and	all	Muslims	worldwide	were	now	subject	 to	 suspicion	 and
surveillance,	if	not	the	utter	abjection	of	indefinite	imprisonment	and	relentless	torture.	Thus,
the	 U.S.	 state’s	 unabashed	 domestic	 profiling	 and	 selective	 persecution	 of	 Muslims,
particularly	noncitizen	men,	as	alleged	terror	“suspects”	was	a	decisive	and	defining	feature	of
the	 new	 racial	 project	 of	 anti-terrorism	 and	 the	 dire	 need	 to	 produce	 “culprits”	 in	 its
amorphous	 and	 borderless	 war.	 Indeed,	 “detentions”—or,	 more	 precisely,	 indefinite
imprisonment	without	formal	charges	or	any	semblance	of	due	process	of	law—truly	became
the	 hallmark	 of	 the	Homeland	Security	 State,	with	male	Arab	 and	 other	Muslim	 noncitizens
overwhelmingly	figured	as	its	special	targets	(De	Genova	2007a).

Obama’s	 post-racialist	 racial	 persona,	 notably,	 is	 a	 complex	 condensation	 of	 a	 great
heterogeneity	 of	 figures	 of	 identity	 and	 difference,	 for	 which	 the	 “Muslim	 Question,”	 in
particular,	has	been	a	persistent	irritant.	That	his	middle	name	is	Hussein	is	of	course	only	the
tip	of	the	proverbial	iceberg.	For,	if	Obama	could	be	uniformly,	resoundingly,	and	conclusively
figured	as	“Black”	or	“African	American”	on	the	occasion	of	his	election,	his	“mixed”	racial
and	“multicultural”	heritage	has	in	fact	been	a	remarkably	more	polyvocal	affair,	allowing	him
to	be	 all	 things	 for	 all	 people,	 a	 cipher	 for	 the	 full	 gamut	 of	 post-racialist	 obsessions—and
thus,	 perhaps	 also	 a	man	of	 a	 thousand	disguises.	Omi	 and	Winant	 astutely	 alerted	us	 in	 the
1990s	 to	 the	 profound	 complications	 that	 have	 emerged	 with	 “the	 multipolarity	 of	 racial
identities”	 (1994,	 158).	 Obama	 is	 perhaps	 the	 paradigmatic	 case	 for	 this	 sort	 of	 racialized
complexity	 and	 its	 multifarious	 orientations	 on	 the	 shifting	 terrain	 of	 contemporary	 racial
politics.

At	various	junctures	in	the	course	of	his	campaign,	from	diverse	standpoints,	Obama	was
both	too	Black	(even	alleged	to	be	a	militant	Black	nationalist)	and	also	not	“Black”	enough
(not	truly	African	American),	while	also	white	(indeed,	too	white	for	some,	and	plainly	never
quite	white	enough	for	others),	“American”	but	with	a	Hawaiian	difference,	“native”	but	also
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“immigrant,”	and	for	some,	suspiciously	“foreign”—perhaps	African,	perhaps	Indonesian,	and
ultimately,	for	his	most	vigilant	adversaries,	the	ultimate	embodiment	of	“the	sleeper,”	the	War
on	 Terror’s	 frightful	 secret	 agent,	 alleged	 to	 be	 a	 madrassa-educated	 Wahhabi	 Muslim
extremist	 “passing”	 as	 one	 of	 “us,”	 merely	 waiting	 to	 be	 detonated	 for	 a	 mission	 of	 mass
destruction.	There	was	even	a	minor	legal	skirmish	surrounding	his	disputed	eligibility	for	the
presidency	based	on	questions	regarding	the	validity	of	his	birth	certificate	and	the	credibility
of	his	claim	to	birthright

U.S.	citizenship.	Beginning	in	late	January	2008,	Obama	was	notoriously	pressed	to	disavow
the	allegation	of	his	suspected	Muslim	identity,	and	to	the	chagrin	of	some	who	sought	in	his
candidacy	 a	 kind	 of	 racially	 inclusive	 redemption,	 he	 responded	 irritably	with	 the	 requisite
quotient	of	dutifully	anti-Muslim	aversion.	A	campaign	press	statement	declared	definitively:
“To	 be	 clear,	 Senator	Obama	has	 never	 been	 a	Muslim,	was	 not	 raised	 a	Muslim,	 and	 is	 a
committed	 Christian.”	 The	 statement	 went	 further,	 though,	 denouncing	 the	 contentions	 as
“malicious,	 irresponsible	charges.”23	His	 campaign	website	 characterized	 the	 allegation	 that
he	was	 a	Muslim	as	 a	 “smear.”24	He	never	 candidly	 denounced	 the	 campaign	 for	 its	 baldly
anti-Muslim	 premises,	 however.	 Then,	 in	 June	 2008	 (by	which	 time,	 Obama	 had	 never	 yet
made	 a	 campaign	 appearance	 in	 a	 mosque	 or	 before	 any	 Muslim	 or	 Arab	 American
organization),	 two	 Muslim	 women	 supporters	 of	 Obama’s	 campaign	 were	 prohibited	 from
appearing	in	their	head	scarves	behind	their	candidate	on	the	podium	where	he	was	to	address
a	Detroit	rally	under	the	unrelenting	and	unforgiving	gaze	of	the	mass	media.25

The	 “Muslim	 Question”	 at	 the	 center	 of	 antiterrorism’s	 racial	 project,	 then,	 commands
some	further	consideration.	Rather	than	a	proverbial	“specter”	haunting	the	Obama	presidency,
however,	 the	 Muslim	 Question	 was	 inescapably	 established	 as	 its	 very	 overt	 and	 rather
prosaic	 “problem”—	a	 problem	 of	 racial	 government	 and	 domestic	 policing	 as	much	 as	 an
enduring	and	protracted	preoccupation	of	 imperial	global	superintendence	and	securitization.
In	his	first	overseas	trip	as	president,	in	a	speech	to	the	Turkish	Parliament,	Obama	revisited
and	expounded	upon	these	multiculturalist	themes:

Let	me	say	this	as	clearly	as	I	can:	The	United	States	is	not,	and	will	never	be,	at	war	with	Islam.	…	I	also	want	to	be
clear	that	America’s	relationship	with	the	Muslim	community,	the	Muslim	world,	cannot,	and	will	not,	just	be	based	upon
opposition	 to	 terrorism.	We	 seek	 broader	 engagement	 based	 on	 mutual	 interest	 and	 mutual	 respect.	…	 The	 United
States	has	been	enriched	by	Muslim	Americans.	Many	other	Americans	have	Muslims	in	their	families	or	have	lived	in	a
Muslim-majority	country—I	know,	because	I	am	one	of	them.26

Thus,	the	United	States	is	figured	as	a	national	formation	capacious	enough	and	sufficiently
devoted	to	a	universal	 inclusivity	to	be	able	to	encompass	Islam	and	to	espouse	its	properly
American	 Muslims,	 while	 it	 is	 yet	 juxtaposed	 to	 a	 largely	 homogenized	 and	 monolithic
“Muslim	world.”	And	whether	 it	 is	explicit	or	merely	 implied,	 this	gesture	always	crucially
represents	 the	United	 States	 as	 the	 epitome	 of	 the	 civilizational	 formation	 known	 under	 the
peculiar	heading	of	“the	West.”
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Upon	delivering	his	ultimatum	to	the	Taliban	regime	as	the	prelude	to	war	against	the	people	of
Afghanistan,	 it	 is	 instructive	 to	 recall,	 George	 W.	 Bush	 explicitly	 addressed	 himself	 to
“Muslims	 throughout	 the	 world.”	 He	 avowed:	 “We	 respect	 your	 faith.	…	 Its	 teachings	 are
good.	…	 The	 enemy	 of	 America	 is	 not	 our	many	Muslim	 friends;	 it	 is	 not	 our	many	 Arab
friends.”27	 Bush	 thus	made	 explicit	 the	 capricious	 distinction	 between	 “good”	Muslims	 and
“evil”	ones,	enemies	who	“hate	us”	(cf.	Mamdani	2002,	2004).	What	was	decisive	in	Bush’s
magnanimously	 “multiculturalist”	 discourse	 of	 U.S.	 power,	 then,	 is	 the	 more	 fundamental
friend/enemy	 distinction,	which	 is	 inevitably	 premised	 on	 submission	 and	 conformity	 to	 the
reign	 of	 the	 global	 regime	 of	 capital	 accumulation—a	world	 sociopolitical	 order	 ultimately
upheld	and	enforced	by	the	United	States.	Hence,	the	ultimatum	to	the	Taliban	also	notoriously
provided	the	occasion	for	an	ultimatum	to	the	world:	“Either	you	are	with	us,	or	you	are	with
the	 terrorists.”	 “Civilization”	 would	 be	 understood	 to	 signal	 submission	 and	 conformity;
“terrorism”	would	stand	as	its	all-encompassing	alterity,	signaling	disaffection	and	defiance.

In	 this	 very	 crucial	 sense,	 then,	 Bush	was	 never	 fiercely	 committed	 to	 the	 crudely	 anti-
Muslim	 sort	 of	 discourse	 implicated	 in	 an	 endorsement	 of	 the	 identitarian	 “clash	 of
civilizations”	thesis	propagated	by	Samuel	Huntington	(1993,	1996).	Instead,	Bush’s	discourse
was	 an	 assimilationist	 one	 preoccupied	 with	 the	 task	 of	 hierarchically	 sorting	 and	 ranking
Muslim	“friends”	and	“terrorist”	malcontents,	all	the	while	devoutly	affirming	a	global	project
of	 imperial	multiculturalism,	whereby	all	merely	 “cultural”	or	 identitarian	differences	 could
ultimately	 be	 accommodated	 and	 integrated	 within	 the	 planetary	 rubric	 of	 a	 singular
Civilization,	more	or	less	coercively	safeguarded	and	regimented	under	the	supervision	of	U.S.
military	 and	 political	 power.	 What	 bears	 repeating	 here	 is	 that	 Obama’s	 similarly
magnanimous	gestures	of	“mutual	respect”	to	“the	Muslim	world,”	fundamentally	recapitulate
this	same	globalist	sensibility.

IMPERIAL	MULTICULTURALISM:	INDIAN	WARS	ON	THE	NEW	FRONTIER

The	insistence	on	the	futility	of	imagining	the	future	in	any	terms	that	might	diverge	from	those
of	the	anti-terrorist	present	was	forcefully	and	incessantly	sustained	throughout	the	Bush	years.
That	 pronounced	 sense	 of	 the	 permanence	 of	 the	 War	 on	 Terror	 signaled	 a	 peculiarly
militarized	reiteration	of	Francis	Fukuyama’s	triumphalism	in	the	face	of	the	supposed	“end	of
communism”	 and	 the	 global	 hegemony	 of	 capitalism.	 In	 spite	 of	 its	 universalist	 and
teleological	rhetoric	of	inexorable	progress,	Fukuyama’s	original	vision	of	the	putative	“end	of
history”	 (1989,	1992)	was	 indeed	one	 replete	with	 the	 residual	historical	memory	of	a	 long
saga	of	brutal	coercion	and	colonization.

Articulated	in	the	iconic	terms	of	Manifest	Destiny	and	the	well-worn	heroic	mythology	in
which	 the	West	 is	 perpetually	 reconstituted	 and	 reinvigorated	 through	 civilization’s	 violent
confrontations	 with,	 and	 conquests	 of,	 an	 ever	 receding	 frontier,	 Fukuyama	 concluded	 his
much-touted	essay	with	a	quite	revealing	allegory:

Rather	than	a	thousand	shoots	blossoming	into	as	many	different	flowering	plants,	mankind	will	come	to	seem	like	a	long
wagon	 train	 strung	 out	 along	 a	 road.	 Some	wagons	will	 be	 pulling	 into	 town	 sharply	 and	 crisply,	while	 others	will	 be
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bivouacked	back	 in	 the	desert,	or	else	stuck	 in	ruts	 in	 the	final	pass	over	 the	mountains.	Several	wagons,	attacked	by
Indians,	will	have	been	set	aflame	and	abandoned	along	the	way.	…	But	the	great	majority	of	wagons	will	be	making	the
slow	journey	into	town,	and	most	will	eventually	arrive	there.	The	wagons	are	all	similar	to	one	another:	while	they	are
painted	different	 colors	 and	 are	 constructed	of	varied	materials,	 each	has	 four	wheels	 and	 is	 drawn	by	horses,	while
inside	sits	a	family	hoping	and	praying	that	their	journey	will	be	a	safe	one.	The	apparent	differences	in	the	situations	of
the	wagons	will	not	be	seen	as	reflecting	permanent	and	necessary	differences	between	the	people	riding	in	the	wagons,
but	simply	a	product	of	their	different	positions	along	the	road.	(1992,	338–339)

In	 short,	 in	 Fukuyama’s	 account,	 the	 manifest	 destiny	 of	 the	 entire	 planet	 must	 now	 be
apprehensible	as	merely	the	universalization	of	the	United	States’	colonial	subjugation	of	the
North	 American	 continent.	 In	 this	 account,	 accordingly,	 there	 are	 of	 course	 incorrigible
differences—	differences	of	the	sort	that	can	only	be	dealt	with	by	means	of	crushingly	violent
reprisals	 and	 the	 utterly	 conclusive	 cultural	 politics	 of	 outright	 conquest.	 But	 the	 larger
multiculuralist	script	contends	nonetheless	that	“apparent	differences”	among	diverse	peoples
ought	not	 to	 count	 as	 “permanent	 and	necessary”	ones,	but	 should	only	be	 the	 result	of	 their
respective	 positions	 along	 a	 unitary	 passage	 toward	 the	 eventuality	 of	 a	 global	 capitalist
peace.	 Fukuyama’s	 universalist	 claims	 for	 post-historical	 homogenization,	 then,	 perfectly
express	 the	 imperious	sort	of	 imperial	multiculturalism	 that	 seeks	 to	 transpose	 the	American
exceptionalist	 narrative	 of	 nationhood	 through	 inclusion	 and	 assimilation	 into	 a	 planetary
model	for	perpetual	capitalist	peace.

In	 light	of	Fukuyama’s	overt	 reference	 to	wagon	trains	“attacked	by	Indians,”	 the	War	on
Terror’s	“great	divide	in	our	time	…	between	civilization	and	barbarism”28	may	be	still	more
clearly	 located	 within	 the	 legacies	 of	 imperial	 “civilizing	 missions”	 and	 their	 multifarious
discourses	 of	 savagery.	 Here,	 it	 bears	 noting	 emphatically	 that	 the	 mortal	 combat	 between
civilization	and	barbarism	is	something	quite	distinct	from	a	purported	clash	of	“civilizations”
(in	 the	plural).	 If	anti-terrorism’s	 incorrigible	“enemies	of	 the	21st	 century”29	 are	 alleged	 to
reject	the	purportedly	universal	values	not	of	“Western	civilization,”	but	of	Civilization	itself,
then	 the	 now	 globalized	 showdown	 emerges	 nevertheless	 as	 yet	 another	 heroic	 (and
preordained)	 struggle	 on	 a	 new	 frontier	 to	 conquer	 the	Wild	West.	And	 “if	 the	West	was	 at
bottom	a	 form	of	 society,”	 as	Richard	Drinnon	has	 persuasively	 argued,	 “then	on	 our	 round
earth,	Winning	the	West	amounted	to	no	less	than	winning	the	world”	(1980,	464–465).	Much
as	“the	obverse	of	 Indian-hating”	had	always	been	“the	metaphysics	of	empire-building,”	as
Drinnon	demonstrates,	so	also	must	we	discern	in	the	metaphysics	of	anti-terrorism	a	renewed
imperial	 project	 for	 the	 superintendence	 of	 global	 capitalism.	 And	 its	 obverse,	 an	 ardent
loathing	for	 the	despicable	“terrorist”	Enemy,	 invokes	yet	another	 instance	of	 intractable	and
inassimilable	savagery,	a	residual	but	recalcitrant	barbarism,	in	stark	relief.

The	sporadic	eruptions	of	utterly	retrograde	passions	against	the	illustrious	forward	march
of	humanity	at	the	end	of	history	could	be	principally	expected,	according	to	Fukuyama,	from
the	dissensions	of	“the	Islamic	world.”	But	as	with	earlier	renditions	of	the	Manifest	Destiny
theme,	 Fukuyama’s	 grand	 finale	 entails	 a	 teleological	 narrative	 whose	 drama	 is	 false	 and
empty:	the	“end	of	history”	spins	around	a	foregone	conclusion.

It	 is	 true	 that	 Islam	 constitutes	 a	 systematic	 and	 coherent	 ideology	…	with	 its	 own	 code	 of	morality	 and	 doctrine	 of
political	 and	 social	 justice.	…	And	 Islam	 has	 indeed	 defeated	 liberal	 democracy	 in	many	 parts	 of	 the	 Islamic	world,
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posing	 a	 grave	 threat	 to	 liberal	 practices	 even	 in	 countries	 where	 it	 has	 not	 achieved	 political	 power	 directly;	 …
[however]	while	 nearly	 a	 billion	 people	 are	 culturally	 Islamic	…	 they	 cannot	 challenge	 liberal	 democracy	 on	 its	 own
territory	on	the	level	of	ideas.	(1992,	45–46)

This	passage	was	revealingly	accompanied	by	a	seemingly	prescient	 footnote:	“They	can,	of
course,	challenge	liberal	democracy	through	terrorist	bombs	and	bullets,	a	significant	but	not
vital	 challenge”	 (347n9).	 Very	 much	 consonant	 with	 the	 prosaic	 managerial	 outlook	 of
empire’s	caretakers	during	the	1990s,	terrorism	was	apprehensible	as	a	kind	of	nuisance,	not	a
“vital”	threat,	and	very	much	an	afterthought,	literally	a	footnote	to	the	grandiose	dicta	of	one
of	 global	 capitalism’s	 most	 lauded	 soothsayers.	 In	 Fukuyama’s	 account,	 Muslims	 could	 be
expected	 to	 play	 the	 part	 of	wild	 “Indians,”	 haplessly	 assaulting	 some	of	 the	 less	 fortunate,
“strung	out	along	[the]	road,”	in	the	wagon	train	of	humanity.	Muslims	would	supply	the	heroic
drama	of	the	end	of	history	with	savagery’s	proverbial	last	stand.

In	the	end,	what	has	dominated	in	the	discourse	of	anti-terrorism	is	a	revised	variation	of
Fukuyama’s	 “end	 of	 history”	 scenario,	 in	 which	 roaming	 bands	 of	 Muslim	 fanatics
(transnational	 “networks”)	 supply	 the	 figure	 of	 a	 reinvigorated	 savagery,	 mere	 “Indians”
launching	desperate	and	hopeless	attacks.	“Terrorists”	are	depicted	not	as	vital	contenders	in	a
monumental	 “clash	 of	 civilizations,”	 however,	 but	 rather	 as	 precisely	 un-civilized	 and
atavistic	 naysayers	 engaged	 in	 monstrously	 irrational	 and	 aberrant	 acts,	 who	 pitifully	 set
themselves	up	as	 the	 final	Enemy	of	Civilization	 itself,	and	 thus	 relegate	 themselves	 to	 their
abject	place	outside	humanity	proper.	 (In	Obama’s	 lurid	phrase,	 these	anachronistic	enemies
were	merely	“those	…	huddled	around	 radios	 in	 the	 forgotten	corners	of	our	world	…	who
would	 tear	 this	world	down”).	The	menace	of	“terrorism”	may	have	come	 to	appear	 (in	 the
rhetoric	 of	 the	 Bush	 administration)	 as	 posing	 a	 truly	 significant	 (indeed,	 epoch-making)
challenge	beyond	Fukuyama’s	wildest	nightmares,	and	was	abundantly	staged	as	a	kind	of	new
(unprecedented	and	unforeseen)	world	war	of	monumental	proportions—the	veritable	“clash”
of	 the	century,	which	would	continue	beyond	any	reasonable	horizon.	Nevertheless,	 this	was
emphatically	 not	 Huntington’s	 war	 of	 incommensurable	 and	 incompatible	 “civilizational”
identities	 (at	 least,	 not	 officially).	 The	 Global	 War	 on	 Terror	 promised	 an	 indefinite	 and
apparently	interminable	future	of	conflict	and	warfare,	but	these	would	be	mere	Indian	wars	on
a	new	planetary	frontier.

The	War	on	Terror	thus	adamantly	affirmed	its	post-historical	character	all	the	same.	Now,
indeed,	 there	 could	 be	 only	 one	 global	 (universal)	 Civilization—the	 empire	 of	 capital—in
which	all	cultures,	religions,	and	identities	could	be	accommodated	and	assimilated,	as	long	as
they	 were	 properly	 subordinate	 to	 the	 mandates	 of	 capital	 accumulation.	 The	 resounding
(explicit)	 ideology	of	 the	War	on	Terror	has	 therefore	been	a	kind	of	vapid	and	hypocritical
imperial	 multiculturalism.	 Its	 cynical	 assimilationist	 universalism	 appears	 self-evident,
however,	only	from	the	standpoint	of	those	whose	“differences”	have	already	been	effectively
subordinated,	 domesticated,	 and	 “civilized.”	 The	 submerged	 alternating	 current—an
identitarian	 “clash	 of	 civilizations”	 devoted	 to	 hunting	 down	 and	 persecuting	 Muslims	 as
always	 already	 susceptible	 to	 suspicion	 and,	 hence,	 as	 terrorism	“suspects”	 by	presumptive
(racialized)	 definition—remains	 nonetheless	 the	 obscene	 underside	 of	 an	 unrelenting
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disciplinary	mission	to	discern,	sort,	and	rank,	after	all,	who	are	the	“good”	ones	and	who	are
ever	elusive	“enemies.”

POST-RACIAL	GAMES	AT	THE	“END	OF	HISTORY”

The	most	fundamental	work	accomplished	through	the	War	on	Terror’s	global	racialization	of
“Muslim”	 identity	 is	 the	 production	 of	 a	 racial	 condensation	 that	 is	 inimical	 to	 the	 white
(Christian,	“European”)	identity	of	“the	West,”	while	yet,	precisely,	ambiguous	and	inherently
heterogeneous.	The	racial	ambiguity	and	instability	of	the	figure	of	the	Muslim	is	productive,
then—subject	 always	 to	 suspicion,	 commanding	 surveillance	 and	 further	 investigation	 in	 the
incessant	police	work	of	uncovering	 the	“terrorists,”	who,	 it	may	be	 supposed,	 refuse	 to	 be
assimilated.

By	 now,	 against	 this	 racially	 ambiguous	 but	 unequivocally	 nonwhite	 “Muslim”	 figure	 of
alterity	to	the	Global	Security	State,	it	ought	not	be	difficult	to	discern	the	complex	analogy	that
may	 be	 posited	 between	 Fukuyama	 and	 Obama.30	 Against	 the	 mutually	 exclusive	 and
intrinsically	incompatible	identitarian	“differences”	of	“culture”	promulgated	by	Huntington’s
pluralist	“clash	of	civilizations”	thesis,	Fukuyama	and	Obama	in	their	somewhat	discrepant	but
deeply	interrelated	ways	have	championed	the	globalist	and	assimilationist	imperial	project	of
“civilization”	 that	was	always	 the	durable	 ideological	centerpiece	of	Bush’s	rhetoric.	 In	 this
respect,	 of	 course,	 they	 are	 the	 not-so-secret	 agents	 of	 U.S.	 nationalism	 and	 the	 empire	 of
global	 capital.	 If	 Obama’s	 post-racialist	 discourse	 of	 reanimated	 U.S.	 nationalism	 relies
thoroughly	on	American	exceptionalism	as	its	proviso	for	policing	the	global	empire	of	capital
under	 a	 resuscitated	 U.S.	 military	 hegemony,	 Fukuyama’s	 post-historical	 discourse	 of	 the
permanence	 of	 neoliberal	 capitalism	 relies	 similarly	 on	 American	 exceptionalism	 as	 the
premise	for	an	imperial	multiculturalism,	in	which	virtually	all	differences	of	race,	“culture,”
and	religion	may	be	subsumed,	assimilated,	and	finally	subordinated	(De	Genova	2010).	Both
men,	 of	 course,	 literally	 embody	 and	 epitomize	 white	 supremacy’s	 post-racial	 and
multiculturalist	hegemony.	Fukuyama	is	himself	a	descendant	of	migrants	who	were	expressly
racialized	as	not-white	and	historically	 rendered	 ineligible	 for	U.S.	citizenship	on	explicitly
racial	grounds.	Like	Obama,	Fukuyama	can	cheerfully	claim	that	his	own	father	might	not	have
been	 served	 in	 Washington,	 DC’s	 local	 restaurants.	 As	 the	 iconic	 spokesmen	 for	 a
resplendently	 post-racial	 Americanism	 and	 a	 devoutly	 imperial	 multiculturalism,	 Fukuyama
and	Obama	dutifully	render	the	service	of	revivifying	American	exceptionalism,	proffering	it
as	the	legitimating	narrative	of	an	incipient	Global	Security	State,	securing	Civilization	itself
against	the	atavistic	savagery	of	its	terrorist	malcontents.

CODA:	THEORIZING	RACIAL	(TRANS)FORMATIONS

As	we	 have	witnessed	 the	 dramatic	 transformation	 and	 rearticulation	 of	 race	 in	 the	 United
States	 since	 the	 social	 upheavals	 of	 the	 1960s,	 the	 racial	 formations	 theory	 originally
elaborated	 by	Omi	 and	Winant	 has	 proven	 to	 be	 remarkably	well	 suited	 for	 analyzing	 “the

Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Daniel Martinez HoSang, et al., University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucdavis/detail.action?docID=962595.
Created from ucdavis on 2018-04-19 10:14:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



centrality	of	race”	 (1994,	138;	emphasis	 in	original)	and	 its	constitutive	 role	 in	U.S.	 social
and	political	 life,	as	both	a	premise	and	an	ever	malleable	refraction	of	social	struggles	and
political	conflicts.	In	the	agonizingly	unstable	equilibrium	that	is	U.S.	global	hegemony	in	the
twenty-first	 century,	 beleaguered	 and	 overextended	 as	 it	 may	 be,	 we	 cannot	 escape	 the
enduring	 epistemological	 and	 methodological	 centrality	 of	 race,	 as	 this	 essay	 seeks	 to
demonstrate.	 However,	 that	 centrality	 must	 be	 persistently	 reconceptualized	 and	 still	 more
explicitly	formulated	in	terms	sufficiently	flexible	to	apprehend	the	imbrication	of	the	United
States	 in	 the	 world,	 and	 the	 inextricable	 presence	 of	 those	 worldly	 concerns	 within	 the
ostensibly	“national”	space	of	the	U.S.	racial	state.

Omi	and	Winant’s	insistence	that	“race”	is	always	entangled	in	dynamic	social	relations	of
struggle	 and	 political	 conflicts,	 and	 therefore	 retains	 a	 pervasive	 and	 persistent	 (seemingly
intractable)	 significance—precisely	 because	 its	 forms	 and	 substantive	meanings	 are	 always
eminently	historical	and	mutable—has	proven	enduringly	versatile.	The	analytic	framework	of
racialization	 and	 racial	 projects,	 furthermore,	 attends	 to	 the	 unforeseen	 extension	 and
rearticulation	 of	 racial	 meanings	 to	 social	 relations,	 practices,	 or	 groups	 that	 may	 have
previously	been	 racially	unclassified,	or	differently	classified,	 in	 the	unresolved	historically
specific	contexts	of	struggle	(1994,	55–56;	cf.	Winant	1994,	58–68).	Nevertheless,	today	more
than	ever,	it	is	evident	that	the	United	States	cannot	be	adequately	conceptualized	as	simply	an
insular	and	self-contained	“society,”	a	parochial	“national”	social	formation	unto	itself.	Rather,
the	United	States	is	a	historically	specific	spatial	and	political	conjuncture	that	particularizes
the	 global	 relation	 of	 the	 political	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 necessary	mediation	 between	 the	 global
regime	 of	 capital	 accumulation	 and	 the	 territorial	 definition	 of	 coercive	 state	 power	 on	 a
“national”	 scale	 (Holloway	1994).	 In	 fact,	 it	was	never	 sufficient	 to	 comprehend	 the	United
States—and	its	 racial	order	 in	particular—in	any	terms	except	 those	 that	could	problematize
the	 restless	 and	 relentless	 (veritably	 colonial)	 production	 of	 the	 ever	 unstable	 “inside”	 and
“outside”	of	its	nation-state	space	(De	Genova	2006).

If	the	study	of	race	does	indeed	ensnare	us	within	“a	world	of	paradox,	irony,	and	danger”
(Omi	 and	 Winant	 1994,	 xi),	 the	 contemporary	 economic	 and	 political	 weight	 and	 military
dominance	of	the	United	States	on	a	planetary	scale	necessarily	also	insinuate	the	politics	of
race	and	the	processes	of	racial	formation	into	the	world	at	large,	with	all	manner	of	incumbent
paradoxes,	ensuing	ironies,	and	explosive	perils	(De	Genova	2007b).	One	need	only	note	that
it	 is	 a	 standard	 and	 long-established	 convention	 of	U.S.	militarism	 to	 refer	 to	 the	 theater	 of
warfare	 or	 colonial	 occupation,	 always	 and	 everywhere,	 as	 “Indian	 country”	 (see,	 e.g.,	 R.
Kaplan	2004,	2005;	cf.	Drinnon	1980;	Silliman	2008).	Or	one	need	only	recall	the	facility	with
which	the	term	nigger	could	be	deployed	to	disparage	such	disparate	overseas	racial	targets	as
Filipinos	during	the	U.S.	invasion	in	1898	or	Iraqi	“sand	niggers,”	particularly	during	the	first
Gulf	War	 in	 1991.	 Simultaneously,	 the	 processes	 of	 racial	 formation	 “in”	 the	United	 States
cannot	 be	 adequately	 comprehended	 as	 long	 as	 they	 are	 treated	 as	 somehow	 autochthonous.
The	imperial	project	of	the	United	States	and	its	compulsive	war-making,	globally,	have	been	a
constant	 source	 of	 reanimated	 and	 reenergized	 struggles	 over	 race-making	 “domestically.”
Thus,	the	subtle	meanings	and	putative	substance	of	“race,”	however	treacherously	misleading
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in	its	apparently	“national”	involution,	have	become	ever	more	transnationally	convoluted.
This,	 indeed,	 is	 the	 sense	 of	 global	 horizon	 that	 DuBois	 already	 understood	 with

astounding	perspicuity	and	forceful	urgency	in	his	formulation	of	“the	color	line”	as	a	problem
of	 planetary	 scope	 and	 import.31	 DuBois	 was	 perhaps	 singularly	 eloquent	 in	 his	 damning
interrogation	of	white	supremacy	in	the	early	part	of	the	twentieth	century	as	“the	ownership	of
the	earth	forever	and	ever,	Amen”	(1921,	30)	with	its	“new	religion	of	whiteness”	(31)	and	its
unanimous	global	“doctrine	of	the	divine	right	of	white	people	to	steal”	(48).	By	the	middle	of
the	 twentieth	 century,	 while	 still	 confronting	 a	 world	 thoroughly	 throttled	 by	 European	 and
Euro-American	 colonialism	 and	 white	 racial	 dominance,	 DuBois	 already	 noted	 the	 steady
demise	of	the	bankrupt	ideology	of	racial	inferiority	and	the	putative	“natural”	incompetence	of
people	of	color	for	“civilization”	and	self-government.	“We	are	not	nearly	so	sure	today	as	we
used	to	be,”	he	wrote	at	the	end	of	World	War	II,	“of	the	inherent	inferiority	of	the	majority	of
the	 people	 of	 the	 earth	 who	 happen	 to	 be	 colored.”	 However,	 because	 “government	 and
economic	organization	[had]	already	built	a	tremendous	financial	structure	upon	the	nineteenth-
century	conception	of	race	 inferiority,”	DuBois	contended,	such	altered	perspectives	on	race
(and	 the	 accumulation	 of	 historical,	 anthropological,	 and	 biological	 facts	 to	 bolster	 them)
continued	to	change	little	or	nothing	about	actual	human	behavior	in	the	modern	world.	In	this
context,	 DuBois	 could	 recognize	 the	 persistence	 of	 the	 colonial	 system	 as	 “a	 method	 of
investment	 yielding	 unusual	 returns”	 (1945,	 55),	 “a	 method	 of	 carrying	 on	 industry	 and
commerce	 and	 of	 distributing	wealth”	 (56),	 which	was	 therefore	 a	 crucial	 part	 of	 a	 global
“battle	 between	 capital	 and	 labor”	 (55)	 and	which	 had	 ensured	 that	 the	 colonies	were	 “the
slums	of	the	world”	(17).	“This,”	he	concluded,	“is	what	the	imperialism	of	our	day	means”
(54).

If	Du	Bois	had	famously	forecast	in	1903	that	“the	problem	of	the	Twentieth	Century	is	the
problem	 of	 the	 color	 line”	 (1969,	 3),	 by	 mid-century	 he	 had	 come	 to	 rearticulate	 this	 key
insight	 as	 “the	 problem	 of	 the	 future	 of	 colonies”	 (1945,	 57).	 “The	 color	 line,”	 therefore,
always	already	implied	an	open-ended	sense	of	futurity	that	would	be	grounded,	nevertheless,
in	 the	 racialized	 historicity	 of	 a	 precisely	 colonial	 universality.	 And,	 much	 as	 DuBois	 had
earlier	 forecast	 that	 “a	 belief	 in	 humanity	 is	 a	 belief	 in	 colored	men”	 and	women,	 that	 “the
destinies	 of	 this	 world	 will	 rest	 ultimately	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 darker	 nations”	 (1921,	 49),	 he
remained	resolute	in	his	sense	that	this	problem	of	the	future	of	colonized	humanity	would	be
“fundamental	 for	 the	 future	 of	 the	 world”	 (1945,	 9).	 Certainly,	 the	 tumultuous	 drama	 of
decolonization	 that	 ensued	 irreversibly	 discredited	 the	 most	 intransigent	 dogmas	 and	 most
tawdry	rationalizations	of	the	colonial	racisms.	However,	the	enduring	material	and	practical
consequences	of	a	world	rigorously	organized	and	regimented	according	to	the	pallid	doctrines
of	 white	 racial	 supremacy	 predictably	 ensured	 that	 the	 ostensibly	 decolonized	 future	 of	 the
colonies	has	not	ceased	to	be	a	world	of	slums	inhabited	by	“the	majority	of	the	people	of	the
earth	who	happen	to	be	colored”	(54).	DuBois	supplied	a	memorable	descriptive	outline	of	the
quintessential	features	of	life	in	the	colonies	of	his	time:	“black	boys	diving	for	pennies;	human
horses	hitched	to	rickshaws;	menial	service	in	plethora	for	a	wage	near	nothing;	absolute	rule
over	slaves,	even	to	 life	and	death;	fawning,	crawling	obeisance;	high	salaries,	palaces,	and
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luxury	 coupled	with	 abject,	 nauseating,	 diseased	 poverty”	 (19–20).	Much	 of	 this	 admittedly
“imperfect”	 sketch	 of	 the	 bygone	 colonial	 world	 has	 changed	 only	 inasmuch	 as	 it	 is	 now
crowned	with	 the	 semblance	 of	 national	 sovereignty	 and	 “independence”	 and	 superintended
locally—by	 elites	 of	 color.	 By	 the	 grace	 of	 neoliberalism’s	 most	 stalwart	 and	 sacrosanct
conceits	about	 the	bright	prospects	for	“developing	countries”	and	their	“emerging	markets,”
furthermore,	postcolonial	elites	are	now	unencumbered	as	never	before	by	any	residual	sense
of	responsibility	for	the	“uplift”	of	“the	people,”	much	less	any	lingering	sense	on	the	part	of
the	impoverished	multitudes	that	they	should	expect	from	their	putative	leaders	anything	other
than	self-aggrandizement	(see,	e.g.,	Mbembe	1992).

This	 postcolonial	 travesty	 and	 its	 inevitable	 and	 unapologetic	 “postracialism,”	 as	 this
chapter	seeks	to	elucidate,	has	furthermore	been	extended	and	intensified	in	unforeseen	ways.
For	 even	 some	 of	 the	 highest-profile	 (and	 publicly	 visible)	work	 of	 global	 superintendence
over	the	avowedly	“anti-colonial”	empire	of	capital	has	now	fallen	into	the	capable	hands	of
men	 and	 women	 of	 color.	 It	 ought	 not	 surprise	 us	 that	 such	 unprecedented	 racial
(trans)formations	 should	 have	 finally	 ensued	within	 the	United	 States.	 Indeed,	 to	 understand
these	 developments	 otherwise	 would	 be	 tantamount	 to	 reinscribing	 yet	 again	 the	 racial
American	exceptionalism	that	has	been	the	hallmark	of	the	Obama	presidency.	It	was	exactly
the	profundity	of	decolonization	(and	the	most	telling	evidence	of	its	truly	planetary	scope	and
scale)	 that	 conditioned	and	 incubated	 the	 radicality	of	 the	 insurgency	against	 the	 racial	 state
and	 the	 severities	 of	white	 supremacy,	 “domestically,”	within	 the	United	 States,	 during	 that
same	historical	period	(see,	e.g.,	Singh	2004).	The	inescapable	enlistment	and	capacitation	of
“native”	ruling	elites	 in	 the	formerly	colonized	zones	of	 the	earth—mirrored	by	 the	political
incorporation	 of	 people	 of	 color	 into	 the	 administration	 of	 U.S.	 cities	 in	 the	 immediate
aftermath	of	what	Omi	and	Winant	 rightly	designated	“the	Great	Transformation”	(1994,	95–
112)—have	now	been	matched	by	an	analogous	racial	recruitment	of	seasoned	and	exceedingly
competent	personnel	 in	 the	 topmost	echelons	of	 the	state	within	 the	world’s	greatest	military
power.	“This,”	if	we	may	recall	DuBois’s	haunting	phrase,	“is	what	the	imperialism	of	our	day
means.”	This,	 indeed,	 is	one	of	 the	most	 remarkable	distinctions	of	 the	contemporary	global
empire	of	capital,	and	perhaps	its	signature	innovation.
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TWELVE

Racial	Formation	in	an	Age	of	Permanent	War
Nikhil	Singh

	
The	road	which	leads	from	the	Indian	massacres	of	the	last	century	to	the	Pentagon	and	another	from	the	oppressive
slave	plantation	to	the	ghetto	are	the	major	conjunctive	highways	running	through	the	very	center	of	US	life	and	history.

JACK	O’DELL,	“The	July	Rebellions	and	the	Military	State,”	1967
We	are	a	nation	of	war;	I	mean	a	nation	of	law.

CHRIS	WALLACE,	Fox	News	Anchor,	interviewing	former	New	York	mayor	Rudy
Giuliani,	November	16,	2009

A	Sovereign	People	are	an	Armed	People.

Tea	Party	slogan,	2010

In	their	important	book,	Racial	Formation	in	the	United	States	from	the	1960s	to	the	1980s,
Michael	Omi	and	Howard	Winant	offered	what	might	be	described	as	a	first	draft	of	the	racial
politics	 of	 the	 post–civil	 rights	 era.	 Omi	 and	 Winant	 define	 “race”	 as	 “an	 unstable	 and
decentered	complex	of	social	meanings”	that	is	at	once	foundational	to,	and	made	and	remade
in	the	course	of,	political	struggles	(Omi	and	Winant	1986,	68).	This	way	of	describing	race
marked	 a	 salutary	 theoretical	 development	 that	 expressly	 worked	 against	 an	 incipient,
neoconservative	 discourse	 of	 “colorblindness”	 that	 sought	 to	 undermine	 (with	 increasing
success)	normative,	legal,	and	political	claims	about	the	racial	inequality	in	the	United	States
in	 the	wake	of	 advances	 toward	 civil	 rights	 and	 formal	 equality	 by	 erasing	positivist	 racial
classification	from	law	and	social	policy.	Omi	and	Winant	acknowledge	naturalistic	reference
to	differentiated	human	embodiment	as	 the	 ideological	kernel	of	 race	(a	notion	preserved	by
colorblind	orthodoxy).	They	suggest,	however,	that	when	viewed	in	formation,	conceptions	of
racial	 difference	 at	 once	 exceed	 references	 to	 phenotype	 and	 gross	 morphology	 and	 come
already	 embedded	 within	 broader	 struggles	 over	 political	 power,	 social	 reproduction,	 and
questions	 of	 governance.	 Understood	 this	 way,	 race	 is	 a	 historically	 given	 and	 politically
reconstituted	field	of	projected	meaning	and	investment	integral	to	the	aggregation	of	socially
significant	 identities—a	 form	of	collective	 imagination,	 and	a	way	of	 imagining	collectivity,
that	 is	 secondarily	codified	 in	 legal	 and	biological	 (among	other)	 terms.	Such	a	perspective
has	presented	a	strategic	and	theoretical	challenge	to	all	static,	particularistic,	and	essentialist
framings	of	racial	identity	and	conflict,	insisting	both	on	the	universal	effects	of	racial	division
across	 the	 social	 field	 and	 on	 the	 increasingly	 flexible	 and	 recombinant	 dynamics	 of	 U.S.
racial	orders.

More	specifically,	Omi	and	Winant’s	was	a	comprehensive	attempt	to	capture	within	a	new
set	of	analytical	rubrics	the	dimensions	of	change	and	relative	permanence	in	the	ordering	of
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racial	 hierarchy	 and	 domination	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 tremendous	 victories,	 declines,	 and
political	reversals	of	the	black	freedom	movement	in	the	United	States.	It	was	also	an	effort—
perhaps	more	 implicit	 than	 explicit—to	 provide	 intellectual	 resources	 for	 reconstructing	 an
integrated	and	majoritarian,	yet	 also	expressly	 transformational,	 anti-racist	politics	 in	one
country,	against	a	host	of	contending	visions	 from	the	 left	 that	either	heralded	a	 return	 to	 the
putative	 fundamentals	of	class	division	 from	 the	armchairs	of	defeated	 social	democracy,	or
abandoned	 the	 field	 of	 social	 politics	 altogether,	 regrouping	 within	 the	 niche	 markets	 of
multiculturalism	 or	 within	 the	 shrinking	 silos	 of	 “identity	 politics.”	 Written	 against	 these
currents,	and	at	the	height	of	“Reagan’s	America,”	Racial	Formation	was	in	this	sense	a	brave
and	ambitious	book.	It	sought	to	teach	us	how	to	talk	about	race	in	a	period	when	“it	was	all
about	race,”	that	is,	one	marked	by	a	redeployment	of	the	most	vicious	and	invidious	forms	of
pseudo-positivist	racial	description	(and	prescription),	from	Charles	Murray’s	Bell	Curve	 to
Laurence	Mead’s	 “welfare	 queen”—	 and	 yet	 a	 period	 that	 asserted	 the	 normative	 value	 of
colorblindness	 in	 which	 “nothing	 is	 about	 race”	 (Hancock	 2004,	 58).	 Indeed,	 the	 steady
bifurcation	 of	 reality	 and	 reference	 in	 which	 an	 invidious	 racialism	 could	 successfully
masquerade	as	neutral	empiricism	while	racial	 justice	claims	could	be	dismissed	as	without
basis	or	foundation	represented	a	novel	condition,	one	that	still	characterizes	the	present.

Like	 a	 number	 of	 other	 texts	 and	 approaches	 with	 which	 it	 might	 be	 grouped,	 Racial
Formation	 was	 also	 situated	within	 and	 sought	 to	 theorize	 broad	 transitions	 in	 the	 use	 and
importance	 of	 racial	 ordering	 in	 the	 United	 States	 in	 the	 context	 of	 what	 has	 subsequently
proved	 to	be	 a	 fairly	decisive	unwinding	of	 institutional	 supports	 and	policy	orientations	of
welfare-state	liberalism.	In	one	sense,	 this	meant	looking	backward	to	what	Omi	and	Winant
described	as	the	“great	transformation”	of	the	early	post–World	War	II	years	through	the	end	of
the	 1960s,	 during	 which	 white	 supremacy	 was	 normatively	 discredited	 and	 an	 inclusive,
modestly	ameliorative	form	of	racial	 liberalism	gained	intellectual	ascendancy.	As	numerous
scholars	have	argued,	this	transition	coincided	with	and	was	analogue	to	the	U.S.	emergence	as
the	world’s	leading	capitalist	nation-state	in	the	wake	of	world	war	and	economic	depression,
a	role	defined	by	an	unprecedented	commitment	to	“secure,”	by	force	if	necessary,	multilateral
commodity	 production	 and	 exchange	 across	 the	 planet	 (Dudziak	 2004).	 In	 this	 context,	 the
overcoming	 of	 historic	 racial	 exclusion	 was	 widely	 described	 as	 a	 legitimating	 frame	 for
assessing	U.S.	claims	to	global	 leadership.	As	fungible	as	slavery	was	as	a	way	of	 indexing
white	freedoms	across	the	nineteenth	century,	to	claim	to	be	fighting	“Communist	slavery”	was
not	 easily	 reconciled	 with	 severe,	 ongoing,	 state-sanctioned	 discrimination	 against	 the
descendants	 of	U.S.	 slaves.	 From	 the	 1950s,	 when	 the	U.S.	 State	Department	 intervened	 in
support	 of	 school	 integration	 (on	 precisely	 these	 grounds),	 to	 the	 contemporary	 period,	 in
which	policymakers	and	pundits	claimed	that	the	2003	invasion	of	Iraq	was	acceptable	to	the
world	because	 it	was	based	on	demonstrated	U.S.	 achievement	of	 democracy	 for	 all,	 rather
than	on	the	“white	man’s	burden,”	public	assertions	of	normative	commitment	to	racial	equality
have	become	a	banal	truth,	a	staple	of	U.S.	consensus	ideology	and	official	public	discourse.

Within	 the	 generic,	 normalizing	 frame	 of	 racial	 liberalism,	 however,	 a	 much	 sharper
conflict	 raged	across	 the	broad	front	of	civil	 society	within	 the	United	States	concerning	 the

Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Daniel Martinez HoSang, et al., University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucdavis/detail.action?docID=962595.
Created from ucdavis on 2018-04-19 10:14:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



speed	and	scope	of	racial	reform	at	the	end	of	the	1960s.	At	one	end	of	the	political	spectrum,
a	heterogeneous	black	freedom	movement	broadly	coalesced	around	a	critique	of	the	limits	of
racial	liberalism—despite	debilitating	tactical	and	strategic	differences	about	how	those	limits
should	 be	 confronted.	 In	 this	 view,	 the	 formal	 achievements	 of	 civil	 and	 political	 rights	 for
black	people	was	viewed	as	merely	an	initial	stage	 in	a	 longer,	ongoing	social	and	political
struggle	 aimed	 at	 dislodging	 possessive	 investments	 in	 white	 privilege	 that	 structured	 (and
distorted)	both	libidinal	and	political	economies	of	U.S.	society	writ	large.	At	the	other	end	of
the	 political	 spectrum,	 a	 similarly	 heterogeneous	 politics	 of	 white	 self-interest	 regrouped
across	 a	 range	 of	 discourses	 and	 strategies	 from	 states’	 rights,	 victims’	 rights,	 meritocratic
individualism,	 and	 legal	 formalism,	 to	 selective	withdrawal	 from	 or	 privatization	 of	 public
domains	 and	 (for	 the	 least	 advantaged)	 a	 vigorous,	 at	 times	 violent	 defense	 of	 occupational
sinecures	 and	 local	 neighborhood	 boundaries.	 The	 great	 irony,	 of	 course,	 is	 that	 looking
forward,	blacks	would	be	blamed	for	upsetting	the	consensual	applecart	of	racial	liberalism,
even	as	racial	liberalism	increasingly	provided	cover	for	restocking	rotten	defenses	of	racial
privilege	and	articulating	new	ones.

It	is	fair	to	say	that	we	have	not	yet	taken	a	full	or	comprehensive	inventory	of	the	broad
reconstitution	 of	 racialized	 disparity	 in	 the	 ensuing	 “post–civil	 rights”	 period,	 during	which
racial	matters	have	increasingly	become	an	unspoken	referent	and	code	for	right-wing	politics
and	social	policy	in	the	United	States.	Ronald	Reagan’s	election	was	an	inflection	point,	as	the
self-proclaimed	states’	righter	confidently	launched	his	presidential	campaign	in	Philadelphia,
Mississippi,	 site	 of	 the	 notorious	 murders	 of	 civil	 rights	 activists	 Chaney,	 Schwerner,	 and
Goodman.	At	the	same	time,	it	would	also	be	wrong	to	assume	that	the	field	of	battle	had	been
vacated:	 racial	 liberalism	 remained	 a	 normative	 baseline	 against	 which	 campaigns	 for	 the
equalization	of	distribution	and	recognition	along	racial	lines	continued	to	be	waged,	and	with
notable	 successes,	 particularly	 in	 the	 media-sports-entertainment	 complex	 and	 educational
sectors.	 Jesse	 Jackson’s	 Rainbow	 Coalition	 and	 Harold	 Washington’s	 Chicago	 mayoralty
campaign,	 moreover,	 demonstrated	 new	 scalable	 potentialities	 for	 black-led,	 multiracial
coalition	 politics	within	 the	 electoral	 arena.	 On	 college	 campuses,	 the	movement	 for	 South
African	divestment	again	signaled	 that	 racial	exclusion	and	domination	remained	a	universal
concern	 with	 the	 capacity	 to	 galvanize	 social	 justice	 activism.	 Growing	 attention	 to	 the
“intersectional”	and	intraracial	politics	of	gender	and	sexuality,	particularly	within	the	arenas
of	law	and	social	policy,	augured	new	and	expansive	articulations	of	queer,	feminist,	and	anti-
racist	perspectives.	Meanwhile,	across	the	color	line,	productive	diversification	of	frames	of
reference	 occurred	 as	 hidden	 histories	 of	 Asian	 and	 Latino	 presence	 in	 the	 United	 States
complemented	and	at	times	contended	with	monopolization	of	racial	concerns	by	black/white
paradigms.

It	is	arguable,	however,	that	an	understandable	sense	of	a	more	or	less	even	contest	filled
with	both	gains	and	reversals	constituted	the	backdrop	against	which	Racial	Formation	was
written,	 and	 that	 this	 backdrop	 concealed	 a	 deeper	 process	 of	 bifurcation	 and	 fragmentation
that	 had	 begun	 to	 reshape	 the	 possible	 trajectories	 of	 progressive	 racial	 politics	 on	 local,
national,	and	global	scales.	The	neoliberal	 restructuring	project	 that	arose	 in	response	 to	 the
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global	 economic	 downturn	 of	 the	 1970s	 and	 that	 became	 associated	with	 the	 triumph	of	 the
Reagan-Thatcher	 administrations	 in	 the	 1980s	 marked	 the	 consolidation	 of	 an	 increasingly
repressive,	upwardly	redistributionist	governmental	regime	within	the	developed	zones	of	the
world	 economy	 that	 sought	 to	 secure	 rising	 rates	 of	 corporate	 profitability	 through	 a	 more
ruthless	imposition	of	market	discipline	on	those	at	the	bottom	of	the	social	order.	This	was	of
course	 most	 discursively	 marked	 in	 Anglo-America,	 where	 the	 purified	 liberalism	 of	 the
“Washington	 Consensus”	 resonated	 with	 long-standing	 cultural	 predilections	 and	 corporate
constituencies.	These	were,	not	coincidentally,	also	places	where	“moral	panics”	over	 race,
crime,	and	national	security	became	the	means	for	“shifting	the	very	character	of	hegemony”:
rather	than	seeking	a	new,	expanded	consensus,	elite	and	governmental	preference	became	one
of	“managed	dissensus”	in	which	coercive	projects—policing,	punishment,	and	confinement—
were	 both	 key	 social	 policy	 instruments	 and	 legitimating	 frameworks	 for	 securing	 ever
narrowing	bases	of	popular	consent	(Hall	et	al.	1978).

Put	differently,	a	racialized	law-and-order	project	was	introduced	during	this	period	as	the
opening	wedge	in	a	broader	reorientation	of	the	very	forms	and	dispositions	of	governance—
what	 Stuart	 Hall	 and	 his	 collaborators	 in	 their	 landmark	 text	 Policing	 the	 Crisis	 (1978)
described	as	 the	emergence	of	an	“exceptional	state.”	 It	 is	generally	 forgotten	 that	alongside
Lyndon	Johnson’s	vaunted	“war	on	poverty,”	which	ostensibly	aimed	at	maximizing	welfare-
state	inclusion	for	the	black	poor	(and	the	Vietnam	War	escalation	that	gradually	starved	it	of
resources),	came	the	most	dramatic	expansion	of	federal	crime	control	funding	in	U.S.	history,
with	passage	of	the	1968	Omnibus	Crime	Control	and	Safe	Streets	Act	(Mirpuri	2010).	This
was	 followed	 by	 a	 more	 or	 less	 continuous	 period	 in	 which	 policing	 infrastructures	 and
practices	in	the	United	States	were	augmented,	militarized,	and	gradually	released	from	legal
stricture	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a	 host	 of	 implicit	 and	 explicit	 fabrications	 of	 irredeemable	 black
pathology,	 from	 wild	 youth	 to	 gangbangers,	 drug	 lords,	 and	 “street	 terrorists.”	 Indeed,	 this
period	represented	another	sort	of	inflection	point	as	the	legal	regime	protecting	the	rights	and
bodily	integrity	of	the	accused	and	incarcerated,	which	had	achieved	its	maximum	extension	in
a	series	of	landmark	Supreme	Court	decisions	in	the	1960s	and	early	1970s,	was	inexorably
rolled	 back	 (Singh	 2006;	Dayan	 2008).	 In	many	ways	Britain	was	 in	 the	 vanguard	 of	 these
developments,	 as	 its	 new	 emergency	 powers	 for	 preventive	 detention	 of	 potential	 domestic
terrorists	 established	 an	 administrative	 regime	 of	 “anticipatory	 policing”	 increasingly	 freed
from	 political	 oversight	 and	 judicial	 review	 (Hall	 et	 al.	 1978,	 ch.	 10).	 Developing	 both
incrementally	 and	 substantively	 from	 the	 “war	 on	 drugs”	 to	 today’s	 “global	war	 on	 terror,”
what	may	be	most	 characteristic	 of	 the	 new	dispensation	within	Anglo-American	 liberalism
has	been	a	gradual	blurring	of	and	reciprocity	between	the	discourses	of	crime	and	war,	with
criminalization	of	 threats	 to	 the	 social	 order	met	with	 a	 consistent	militarization	of	 policing
strategies	and	tactics,	even	as	military	action	was	increasingly	justified	in	the	name	of	policing
the	appetites	of	criminal	regimes.

Emerging	in	such	proximity	to	the	1960s	racial	upheaval	and	its	fundamental	expansion	of
welfare-state	provision,	the	social	engineering	of	the	Reagan-Thatcher	era	retained	the	premise
that	 the	 silent	 (national)	 majority	 would	 be	 spared	 the	 unforgiving	 cut	 of	 austerity,
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criminalization,	and	disposability.	Thatcher’s	famous	statement	that	“there	is	no	such	thing	as
society,	 only	 individuals	 and	 families,”	 rested	 on	 the	 fantasy	 of	 “Little	 Britain”	 as	 a	 self-
regulating	moral	and	political	domain—that	is,	it	imagined	a	prior	racial-sexual	caesura	within
a	 population	 whose	 presumptive	 political	 membership	 was	 naturalistically	 ascribed,	 rather
than	being	the	disorderly	product	of	distended	migration.	Similarly,	Reagan’s	statement	that	he
was	 performing	 a	 ritualistic	 and	 violent	 carving	 of	 the	 public	 domain	 drew	 on	 racial	 and
gendered	 distinctions	 between	 a	 virtuous,	 hardworking	 citizenry	 whose	 unquestioned
possession	 of	 a	 sovereign	 right	 to	 have	 rights	 contrasted	 with	 those	 whose	 rights	 were	 the
artificial	 product	 of	 elite	 condescension,	 minoritarian	 maneuvering,	 special	 interests,	 and
activist	 jurists,	 and	 therefore	 (at	 least	potentially)	politically	 revocable.	The	conceptual	 and
legal	challenge	that	those	who	sought	the	regeneration	of	white	identity	politics	faced	was	to
find	new	ways	to	exclude	or	limit	inclusion	of	those	for	whom	legal	barriers	and	exclusionary
stigma	had	been	 substantively	 reduced.	Added	 to	 the	growth	of	 the	 carceral	 regime,	 and	 the
enduring	 infrastructural	barriers	 to	mobility	and	employment,	particularly	 for	 the	black	poor,
the	 legal	 arena	 became	 a	 domain	 of	 especially	 fierce,	 racially	 inflected	 contestation.	 The
gradual	triumph	of	colorblind	jurisprudence	over	the	ensuing	decades	ensured	that	claims	for
redress	under	 the	 terms	of	 anti-discrimination	 law	would	be	 subject	 to	 the	 strictest	 scrutiny,
even	 as	 assessment	 of	 the	 wide-ranging	 disparate	 impact	 of	 collective	 forms	 of	 racial
inequality	 were	 rendered	 invisible	 or	 inaccessible	 under	 the	 minimalist,	 individualist,	 and
reversible	criteria	of	juridical	formalism.1

At	the	same	time,	as	much	as	the	hard-edged	racial	themes	of	the	Reagan	restoration	may
have	 been	 a	 necessary	 condition	 for	 the	 rightward	 political	 realignment	 and	 electoral
successes	of	the	Republican	Party	during	the	1980s	and	early	1990s,	they	proved	insufficient
for	 serving	 the	 more	 ambitious	 goal	 of	 permanently	 shifting	 the	 modalities	 of	 governance.
Moderate	 racial	 inclusiveness	 in	 the	 form	 “diversity”	 and	 “tolerance”	 retained	 their
ideological	 appeal,	 even	 in	 a	 public	 discourse	 that	 largely	 disavowed	 and	 disowned	 the
historical	 depth	 and	 scope	 of	 the	 white	 supremacist	 distortion	 of	 social	 relations.	 While
opposition	 to	 affirmative	 action	 and	 anti-poverty	 programs	 became	 central	 to	 advancing	 a
politics	 of	 white	 self-interest,	 particularly	 at	 state	 and	 local	 levels,	 popular	 Great	 Society
expansions	of	welfare-state	provision	like	Medicare	and	Head	Start	early-childhood	education
remained	 in	 force.	 In	 retrospect,	 Lee	 Atwater’s	 infamous,	 politically	 devastating	 “Willie
Horton”	 ad,	 suggesting	 that	 George	 H.W.	 Bush’s	 Democratic	 opponent	 Michael	 Dukakis’s
“softness	on	crime”	would	unleash	black	rapists	and	murderers	upon	an	unsuspecting	public,
seems	crude	and	caricatured	in	its	overt	appeals	to	racial	fear.	Indeed,	it	may	now	be	difficult
to	 recall	 how	 figures	 like	Rudolph	Giuliani	 rose	 to	prominence	 leading	a	police	 riot	 on	 the
steps	 of	 City	 Hall	 while	 promising	 to	 put	 “white	 guys	 back	 in	 charge”	 of	 New	York	 City.
Significant	 national	 opposition	 to	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	 holiday	 to	 commemorate	 the	 life	 of
Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	now	seems	the	project	of	a	shrinking	rearguard.	Indeed,	it	is	telling	that
the	 leader	 of	 the	 first	 congressional	 Republican	 majority	 in	 four	 decades,	 Newt	 Gingrich,
publicly	 conceded	 that	 the	 one	 great	 success	 of	modern	 liberalism	 had	 been	 its	 support	 for
racial	 equality.	 However	 disingenuous	 we	 might	 judge	 such	 pronouncements	 (including

Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Daniel Martinez HoSang, et al., University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucdavis/detail.action?docID=962595.
Created from ucdavis on 2018-04-19 10:14:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Atwater’s	 deathbed	 mea	 culpa),	 particularly	 in	 light	 of	 the	 increasingly	 well	 established
tendency	 to	 code	 racial	 appeals	 in	 “colorblind”	 discourse	 and	 nonracial	 language,	 it	 seems
clear	 that	 anti-black	 racism	 had	 diminishing	 political	 returns,	 even	 if	 the	 pacification	 and
subjugation	of	the	disproportionately	black	urban	poor	proceeded	apace.

The	point	here	is	not	to	endorse	a	thesis	of	a	“declining	significance	of	race”	or	to	suggest
that	 anti-black	 racism	 does	 not	 retain	 an	 everyday	 significance	 and	 latent	 force	 that	 can	 be
activated	 instantaneously;	 rather	 it	 is	 once	 again	 to	 point	 to	 the	 growing	 complexity	 of	 and
sharp	bifurcations	within	the	field	of	racial	meanings	(W.	Wilson	1980).	It	is	hardly	incidental
that	elite	recognition	of	the	need	to	rejigger	the	balance	between	consensus	and	coercion	began
precisely	 when	 formal	 democracy	 and	 legal	 inclusion	 for	 blacks	 had	 been	 stretched	 to	 its
maximum	 within	 the	 welfare-state	 framework.	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 to	 be	 expected	 that	 as	 that
framework	was	unwound,	 blacks—the	perennial	 “canaries	 in	 the	 coal	mine”—would	be	 the
first	 to	suffer	 the	consequences	(Guinier	and	Torres	2003).	Less	obvious	or	foreseeable	was
the	 extent	 to	 which	 this	 process	 would	 far	 exceed	 prophecies	 of	 “benign	 neglect”	 and	 turn
instead	 toward	 such	 ambitiously	 coercive	 institutionalizations,	 including	 the	 largest	 spate	 of
prison	 construction	 in	 human	 history	 in	 the	 last	 two	 decades	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century.	 It	 is
arguable,	moreover,	 that	 social	 analysis	 and	 political	 organization	 have	 substantially	 lagged
these	developments	(even	though	advances	have	been	made	in	recent	years).	Indeed,	it	may	be,
as	 Adolph	 Reed	 argues,	 that	 the	 very	 normalization	 of	 racial	 liberalism	 had	 the	 effect	 of
fundamentally	 narrowing,	 if	 not	 distorting	 entirely,	 the	 frame	 of	 social	 justice	 politics,	 as	 if
demonstration	of	racial	 inclusion	and	“diversity”	could	be	an	exclusive	means	for	marking	a
just	settlement	of	social	affairs,	even	as	the	most	(racially)	marked	casualties	of	market	society
in	a	moment	of	neoliberal	restructuring	were	increasingly	abandoned,	rendered	disposable,	or
subjected	 to	 quarantine	 (Reed	 and	 Warren	 2010).	 In	 other	 words,	 not	 only	 have	 racial
exclusion	 and	 racial	 inclusion	 paradoxically	 risen	 in	 tandem,	 but	 also	 colorblindness	 and
multiculturalism	 arguably	 stabilized	 as	 non-antagonistic	 (if	 contradictory)	 poles	 of
contemporary	 (racial)	 common	 sense.	 Both	 sides	 tend	 to	 contend	 with	 each	 other	 from	 the
baseline	of	a	shrunken	conception	of	polity,	public,	and	personhood,	underneath	which	the	real
axes	of	differentiation	within	orders	of	humanity	at	both	 local	and	global	scales	have	grown
increasingly	obscure.

Indeed,	 the	 neo-Gramscian	 notion	 of	 a	 “racial	 war	 of	 position”	 advanced	 in	 Racial
Formation,	a	conflict	that	unfolds	across	the	terrain	of	civil	society	and	constitutes	the	domain
of	 “normal”	 politics,	 ideology,	 and	 group	 identity,	 may	 proceed	 alongside	 and	 partially
obscure	 social	 and	 institutional	 processes	 that	 have	 gradually	 and	 surreptitiously	 reattached
racial	 meanings	 to	 state	 capacities	 for	 violently	 excluding	 categories	 of	 persons	 as
“exceptional”	security	threats;	that	is	to	say,	the	reanimation	of	a	racialized	relation	as	a	zone
of	 violence	 and	 insecurity	 that	 calls	 forth	 active	 state	 augmentation	 and	 intervention	 as	 its
corollary.	“Conventional	wisdom	holds	that	the	United	States	faced	an	actual	crime	problem	in
the	1960s	that	was	infused	with	racial	politics,”	writes	scholar	Naomi	Murukawa.	The	fact	is
that	the	“US	did	not	confront	a	crime	problem	that	was	then	racialized[;]	it	confronted	a	race
problem	that	was	then	criminalized”	(Murukawa	2008,	236).	Put	another	way,	what	began	to
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develop	at	the	end	of	the	1960s	was	a	process	of	reracialization	that	cut	horizontally	across	the
social	 field—that	 is,	 reactivation	 of	 an	 old	 reciprocity	 between	 acts	 of	 “legitimate”	 state
violence	 and	 the	 “inhuman”	worlds	 that	 become	 their	 object	 and	 rationale.	 In	 this	mode	 of
thought	and	social	policy,	violent	state	action	and	biopolitical	security	are	paramount	concerns
and	take	precedence	over	any	understanding	of	politics	rooted	in	consensual	democratic	action
—even	 if	 democratic	 consent	 is	 sought	 to	 ratify	 these	 agendas.	Moreover,	 in	 this	 view,	 any
visible	manifestation	of	what	is	deemed	to	be	illegitimate	violence—regardless	of	its	reality,
source,	or	etiology—	becomes	prima	facie	evidence	for	the	necessity	of	preemptive	violence
on	the	part	of	state	powers,	or	powers	that	act	in	the	name	of	the	state.	In	this	way,	violence
becomes	 the	 figure	 and	ground,	 the	 consequence	 and	 cause,	 of	 a	 categorically	 “new”	 social
relation.	That	is	to	say,	even	though	such	violence	may	be	mapped	along	the	lines	of	existing
social	 cleavages	 and	 (racial)	 differentiations,	 it	 also	 produces	 differentiating	 effects	 at	 the
point	of	its	application.

This	 approach	 might	 help	 us	 approach	 the	 vexing	 question	 of	 how	 the	 invidious	 racial
differentiation	of	social	 relations	persists	and	 reconstitutes	 itself	across	profound	changes	 in
and	challenges	 to	 sociolegal,	 spatial,	 and	 racial	orders	 (e.g.,	plantation	slavery,	 segregation,
civil	 rights)	 (Wacquant	 2002).	 More	 specifically,	 it	 can	 begin	 to	 unravel	 the	 apparent
contradiction	between	the	ongoing	normalization	of	racial	liberalism	and	the	intensification	of
racially	 inscribed	domination	over	 the	past	 several	 decades.	 If	 racism	 is	defined,	 following
Ruth	Wilson	Gilmore,	 as	 state-sanctioned	production	 of	 group-differentiated	 vulnerability	 to
premature	 death,	 then	 acts	 of	 state	 violence	 take	 precedence	 over	 ideological	 discourses	 as
differentiating	practices	(Gilmore	2007;	see	also	Balibar	1991).	In	other	words,	to	answer	the
vexing	question,	What	 is	 racism?	one	needs	 to	 begin	 not	 by	 identifying	 a	 set	 of	 preexisting,
already	 categorized	 groups	 that	 are	 done	 to,	 but	 rather	 by	 delineating	 the	 formation	 and
institutionalization	of	 structures	and	 situations	of	protection	and	vulnerability	 for	which	post
hoc,	descriptive	accounts	of	dishonored	group	characteristics	serve	as	a	form	of	rationalization
or	 justification.	 Retrospective	 rationalizations	 have	 consequences,	 of	 course,	 and	 become
central	to	reinforcing	and	reproducing	disparate	vulnerability,	which	is	why	ideological	forms
of	racism	are	important	and	need	to	be	combated	on	their	own	terms.	These	also	often	become
part	of	 the	 formation	of	 (counter)cultures	of	 resistance,	group	 identification,	and	 linked	fates
among	oppressed,	stigmatized	peoples	 that	become	a	stake	 in	 reversing	 the	valences	of	 their
own	negation.	 In	 ideological	 terms,	 racism	 is	knowable	as	 a	narrative	 structure	of	positions
and	 habits	 of	 perception	 that	 corresponds	 with	 and	 responds	 to	 a	 preceding,	 preexisting
regime	of	racial	categorization	and	differentiation.2	What	remains	to	be	explained,	however,	is
how	new	racial	orders	are	constituted.	In	other	words,	forms	of	past	racial	ordering	are	only
partially	predictive	of	racial	(or	nonracial)	futures,	particularly	when	we	recognize	the	extent
to	which	 racial	meaning	 crystallizes	 in	 the	 course	 of	 ongoing	 political	 struggles	 and	 across
periods	of	vast	social	and	economic	change.	The	important	point	is	that	social	differentiations
that	come	to	be	known	as	racial	have	been	and	continue	to	be	produced	in	advance	of	stable
orders	 of	 racial	 reference	 and	 in	 contexts	 in	 which	 fields	 of	 racial	 reference	 are	 actively
destabilized.
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This	 understanding	 seems	 particularly	 important	 today,	 when	 historic	 forms	 of	 racist
attribution	 and	 common	 sense	 have	 been	 widely	 challenged	 if	 not	 wholly	 discredited,	 and
when	the	continuing	reproduction	of	racial	disparity	proceeds	through	a	powerful	discourse	of
disavowal.	If	racial	liberalism	has	tended	to	reduce	racial	meaning	to	problems	of	individual
perception	and	prejudice,	perhaps	an	unintended	consequence	of	the	intellectual	challenges	to
ontological	views	of	race	that	now	underpin	social	constructionist	and	historicist	accounts	of
the	production	of	racial	meaning	is	a	tendency	to	hypostatize	race	as	“merely”	ideological—
that	 is,	as	 the	more	or	 less	coherent	expression	of	contending	collective	mentalities	or	group
identities.	 As	 already	 suggested,	 the	 notion	 of	 race	 as	 a	 “decentered	 complex	 of	 social
meaning”	 put	 forth	 in	Racial	 Formation	 marks	 an	 important	 advance	 on	 this	 view.	 Racial
Formation	not	only	expressly	resists	efforts	to	cast	race	as	“epiphenomenal”	but	also	attempts
to	think	through	“racialization”	as	an	active	social	process—“the	extension	of	racial	meaning
to	 a	 previously	 unclassified	 relationship,	 social	 practice	 or	 group”	 (Omi	 and	Winant	 1986,
64).	At	 the	same	time,	 the	 identification	of	race	as	primarily	a	question	of	social	meaning—
even	when	that	meaning	has	been	understood	to	be	productive	of	“structures”	of	inequality	in
wealth,	 employment,	 housing,	 law	 enforcement,	 and	 the	 like—continues	 to	 operate	within	 a
methodological	discourse	that	imagines	the	category	of	race	as	something	that	can	ultimately	be
precipitated	 out	 of	 social	 relations,	 rather	 than	 as	 something	 that	 is	 constantly	 made	 and
remade	as	a	social	relation.	In	other	words,	the	problem	continues	to	revolve	around	how	to
specify	what	makes	a	certain	social	relation	“racial’—which	generally	means	identifying	the
resurfacing	 of	 established,	 already	 recognized	 forms	 of	 racial	 discourse	 or	 ideology	 to
describe,	interpret,	or	justify	that	social	relation.	This	is	why	so	much	intellectual	and	political
debate	 continues	 to	 turn	 on	 the	 positivist	 validity	 of	 racial	 classification,	 the	 question	 of
discriminatory	intent,	or	degrees	of	inclusion	and	exclusion,	and	yet	fails	to	even	recognize,	let
alone	explain,	the	extraordinary	resiliency	of	institutionalized	racial	disparity	and	domination
—in	the	absence	of	either	extensive	legal	support	or	strong	ideological	 justification	for	such
disparity.

Ironically,	critical	discourse	about	race	today	is	most	likely	to	task	itself	with	identifying	a
situation	as	“racial”	in	the	face	of	public	absence	of	such	recognition.	In	addition	to	its	obvious
intellectual	and	political	weaknesses,	the	claim	that	race	(still)	matters	or	that	such-and-such	is
racist,	however,	rarely	captures	the	paradoxical	durability	and	novelty	of	contemporary	racial
conditions,	which	now	include	the	delegitimization	of	formal	racial	categories	and	ideologies
by	anti-racist	struggles.	The	reality	is	that	the	political	decomposition	of	white	supremacy	has
turned	anti-racists	 into	detectives	 in	 search	of	 the	 traces	of	 racialized	power,	 even	as	 it	 has
imposed	 unprecedented	 ideological	 burdens	 upon	 putatively	 racist	 social	 movements	 and
racially	 invidious	policy	prescriptions,	which	are	now	forced	 to	defend	 their	nonracist	bona
fides	 even	 as	 they	 attempt	 to	 reconstitute	 an	 exclusive	 sense	 of	 political	 constituency	 along
racial	 lines.	We	are	 likely	 to	misconstrue	 this	situation	entirely,	however,	 if	we	 imagine	 that
ideological	racism	has	ever	been	fully	disarticulated	from	the	complex	forms	of	identification
and	modalities	of	political	action	in	which	it	 is	always	already	embedded.	Racist	adherence
neither	would	be	effective	nor	would	infuse	collectivities	were	it	not	also	a	theory	of	political
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action	 and	 a	persuasive	 account	of	 the	bases	of	 social	 reproduction—including	questions	of
labor,	 gender,	 sexuality,	 and	 above	 all,	 nationality.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 specifically	 racial
component	 within	 contemporary	 political	 struggles	 is	 increasingly	 difficult,	 perhaps	 even
impossible,	to	definitively	isolate.

Indeed,	the	political	complexity	and	contradictions	of	the	racial	past/	present	in	the	United
States	 have	 arguably	 never	 been	 so	 clearly	 on	 display	 as	 they	 are	 today.	 A	 highly	 visible
coterie	 of	 black	 people,	 for	 example,	 have	 become	 enriched,	 powerful	 players	 in	 the	 U.S.
media,	sports,	entertainment,	and	military	complexes,	even	as	a	massive	prison	complex	locks
up	one	in	nine	black	men	between	the	ages	of	twenty	and	thirty-four	and	strips	one	in	seven	of
the	 right	 to	 vote	 on	 the	 grounds	 of	 felon	 disfranchisement	 statutes	 (Alexander	 2010).	 Three
decades	 of	 more	 or	 less	 continuous	 immigration	 and	 household	 formation	 by	 peoples	 from
Latin	America	and	Asia	now	augurs	a	remarkable	minority-majority	demographic	shift	 in	the
United	 States,	 even	 as	 police	 and	 military	 powers	 to	 confine,	 detain,	 deport,	 and	 kill
predominantly	Latino	“illegal”	immigrants	and	predominantly	South	Asian	and	Muslim	“enemy
combatants”	 have	 been	 expanded	 on	 unprecedented	 scales.	 The	 United	 States	 has	 its	 first
popularly	elected	black	president,	and	yet	one	who	is	assailed	with	unprecedented	challenges
to	the	very	legitimacy	of	his	birthright	by	groups	who	attempt	to	claim	the	mantle	of	the	civil
rights	movement,	 even	 as	 they	 seek	 to	 reinterpret	 the	Fourteenth	Amendment	 by	 establishing
new	 prerequisites	 for	 “birthright”	 citizenship	 (jus	 soli)	 for	 the	 children	 of	 “illegal”
immigrants.

One	would	be	hard-pressed	to	support	the	colorblind	claim	that	the	field	of	contemporary
U.S.	politics	is	not	thoroughly	racialized.	As	suggested	by	Racial	Formation,	moreover,	racial
meanings	continue	 to	 inform	and	 to	be	 transformed	by	political	 struggle.	What	 remains	more
difficult	to	explain	in	the	contemporary	period,	however,	is	how	extremely	violent	and	unequal
social	relations—including	those	that	may	map	onto	preexisting	racial	cleavages—can	now	be
immediately	produced	and	publicly	sanctioned	without	explicit	reference	to	preexisting	racial
categories.	Disfranchised	felon,	enemy	combatant,	and	illegal	immigrant,	each	enact	a	violent
and	exclusive	social	relation	through	a	discursive	and	institutional	process	of	criminalization
without	 the	 requirement	 of	 a	 racial	 prerequisite.	 This	 raises	 the	 question	whether	 all	 social
relationships	constituted	through	forms	of	extreme	state	violence	should	be	considered	“racial”
or	“racist”—which	is	 to	say,	 it	broaches	 the	central	and	unresolved	question	of	how	we	can
know	something	is	“racial”	or	“racist”	and	why	we	might	want	to	retain	“race”	as	a	category
of	analysis	even	when	its	epistemological	grounds	are	shaky	and	its	ontological	basis	largely
refuted.	The	partial	answer	to	this	question	is	that	race	talk	(and	especially	critical	discourse
about	 race)	 provides	 the	 vocabulary	 that	 allows	 us	 to	 record	 and	 index	 the	 recurrent
institutionalization	of	and	the	ongoing,	unfinished	contest	over	the	uniquely	violent	foundations
of	Western	 modernity	 in	 slavery	 and	 freedom,	 subjugation,	 and	 self-determination	 during	 a
period	when	those	foundations	are	 increasingly	obscured	by	platitudes	about	global	markets,
even	as	they	are	actively	reconstituted	by	practices	of	permanent	war	(Goldberg	2009;	Dirlik
2008).

To	 attain	 a	 political	 relevancy	 adequate	 to	 contemporary	 conditions,	 however,	 it	 is
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necessary	to	challenge	the	implicit	or	explicit	nationalist	horizons	that	still	 tend	to	define	the
posing	of	racial	questions	and	challenges—	that	is,	still	tend	to	frame	race	as	a	question	for	the
nation,	rather	than	of	the	nation.	From	the	standpoint	of	racial	liberalism,	for	example,	race	and
nation	(and	this	goes	back	as	far	as	Renan’s	famous	disquisition)	are	antagonistic	constructs	of
social	 and	 political	 identity	 (Renan	 1996).	 Racial	 liberalism	 often	 retains	 traces	 of	 a
primordialist	or	naturalist	conception	of	racial	difference,	but	 it	 invariably	consigns	 it	 to	 the
temporal	past	and	argues	 for	 the	 relativization,	 if	not	 the	wholesale	disappearance	of,	 racial
particularity	with	respect	to	universal	citizenship	and	socially	consequential	forms	of	political
identity	and	equalization	instituted	by	the	nation	form.	Whereas	racial	liberalism	imagines	race
and	nation	as	antithetical	ways	of	categorizing	people	and	posits	nationalism	as	a	species	of
universalism	that	progressively	triumphs	over	forms	of	racial	particularity,	the	agonistic	notion
of	the	nation	as	a	racial	formation,	and	the	state	as	a	racial	state,	tends	to	see	racism	as	an	ever
active,	 more	 or	 less	 permanent	 ideological	 constellation	 internal	 to	 the	 nation-state.	 At	 the
same	 time,	 even	 in	 this	 conception	 the	nation-state	 continues	 to	be	 imagined	 as	 the	political
horizon	of	ultimate	deracialization.	That	is,	projects	of	racial	egalitarianism	remain	linked	to
the	nation	form	both	as	a	pragmatic	political	reality	and	as	an	order	of	social	mediation	that	is
at	least	in	some	incipient	sense	nonracial,	or	racially	neutral.

But	what	if	we	think	of	race	less	as	a	meaning	complex	that	is	pre-given	and	anchored	in	a
set	 of	 antecedent	 biological	 or	 ethnic	 classifications	 of	 specific	 population	 groups	within	 a
particular	nation-state,	and	more	as	an	epistemic	field	that	has	been	extended	and	filled	with
content	 according	 to	 specific	 historical	 imperatives	 of	 national	 sovereignty	 itself—Western
modernity’s	preeminent	governing	 rubric?	Such	a	perspective,	 I	would	suggest,	can	enable	a
fuller	appreciation	of	both	the	empty	foundationalism	and	ceaseless	reinventedness	that	seems
to	 characterize	 the	 operation	 of	 race	 in	 modernity,	 what	 poet	 Leroi	 Jones	 once	 famously
described	as	“the	changing	same.”	First	and	foremost	is	the	distinction	between	sovereign	and
nonsovereign	 space,	 and	 the	 concomitant	 development	 of	 legal	 and	 ethical	 doctrines	 of
sovereignty	as	a	 right	 to	 legitimate	violence	 (up	 to	and	 including	 the	 right	 to	kill)	within	 the
colonial	 confrontation	 (Anghie	2007).	Racial	 classification	emerged	within	 this	 context	 as	 a
flexible	rubric	for	both	collectively	marking	and	individualizing	a	kind	of	“anti-civilizational
chaos”	or	excess,	categorically	opposed	 to	sovereignty	as	a	civil	domain	and	 life-protecting
agency.3	Phenotype	was	merely	one	element	among	many	within	heterogeneous	assemblages	of
racial	 classification,	 which	 encompassed	 a	wide	 range	 of	markers	 for	 naturalizing	 colonial
schematics	 of	 social,	 spatial,	 embodied	difference,	 including	 language,	 geography,	 behavior,
culture,	technology,	religion,	sound,	sexuality,	and	so	forth	(T.	McCarthy	2009).

For	the	last	half-century,	one	of	the	central	ideological	tasks	of	U.S.	global	power	has	been
to	cleanse	sovereignty	of	its	colonial-racial	taint.	Thus,	as	Nazi	Germany	and	to	a	lesser	extent
imperial	 Japan	 came	 to	be	 seen	 as	 the	 apotheosis	 of	murderous	 racist	 states,	 and	 as	 violent
decolonization	 proceeded	 fitfully,	 the	 colonial	 contexts	 for	 the	 production	 of	 modern
sovereignty	 were	 gradually	 erased.	 Ironically,	 the	 global	 visibility	 of	 U.S.	 racial	 dramas
played	an	important	role	throughout	this	process.	For	even	as	transnational	contexts	shaped	the
U.S.	federal	government’s	disavowals	of	white	supremacy	after	World	War	II	in	the	course	of
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formally	dismantling	de	jure	racial	segregation,	black	struggles	were	portrayed	as	a	domestic,
national	 concern	without	 any	 particular	 relationship	 to	 the	 global	 context	 of	 decolonization.
Over	 time,	 in	 other	 words,	 a	 U.S.	 “exceptionalist”	 account	 of	 race	 carefully	 excised	 the
colonial	 context	 of	 its	 genesis.	 This	 was	 implicitly	 recognized	 by	 astute	 commentators	 like
Gunnar	 Myrdal	 and	 diplomats	 like	 Ralph	 Bunche	 who	 understood	 that	 intranational	 racial
reform	within	the	United	States	was	essential	to	modeling	a	form	of	global	power	capable	of
winning	the	affections	of	 the	emerging	and	soon-to-be	(sovereign)	darker	nations.	Of	course,
the	 toxic	 brew	 of	white	 supremacist	 intransigence	 and	 anti-communist	 paranoia	 consistently
poisoned	 the	 reservoirs	of	 respect	and	good	 feeling	 that	anti-colonial	nationalists	 from	West
Africa	 to	Southeast	Asia	may	have	held	 toward	 the	United	States.	Meanwhile,	 radical	black
freedom	movement	 activists	within	 the	United	States	 repeatedly	 challenged	 the	 discourse	 of
domestication	 as	 well	 as	 the	 accession	 to	 imperial	 foreign	 policy	 and	 colonial	 war	 that	 it
supported,	with	accounts	that	emphasized	the	“special	type”	or	“internal”	form	of	colonization
they	suffered.4

With	respect	to	political	strategy	and	collective	organization,	comparative	colonial	global
accounts	 of	 black	 suffering	 have	 fallen	 on	 hard	 times	 since	 the	 late	 1960s	 and	 early	 1970s,
even	as	transnational	and	diasporic	accounts	of	black	cultural	and	intellectual	production	have
achieved	scholarly	respectability	and	recognition.	The	consensus	view	defines	racial	reform,
democratic	 expansion,	 and	 national	 inclusion	 as	 the	 main	 current	 of	 the	 U.S.-led	 phase	 of
global	history.	From	the	mid-twentieth	century	to	the	present	day,	and	particularly	in	the	context
of	the	partial	successes	of	the	civil	rights	movement	(up	to	and	including	the	election	of	Barack
Obama),	 this	conception	has	mostly	gained	force.	The	severing	of	 the	 link	between	race	and
coloniality	was	part	and	parcel	of	the	reification	of	race	as	a	more	or	less	exclusive	figure	for
domestic	law	and	positive	science,	which	once	again	produced	a	situation	in	which	a	narrow
(nationalist)	 politics	 of	 racial	 classification	 and	 identification	 submerged	 more	 expansive
arguments	about	 the	relationship	between	race,	ethics,	political	economy,	and	foreign	policy.
As	 Barnor	 Hesse	 writes,	 this	 not	 only	 represented	 a	 profound	 reduction	 of	 the	 scope	 and
significance	 of	 race	 but	 also	 began	 to	 obscure	 its	 “prolonged	 historical	 invention	 and
enactment”	as	a	complex	marker	of	inferior	social	status,	civil	incapacity,	and	civil	threat	that
has	 continued	 to	 constellate	 contemporary	 social	 relations	 (Hesse	 forthcoming;	 see	 also
Quijano	2000).

With	 the	 dominant	 narrative	 of	 civil	 rights	 success	 at	 the	 center,	 processes	 of	 citizen
deliberation,	 legal	 reform,	 and	 inclusive	 nation-state	 building	 have	 thus	 been	 placed	 in	 the
forefront	of	public	understanding	of	U.S.	racial	politics.	In	recent	years,	a	host	of	bizarre	and
troubling	formulations	have	been	built	upon	this	ideological	edifice,	from	Michael	Ignatieff	’s
aforementioned	 assertion	 that	 the	 2003	 U.S.	 invasion	 of	 Iraq	 was	 acceptable	 to	 the	 world
because	it	was	not	based	on	“the	white	man’s	burden,”	to	U.S.	secretary	of	state	Condoleeza
Rice’s	claim	that	the	African	American	civil	rights	movement	helped	the	United	States	to	“find
its	voice”	as	an	armed	champion	of	democracy	overseas.	A	recent	New	York	Times	article	by
Adam	Liptak	purporting	to	explain	the	exceptionally	high	incarceration	rates	for	blacks	in	the
United	States	today	is	especially	revealing	on	this	score,	“Many	specialists	dismissed	race	as
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an	 important	distinguishing	 factor	 in	 the	American	prison	 rate,”	Liptak	wrote.	“It	 is	 true	 that
blacks	are	much	more	likely	to	be	imprisoned	than	other	groups	in	the	United	States,	but	that	is
not	a	particularly	distinctive	phenomenon.	Minorities	in	Canada,	Britain	and	Australia	are	also
disproportionately	represented	in	those	nation’s	prisons,	and	the	ratios	are	similar	to	or	larger
than	[those	in]	 the	United	States.”5	Where	Ignatieff	and	Rice	link	civil	rights	successes	to	an
exceptional	 overcoming	 of	 the	 ordering	 mechanism	 of	 race	 within	 the	 post–World	 War	 II
United	 States,	 Liptak	 effectively	 short-circuits	 a	 potentially	 lingering	 negative	 racial
exceptionalism	that	might	still	define	the	nation;	he	does	so	through	a	comparative	gesture	that
renaturalizes	 racial	 disparities	 at	 the	 global	 scale.	 What	 is	 remarkable	 here	 is	 how	 a
demonstrated	 statistical	 consistency	 of	 invidious	 racial	 disparity	 across	 the	 leading	 national
formations	of	white	settler	colonialism	supposedly	 illustrates	 the	putative	normalcy	and	race
neutrality	of	all	of	them.	While	this	may	represent	a	particularly	glaring	instance	of	sophistry,
it	again	 illuminates	how	race	can	persist	as	empirical	description	and	effect	 that	 informs	 the
texture	of	observations	about	everyday	life,	even	as	it	is	now	disqualified	a	priori	as	a	source
of	 social	 action	 and	power	 that	might	 require	 adjudication.	 In	 a	 deeper	 sense,	 however,	 the
quoted	passage	suggests	quite	precisely	what	may	be	the	necessary	parameters	of	our	inquiry
today—that	 is,	 not	 only	 how	 racial	 formation	 is	 irreducible	 to	 any	 specific	 national	 social
formation,	but	also	how	it	has	been	comparatively	elaborated,	assembled,	and	operationalized
in	relation	to	institutionalized,	yet	ideologically	flexible	zones	of	state-sanctioned	violence	and
exclusion	across	the	modern	world	system.

Indeed,	when	we	consider	the	long	durée	of	modern	social	formations,	including	the	United
States,	we	might	consider	how	sovereign	violence,	rather	than	political	struggle,	or	legal	and
scientific	codification	“overdetermines”	the	field	of	racial	meanings	and	effects.	This	is	what
W.	 E.	 B.	 DuBois	 may	 have	 had	 in	 mind	 when	 he	 described	 the	 globally	 dominant	 racist
formation	 of	 white	 supremacy	 of	 his	 day	 as	 “a	 kind	 of	 public	 and	 psychological	 wage”
(DuBois	1998).	Commentators	on	this	phrase	have	tended	to	focus	on	the	association	between
whiteness	and	wages	with	respect	to	the	racial	monopolization	of	fields	of	employment	and	the
production	 of	 differentials	 within	 laboring	 populations	 that	 cut	 across	 the	 field	 of	 class
struggle.	As	important,	however,	are	the	words	public	and	psychological,	for	they	highlight	the
transfer	of	whiteness	to	the	threshold	of	nationality	as	an	imagined	community	or	public,	or	the
constitution	of	race	as	a	relation	that	 links	“democratic	participation	with	the	management	of
public	authority	and	its	specific	mechanisms	of	violence”	(Quijano	2000,	566).	In	his	classic
argument	about	the	origins	of	race	in	colonial	Virginia,	for	example,	Edmund	Morgan	showed
how	 carefully	 elaborated	 gradations	 in	 modes	 of	 punishment	 were	 one	 of	 the	 keys	 to	 the
elaboration	 of	 racial	 status	 distinctions	 between	 African	 slaves	 and	 European	 indentured
servants—black	 bodies	 could	 be	 whipped	 naked,	 whites	 would	 remain	 clothed	 (Morgan
1975).	Although	Morgan	was	interested	in	illuminating	the	power	of	law	to	codify	or	ratify	a
racial	project,	this	example	contains	a	deeper	meaning.	The	long	eighteenth-century	expansion
of	white	rights	to	political	participation	in	the	United	States	was	articulated	as	an	increasingly
privileged	 relationship	 to	 the	 modalities	 of	 official	 violence	 and	 its	 legal	 narration:	 what
defined	the	race	relation	was	the	fact	that	blacks	and	Indians	could	be	killed	with	impunity.
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The	prospect	of	state	violence,	even	war,	has	never	been	far	from	either	the	figuration	or
the	conceptualization	of	race	as	a	form	of	social	relation.	Beyond	the	obvious	pecuniary	and
erotic	 interests	 that	weighed	 against	 his	 tortured	 conscience,	 for	 example,	Thomas	 Jefferson
believed	that	racial	slavery	had	implanted	an	impossible	security	threat	at	the	heart	of	the	U.S.
republic.	 Blacks	 needed	 either	 to	 be	 quarantined	 or	 to	 be	 removed	 beyond	 the	 reach	 of
admixture.	 If	 they	 were	 not,	 the	 “deep-rooted	 prejudices	 entertained	 by	 the	 whites:	 ten
thousand	 recollections,	 by	 the	 blacks,	 of	 the	 injuries	 they	 have	 sustained,”	 he	wrote,	would
eventually	 lead	 to	 a	war	 of	 “extermination	 of	 one	 of	 the	 other	 race”	 (Jefferson	 1999,	 149).
Race	war	in	Jefferson’s	account	is	explicitly	imagined	as	civil	war—the	result	of	a	traumatic
and	recurring	state	of	injury	that	produces	a	divided	collective	experience	that	can	be	neither
forgiven	nor	forgotten,	and	that	thus	remains	outside	the	domain	of	the	political	understood	as	a
regulated	space	of	collective	organization,	rational	action,	and	conflicts	of	interest.	Blackness
in	 this	 context	 is	 knowable	 only	 as	 threat—what	 Jefferson	 elsewhere	 described	 as	 that
“immovable	veil”	that	obscures	what	can	only	be	a	murderous	wish	or	intention.	The	affinities
of	blackness	with	a	discourse	of	crime	are	already	emergent	here.	The	great	irony,	as	Jefferson
implicitly	 recognized,	 is	 that	 it	was	 the	crimes	committed	by	whites	 that	constituted	 the	 real
historical	basis	for	the	threat	that	was	in	turn	displaced	onto	and	into	black	bodies.

It	 is	 worth	 noting	 here	 that	 it	 is	 the	 potential	 for	 black	 equality—one	 might	 say	 black
sovereignty	 or	 self-possession—that	 activates	 the	 fantasy	 of	 race	war.	Race	war,	moreover,
needs	 to	 be	 distinguished	 from	 “normal”	 war—that	 is,	 war	 fought	 under	 terms	 of	 mutual
recognition	between	equal	sovereigns.	Race	war	and	colonial	war	are	forms	of	war	in	which
there	can	only	be	one	sovereign	and	wars	in	which	the	enemy	is	not	recognized	as	a	political
enemy,	but	 rather	viewed	as	 an	unjust	 enemy—or	a	 criminal.	 In	Settler	Sovereignty	 (2010),
Lisa	 Ford	 elaborates	with	 great	 specificity	 how	 this	 process	 began	with	 indigenous	 people
across	 the	settler	colonial	world	 in	 the	mid-nineteenth	century.	 It	may	be	surprising	 to	 learn,
given	the	weight	of	expansionist	teleology,	that	the	early	U.S.	republic	largely	tolerated	plural
forms	 of	 sovereignty	 under	 rubrics	 of	 warfare	 and	 treaty	 agreements	 that	 regulated	 conduct
among	different	indigenous	“tribes”	and	the	U.S.	federal	state,	all	of	which	were	considered	to
be	 distinct	 sovereigns.	 By	 the	 1830s,	 settler	 sovereignty,	 however,	 decisively	 expanded	 its
purview,	 precisely	 by	 describing	 indigenous	 violence	 (and	 counterviolence)	 as	 a	 type	 of
crime,	 and	 by	 in	 turn	 creating	 new	 legal	 narratives	 for	 settler	 violence.	 According	 to	 Ford
(2010),	the	shift	from	a	discourse	of	war	to	a	discourse	of	crime	is	central	to	the	substantive
erasure	 of	 native	 sovereignty—a	 process	 that	 she	 tracks	with	 remarkable	 consistency	 in	 the
two	decades	before	the	1850s.

Interestingly,	this	period	gives	rise	to	a	fairly	wide-ranging	conversation	that	concerns	how
to	mark	 the	boundaries	 of	war	 in	which	we	 can	observe	how	violence	 against	 colonial	 and
racial	subjects—subjects	deemed	to	be	constitutively	lacking	sovereignty—is	quite	precisely
unbracketed	or	 suspended.	War	 in	 racial	 and	 colonial	 situations,	 then,	 rather	 than	marking	 a
breach	of	normal	politics—and	“the	continuation	of	politics	by	other	means,”	as	Clausewitz
famously	defined	 it—becomes	 instead	 the	primary	means	of	mediating	and	structuring	social
relations	with	those	who	are	deemed	in	advance	to	be	potentially	criminal	or	unjust	enemies.
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In	an	early	iteration	of	this	logic,	Kant’s	Metaphysics	 (1797),	after	having	laid	out	principle
interdictions	 to	 war	 (including	 a	 ban	 on	 wars	 of	 extermination	 and	 subjugation),	 quite
stunningly	asserts	that	contrary	to	what	he	has	just	been	arguing,	“the	rights	of	a	state	against	an
unjust	enemy	are	unlimited	 in	quantity	or	degree.”	Who	 is	 the	“unjust	enemy”	 in	 the	Kantian
formulation?	 “Someone,	 whose	 publicly	 expressed	 will,	 whether	 expressed	 in	 word	 or	 in
deed,	displays	a	maxim	which	would	make	peace	among	nations	impossible	and	would	lead	to
a	perpetual	state	of	nature	if	it	were	made	into	a	general	rule”	(see	Baucom	2009).	John	Stuart
Mill	 provided	 another	 turn	 on	 the	 same	 argument	 in	 “A	 Few	 Words	 on	 Nonintervention,”
written	 just	 after	 the	 Sepoy	 Revolt	 of	 1857.	 Here,	 Mill	 suggests	 that	 principles	 of	 “non-
intervention”	 scrupulously	 followed	 in	 relations	 among	 sovereign	 powers	 needed	 to	 be
categorically	 suspended	 in	 the	 case	 of	 “barbarians,”	 who	 “could	 not	 be	 depended	 upon	 to
observe	any	rules”	or	“to	place	their	wills	under	the	influence	of	distant	motives”	(see	Singh
2006).

If	U.S.	settler	sovereignty	begins	and	ends	with	Indians,	as	Ford	suggests,	it	comes	to	linger
in	complex	ways	on	blacks	and	blackness.	In	contrast	to	the	frontier,	where	the	eliminationist
project	 was	 deemed	 successful	 from	 the	 standpoint	 of	 settlers,	 blackness	 cultivated	 and
reproduced	under	the	auspices	of	the	slave	regime	remained	suspended	as	a	permanent	threat,
one	 that	 required	 investing	 every	 white	 person	 with	 the	 sovereign	 right	 to	 kill.	 Here,	 once
again,	we	 see	 a	 blurring	of	 a	military	 and	police	 relation:	 citizen	militias	 and	 slave	patrols
were	 functional	 equivalents,	 the	 routes	 they	 charted	 along	 the	 plantation	 hinterlands	 aptly
called	“the	beat”	(McCurry	1997).	The	incipient	race	war,	moreover,	did	in	fact	manifest	as	a
civil	war—the	greatest	industrialized,	mass	slaughter	in	modern	history	up	to	that	time.	After
the	war,	blackness	would	be	legally	suspended	in	freedom,	much	as	it	had	been	suspended	in
slavery,	 posing	 a	 consistent	 crisis	 for	 democratic	 sovereignty—even	 as	 it	 gradually	 also
became	a	means	to	meditate	upon	the	possibilities	of	fundamentally	expanding	the	domain	of
democratic	politics.	The	Reconstruction-	and	post-Reconstruction–era	south	was	marked	by	an
ongoing	 articulation	 of	 legal	 and	 extralegal	 police	 and	white	 vigilante	 violence	 focused	 on
disrupting,	 if	 not	 destroying,	 black	 social	 relations	 at	 the	 point	 of	 social	 reproduction	 (free
labor,	household	formation),	and	by	the	constitution	of	the	field	of	politics	across	the	color	line
along	paramilitary	lines	(Rosen	2008;	Hahn	2005).

It	is	arguable	that	the	“civil	war”	never	really	ended	for	blacks	in	the	South:	both	legal	and
extralegal	violence	became	a	norm	of	black	life.	As	one	U.S.	senator	put	 it,	“The	black	man
does	not	incite	antagonism	because	he	is	black,	but	because	he	is	a	citizen”	(quoted	in	Logan
1954;	see	also	Singh	2004,	ch.	2).	 It	 is	 telling,	moreover,	 that	 the	signal	 innovation	in	racial
science	 following	Reconstruction	was	 the	 development	 of	 racial	 crime	 statistics.	As	Khalil
Gibran	Muhammad	shows,	criminality	rapidly	became	the	key	measure	to	adjudicate	the	fitness
of	black	people	for	modern	life,	and	black	criminality	became	the	most	durable	and	“widely
accepted	basis	for	justifying	prejudicial	thinking,	discriminatory	treatment	and	the	acceptance
of	 racial	 violence	 as	 an	 instrument	 of	 public	 safety”	 (Muhammad	 2010,	 4).	 The	 Thirteenth
Amendment	had	already	shown	the	way	forward	by	abolishing	slavery,	except	as	punishment
for	 crime.	The	period	 that	 black	historian	Rayford	Logan	 called	 the	nadir	was	marked	by	 a
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legal	and	quasi-legal	regime	of	white	terror	in	which	thousands	of	black	people	were	lynched
and	 in	 which	 tens	 of	 thousands	 were	 murdered	 in	 prison	 and	 on	 convict-lease	 plantations
(Perkinson	2010).	The	resolution	of	formal	black	freedom—civil	and	political	rights—was,	in
this	sense,	explicitly	calibrated	to	the	augmentation	of	police	power	in	relation	to	the	ongoing
social	 reproduction	 of	 blacks	 and	 blackness.	 As	Plessy	 v.	 Ferguson	 put	 it	 in	 nationalizing
miscegenation	 statutes,	 “Laws	 forbidding	 intermarriage	 of	 the	 two	 races	 may	 be	 said	 in	 a
technical	sense	to	interfere	with	the	freedom	of	contract”;	such	regulation,	however,	“has	been
universally	recognized	as	within	the	police	power	of	the	state”	(quoted	in	Pascoe	2009,	74).

Police	 powers	 here	 mark	 the	 emergence	 of	 biopowers	 in	 the	 Foucauldian	 sense,	 but
biopowers	that	are	quite	distinctly	articulated	to	juridical	right	as	the	exception	that	underpins
the	 rule	 by	 investing	 the	 police	 with	 a	 formless	 authority	 precisely	 correlated	 to	 zones	 of
rightlessness	and	statelessness	elaborated	through	colonial	and	racial	violence.	In	other	words,
this	is	neither	a	strictly	formal	nor	a	functionalist	aspect	of	modern	sovereignty;	rather	it	is	the
repetition	of	 the	 founding	 logic	of	sovereignty	along	an	 increasingly	widening	axis	of	police
power.	Redeemer	 historian	 and	 founder	 of	U.S.	 political	 science	 John	Burgess	 put	 it	 in	 the
following	 revealing	 formulation	 in	 1893:	 “The	 police	 power	 is	 the	 Dark	 Continent	 of	 our
jurisprudence”	(quoted	in	Wagner	2010,	12).	As	Brian	Wagner	writes,	from	the	standpoint	of
power,	 what	 constitutes	 blackness	 is	 its	 ongoing	 rearticulation	 to	 the	 conditions	 of
statelessness.	 Statelessness,	 or	 nonsovereign	 existence,	 might	 further	 be	 characterized	 as	 a
condition	of	 social	 dissolution	understood	 as	anathema	 to	 social	 reproduction.	 The	modern
police	power	 is	precisely	correlated	 to	 the	“Dark	Continent”	as	 the	domain	 in	which	 social
and	political	life	is	always	already	suspended.	This	condition	constitutes	a	permanent	state	of
emergency.	From	the	standpoint	of	power,	 it	has	no	knowable	properties	beyond	its	criminal
propensity	 and	 open-ended	 threat	 potential.	 In	 other	 words,	 these	 threats	 are	 such	 that	 they
require	rigorous	and	ongoing	applications	of	“legitimate”	violence	along	a	potentially	limitless
vector.

While	 the	modern	 police	 power	 was	 articulated	 to	 a	 politics	 of	 white	 supremacy,	 it	 is
important	to	note	that	its	prerogatives	were	defined	not	as	a	defense	of	racial	particularity,	but
as	a	defense	of	the	constituent	power	of	democratic	(national)	sovereignty.	Put	another	way,	we
might	 say	 that	 racial	distinctions	have	been	made	and	 remade	as	differentiations	of	zones	of
protection	 and	 vulnerability	 with	 respect	 to	 sovereign	 violence.	 Sovereignty,	 in	 turn,	 is
simultaneously	the	object	of	popular-democratic	claims	and	also	a	form	of	institutionalized	(or
state)	authority.	Racial	politics	has	unfolded	quite	precisely	within	this	space;	yet	it	has	hardly
been	 an	 even	 contest.	 Drawing	 upon	 a	 liberal-democratic	 tradition,	 anti-racist	 movements
across	 the	 twentieth	 century	 tended	 to	 appeal	 to	 institutionalized	 (state)	 authority	 for
recognition	 and	 protection	 of	 individual	 rights	 within	 a	 civil	 domain	 understood	 as	 a
negotiated	plurality.	By	contrast,	 racist	 and	exclusionary	movements	have	consistently	based
themselves	 on	 a	 pre-constituted	 understanding	 of	 the	 homogenous	 fundament	 of	 sovereignty
(“the	 rights	 of	 those	 who	 have	 rights”)	 and	 in	 turn	 sought	 an	 identity	 or	 reciprocity	 with
institutionalized	(or	constituted)	power.	For	most	of	U.S.	history,	such	reciprocity	was	easily
achieved	 as	 ongoing	 and	 ever	 expanding	 institutionalizations	 of	 the	military-police	 function
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have	been	articulated	and	operationalized	 in	 relation	 to	 figures	of	nemesis	drawn	 from	both
readily	 at	 hand	 and	 available	 and	 newly	 fashioned	 and	 exotic	 regimes	 and	 repertoires	 of
difference.

What	may	be	exceptional,	or	at	least	notable,	about	the	United	States	is	the	depth,	duration,
and	 significance	 of	 its	 intranational	 struggle	 and	 debate	 about	 racial	 exclusion.	At	 the	 same
time,	when	we	recognize	the	extent	to	which	sovereign	violence	constitutes	law,	we	can	also
recognize	 the	 relative	 ease	 with	 which	 questions	 of	 racial	 difference	 and	 their	 attendant
conflicts	have	been	more	or	less	immediately	constituted	as	a	threat	to	the	very	survival	of	the
state.	Speaking	at	the	height	of	the	civil	rights	movement	and	in	opposition	to	impending	civil
rights	 legislation,	Barry	Goldwater	declared,	“Security	 from	domestic	violence,	no	 less	 than
from	foreign	aggression,	is	the	most	elementary	and	fundamental	purpose	of	any	government”
(quoted	in	D.	Rodriguez	2006,	20).	Goldwater	was	drawing	on	a	nascent	discourse	that	pitted
the	“rights”	of	citizens	against	 the	chaos,	disorder,	and	 incipient	criminality	of	 racial	protest
politics.	Modern	conservatives	who	followed	in	his	wake	increasingly	understood	that	one	did
not	need	to	uphold	statutory	racial	discrimination,	but	merely	to	draw	compelling	distinctions
between	 law-abiding	citizens	and	 those	who	 threatened	 their	 security.	A	neoconservative,	as
Irving	Kristol	famously	put	it,	was	merely	“a	liberal	who	had	been	mugged	by	reality.”	It	was
often	 the	 case	 of	 course,	 that	 race	 made	 all	 the	 difference	 when	 it	 came	 to	 producing	 a
compelling	 distinction.	 But	 it	 is	 also	 the	 case	 that	 the	 very	 category	 of	 “illegality”	 or
“criminal,”	 particularly	 as	 it	 became	part	 of	 the	 logic	 of	 an	 administrative	 apparatus,	 could
increasingly	 do	 the	work	 of	 racial	 sorting	without	 explicitly	maintaining	 the	 forms	 of	 racial
codification	that	had	been	central	to	its	origination.

In	 1995	 the	 passage	 of	 another	 large	 omnibus	 crime	 bill	 under	 President	 Bill	 Clinton
established	the	preliminary	legal	and	institutional	architecture	of	what	subsequently	emerged	in
the	wake	of	the	terrorist	attacks	of	9/11/2001	as	the	massively	expanded	U.S.	national	security
state,	 something	 that	 grew	paradoxically	 and	 in	 spite	 of	 the	 end	of	 the	 cold	war,	which	had
supplied	the	entire	rationale	for	its	initial	growth.6	Statutory	provisions	for	the	“rendition”	of
foreign	drug	traffickers	and	for	the	suspension	of	ancient	strictures	around	the	use	of	military
resources	 and	 personnel	within	U.S.	 territorial	 borders	 accelerated	 the	 dissolution	 of	moral
and	 conceptual	 boundaries	 between	 inwardly	 concentrated	 practices	 of	 policing	 and	 public
safety	 and	 outwardly	 tested	military	 aggression,	 with	 effects	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 the	 equation.
Self-styled	 global	 strategist	 and	 futurologist	 Robert	 Kaplan	 (reputedly	 Clinton’s	 favorite
public	 intellectual)	 captured	 the	 zeitgeist	 in	 his	 widely	 read	 essay	 “The	 Coming	Anarchy.”
Writing	in	the	wake	of	the	Los	Angeles	riot	of	1992,	Kaplan	tellingly	diagnosed	a	fundamental
mutation	 with	 the	 organization	 of	 the	 U.S.	 nation-state	 as	 an	 engine	 of	 homogenization	 and
conflict	 stabilization,	 ascribing	 both	 (yet	 again)	 to	 the	 pathologies	 of	 black	 urban	 dwellers,
who	unlike	the	Jews	and	Irish	before	them,	preferred	the	hostilities	and	illusory	gratifications
of	“negritude”	for	the	virtuous	trials	of	assimilation.	Kaplan	went	further	still,	suggesting	that
the	 dangers	 of	 inner	 (racial)	 fragmentation	 of	 the	 nation-space	 were	magnified	 by	 a	 global
situation	in	which	a	contagion	of	state	failure,	particularly	in	“Africa”	(where	else?),	had	the
potential	to	inflame	conflicts	along	racial	and	civilizational	lines.	In	this	context,	he	suggested
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(following	 the	 urban	 military	 theorist	Martin	 van	 Creveld),	 fighting	 crime	 and	 waging	 war
were	gradually	becoming	indistinguishable,	and	“national	defense”	was	no	longer	defined	by
unitary	 territorial	 logic	 but	 rather	 by	 multiscalar	 tactics	 and	 strategies	 of	 pacification	 and
control.7

Kaplan’s	fixation	on	the	disruptive	and	dangerous	presence	of	black	ontology	at	the	internal
borders	of	U.S.	nationhood	 is	once	again	highly	 telling,	as	 is	his	sense	 that	 the	disruption	of
national	homogeneity	constitutes	a	threat	to	sovereignty	that	is	the	functional	equivalent	of	an
undeclared	(race)	war.	It	is	important,	however,	to	recognize	what	Fred	Moten	has	termed	“the
paraontological	distinction	between	blackness	and	black	people”	 if	we	are	 to	grasp	the	ever
fungible	articulation	and	 rearticulations	of	 race	and	sovereignty	 in	 the	contemporary	moment
(Moten	2008).	If	blackness	has	been	the	principle	figure	and	ground	for	defining	and	enacting	a
racialized	 inhumanity,	 particularly	 in	 U.S.	 history,	 it	 has	 also	 proven	 to	 be	 at	 once
analogically	flexible	and	only	one	part	of	a	heterogenous	repertoire	of	racializing	motifs	that
have	in	turn	informed	the	creation	of	a	heterogenous	military-policing	apparatus	at	home	and
abroad.	 It	 was	 the	 trigger	 event	 of	 9/11,	 moreover,	 that	 gave	 such	 neo-Spenglerian
racialcivilizationist	 declensionism	 a	 new	 impetus,	 providing	 both	 retrospective	 and
prospective	 logic	 for	 what	 now	 appears	 as	 a	 definitive	 substitution	 of	 warfare	 for	 welfare
models	as	the	guarantor	of	social	security	within	shrinking	kingdoms	of	privileged	prosperity
across	 the	Western	 world.	Where	 pioneering	 Islamaphobe	 Bernard	 Lewis	 explicitly	 linked
“terror	and	migration”	as	the	twin	specters	haunting	European	civilization,	John	Lewis	Gaddis
reached	 deep	 into	 the	 American	 past,	 justifying	 new	 Bush	 administration	 doctrines	 of
preemptive	war	on	the	grounds	of	a	still-moreancient	sovereign	right—that	 is,	when	the	new
nation	 needed	 to	 protect	 an	 open	 frontier	 against	 the	 depredations	 of	 “native	 Americans,
pirates,	and	other	marauders”	(Gaddis	2003).

If	 Racial	 Formation	 correctly	 diagnosed	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 racial	 investments	 and
referents	 were	 increasingly	 embedded	 within	 (if	 not	 constitutive	 of	 )	 broadly	 “hegemonic”
political	struggles	and	policy	debates	on	a	national	scale,	it	did	not	(perhaps	could	not)	foresee
the	extent	to	which	race	would	continue	to	be	operationalized	in	novel	ways	as	a	technology	of
wholesale,	violent	political	and	civil	exclusion	for	large	segments	of	the	population,	not	only
in	 the	 United	 States	 but	 anywhere	 people	 could	 be	 exposed	 to	 (a	 lack	 of	 protection	 from)
sovereign	 violence	 (much	 of	which,	 incidentally,	 can	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 globalization	 of
U.S.	models	and	practices	of	police,	 security,	and	war).	 In	 this	context,	 the	 laudable	goal	of
reanimating	race	as	a	vehicle	of	collective,	egalitarian	political	aspiration	faced	a	number	of
challenges	and	obstacles,	ones	for	which	extant	languages	and	frames	of	civil-inclusionist,	let
alone	 nation-based,	 politics	 have	 proven	 increasingly	 inadequate.	 Indeed,	 the	 recent	 turn	 in
intellectual	 discourse	 to	 a	 largely	 anti-political	 rubric	 comprising	 terms	 like	 “state	 of
exception,”	“bare	life,”	“social	death,”	and	even	“race	war”	might	be	said	to	index	this	state	of
affairs;	 that	 is,	 such	 approaches	 attempt	 to	 formally	 diagnose	 the	 limit	 conditions	 of	 the
(exceptional)	 state	 form	 that	 has	 emerged	 as	 the	 norm	 in	 recent	 decades,	 even	 as	 they	 also
express	 a	 certain	 pessimism,	 if	 not	 impotency,	when	 it	 comes	 to	 thinking	 about	 conjunctural
possibilities	and	ameliorative,	let	alone	broadly	transformative,	political	strategies.	Thinking
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at	 the	 limit,	 it	 would	 seem,	 tends	 to	 limit	 thinking	 (especially	 critical	 thinking)	 to	 the	most
austere	 conceptualizations	 of	 enduring,	 if	 not	 entirely	 unchanging,	 modalities	 of	 racial
dominance	and	state	violence	(without	hegemony)	across	time.

This	 is	 a	 challenging,	 paradoxical	 situation.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 contemporary	 historical
understanding,	 comparative	 elaboration,	 and	 theoretical	 conceptualization	 of	 U.S.	 racial
formation	 has	 achieved	 a	 level	 of	 complexity	 and	 comprehensiveness	 unimaginable	 two
decades	 ago.	Building	 at	 least	 in	 part	 on	 the	 innovations	 of	Racial	 Formation,	 hundreds	 of
monographs	and	research	projects	have	outlined	the	ways	racial	dispositions	and	powers	have
been	 shaped	 in	 the	 interstices	 of	 ideological	 struggle	 and	 institutional	 change,	 within	 a
dialectic	of	social	movement	actors	and	governmental	agencies,	and	at	the	nexus	of	foreign	and
domestic	policies	across	the	colonial	and	settler-colonial	world.	At	the	same	time,	a	shift	has
occurred	 in	 which	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	 domains	 of	 application	 of	 state	 violence	 in	 the
production	of	forms	of	group-differentiated	spatial	confinement,	bodily	dispossession,	denial
of	civic	honor	and	recognition,	and	vulnerability	to	violence,	injury,	and	ill	health	(up	to	and
including	 premature	 death)	 now	 proceeds	 largely	 without	 the	 requirement	 of	 an	 explicit
codification	 of,	 or	 reference	 to,	 preexisting	 forms	 of	 group	 differentiation.	 This	 situation	 is
ironically	 mirrored	 in	 certain	 critical	 tendencies	 toward	 formalist,	 ahistorical	 theorization.
Whether	this	is	termed	a	“new	racism,”	“color-blind	racism,”	or	“racism	without	race,”	it	is	a
form	 of	 power	 that	 produces	 disparate	 consequences	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 prior	 ideological
rationalization	 or	 explicit	 group	 targeting:	 indeed,	 the	 express	 absence	 of	 particularistic,	 or
“racial,”	 intent	 (often	 in	 the	 form	of	 disavowal)	 in	 part	 constitutes	 the	 “legitimacy”	 of	 such
violence.

With	specific	attention	to	the	U.S.	context,	we	might	say	that	concrete	institutionalizations
of	 militarized-carceral	 regimes	 over	 the	 past	 three	 decades,	 rather	 than	 the	 heroic	 struggle
against	“Jim	Crow”	and	white	supremacy,	now	form	the	principal	background	condition	to	the
contemporary	theorization	of	race.	Of	course,	it	might	be	objected	that	the	popular	election	of
Barack	 Obama,	 a	 black	 man,	 to	 the	 U.S.	 presidency	 fundamentally	 alters	 this	 picture,	 as
Obama’s	 rise	was	scripted	 from	a	carefully	 selected	combination	of	African	American	civil
rights	 narrative	 elements	 and	 post-racial	 prescriptive	 postures,	 colorblind	 adherence,	 and
multicultural	 pabulum.	 The	 racial	 panic	 his	 election	 engendered	 among	 elements	 of	 the	 far
right,	moreover—from	the	“birther”	movement	to	the	Tea	Party’s	“Obama	as	Hitler”	rhetoric—
attests	to	the	destabilization	and	consequent	scrambling	of	right-wing	racial	codes.	Rather	than
a	figure	of	black	subhumanity	and	dishonored	kinship	 that	needs	 to	be	fixed	in	place	 through
one	 of	 many	 peculiar	 institutions,	 racist	 depictions	 of	 Obama	 often	 tend	 toward	 those	 of
Orientalism	 and	 anti-Semitism,	 in	which	 the	 racial	 other	 is	 an	 enemy	within,	 an	 inscrutable
misleader	 who	 possesses	 unnatural,	 even	 superhuman	 powers,	 a	 person	 backed	 by	 foreign
moneyed	cabals,	one	who	 is	not	even	our	degraded	kin,	but	whose	very	birthright	 is	 foreign
and	fraudulent.8	In	another	sense,	however,	Obama	merely	entrenches	the	ideological	baseline
of	multicultural	post-racialism	against	which	a	 resurgent	white	 supremacy	will	 contend	only
with	great	difficulty,	particularly	in	the	face	of	unfavorable,	secular	demographic	trends.

Indeed,	an	underlying	aspect	of	contemporary	crisis,	as	Kaplan’s	writing	demonstrates,	is
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an	increasingly	audible	panic	about	“the	quotient	of	homogeneity”	required	for	 the	continued
existence	of	the	nation-state	form.9	In	the	United	States	this	question	has	long	been	mediated	by
the	 application	 of	 the	 equally	 fungible	 and	 strategically	 indeterminate	 term	 white,	 which
reflexively	precedes	the	constitution	of	political	identity	that	“founds”	democratic	sovereignty.
Yet	 the	 power	 of	 whiteness	 to	 do	 this	 work	 has	 been	 substantively,	 perhaps	 even	 fatally,
diminished.	 The	 fundamental	 promise	 of	 Obama	 is	 his	 symbolic	 representation	 of	 an
alternative	national	sovereignty	no	longer	grounded	in	the	history	of	white	supremacy.	Instead,
it	would	seem,	Obama	represents	the	completion	of	the	post-1960s	passive	revolution	in	which
the	 exceptional	 state	 born	 of	 the	 accumulation	 crisis	 of	 the	West	 in	 its	 incipient	moment	 of
globalization	is	given	(a	perhaps	brief	)	new	legitimacy.	With	his	election,	the	historic	impasse
of	 black	 liberation	 against	which	 colorblind	 discourse	 protested	 too	much	 and	multicultural
discourse	 softened	 or	 acceded	 too	 readily	 can	 now	 be	 officially	 disavowed	 as	 completed,
leaving	 so	 many	 to	 reinvent	 the	 wheel	 in	 empty	 forms	 of	 critique	 that	 would	 again
fundamentalize	race	against	its	apparent	erasure	and	therefore	grasp	neither	what	has	changed
nor	what	remains	fundamentally	the	same	in	the	current	conjuncture.	The	danger,	of	course,	is
that	the	center	will	not	hold	and	that	the	apparent	truce	or	at	least	stalemate	in	the	ongoing	civil
war	will	give	way	to	something	far	more	atrocious	in	its	next	incarnation,	and	the	formidable
machineries	 of	 surveillance,	 violence,	 and	 control	 assembled	 by	 the	 exceptional	 state	 these
past	 decades	 will	 again	 be	 captured	 by	 those	 whose	 solution	 to	 the	 crisis	 of	 stasis	 is	 the
project	of	race	war—not	only	in	distant	theaters	but	across	the	broad	front	of	civil	society.

NOTES

1.	For	detailed	analyses	see	Crenshaw	et	al.	1995.
2.	This	phrasing	is	indebted	to	Dyer	1997.
3.	I	am	indebted	to	Gopal	Balakrishnan	for	this	formulation.	See	Balakrishnan	2009,	70.
4.	 While	 acknowledging	 the	 strengths	 of	 internal	 colonialism	 perspectives	 in	 connecting	 the	 intranational	 and	 global

dimensions	 of	 racial	 oppression,	 Omi	 and	 Winant	 suggest	 that	 “nation-based	 approaches”	 to	 racial	 questions	 have	 been
politically	rather	than	analytically	grounded,	and	more	specifically	that	they	are	unable	to	specify	what	is	“national	about	racial
oppression.”	The	remainder	of	the	essay	might	be	considered	a	kind	of	extended	answer	to	this	question.

5.	Michael	Ignatieff,	“The	Burden,”	New	York	Times,	January	5,	2003;	“Rice,	in	Alabama,	Draws	Parallels	for	Democracy
Everywhere,”	New	York	Times,	October	22,	2005,	A4;	Adam	Liptak,	“Inmate	Count	in	US	Dwarfs	Other	Nations,”	New	York
Times,	April	23,	2008.

6.	 Dana	 Priest	 and	 William	 Arkin,	 “A	 Hidden	 World	 Growing	 beyond	 Control,”	 http://projects.washingtonpost.com/top-
secret-america/articles/a-hidden-world-growing-beyond-control/	(posted	7/19/2010;	accessed	9/12/2010).

7.	Robert	Kaplan,	“The	Coming	Anarchy,”	The	Atlantic,	February	1994.
8.	 This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 historic	 anti-black	 themes	 are	 not	 present.	Glenn	Beck,	 for	 example,	 has	 described	Obama	 as

someone	who	hates	white	people	and	who	wants	to	“settle	old	racial	scores,”	presumably	from	the	baseline	of	historically	black
racial	grievances.	More	recently,	Dinesh	D’Souza	and	Newt	Gingrich	have	sought	to	mau-mau	Obama,	as	a	figure	of	(African)
violence	and	deranged	anti-colonial	and	anti-Western	grievance.	Although	the	latter	cases	deploy	historically	anti-black	themes,
they	also	draw	from	a	largely	non-U.S.	repertoire	that	in	turn	reassociates	blackness	with	a	sense	of	threats	of	the	foreign	and
unfamiliar.

9.	This	phrase	is	from	Balakrishnan	2009,	xiv.

Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, edited by Daniel Martinez HoSang, et al., University of California Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucdavis/detail.action?docID=962595.
Created from ucdavis on 2018-04-19 10:14:44.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 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://projects.washingtonpost.com/top-secret-america/articles/a-hidden-world-growing-beyond-control/


CONCLUSION

Racial	Formation	Rules
CONTINUITY,	INSTABILITY,	AND	CHANGE

Michael	Omi	and	Howard	Winant
	
	
	

A	LONG,	STRANGE	TRIP

When	we	initially	advanced	our	concept	of	racial	formation	in	the	mid-1980s,	we	did	not	have
the	 slightest	 inkling	 that	 it	 would	 prove	 both	 durable	 and	 flexible	 as	 a	 framework	 for
understanding	the	changing	meaning	of	race.	The	credit	for	its	vitality	goes	not	to	us	alone	but
also	to	scholars	and	activists	from	a	wide	range	of	fields	who	have	creatively	engaged	racial
formation	 theory	 and	 given	 it	 much	 of	 its	 ongoing	 significance,	 coherence,	 and	 utility.	 The
contributors	to	this	collection	are	among	those	leading	the	way	in	deepening	our	understanding
of	ongoing	processes	of	racialization	and	interpreting	the	broader	political	meaning	of	“racial
projects”	both	historically	and	in	the	present.

With	this	essay	we	seek	both	to	situate	racial	formation	theory	in	the	historical	period	from
which	it	first	emerged	and	to	apply	it	to	racial	politics	today	in	the	age	of	Obama.	In	the	first
subsection,	 “The	 Origins	 of	 Racial	 Formation	 Theory,”	 we	 consider	 the	 problems	 that	 the
theory	was	initially	designed	to	address,	and	the	thinkers	and	movements	who	influenced	us.	In
a	 short	 transition,	 “Breaking	with	 the	Past:	Trajectories	of	Racial	Politics,”	we	move	 to	 the
present,	 drawing	 attention	 to	 the	 breadth	 and	 depth	 of	 the	 shifts	 in	 the	 meaning	 and	 social
structure	of	race	that	the	United	States	and	the	world	as	a	whole	have	experienced	over	just	the
past	 few	 decades.	 In	 the	 following	 subsection,	 “Post-racial	 Scenarios?”	 we	 survey	 some
contemporary	analyses	of	changing	U.S.	racial	dynamics	and	their	implications.

After	 that,	 we	 present	 our	 own	 take	 on	 new	 patterns	 of	 race	 and	 racism.	 In	 “Racial
Classification	and	Its	Discontents,”	we	examine	the	ongoing	instability	and	changing	meaning
of	the	race	concept	and	discuss	such	matters	as	census	politics,	the	“new	racial	science,”	and
concepts	of	race	in	popular	culture.	In	“The	Racial	Regime	and	Its	Discontents,”	we	consider
such	 issues	 as	 “colorblind”	 racial	 ideology,	 the	U.S.	 demographic	 shift	 toward	 a	 “majority-
minority”	population,	the	role	of	race	in	electoral	politics,	race	and	empire,	immigrant	rights
and	resurgent	nativism,	and	the	racial	dimensions	of	neoliberalism.

As	 this	 long	 list	 of	 topics	 indicates,	we	 continue	 to	 see	 race	 and	 racism	as	 fundamental
dimensions	of	U.S.	politics	and	society—deeply	structuring	social	life	at	both	macro	and	micro
levels	 and	 profoundly	 shaping	 political	 discourse	 and	 ideology.	Our	 concluding	 subsection,
“Reconstructing	Race,”	looks	at	U.S.	racial	prospects:	a	combination	of	chronic	racial	crisis
and	glimmers	of	hope	for	an	expanding	and	deeper	democracy.
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THE	ORIGINS	OF	RACIAL	FORMATION	THEORY

Our	concept	of	racial	formation	emerged	in	the	1980s	as	a	reaction	to	the	then-dominant	modes
of	theorizing	about	race	in	mainstream	social	science.	We	were	trained	in	the	social	sciences;
we	 were	 experienced	 anti-racist	 activists.	 We	 had	 come	 to	 reject	 the	 way	 race	 was
conceptualized	 and	 operationalized,	 both	 in	 social	 science	 research	 and	 in	 left	 anti-racist
thought	 and	 political	 practice.	 In	 mainstream	 social	 science,	 scholars	 failed	 to	 address	 the
changing	 meaning	 of	 race	 over	 historical	 time	 and	 in	 distinct	 social	 settings.	 Race	 was
ubiquitous,	but	the	changing	meaning	of	race	and	the	“content”	of	racial	identity	went	largely
unnoticed.	Conceiving	 race	 in	 a	 fixed	 and	 static	way	meant	 that	 researchers	did	not	have	 to
engage	 the	very	category	of	 race	 itself	and	 its	 social	determinants.	Treating	 race	 in	a	binary
manner,	 for	 example	 as	 present/	 absent,	 0/1,	 allowed	 researchers	 to	 correlate	 it	 simply	 and
nonreflexively	with	the	other	variables	in	assessing	patterns	of	residential	segregation,	income
inequalities,	 health	 disparities,	 and	 so	 on.	 Of	 course,	 understanding	 racial	 inequality	 is
important.	But	what	 is	 the	meaning	 of	 race	 itself	 ?	How	did	 race	 assume	 a	 given	 reality,	 a
given	significance,	at	a	specific	historical	moment	and	in	a	specific	social	site?	Such	questions
were	rarely,	if	ever,	asked.

Trying	 to	 address	 these	 problems	 ourselves	 led	 us	 to	 think	 of	 race	 as	 a	 social	 concept,
something	 that	 needed	 to	 be	 critically	 engaged	 in	 its	 own	 right.	 One	 could	 not	 effectively
analyze	 patterns	 of	 residential	 segregation,	 for	 example,	 without	 considering	 the	 racial
categories	 that	 were	 utilized	 and	 encoded	 in	 research,	 in	 public	 documents,	 and	 in	 legal
decisions	at	a	given	place	and	time.	One	had	to	ask	not	only	how	race	shaped	segregation	but
also	how	segregation	reciprocally	shaped	race,	how	it	invested	racial	categories	with	content
and	meaning.	To	assert	that	race	is	a	social	concept	marks	the	beginning,	not	the	conclusion,	of
“doing”	racial	theory.

Our	 initial	 take	 was	 to	 emphasize	 the	 “political	 determination”	 of	 race.	 This	 emphasis
came	from	our	simultaneous	engagement	and	disenchantment	with	theories	of	race	and	racism
on	the	political	left.	While	firmly	committed	to	the	democratic,	egalitarian,	and	social	justice
goals	 espoused	 by	 the	 left,	 we	 were	 critical	 of	 several	 assumptions	 that	 guided	 Marxist
analyses	of	race.	Race	was	seen	as	epiphenomenal	to	class,	while	racism	was	regarded	as	a
specific	 form	 of	 “false	 consciousness”	 that	 muted	 class-based	 opposition	 to	 capitalist
exploitation.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 race	was	 strategically	 utilized	 by	 the	 capitalist	 class	 to
sow	discontent	and	create	divisions	within	the	working	class,	thus	preventing	the	emergence	of
unified	 class	 consciousness	 and	 organization.1	 The	 task	 for	 the	 left	 was	 to	 challenge	 false
racial	consciousness	and	promote	the	primacy	of	class-based	politics.

Skeptical	 of	 this	 position,	 we	 began	 to	 consider	 race	 as	 a	 legitimate	 and	 salient	 social
category	in	its	own	right,	on	par	with	class.	Adopting	this	approach	allowed	us	to	think	about
race	 as	 a	 fundamental	 principle	 of	 social	 organization	 in	 the	United	 States.	 From	 there,	we
could	discover	how	race	could	shape	class	categories	as	well	as	be	shaped	by	them,	and	also
how	 race	was	 inextricably	bound	up	with	other	 axes	of	 stratification	and	difference	 such	as
gender	and	sexuality.

Of	course	the	concept	of	racial	formation	did	not	emerge	out	of	thin	air.	We	were	inspired
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by	some	of	the	magnificent	scholars	who	had	gone	before	us,	and	we	pillaged	and	borrowed
from	a	variety	of	sources.	The	pioneering	work	of	W.	E.	B.	DuBois,	E.	Franklin	Frazier,	and
Oliver	C.	Cox,	 among	 others,	 helped	 us	 understand	 the	multiple	ways	 in	which	 race	was	 a
foundational	and	organizing	principle	of	U.S.	society,	and	how	profoundly	it	had	shaped	social
stratification	historically.	In	particular,	DuBois’s	notion	of	“double	consciousness”	(1969)	was
fundamental	 to	 how	we	 thought	 about	 individual	 identity	 and	 collective	 consciousness.	Bob
Blauner’s	concept	of	“internal	colonialism”	(1972)	was	also	instrumental	in	our	rethinking	of
race.	Although	we	 criticized	 that	 paradigm	 in	Racial	Formation,	 Blauner’s	 treatment	 of	 the
distinctions	 between	 “colonized	 and	 immigrant	 minorities”	 and	 the	 attention	 he	 directed
toward	the	problem	of	cultural	domination	influenced	us	greatly.	His	efforts	to	link	the	“Third
World	abroad”	to	the	“Third	World	within”	continue	to	hold	relevance	for	contemporary	racial
theory.	Herbert	Blumer	(1958)	and	Troy	Duster’s	symbolic	interactionist	account	of	race	and
racism	 (Blumer	 and	 Duster	 1980)	 allowed	 us	 to	 think	 about	 “group	 position”	 and	 the
consolidation	 of	 racial	 hierarchy.	 They	 showed	 how	 racial	 stratification	 profoundly	 shapes
relations	 between	 racially	 defined	 groups.	 A	 crucial	 insight	 we	 took	 from	 symbolic
interactionism	was	 its	 emphasis	on	 individual	 and	collective	agency	and	 the	ways	 identities
and	relationships	were	continually	forged	in	social	interaction.

The	writings	of	Antonio	Gramsci	(1971)	spurred	us	 to	rethink	Marxism	and	supplied	 the
key	 conceptual	 frames	 for	 understanding	 the	 transition	 from	 racial	 dictatorship	 to	 racial
democracy.	 Gramsci’s	 notion	 of	 hegemony,	 constituted	 by	 a	 combination	 of	 coercion	 and
consent,	 allowed	 us	 to	 explore	 the	 consolidation,	 depth,	 and	 persistence	 of	 racial	 power.
Through	Gramsci	we	were	able	 to	conceptualize	historical	changes	in	 the	U.S.	racial	system
and	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 a	 “war	 of	 maneuver”—a	 pitched	 battle	 between	 clearly	 located
antagonists,	between	dominant	and	subordinate	racialized	groups—had	given	way	to	a	“war	of
position,”	 a	 pervasive	 conflict	 being	 fought	 out	 everywhere	 at	 once.	 Adam	 Przeworski’s
concept	 of	 “class	 formation”	 (1977)	 not	 only	 helped	 us	 rethink	 class	 but	 also	 provided	 a
reference	 point	 for	 theorizing	 about	 race.	 Przeworski	 critiqued	 the	 notion	 that	 class	 was	 a
distinct	location	within	a	mode	of	production	and	instead	emphasized	the	highly	relational	and
contingent	political	dimensions	of	class	conflict.	Ernesto	Laclau’s	work	(1977)	demonstrated
that	 ideological	 positions	did	not	necessarily	 reflect	 discrete	 class	positions	but	 that	 themes
such	as	populism	and	nationalism	could	be	 taken	up	and	refashioned	 to	express	 the	 interests
and	 aspirations	 of	 different	 and	 antagonistic	 political	 blocs.	 Populism	 or	 nationalism	 could
have	 authoritarian	 or	 emancipatory	 political	 framings.	 From	 such	 work	 we	 grasped	 the
importance	 of	 political	 struggles	 over	 racial	 meaning	 and	 adopted	 the	 concept	 of
rearticulation	 to	 illustrate	 how	 racial	 ideology	 could	 be	 refashioned	 to	 suit	 a	 variety	 of
different	 and	 sometimes	 competing	 political	 positions.2	 To	 us,	 these	were	 “better”	Marxian
analyses.

The	 theoretical	 insights	 of	 feminist	 scholars	 such	 as	 Sheila	 Rowbotham,	 Shulamith
Firestone,	 and	 bell	 hooks,	 among	 others,	 also	 shaped	 our	 ideas	 in	 several	 important	 ways.
Second-wave	 feminism	 was	 flowering	 as	 we	 wrote,	 and	 questions	 of	 race-gender
“intersectionality”	 were	 first	 being	 raised.	 Thinking	 about	 gender	 as	 a	 distinct	 axis	 of
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stratification	 and	 difference	 prodded	 us	 to	 conceptualize	 the	 category	 of	 race	 in	 a	 parallel
fashion.	 The	 feminist	movement	 advanced	 an	 understanding	 of	 gender,	 both	 analytically	 and
politically,	as	a	social	category—arguing	convincingly	that	gender	was	not	reducible	to	class.
Feminism	 facilitated	 and	 deepened	 our	 critique	 of	 Marxist	 and	 left	 analyses	 of	 race	 and
racism.	 Feminist	 theory	 also	 insisted	 on	 comprehensively	 linking	 both	 the	micro	 and	macro
levels	 of	 social	 analysis.	 It	 dramatically	 revealed	 how	 concepts	 of	 gender	 were	 deeply
embedded	at	all	levels	of	human	interaction	and	organization—	from	intimate	relations	within
the	 family	 to	 the	 overall	 structure	 of	 pre-and	 postindustrial	 societies.	 Such	 an	 analysis	was
succinctly	 expressed	 by	 radical	 feminist	 Carol	 Hanisch’s	 notion	 that	 “the	 personal	 is
political.”3	We	took	such	formulations	to	heart	in	our	analysis	of	race.	We	paid	attention	to	the
ways	 race	 was	 conceived,	 constructed,	 and	 practiced	 at	 both	 the	 micro	 level	 of	 everyday
social	relationships	and	at	the	macro	level	of	institutional	arrangements	and	social	structure.

Our	concept	of	racial	formation	was	forged	in	struggle.	We	were	inspired	by	and	engaged
in	the	new	social	movements	of	the	1960s	and	1970s:	the	black	power	movement,	the	feminist
movement,	the	antiwar	movement,	the	student	movement,	the	insurgent	labor	movement,	and	the
struggles	 for	 ethnic	 studies	 on	 university	 campuses.	 The	 insights,	 issues,	 and	 contradictions
generated	by	these	social	justice	struggles	became	foundational	to	our	work.	Racial	formation
also	 reflected	 debates	 between	 the	 two	 of	 us.	We	worked	 out	 our	 positions	 through	 intense
discussion,	endless	rewriting,	and	compromise.	Our	collaboration,	now	more	than	thirty	years
old,	 is	 a	 model	 for	 collective	 political	 and	 intellectual	 labor.	 It	 sometimes	 seems	 like	 a
miracle,	a	marvelous	gift	that	we	have	been	able	to	give	each	other.	Our	work	has	truly	been
sustained	by	a	great	friendship.

The	concept	of	racial	formation	was	first	advanced	in	a	two-part	article,	“By	the	Rivers	of
Babylon:	Race	in	the	United	States,”	published	in	the	journal	Socialist	Review,	with	which	we
were	associated	(Omi	and	Winant	1983).	The	first	edition	of	the	book	Racial	Formation	in	the
United	States	appeared	in	1986.

Then	came	disappointment.	We	were	dismayed	that	our	work	was	ignored	for	several	years
by	the	very	social	scientists	we	sought	to	influence.	Anti-racist	activists	took	no	notice.	Much
to	our	surprise,	our	initial	fans	were	from	other	academic	disciplines,	notably	history,	literary
studies,	and	law.	Historians	used	our	ideas	to	examine	and	periodize	shifts	in	the	racial	order,
literary	 theorists	 and	critics	 analyzed	 racial	 representations	 and	discourse	 in	 their	 canonical
texts,	 and	 legal	 scholars	 interrogated	 the	 fluidity	 and	 ambiguity	 of	 race	 in	 doctrinal	 law,
jurisprudence,	and	legal	practice.	The	fact	that	contemporary	introductory	sociology	textbooks
on	race	and	ethnicity	now	have	a	section	on	“racial	formation”	is	quite	gratifying	for	us.	We
can	 at	 last	 find	 validation	 in	 our	 own	 discipline—one	 that	 had	 initially	 ignored	 our	 call	 to
critically	examine	the	social	construction	of	race.

Over	 the	 years,	 numerous	 criticisms	have	been	made	of	 the	 concept	 of	 racial	 formation.
The	political	determinism	we	embraced	early	in	our	collaboration	has	often	been	challenged,
but	we	continue	to	uphold	our	commitment	to	the	primacy	of	the	political.	Such	an	emphasis,
we	 think,	 allows	 us	 to	 discern	 the	 contours	 of	 the	 current	 racial	 order,	 to	 understand	 what
racial	hegemony	looks	like,	to	specify	its	contradictions,	and	to	envision	alternative	scenarios.
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We	continue	to	emphasize	the	instability	of	the	race	concept.	This	condition	derives	from
the	multiply	determined	“social	space”—both	very	broad	and	very	deep—that	race	occupies.
Race	 operates	 at	 the	 crossroads	 between	 social	 structure	 and	 experience.4	 It	 is	 both
historically	 determined	 and	 continuingly	 being	 made	 and	 remade	 in	 everyday	 life.5	 In	 this
sense,	race	is	simultaneously	synchronic	and	diachronic,	as	Lévi-Strauss	(1966)	might	say.

The	 instability	 of	 race	 accounts	 for	 both	 the	 ongoing	 volatility	 and	 the	 continuity	 of	 the
concept.	Why,	for	example,	are	racial	attributions	so	prone	to	violence,	so	“hot,”	so	fiercely
upheld	and	contested,	so	necessary	in	the	modern	world	as	components	of	both	self	and	social
structure?	Why	is	race	so	available	as	a	“scavenger	concept”:	a	default	variable	on	the	basis
of	which	so	many	disparate	phenomena	are	supposedly	explained	(Fredrickson	2002;	Gilroy
1999)?	How	can	 a	 social	 distinction	 be	 both	 so	 determining—of	 life	 chances	 and	 status,	 of
freedom,	of	social	structure,	of	identity	itself—and	at	the	same	time	so	undetermined,	inchoate,
and	 indeed	 unreal	 on	 so	many	 levels?	These	 are	 but	 a	 few	 of	 the	many	 questions	we	were
asking	about	race	and	racism	more	than	three	decades	ago.

We	are	asking	them	still.	And	while	racial	conditions	have	changed	dramatically	since	our
book	 was	 first	 published,	 the	 legacy	 of	 the	 past,	 the	 vast	 waste	 of	 structural	 racism,6
accumulated	 over	 the	 centuries,	 continues	 to	weigh	 us	 down	 as	well.	We	 do	 indeed	 live	 in
history.

BREAKING	WITH	THE	PAST:	THE	TRAJECTORIES	OF	RACIAL	POLITICS

There	have	been	“cycles”	or	“trajectories”	of	racial	reform	and	reaction	since	the	rise	of	the
race	 concept	 in	 tandem	with	 the	 development	 of	 the	 “modern	world-system.”	But	 the	 post–
World	War	 II	 racial	 “break”	was	 the	most	 profound	 transformation	 in	world	 racial	 history.
Never	before	had	there	been	a	racial	upsurge	so	wide:	so	comprehensively	driven	by	extensive
global	conflicts—such	as	World	War	II	and	the	Cold	War—and	so	propelled	by	mass	action,
by	 vast	 demographic	 transformations,	 massive	 migrations,	 urbanization,	 and	 above	 all,	 by
popular	 mobilization.	 Never	 has	 any	 racial	 upheaval	 cut	 so	 deep:	 indeed,	 under	 intense
pressure	 that	 was	 often	 radical	 and	 sometimes	 revolutionary,	 many	 racial	 states	 officially
“switched	sides”	in	the	postwar	years,	shifting	from	upholding	apartheid,	racial	exclusion,	and
colonial	rule	to	opposing—at	least	officially—these	policies	and	practices	(Winant	2001).

Enormous	changes	have	occurred	over	the	past	few	decades	as	parts	of	a	shift,	a	rupture,	a
break	that	we	called	(pace	Polanyi)	the	“great	transformation”	(Polyani	2011	[1944]).	De	jure
segregation	 and	 state-enforced	 Jim	Crow	were	 effectively	 challenged	 in	 the	 1960s,	 and	 the
South	 African	 apartheid	 system	 finally	 fell	 in	 1994.	 Some	 explicitly	 “racist	 regimes”
(Fredrickson	2002)	have	been	overthrown,	and	the	ideologies	that	undergirded	them	have	been
largely	discredited.7

The	U.S.	 encounter	with	 race	 and	 racism	 in	 the	 second	half	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 and
beyond	 constitutes	 a	 case	 study	 of	 a	 global	 racial	 transition.	 The	 great	 transformation,	 the
worldwide	racial	“break,”	was	the	cumulative	result	of	states,	empires,	and	elites	on	a	world
scale	being	challenged	by	their	own	people—by	“natives,”	and	by	the	descendants	of	former
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slaves	 and	 colonial	 subjects—to	 “pay	 up”	 for	 the	 practices	 of	 superexploitation,	 exclusion,
domination,	 and	 nonrecognition	 to	 which	 they	 had	 been	 so	 long	 subjected.	 The	 former
“wretched	 of	 the	 earth”	 demanded	 greater	 social	 equality,	 a	 fundamental	 expansion	 of
democracy,	 and	 a	 dramatic	 extension	 of	 popular	 sovereignty.	 The	 great	 wave	 of	 postwar
political	 movements—anti-imperialist	 movements,	 civil	 rights	 movements,	 and	 the	 “identity
politics”	of	the	1960s—all	contributed	to	the	radical	transformation	of	the	global	racial	order.

Not	only	was	the	vast	upsurge	of	demands	for	racial	justice	more	than	merely	a	U.S.-based
phenomenon,	but	 the	 resistance	 to	 those	demands,	what	we	called	 the	“racial	 reaction,”	was
correspondingly	 global	 in	 scope.	 Neoconservatism,	 nonracialism,	 neoliberalism,	 backlash,
multiculturalism,	rollback,	colorblindness,8	and	racial	differentialism—to	pick	some	of	the	key
terms	of	that	reaction—were	responses,	sometimes	right-wing	and	sometimes	centrist	or	even
liberal,9	 to	 the	 hugely	 disruptive,	 redistributive,	 democratic,	 and	 egalitarian	 demands	 of	 the
worldwide	racial	upsurge.	Here	too	the	United	States	was	but	a	“case,”	however	important,	of
a	global	process	 in	which	displaced	 elites,	 empires,	 and	 ideologies	 struggled	 to	 reconstruct
and	indeed	reimagine	their	racial	regimes	after	the	war.

POST-RACIAL	SCENARIOS?

This	brings	us	to	the	present	moment.	Have	racist	regimes	been	dismantled	as	a	result	of	the
“great	transformation,”	or	has	racism	simply	mutated	into	new	and	perhaps	more	flexible	and
less	 discernible	 forms?	 Some	 political	 observers	 have	 interpreted	 the	 election	 of	 Barack
Obama	as	the	dawning	of	a	new,	“post-racial”	era.	Obama’s	ascent	to	the	highest	post	 in	the
land	 is	 popularly	 regarded	 as	 stunning	 testimony	 of	 how	 far	 the	 nation	 has	 come	 in	moving
beyond	 the	 racial	 barriers	 and	 exclusions	 of	 the	 past.	 This	 post-racial	 optimism	 reflects
contemporary	 “colorblind”	 racial	 ideology:	 the	 belief	 that	 the	 goals	 of	 the	 civil	 rights
movement	 have	 been	 substantially	 achieved,	 that	 overt	 forms	 of	 racial	 discrimination	 are	 a
thing	of	the	past,	and	that	the	United	States	has	successfully	transitioned	to	a	“post-”	or	even
“nonracist”	 society.	As	 an	 ideological	 frame,	 colorblindness	 denies	 that	 race	 should	 inform
perceptions,	 shape	 attitudes,	 or	 influence	 individual	 or	 collective	 action.	 Indeed	 from	 a
colorblind	 standpoint	 any	hints	of	 race	consciousness	are	 tainted	by	 racism;	hence,	 the	most
effective	anti-racist	gesture,	policy,	or	practice	 is	simply	 to	 ignore	race.	The	hope	 is	 that	by
ignoring	race,	we	can	transcend	racism	and	embrace	a	post-racial	future.10

Such	an	optimistic	scenario,	of	course,	misses	the	enduring	persistence	and	significance	of
race,	 and	 the	 ways	 that	 structural	 racism	 continues	 to	 shape	 present	 conditions.11	 The
“colorblind”	 framework	has	been	 the	 target	of	 scathing	 criticism	across	 the	 social	 sciences,
humanities,	 and	 professions	 that	 has	 demonstrated	 the	 persistence	 of	 racial	 inequalities	 and
argued	for	“race	conscious”	policies	and	practices	to	address	them	(Carbado	and	Harris	2008;
Brown	et	al.	2003;	Feagin	2006;	Bonilla-Silva	2006).

But	 while	 race	 still	 matters,	 changes	 are	 always	 afoot.	 The	 color	 line	 itself	 has	 been
rendered	more	 complex	 in	 the	 twenty-first	 century	 transition	 to	 a	majority-minority	 society.
How	will	 racial	 transformations	 reshape	 issues	 of	 racial	 hierarchy	 and	 broader	 patterns	 of
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racial	domination	and	subordination?
Many	 have	 speculated	 about	 these	 questions,	 peering	 through	 a	 glass	 darkly	 in	 their

attempts	to	predict	the	racial	future.	Jennifer	L.	Hochschild	(2005)	assesses	future	racial	trends
and	poses	several	possible	scenarios	contingent	on	different	racial	constructions	and	practices.
In	her	“black	exceptionalism”	scenario,	a	black/nonblack	 racial	divide	 is	 the	crucial	axis	of
racial	division:	Asians	and	Latinos	are	slowly	drawn	to	 the	white	side	of	 the	color	 line.	An
alternative	 is	 the	 “white	 exceptionalism”	 scenario,	 which	 posits	 a	 white/nonwhite	 racial
divide	 in	 which	 groups	 of	 color	 would	 share	 a	 common	 subordinate	 status.	 Her	 third
possibility	is	the	“South	African”	scenario,	in	which	the	nation	is	re-sorted	into	three	groups:
whites	 and	 “honorary	 whites”	 (most	 Asians,	 some	 Latinos,	 and	 some	 biracials),	 coloreds
(some	Asians,	most	Latinos,	some	biracials	and	a	few	blacks),	and	blacks	and	almost-blacks.
This	last	“triracial”	system	is	similar	to	Eduardo	Bonilla-Silva’s	notion	(2004)	of	the	“Latin
Americanization”	 of	 race	 relations.	 A	 fourth	 scenario	Hochschild	 considers	 is	 the	 dramatic
growth	of	a	“mixed-race”	or	multiracial	population	with	the	requisite	blurring	of	distinct	racial
and	ethnic	groups.	“A	crucial	divide	in	this	scenario,”	writes	Hochschild,	“would	be	between
those	who	identify	as	monoracials	and	seek	to	protect	cultural	purity	and	those	who	identify	as
multiracials	and	celebrate	cultural	mixing”	(2005,	81).

Certainly	 persistent	 white	 supremacy	 has	 historically	 required	 that	 groups	 of	 color	 be
politically	and	economically	marginalized	and	subject	to	cultural	forms	of	domination.	Such	a
position	of	subordination	found	expression,	 for	example,	 in	 the	 internal	colonialism	account:
there,	groups	of	color	shared	a	common	situation	of	oppression	that	offered	a	potential	basis
for	 political	 unity.	 But	 just	 as	 previous	 “outsiders”	 such	 as	 the	 Irish	 and	 Jews	 have	 been
incorporated	 into	 prevailing	 notions	 of	who	 is	white,12	 some	 scholars	 speculate	 that	 groups
such	as	Asian	Americans	and	Latinos	are	increasingly	being	included	in	an	expanded	definition
of	whiteness.	For	example,	George	Yancey	 (2003)	argues	 that	Latinos	and	Asian	Americans
are	 undergoing	 significant	 structural,	 marital,	 and	 identity-based	 assimilation	 and	 that	 a
black/nonblack	divide	is	emerging	as	these	groups	become	“white,”	while	blacks	continue	to
experience	what	Yancey	calls	“racial	alienation.”	The	emergence	of	a	triracial	order	in	which
some	 groups	 are	 positioned	 as	 intermediate	 buffers	 between	 black	 and	 white	 might	 at	 first
glance	 appear	 more	 pluralistic	 and	 fluid	 than	 a	 biracial	 order	 shaped	 by	 the	 rule	 of
hypodescent,	 the	 so-called	 one-drop	 rule.	But,	 as	Bonilla-Silva	warns,	 a	 triracial	 system	of
stratification	would	 also	 be	 an	 effective	means	 of	maintaining	white	 supremacy.	 The	 “Latin
Americanization	of	race”	thesis	anticipates	a	U.S.	transition	to	a	society	with	“more	rather	than
less	 racial	 inequality	but	with	a	 reduced	 forum	for	 racial	contestation”	 (Bonilla-Silva	2006,
198).

We	 question	 aspects	 of	 the	 “Latin	 Americanization	 of	 race”	 thesis.	 Because	 the	 United
States	 now	 relates	 to	 the	 global	 South	 and	 global	 East	 through	 a	 master	 policy	 of
“accumulation	 by	 dispossession,”13	 it	 fosters	 immigration.	 Displaced	 and	 impoverished
workers	and	peasants	from	Latin	America	and	the	Caribbean,	as	well	as	from	the	Pacific	Rim,
continue	 to	 immigrate,	 their	 human	 flow	modulated	 but	 hardly	 contained	 by	 boom	 and	 bust,
“bubble,”	 and	 recession.14	 And	 because	 the	United	 States	 has	 also	 become	more	 predatory
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domestically,	practicing	a	similar	policy	of	“accumulation	by	dispossession”	 in	post-Katrina
New	Orleans	or	the	subprime	housing	crisis—to	pick	just	two	prominent	examples—it	is	less
able	to	integrate	immigrants	than	it	was	in	previous	historical	periods.	Where	will	the	United
States	 find	 an	 “engine	of	mobility”	 to	parallel	 that	 of	 the	 late	nineteenth	 and	early	 twentieth
centuries,	 the	 epochs	 of	 mass	 labor	 recruitment	 to	 the	 industrial	 economy?	 In	 short,	 the
country’s	economic	capacity	 to	absorb	enormous	numbers	of	 immigrants,	 low-wage	workers
and	 their	 families,	 and	 a	 new,	 globally	 based	 (and	 largely	 female)	 servant	 class	 (see	Glenn
2002),	without	generating	the	sort	of	established	subaltern	groups	we	associate	with	the	terms
race	and	racism,	 seems	to	us	more	 limited	 than	was	 the	“whitening”	of	Europeans	a	century
earlier,	this	argument’s	key	precedent.15

And	 then	 there	 is	 the	 question	 of	 “mixed-race”	 or	 multiracial	 individuals,	 another	 key
aspect	of	the	“Latin	Americanization”	thesis.	The	issue	of	multiraciality	problematizes	deeply
held	notions	of	race,	racial	classification,	and	racial	identity	itself.	Indeed,	the	very	concept	of
being	of	“mixed	race”	presupposes	the	existence	of	clearly	defined,	discernible,	and	discrete
races.16	 Our	 view	 is	 that	 any	 discussion	 of	 multiraciality	 must	 resist	 “racial	 lumping”:	 the
tendency	 to	 locate	multiracial	 individuals	 in	 a	 collective	 category	 that	 fails	 to	 consider	 not
only	 the	 enormous	 diversity	within	multiracial	 populations	 but	 also	 the	 varied	 political	 and
cultural	meanings	of	multiraciality	itself.	For	example,	the	mestizaje	framework	conflicts	with
the	white/nonwhite	North	American	 system.	And	 in	many	 social	 or	 institutional	 settings	 the
experience	and	consciousness	of	being	mixed-race	white-Asian	is	significantly	different	from
that	of	being	black-Asian.	Whether	multiracial	 identity,	 consciousness,	 and	organization	will
seriously	subvert	or	merely	reinforce	racial	hierarchy	in	the	United	States	remains	very	much
an	open	question.

An	 opposite	 and	 equally	 pernicious	 tendency	 is	 to	 reject	 group	 identity	 tout	 court	 by
elevating	 social	 constructionist	 approaches	 to	 ethnicity,	 race,	 and	 nationality	 to	 an	 all-
encompassing	framework,	a	sort	of	universal	solvent	of	all	identity,	all	particularity.	Perhaps
driven	by	frustration	that	not	only	racial	but	also	ethnic	and	national	identities	remain	flexible
and	unstable	and	 resist	 social	 scientific	specification,	Rogers	Brubaker,	Mara	Loveman,	and
Peter	Stamatov	(1994;	see	also	Brubaker	2004)	repudiate	“groupism”	across	the	board.	They
argue	that	ethnic,	racial,	and	national	social	categories	can	be	more	effectively	conceived	as
matters	of	social	psychology.	Ethnic,	racial,	or	national	identities	are	thereby	reduced	to	quite
subjective	processes:	 how	one	 (or	many)	 interpret	 their	 social	 location,	 their	 differences	or
similarities	with	 others,	 and	 so	 forth.	 This	 has	 the	 consequence	 of	 diminishing	 the	 political
dimensions	 of	 these	 themes,	 as	 well	 as	 relegating	 lived	 experience,	 not	 to	 mention	 world-
historical	events	and	widely	distributed	beliefs,	to	little	more	than	commonly	held	illusions.

All	 these	 issues—the	 possibility	 or	 desirability	 of	 a	 post-racial	 society,	 the	 realities	 of
demographic	 transformation	 and	 racial	 stratification,	 the	 varieties	 of	 multiracial
consciousness,	and	the	parameters	of	collectivity	as	well—continually	and	inexorably	point	to
the	 continuing	 instability	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 race	 itself.	 This	 instability	 is	 a	 fundamental
preoccupation	 of	 the	 racial	 formation	 approach.	 It	 is	 reflected,	 for	 example,	 in	 the	 endemic
mismatches	 between	 state-based	 racial	 classifications	 and	 individual/	 collective	 social
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identities.	Such	inconsistencies	are	political	in	nature	and	embody	profound	differences	over
racial	 meaning—differences	 that	 reveal	 who	 wields	 power	 in	 establishing	 definitions	 and
categories	and	how	such	boundaries	are	contested	and	negotiated.

RACIAL	CLASSIFICATION	AND	ITS	DISCONTENTS

Consider	 the	 U.S.	 census.	 As	 this	 is	 written	 the	 2010	 census	 is	 under	 way.	We	 cannot	 yet
evaluate	its	findings.	But	according	to	the	Census	Bureau,	40	percent	of	Latinos	in	the	1980,
1990,	 and	 2000	 censuses	 filled	 out	 the	 race	 and	 ethnicity	 questions	 “wrong.”	 The	 bureau’s
preference	was	to	have	Latinos	respond	both	to	the	question	“Is	this	person	Spanish/Hispanic/
Latino?”	 and	 the	 question	 “What	 is	 this	 person’s	 race?”	 A	 dark-skinned	 Puerto	 Rican,	 for
example,	might	check	off	 that	she	or	he	was	“Hispanic/	Puerto	Rican”	and	“Black,”	while	a
light-skinned	Mexican	might	describe	himself	or	herself	as	“Hispanic/Mexican”	and	“White.”
But	many	 Latino	 respondents	 did	 not	 understand,	 or	 perhaps	 did	 not	 accept,	 the	 racial	 and
ethnic	 categories	 presented.	 They	 did	 not	 know	 how—or	 perhaps	 refused—to	 situate
themselves	 within	 the	 choices	 the	 census	 offered.	 It	 is	 estimated	 that	 about	 95	 percent	 of
respondents	who	simply	checked	“some	other	race”	were	in	fact	Latino	(Omi	1997;	Rodríguez
2000).

The	 shifting	 context	 of	 race	 has	 a	 profound	 impact	 on	 claims	 for	 recognition	 that	 are
validated	 (or	 ignored)	 in	 state-sanctioned	 racial	 categories.	 In	 the	 mid-1990s,	 during	 the
planning	 for	 Census	 2000,	 key	 Arab	 American	 civil	 rights	 organizations	 unsuccessfully
lobbied	the	Office	of	Management	and	Budget	for	a	“Middle	Eastern”	category	on	the	census.
They	were	 critical	 of	 the	 classification	of	Arab	Americans	 as	 “white”	 and	 argued	 that	with
respect	 to	 hate	 crime	 reporting	 (among	other	 social	 indicators	 and	 issues),	Arab	Americans
should	be	 a	 distinct	 racial	 category.	We	are	 not	 surprised	 that	 in	 the	wake	of	 9/11	no	 Arab
American	organization	 is	 now	 lobbying	 for	 such	 a	 separate	 “Middle	Eastern”	 category.	The
line	between	group	recognition	and	racial	profiling	is	a	thin	one.17

The	issue	of	racial	profiling	reveals	an	intriguing	contradiction	in	the	meaning	of	race	and
its	 relationship	 to	 the	 racial	 ideology	of	 colorblind-ness.	Profiling	 raises	 questions	of	when
and	 under	 what	 circumstances	 we	 want	 to	 “notice”	 race.	 When	 do	 we	 want	 to	 be	 race-
conscious,	and	when	do	we	want	to	be	“colorblind”?	After	decades	of	touting	colorblindness
as	 the	 only	 appropriate	 guide	 to	 policymaking	 regarding	 race,	 some	 conservative	 political
figures	and	commentators	are	now	finding	it	expedient	to	make	exceptions.	In	the	context	of	the
continuing	 “war	 on	 terror,”	 it	 is	 argued	 that	 our	 national	 security	 may	 rest	 on	 the	 state’s
adoption	 of	 explicitly	 race-conscious	 policies.	 Since	 the	 9/11	 attacks,	 the	 2004	 Atocha
railroad	bombings	in	Spain,	the	July	2005	attacks	in	London,	and	various	other	similar	events,
renewed	 calls	 have	 gone	 out	 for	 authorities	 to	 use	 racial	 and	 ethnic	 profiling	 to	 identify
potential	terrorists	at	airports	and	elsewhere.	The	“scavenger	concept”	of	race	resurfaces.

After	 the	attempt	to	blow	up	a	passenger	jet	 in	December	2009,	New	York	assemblyman
Dov	Hikind	 (D-Brooklyn)	 introduced	 legislation	 to	“authorize	 law	enforcement	personnel	 to
consider	 race	and	ethnicity	 as	one	of	many	 factors	 that	 could	be	used	 in	 identifying	persons
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who	 can	 be	 initially	 stopped,	 questioned,	 frisked	 and/or	 searched.”	 In	 2005	 Hikind	 had
sponsored	 a	 bill	 to	 allow	New	York	 state	 police	 to	 zero	 in	 on	 “Middle	 Easterners”	 when
conducting	terrorism	prevention	searches.	“They	all	look	a	certain	way,”	he	said.	“It’s	all	very
nice	 to	 be	 politically	 correct	 here,	 but	 we’re	 talking	 about	 terrorism.”18	 This	 is	 a	 call	 for
policies	 and	 practices	 that	notice	 race	 and	 attempt	 to	 rationalize	 and	 justify	 such	moves	 as
serving	 a	 broader	 public	 interest.	 Law	 professor	 John	 Banzhaf	 states,	 “A	 very	 compelling
argument	can	be	made	that	the	government’s	interest	in	protecting	the	lives,	safety	and	health	of
thousands	of	its	citizens	from	another	major	terrorist	attack	similar	to	those	carried	out	in	New
York,	 London	 and	 other	 cities	…	 is	 at	 least	 as	 ‘compelling’	 as	 a	 racially	 diverse	 student
body.”19

The	 pervasive	 instability	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 race	 is	 revealed	 not	 only	 in	 ongoing	 policy
debates	 but	 also	 in	 the	 biological	 sciences.	The	dominant	mantra	 in	 the	 social	 sciences	 and
humanities	 is	 that	 “race	 is	 a	 social	 construction,	 not	 a	 biological	 one.”	 This	 view	 reflects
scientific	critiques	of	race	as	a	biological	concept	that	emerged	at	the	close	of	World	War	II	as
a	direct	response	to	the	eugenic	ideologies	and	practices	of	Nazi	Germany.	An	editorial	in	the
New	 England	 Journal	 of	 Medicine	 in	 2001	 sought	 to	 provide	 the	 definitive	 word	 on	 the
subject	by	flatly	stating	that	“race	is	biologically	meaningless.”	But	in	the	wake	of	the	Human
Genome	Project,	geneticists	are	once	again	debating	whether	race	is	a	meaningful	and	useful
genetic	concept.

Geneticist	 Neil	 Risch	 contends	 that	 genetic	 differences	 have	 arisen	 among	 people	 from
different	continents	and	employs	 the	 term	“race”	 to	aggregate	 the	human	population	 into	 five
major	 groups.	 This	 recognition	 of	 race,	 he	 contends,	 is	 important	 for	 understanding	 genetic
susceptibility	 to	 certain	 diseases	 and	 receptivity	 to	 medical	 interventions	 such	 as	 drug
treatments.20	This	biological	turn	has	repercussions	in	fields	such	as	pharmacogenomics.	The
ultimate	 goal	 of	 pharmacogenomics	 is	 to	 deliver	 the	 precise	 type	 of	 medication—and	 the
precise	dose—to	a	patient	based	on	her	or	his	individual	genome.	Drugs	would	be	specifically
tailored	 for	 the	 treatment	 of	 an	 individual’s	 specific	 condition.	 Given	 that	 an	 individual’s
genome	has	yet	 to	be	 sequenced	 in	a	quick	and	cost-effective	manner,	 the	question	has	been
raised	as	to	whether	one’s	race	can	serve	as	a	suitable	proxy	for	determining	how	one	might
fare	with	a	specific	drug.

The	question	is	not	an	abstract	one.	Consider	the	introduction	of	BiDil	as	the	first	“ethnic
designer	 drug.”	 Produced	 by	 the	 biotech	 firm	 NitroMed,	 BiDil	 is	 marketed	 to	 African
Americans	who	suffer	from	congestive	heart	failure.	Some	medical	researchers	fear	that	BiDil
sets	 a	 dangerous	 precedent	 by	 linking	 race	 and	 genetics	 in	 ways	 that	 could	 distract	 from
alternative	ways	of	understanding	the	causes	of	a	disease	and	the	means	to	treat	it	(Kahn	2004).
Legal	 scholar	 and	 bioethicist	 Jonathan	 Kahn	 suggests	 that	 by	 approving	 BiDil,	 the	 federal
government	was	 “giving	 its	 imprimatur,	 its	 stamp	of	 approval,	 to	 using	 race	 as	 a	 biological
category.	To	my	mind,	it’s	the	road	to	hell	being	paved	with	good	intentions.”21

The	issue	of	race	and	genetics	finds	expression	in	popular	culture	as	well.	In	2010,	PBS
aired	Faces	of	America,	with	Henry	Louis	Gates,	Jr.,	a	four-episode	documentary	series	that
traced	 the	ancestral	 roots	of	prominent	celebrities	 through	“genealogy	and	genetics.”	Gates’s
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series	 inspired	 a	 growing	 popular	 quest	 by	 individuals	 to	 find	 their	 “roots”	 through
purportedly	 scientific	means.	 There	 are	 currently	 at	 least	 two	 dozen	 companies	 that	market
“genetic	ancestry	tests”;	more	than	460,000	people	have	purchased	these	tests	over	the	past	six
years	 (Bonick	 et	 al.	 2007).	 In	 2007	 Gates	 stated:	 “We	 are	 living	 through	 an	 era	 of	 the
ascendance	 of	 biology,	 and	we	 have	 to	 be	 very	 careful.	We	will	 all	 be	walking	 a	 fine	 line
between	 using	 biology	 and	 allowing	 it	 to	 be	 abused.”22	 There	 is	 indeed	 a	 fine	 line.	 The
rebiologization	 of	 race	 will	 significantly	 contribute	 to	 and	 trouble	 debates	 about	 the	 very
concept	of	race.

Somewhat	 ironically,	 new	 patterns	 and	 developments	 in	 racialization,	 such	 as	 the
rebiologization	question,	destabilize	the	prevailing	racial	ideology	of	colorblindness.	It	is	hard
to	 maintain	 a	 colorblind	 posture	 if	 there	 is	 indeed	 a	 “scientific”	 basis	 to	 race	 and	 racial
categories.	Given	the	inherent	instability	of	the	race	concept,	it	becomes	increasingly	important
to	make	clear	distinctions	between	colorblind	and	race-conscious	policies	and	practices,	and
to	discern	their	larger	purpose	and	intent.

In	 August	 2006	 Mark	 Burnett,	 the	 creator	 of	 CBS’s	 Survivor,	 caused	 a	 furor	 when	 he
revealed	 that	 in	 the	upcoming	 fall	 season,	 the	 twenty	Survivor	 contestants	would	be	divided
into	 four	“tribes”—Asian	American,	black,	Hispanic,	and	white.	Local	and	national	protests
ensued.	Several	New	York	City	Council	members	demanded	that	CBS	cancel	the	show.	Their
demand	prompted	New	York	Times	columnist	Clyde	Haberman	to	observe	sarcastically	that	the
very	 city	 officials	 incensed	 by	 the	 show	 were	 members	 of	 the	 black,	 Latino,	 and	 Asian
caucuses	that	operate	in	New	York	City’s	political	system.	“In	other	words,”	wrote	Haberman,
“leading	the	condemnation	of	CBS	for	creating	teams	defined	by	race	and	ethnicity	was	a	team
that	created	itself	using	race	and	ethnicity	as	the	definition.”23

Haberman’s	comment	is	indicative	of	the	dilemmas	of	racial	classification.	Those	engaged
in	 challenging	 racial	 inequality	 need	 to	 specify	with	 greater	 clarity	 (and	 consistency)	when,
where,	 and	under	what	 circumstances	we	want	 to	be	 “colorblind”	 and	when	we	want	 to	be
race-conscious	in	the	broader	pursuit	of	social	justice.

THE	RACIAL	REGIME	AND	ITS	DISCONTENTS

The	 instability	 of	 the	 race	 concept	 and	 the	 controversies	 it	 generates	 are	 emblematic	 of	 the
racially	contradictory	 society	 in	which	we	 live.	 In	 the	United	States	a	system	of	 racial	 rule
has	always	been	in	place,	operating	not	merely	through	macro-level,	large-scale	activities	but
also	through	micro-level,	small-scale	practices.	The	racial	regime	is	enforced	and	challenged
in	the	schoolyard,	on	the	dance	floor,	on	talk	radio,	and	in	the	classroom	as	much	as	it	is	in	the
Supreme	 Court,	 electoral	 politics,	 or	 the	 battlefield	 of	 Helmand	 province.	 Because	 racial
formation	processes	are	dynamic,	the	racial	regime	remains	unstable	and	contested.	We	live	in
racial	history.

While	 the	 “great	 transformation”	 contributed	 to	 the	 demise	 of	 explicitly	 racist	 state
policies,	 discredited	 essentialist	 racial	 ideologies,	 and	 ushered	 in	 a	 set	 of	 (ostensibly)
egalitarian	 reforms,	 it	 obviously	 did	 not	 complete	 those	 tasks.	 Given	 the	 persistence	 of
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structural	 racism	 and	 racial	 inequality	 in	 the	 “post–civil	 rights	 era,”	 is	 the	 racial	 regime’s
supposed	 “switching	 of	 sides,”	 the	 supposed	 transition	 “from	 domination	 to	 hegemony”	we
described	in	Racial	Formation,	anything	more	than	a	thinly	veiled	cosmetic	makeover?	In	the
United	 States,	 after	 all,	 segregation	 proceeds	 quite	 effectively	 without	 explicit	 state
sponsorship,	 and	 indeed	 still	 receives	 quite	 a	 bit	 of	 tacit	 state	 support.	 Anti-discrimination
laws	 are	 barely	 enforced,	 and	when	 an	 occasional	 plaintiff	 of	 color	wins	 a	 rare	 victory	 in
court,	 the	 costs	 to	 discriminators	 don’t	 even	 begin	 to	 offset	 the	 benefits	 derived	 from
discrimination	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 The	 old	 forms	 of	 systematic	 voter	 disenfranchisement—by
terror—have	largely	ended,	but	new	forms	of	election	rigging	(for	example,	“vote	caging”	and
the	permanent	denial	of	voting	rights	to	ex-felons)	achieve	many	of	the	same	effects.	Since	the
enactment	 of	 civil	 rights	 laws,	 incarceration	 rates	 in	 the	 United	 States	 have	 increased	 so
dramatically	(nearly	a	tenfold	increase	since	1980;	see	Mauer	2006;	Alexander	2010;	Gilmore
2007),	 and	 with	 such	 extreme	 racial	 disproportionality,	 that	 carceral	 policy	 has	 now	 to	 be
viewed	as	a	prime	example	of	“backlash”	racial	politics.

And	come	to	think	of	it,	how	relegated	to	the	past	is	the	question	of	empire?	In	the	modern
world,	empires	are	always	distinctively	racist;	race	and	empire	walk	hand	in	hand.	Occupying
and	subduing	other	nations	is	justified	today	by	reference	to	the	putative	backwardness	of	the
“natives”	(Afghanistan)	as	well	as	by	claims	that	they	are	suffering	under	horrific	regimes	that
fail	 to	provide	elementary	democratic	or	human	 rights	 (Iraq).	How	different	 is	 this	 from	 the
French	“mission	civilisatrice”	 or	 the	British	 “white	man’s	 burden”—or	 for	 that	matter,	 the
U.S.	“manifest	destiny”—of	past	epochs?24	One	notes	that	the	effort	to	tutor	these	“backward”
peoples	 in	 the	 “higher	values”	of	 advanced	civilization	also	 involves	dispossessing	 them	of
resources	 and/or	 labor,	 not	 to	 mention	 mass	 slaughter	 (Mbembe	 2001).	 As	 for	 popular
sovereignty,	 forget	 it.	 In	 2008	 the	United	 States	maintained	military	 bases	 in	 132	 countries.
While	publically	fighting	wars	of	occupation	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan,	it	was	covertly	involved
in	military	operations	in	at	least	a	dozen	other	supposedly	sovereign	nations.	The	meaning	and
structure	of	race,	both	in	the	United	States	and	worldwide,	remain	fundamentally	unstable	and
troubled	and	are	the	source	of	unresolved	contradictions	and	dilemmas.

The	 “great	 transformation”	 after	World	War	 II	 overturned	 the	 old	 racial	 logics,	 enabled
anti-racist	movements	to	enter	mainstream	politics	and	initiate	racial	“wars	of	position,”	and
resulted	 in	 the	 rearticulation	and	 reorganization	of	 racial	 regimes	 in	more	 incorporative	and
less	coercive	forms.	This	shift	transformed	but	hardly	precluded	the	recurrence	of	“old	school”
racial	repression	and	violence.	In	many	respects	it	allowed	the	perpetuation	of	discrimination,
profiling,	 nativism,	 empire,	 and	 other	 forms	 of	 racial	 injustice	 as	 it	 “regrooved”	 these
practices,	 making	 use	 of	 the	 very	 racial	 reforms	 for	 which	 earlier	 civil	 rights	 and	 anti-
imperialist	 activists	 had	 successfully	 struggled.25	 Condoleeza	 Rice	 compared	 the	 U.S.
occupation	 of	 Iraq	 to	 the	 1963	 movement	 led	 by	 Dr.	 Martin	 Luther	 King	 Jr.	 in	 her	 native
Birmingham,	Alabama.

The	crisis	of	race	is	now	a	chronic	condition.	“Crisis,”	Gramsci	wrote,	“consists	precisely
in	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 old	 is	 dying	 and	 the	 new	 cannot	 be	 born:	 in	 this	 interregnum,	 morbid
phenomena	 of	 the	 most	 varied	 kind	 come	 to	 pass”	 (1971,	 276).	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 old
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verities	of	established	racism	and	white	supremacy	have	been	officially	discredited,	not	only
in	 the	United	States	but	 fairly	comprehensively	around	the	world;	on	 the	other	hand,	 racially
informed	 action	 and	 social	 organization,	 racial	 identity	 and	 race	 consciousness,	 continue
unchecked	in	nearly	every	aspect	of	social	life.

Given	this,	why	doesn’t	the	manifest	contradiction	between	the	repudiation	of	race—both
official	and	personal—and	the	continuing,	constant,	and	near-ubiquitous	recognition	of	race	in
virtually	every	aspect	of	social	and	political	life	provoke	enormous	uncertainty	and	confusion
in	public	life,	political	activity,	and	personal	identity?	Why	don’t	our	heads	explode	under	the
pressures	of	such	cognitive	dissonance?

The	 answer	 once	 again	 lies	 in	 the	 instability	 of	 the	 race	 concept,	 the	 processual
characteristics	of	 racial	 formation.	Because	 racial	 categories	 remain	unstable	 and	 subject	 to
contention,	and	because	the	trajectory	of	racial	reform	and	racial	reaction	remains	volatile,	the
U.S.	 racial	 regime	 is	 permanently	 unstable	 as	well.	Here	we	 note,	 necessarily	 very	 briefly,
some	of	the	major	contradictions	of	the	present	U.S.	racial	system.

Electoral	Politics

The	election	of	Barack	Obama	 transformed	 the	U.S.	presidency	 in	ways	we	cannot	yet	 fully
appreciate.	Obama	is	not	simply	the	first	nonwhite	(that	we	know	of	)	to	occupy	the	office.	He
is	 the	 first	 to	have	 lived	 in	 the	global	South,	 the	 first	 to	be	a	direct	descendent	of	colonized
people,	the	first	to	have	a	genuine	movement	background.	Without	question	Obama	is	by	far	the
most	progressive,	the	most	“left”	person	ever	to	have	occupied	the	White	House.	But	he	is	no
more	powerful	than	any	of	his	predecessors;	he	is	constrained,	as	they	were,	by	the	U.S.	system
of	rule,	by	the	U.S.	racial	regime,	by	structural	racism.

Not	just	the	Obama	victory	but	also	a	host	of	recent	developments	have	demonstrated	the
isolation	and	marginalization	of	the	Republican	Party.	It	has	become	the	white	people’s	party,
driven	in	large	measure	by	racial,	religious,	and	gender/sexuality-based	ressentiment.	In	U.S.
history,	 there	has	generally	been	one	political	party	 that	 took	charge	of	 racial	 rule.	This	has
been	especially	true	vis-à-vis	black-white	demarcations;	for	example,	the	organization	by	the
Democratic	 Party	 of	 white	 supremacist	 rule	 in	 the	 Jim	 Crow	 era.	 But	 rapid	 swings	 are
possible.	After	 the	critical	election	of	1932	U.S.	blacks	(those	who	could	vote)	shifted	 their
loyalties	 away	 from	 the	 “party	 of	 Lincoln”	 en	masse	 (Weiss	 1983;	 Katznelson	 2005).	 This
occurred	 even	 though	 Roosevelt’s	 New	 Deal	 coalition	 effectively	 delegated	 control	 of	 the
South	 to	 the	 plantocratic/agrarian/racist/Dixiecrat	 wing	 of	 his	 party.	 After	 the	 civil	 rights
reforms	of	the	mid-1960s,	large	numbers	of	white	voters,	particularly	those	based	in	the	South,
similarly	embraced	the	Republicans.

The	 appearance	 of	 the	 “Tea	 Party”	movement	 since	 the	 2008	 election	 signals	 a	 clearly
reactionary	racial	agenda.	This	“movement”—white,	predominantly	male,	and	very	much	in	the
Republican	Party	orbit—is	both	 an	 “Astroturf”	 phenomenon,	 a	 loose	network	of	 fake	grass-
roots	organizations	cobbled	together	by	corporate	lobbyists,	and	a	genuine	right-wing	populist
phenomenon	 rooted	 in	 resentment	 of	 Obama	 and	 the	 resurgence—still	 quite	 feeble—of	 the
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welfare	 state.	 Its	 whining	 politics—	 “I	 want	 my	 country	 back!”—incarnates	 a	 certain
incredulity	 directed	 at	 present	 political	 conditions,	 both	 class-based	 and	 race-based.	 The
“movement”	 has	 greater	 disruptive	 potential	 than	 it	 has	 adherents:	 just	whose	 country	 is	 the
United	States,	anyway?26

Resurgent	Nativism	and	Immigrants’	Rights

Reforms	in	1965	and	1986	removed	many	of	the	overtly	racist	components	of	the	immigration
laws	that	had	shaped	U.S.	policy	since	the	1920s,	and	thereby	set	off	enormous	shifts	in	U.S.
racial	demography.	These	changes	in	turn	have	dramatically	heightened	nativist	ideologies	and
mobilizations,	reiterating	racially	framed	political	conflicts	that	stretch	back	to	the	founding	of
the	U.S.	nation-state	(Ngai	2005;	Chavez	2008).

The	ineluctable	demographic	transition	to	a	majority-minority	population	may	impose	some
limits	 on	 the	 intensity	 and	 depth	 of	 contemporary	 nativist	 mobilization,	 however.	 Although
nativism	continues	to	flourish,	 it	confronts	other	obstacles	that	did	not	exist	 in	past	cycles	of
alternating	clampdowns	and	relaxations	of	immigration	laws.	In	contrast	to	the	sweeping	anti-
immigrant	 upsurges	 of	 the	 past	 (Higham	 2002),	 a	 significant	 immigrants’	 rights	 movement
exists	 today	 in	 the	United	States;	 nothing	 like	 it	 has	 ever	developed	before.	The	 civil	 rights
connection	to	immigrants’	rights	remains	strong—most	notably	embodied	in	 the	 legacy	of	 the
Immigration	 Reform	 Act	 of	 1965,	 a	 civil	 rights	 bill	 in	 its	 own	 right	 and	 a	 priority	 of	 the
Kennedys.	And	immigration	reform	has	huge	consequences	for	voting	patterns,	especially	over
the	medium	 and	 long	 term;	 this	 has	 been	 clear	 with	 respect	 to	 Latino	 voting	 patterns	 since
1994,	when	what	had	been	seen	as	a	swing	constituency	was	pushed	over	to	the	Democrats	as
a	 result	 of	 California	 governor	 Pete	 Wilson’s	 promotion	 of	 Proposition	 187	 (R.	 Jacobson
2008;	Ono	and	Sloop	2002;	Wroe	2008).

In	 contrast,	 before	 the	 “great	 transformation”	 and	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 modern	 civil	 rights
movement,	exhortations	on	behalf	of	“Anglo-conformity”	(M.	Gordon	1964)	were	taken	quite
seriously.	 Virulent	 nativist	 assaults	 such	 as	 the	 anti-Irish	 movements	 of	 the	 1840s	 (the
American	Native	 party	 or	 “Know-Nothings”),	 the	 1870s	 and	 1890s	 assaults	 on	West	 Coast
Asian	 communities	 (Saxton	 1971;	 Pfaelzer	 2007),	 and	 the	 1930s	 mass	 deportations	 of
Mexicans	 from	 Southern	 California	 (Balderrama	 and	 Rodríguez	 1995)	 would	 prove
considerably	harder	to	stage	today.	The	outcome	of	present-day	immigration	struggles	depends
on	much	political	contention	at	 the	 local,	national,	and	global	 levels.	Catastrophic	events	on
the	order	of	 the	9/11	 tragedy	are	always	possible—and	such	 tragedies	 remain	susceptible	 to
racialization.	 In	 the	 past	 the	 United	 States	 often	 recurred	 to	 “domestic	 foreign	 policy”	 in
response	 to	 political	 threats.	 The	 country	 has	 tended	 to	 address	major	 social	 conflicts	 (and
sometimes	international	ones)	by	recourse	to	racist	domestic	practices.	This	is	exemplified	by
the	 internment	of	 Japanese	Americans	during	World	War	 II,	 the	Palmer	 raids	on	Eastern	and
Southern	Europeans	in	the	1920s,	and	the	enormous	waves	of	Islamophobia	that	followed	the
9/11	attack.

In	April	2010	the	state	of	Arizona	enacted	SB	1070,	an	act	“relating	to	unlawfully	present
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aliens”	 that	authorized	police	 to	stop	suspected	“illegal	 immigrants”	and	 to	demand	proof	of
citizenship.	National	 polls	 conducted	 in	 the	wake	 of	 the	 law’s	 passage	 revealed	 significant
popular	support	for	the	law27—an	ominous	sign	that	immigration	reform	and	the	racialization
of	 undocumented	workers	 continue	 to	 be	 vexing	 issues.	Does	Arizona	 SB	 1070	 represent	 a
new	instance	of	“domestic	foreign	policy”	in	addition	to	being	an	obvious	reiteration	of	U.S.
nativism?	Or	is	 it	a	“gift	 to	 the	Democrats,”	as	some	political	commentators	have	suggested,
cementing	the	loyalties	of	Latino	voters	to	the	Democratic	Party,	much	as	Proposition	187	did
in	California	in	1994?28

As	the	Republican	Party	 locks	 in	 its	 identity	as	 the	U.S.	white	people’s	party,	and	as	 the
rise	in	the	U.S.	Latino	population	continues,	it	 is	hard	to	avoid	the	impression	that	Arizona’s
institutionalization	 of	 racial	 profiling	 via	 SB	 1070	 represents	 a	 last-ditch	 and	 probably
doomed	effort	to	deny	brown	people	access	to	the	ballot.	But	that’s	in	the	medium	to	long	term,
when	demographic	trends	favor	another	cycle	of	legalization,	as	happened	in	1965	and	1986.
The	sheer	impracticality	of	deporting	large	numbers	of	undocumented	denizens	from	the	United
States,	 and	 the	 ferocious	 state	 repression	 that	would	be	 required	 to	 carry	out	 such	 a	policy,
seem	to	rule	out	the	strategy	of	la	mano	dura	that	SB	1070	implies.	Numerous	other	negative
consequences	would	also	derive	from	such	measures,	notably	massive	disruptions	in	the	labor
market	 and	 untold	 amounts	 of	 personal	 suffering.	 In	 the	 short	 term,	 though,	 there	 are
undoubtedly	some	political	gains	to	be	made	through	immigrant-bashing.

The	Crisis	of	Neoliberalism	and	the	Assault	on	the	Welfare	State

The	 shifting	demographics	 of	 race	 also	 affect	 other	 key	political	 and	policy	 arenas,	 such	 as
education,	 labor	 policy,	 and	 social	 security.	 The	 rise	 of	 neoliberalism,	 which	 began	 under
Reagan,	 meant	 the	 vitiation	 of	 an	 already	 beleaguered	 welfare	 state:	 notably	 in	 the	 1996
Clinton	welfare	“reforms”	 that	abandoned	AFDC	in	 favor	of	 the	more	draconian	policies	of
TANF.29	By	 shredding	 the	 “safety	 net”	 that	 had	been	 established	 in	 the	 1930s	 and	was	only
belatedly	 and	 grudgingly	 extended	 to	 racial	 minorities	 in	 the	 1960s,	 the	 U.S.	 racial	 regime
greatly	 widened	 the	 gap	 between	 the	 formal	 (“visible”),	 largely	 white	 economy	 and	 the
informal	 (“invisible”),	 largely	 nonwhite	 economy.	 This	 trend	 also	 increased	 the	 distance
between	city	and	suburb,	hardened	policing	and	criminal	“justice”	patterns	(often	relying	on	a
“national	 security”	 rationale),30	 and	 reinforced	 segregation	 in	 schooling	 and	 residential
patterns—vis-à-vis	both	blacks	and	Latinos	(Boger	and	Orfield	2005).

Education	is	a	key	battleground	in	the	racial	restructuring	of	U.S.	society.	The	student	body
in	the	U.S.	public	education	system	is	moving	toward	majority-minority	status,	though	it	is	still
some	decades	away	from	that.	Census	Bureau	estimates	of	that	transition	locate	it	around	the
year	2025.31	Who	will	teach	these	students?	What	career	prospects	will	they	have?	As	the	U.S.
economy	becomes	 increasingly	centered	 in	 the	“knowledge	 industries,”	 it	will	 require	major
investments	in	public	education	and	far	more	effective	integration	between	curricular	content
and	shifting	patterns	of	employment.	Neoliberal	educational	policy	(“No	Child	Left	Behind,”
“Race	 to	 the	Top,”	 the	privatization	of	higher	education)	 is	headed	 in	precisely	 the	opposite
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direction:	disinvesting;	relying	on	mechanistic	and	formulaic	testing	of	basic	skills	rather	than
teaching	 adaptive	 and	 creative	 thought	 processes	 (“intelligence”	 in	 the	Deweyan	 use	 of	 the
term);	 and	 abandoning	 large	 numbers	 of	 low-income	 children	 (disproportionately	 black	 and
brown)	to	permanent	subemployment.

A	closely	 related	question	 is	 the	racial	composition	of	 the	U.S.	workforce.	As	 informal
labor	markets	grow	(Vogel	2006)	in	size	and	importance,	it	becomes	more	difficult	to	assess
employment	 patterns	 with	 specificity	 (Toossi	 2002).	 Consider	 the	 Social	 Security	 system,
perhaps	 the	most	 durable	 element	 of	 the	New	Deal–based	welfare	 state.	 Already	 there	 are
fewer	and	fewer	white	workers	paying	the	FICA	taxes	to	support	social	security	payments	to
largely	white	baby	boomers.	The	Social	Security	system—forced	savings	 through	regressive
payroll	taxation,	pay-as-you-go	financing—has	long	been	seen	both	as	a	powerful	guarantor	of
political	 legitimacy	and	as	 a	 “third	 rail”	of	 the	welfare	 state:	 a	New	Deal	 achievement	 that
worked	to	curtail	and	regulate	excessive	and	highly	ideological	“free	market”	pressures	from
the	political	right.	George	W.	Bush’s	blundering	campaign	for	Social	Security	“privatization”
was	 but	 the	most	 recent	 assault	 on	 that	 system	 from	 the	HQ	 of	 reaction.32	 But	 by	 the	mid-
twenty-first	 century	a	majority	of	U.S.	workers	will	be	nonwhite.	To	 the	extent	 that	 they	are
employed	in	the	formal	economy,	they	will	be	paying	their	FICA/payroll	taxes	(as	of	now	still
organized	regressively,	exempting	annual	 incomes	above	$106,800	in	2009)	 to	support	 those
largely	white	retirees	born	in	the	mid-twentieth	century	and	later.	Well	before	2050,	in	short,
the	calculus	of	cost	and	benefit	in	the	Social	Security	system	will	shift:	it	will	no	longer	afford
political	legitimacy	or	constitute	an	unshakeable	pillar	of	support	to	many	working	people.	We
may	very	well	 see	 revolts	 against	 this	 remaining	 bastion	 of	 the	welfare	 state	 (or	 against	 its
inadequacy)	on	the	part	of	people	of	color.	Might	we	see	future	opposition	to	Social	Security
from	the	“left”?	Now	that	would	be	something	new!33

Racial	 rule	 is	 increasingly	 difficult	 to	 maintain.	 The	 costs	 of	 racial	 repression—
imprisonment	 and	 arming	 the	U.S.-Mexican	 border,	 for	 example—directly	 compete	with	 the
costs	of	 social	 investment.	Postcolonial	warfare—a	distinctly	 racial	 policy—is	 perhaps	 the
most	 egregious	 example	 of	 this:	 the	 cost	 of	U.S.	wars	 since	 2001	 is	 now	 in	 the	 trillions.34
Cultural	transformations	generally	tend	to	delegitimize	racial	rule,	especially	in	the	context	of
demographic	 transition	 toward	 a	 majority-minority	 society:	 in	 the	 arts,	 popular	 media,
language	use,	“styles,”	the	dynamics	of	personal	life	and	intimate	relationships,	and	indeed	in
working	concepts	of	identity,	racial	rearticulation	is	commonplace.

Racial	 rule	 requires	 repression,	 not	 because	 of	 some	 functionalist	 law,	 but	 because	 it
inspires	resistance.	Exclusion,	superexploitation,	violence,	and	despotism	inevitably	generate
opposition.	 In	 the	 past	 the	 opposition	 of	 those	who	were	 not	white,	who	 lacked	 citizenship
rights	 and	 therefore	 could	 not	 access	 the	 political	 system,	 necessarily	 took	 subversive	 and
largely	 spontaneous	 forms:	 sabotage,	 slacking,	 subaltern	 forms	of	 action	 (Scott	 1990).	After
“the	great	 transformation,”	 after	 the	movement	 “from	protest	 to	politics”	 (Kelley	1992;	Tate
1993;	 see	 also	 Waskow	 1966),	 however,	 the	 racially	 subordinate	 could	 both	 act	 within
mainstream	political	parameters	and	continue	to	subvert	those	boundaries	in	search	of	greater
democratic	and	human	rights.	Yet	racial	repression	remains	very	much	a	part	of	everyday	life
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and	social	structure	in	the	United	States.

RECONSTRUCTING	RACE

The	 prevailing	 ideology	 of	 colorblindness	 is	 a	 failed	 attempt	 to	 construct	 a	 new	 racial
hegemony,	 based	 on	 the	 limited	 reforms	 of	 the	 civil	 rights	 era.	 Center-right	 in	 political
orientation,	 informed	 by	 an	 uneasy	 admixture	 of	 new	 right	 and	 neoconservative	 racial
ideology,35	 colorblind	 racial	 ideology	 cannot	 overcome	 the	 gap	 between	 the	 promises	 of
reform	and	the	realities	of	ongoing	inequality	and	racial	despotism.

While	 advocates	 of	 “colorblind”	 racial	 ideology	 vehemently	 argue	 against	 state	 policy
“taking	race	into	account,”	the	state	also	needs	race	to	rule.	This	is	true	in	virtually	every	area
of	state	activity.	Structural	racism	persists;	democratic	reforms	have	not	undone	the	legacy	of
systematic	 exclusion,	 violence,	 exploitation,	 and	 marginalization	 that	 race	 embodies.	 Thus
social	 control	 via	 race	 continues:	 in	 criminal	 “justice,”	 in	 corporate	welfare	 as	well	 as	 the
evisceration	of	the	welfare	state,	in	the	organization	of	labor,	credit,	and	housing	markets,	and
of	course	in	the	U.S.	militarization	of	the	world.	Racial	repression	continues	to	furnish	brutal
reminders	of	the	incompleteness	of	democracy	and	the	shallowness	of	post-racial	celebrations.
Consider	the	victims:	who	are	the	prisoners,	the	families	dropped	from	the	welfare	rolls,	the
permanent	 residents	 deported,	 and	 those	 disproportionately	 dispossessed	 by	 the	 home
mortgage	crisis	(Rivera	2008)?

But	while	 the	state	needs	 race	 to	 rule,	 it	 is	also	confronted	by	anti-racist	opposition	and
constrained	 by	 its	 own	 commitment	 to	 the	 achievement	 of	 racial	 hegemony	 through	 the
colorblindness	construct.	In	general,	it	is	forced	to	exercise	racial	rule	covertly.	The	effects	of
the	 “great	 transformation”	 still	 resonate.	 The	 contradictions	 of	 this	 situation,	 in	 which	 the
racial	regime	must	simultaneously	disavow	its	raciality	and	deploy	it	as	broadly	and	deeply	as
ever,	 is	 arguably	 the	 greatest	 single	 factor	 in	 the	 continuing	 instability	 of	 race	 in	 the	 state’s
unavoidable	 ratification	 of	 neoliberal	 policies	 of	 superexploitation	 and	 “accumulation	 by
dispossession.”	 Here	 we	 see	 the	 limits	 of	 President	 Obama’s	 post-racial	 appeals,	 the
enormous	difficulties	involved	in	stemming,	much	less	cleaning	up,	the	ongoing	accumulation
of	racial	“waste.”

So	what	does	the	crisis	of	colorblindness	suggest	for	the	racial	future?	What	does	it	mean
for	the	United	States	that	a	new	racial	hegemony	cannot	be	consolidated,	that	achieving	some
new	post–civil	rights	era	racial	commonsense	seems	very	unlikely,	at	 least	for	now?	Does	it
mean	 persistent	 structural	 racism,	 unremitting	 racial	 despotism,	 the	 impossibility	 of
democratization?	 Or	 does	 our	 present	 racial	 condition	 contain	 hints	 and	 suggestions	 about
alternative	 routes—not	 toward	 racial	 “progress”	 (a	 much	 too	 incrementalist,	 too	 meliorist
term),	but	at	least	toward	a	greater	and	deeper	democracy?	Can	we	see	new	ways	of	situating
the	 racial	 self,	 of	 inhabiting	 our	 racial	 identities—both	 individually	 and	 collectively—in
greater	freedom?

The	 desire	 remains	 strong—not	 only	 in	 our	 hearts	 but	 in	 those	 of	millions—for	 a	more
emancipatory	concept	of	race	and	a	more	fulfilling,	less	conflicted	race	consciousness.	What
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would	that	look	like?	To	be	very	specific,	what	do	you	want	your	race	consciousness	to	be?
If	the	“colorblind”	perspective	has	failed	to	achieve	hegemony,	failed	to	consolidate	a	new

racial	“common	sense,”	what	comes	next?	From	a	“colorblind”	perspective,	one	 is	exhorted
not	to	“notice”	race,	not	to	see	it,	for	if	one	did,	one	wouldn’t	be	“blind”	to	it,	right?	But	what
happens	 to	 race	 consciousness	 under	 conditions	 of	 “colorblind”	 hegemony?	 Quite	 clearly,
awareness	 of	 raciality	 does	 not	 dry	 up	 like	 a	 raisin	 in	 the	 sun.	 Just	 as	 “colorblind”	 racial
ideology	serves	as	a	means	to	occlude	recognition	of	race	beneath	the	veneer	of	a	supposedly
already	 accomplished	 universality,	 race	 consciousness	 works	 to	 highlight	 racial	 differences
and	particularities.	 It	can	be	 linked	 to	despotic	or	democratic	ends,	articulated	 in	defense	of
coercion,	privilege,	and	undeserved	advantage;	alternatively	it	can	be	deployed	in	support	of
inclusion,	human	rights,	and	social	justice.

Yet	 despite	 our	 strong	 criticism	 of	 racism	 and	 of	 the	 “colorblind”	 racial	 project,	 race
consciousness	exhibits	certain	contradictions	as	well.	We	can	make	errors	in	conceptualizing
race	or	in	attributing	racial	identity.	Just	when	does	race	matter,	anyway?	Always?	Sometimes?
If	 the	 answer	 is	 “sometimes,”	what	 about	 those	 situations	when	 race	 “doesn’t	matter”?	Are
there	situations	in	which	we	should	not	notice	race?	Isn’t	racial	identity	often	ambiguous	and
contradictory?	 What	 is	 its	 significance	 for	 transracial	 solidarity	 and	 alliance?	 What	 is	 its
significance	 for	 transracial	 friendship,	 or	 indeed	 love?	 These	 old	 themes	 no	 doubt	 retain
something	of	their	transgressive	and	unsettling	character,	but	they	are	also	increasingly	normal,
regular,	 and	 unremarkable.	 Can	 trust	 and	 solidarity	 exist	 across	 racial	 lines?	 Is	 it	 possible
either	in	individual	or	collective	social	practice	to	“get	beyond”	race,	and	what	exactly	would
that	 mean?	 How	 definitive	 is	 racial	 identity,	 and	 what	 are	 the	 implications	 for	 democracy,
humanism,	and	antiracism	(Gilroy	2002)?

Parallel	to	the	question,	What	do	you	want	your	race	consciousness	to	be?	is	another:	What
would	 a	 racial	 justice–oriented	 social	policy	 look	 like	 to	 you?	What	 types	 of	 policies	 and
practices—at	 the	 level	 of	 the	 state,	 civil	 society,	 and	 major	 institutions—would	 help	 us
achieve	 a	 more	 comprehensive,	 deeper,	 and	 longer-lasting	 racial	 democracy	 in	 the	 United
States?

Some	General	Answers	to	These	Questions

Since	 racism	 is	 so	 large,	 combating	 it	must	 also	 be	 a	 large-scale	 practice.	 The	 historically
recurrent	 theme	 of	 racial	 reparations	 provides	 a	 valuable	 guidepost	 here	 (Henry	 2007).
Reparation	means	repairing,	making	whole,	making	good	what	was	evil.	As	a	sociopolitical
project,	reparations	can	be	seen	to	extend	from	the	large	to	the	small,	from	the	institutional	to
the	 personal	 (Yamamoto	 1999).	 Clearly,	 abolishing	 the	 debt	 (not	 “forgiving,”	 for	who	 is	 to
forgive	and	who	is	to	be	forgiven?)	fits	within	the	reparations	logic,	as	does	affirmative	action.

Redistribution	fits	as	well,	but	here	we	must	be	careful:	the	politics	of	income	and	wealth
distribution	 are	 “double-entry”	 bookkeeping	 items.	Not	 only	 the	 allocation	 of	 resources	 but
also	 the	 derivation	 of	 revenues	 are	 involved.	 If	 reparations	 were	 to	 be	 paid	 for	 the	 crime
against	humanity	that	was	African	slavery,	it	would	be	important	to	look	at	both	the	inflow	and
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the	 outflow	 sides	 of	 the	 process.	 On	 the	 outflow	 side,	 reparations	 should	 take	 the	 form	 of
social	 investment	 (think	 of	 a	 “Marshall	 Plan	 for	 the	 Cities”	 or	 something	 similar).	 On	 the
inflow	side,	there	is	a	danger	that	reparations	would	be	paid	out	of	general	revenues,	unduly
assessing	 present-day	 working	 people	 for	 the	 crimes	 of	 past	 colonialists	 and	 elites,
perpetuating	 rather	 than	 attenuating	 racial	 conflicts,	 and	 allowing	 new	 variants	 of	 the
“colorblind”	argument	to	loom	up	in	the	future.	An	alternative	revenue-oriented	strategy	would
raise	 the	 money	 by	 means	 of	 a	 wealth	 tax,	 thus	 recognizing	 how	many	 present-day	 capital
hoards	had	their	origins	in	slavery.36

Beyond	 reparations,	 anti-racist	 practice	 can	 be	 understood	macropolitically	 in	 terms	 of
social	 citizenship	 and	 micropolitically	 in	 terms	 of	 acculturation	 and	 socialization.	 The
concept	of	social	citizenship	was	proposed	by	T.	H.	Marshall	(1950)	as	an	obligation	of	the
postwar	welfare	state,	the	proximate	stage	in	the	achievement	of	popular	sovereignty.	Rights,
Marshall	argued,	had	been	acquired	by	the	populace	in	stages:	first	economic,	then	political.
The	time	had	now	come	for	the	achievement	of	social	rights.	Of	course,	this	formulation	was
offered	 when	 the	 British	 flag	 still	 flew	 over	 Lagos	 and	 Singapore	 and	 Jim	 Crow	 still
flourished	 in	 the	United	States;	 it	was	 proposed	when	 postmodern	 criticism	of	 the	 limits	 of
“rights	talk”	(in	critical	race	theory,	for	example)	had	not	yet	been	made;	and	it	certainly	did
not	encompass	the	diasporic	and	globalized	issues	anti-racists	face	today.	Yet	we	can	make	use
of	it	to	think	anew	about	political	inclusion,	social	provision,	even	world	citizenship.

By	acculturation	and	socialization	we	mean	 the	 reawakening	of	 the	 1960s	 concept	 that
“the	 personal	 is	 political”	 as	 a	 key	 principle	 of	 anti-racist	 personal	 practice.	 No	 one—no
matter	what	 their	 racial	 identity	 is—can	be	 free	of	 racism	 in	 their	 heads	or	 hearts;	 it	 is	 too
deeply	ingrained	a	social	structure.	Yet	a	great	deal	of	thought	and	action	has	been	devoted	to
the	 problem	 of	 fostering	 anti-racist	 practice	 at	 the	 individual	 and	 experiential	 level.
Developing	 these	 skills,	 fostering	 the	 interruption	and	 interrogation	of	 racism,	and	extending
the	reach	of	anti-racism	in	family,	school,	and	cultural	life	constitute	an	important	dimension	of
the	practice	we	want	to	support.

While	we	have	offered	here	some	 tentative	and	sketchy	answers	 to	 these	questions,	on	a
deeper	level	such	serious	issues	can	be	adequately	addressed	only	through	the	creative	thought
and	 political	 action	 of	many	 people—	 the	masses,	 the	multitudes,	whose	 “freedom	dreams”
(Kelley	 2003)	 can	 transfigure	 and	 rearticulate	 the	 unstable	 and	 conflicted	 racial	 system	 yet
again.	We	began	this	essay	by	noting	that	racial	formation	theory	emerged	from	an	earlier	set	of
challenges	to	the	system	of	racial	oppression.	Surely	those	movement-based	challenges	were
not	 the	 last	we	 shall	 ever	know.	 If	our	approach	has	any	value,	 it	 lies	 in	 the	 suggestion	 that
racial	politics	is	an	ongoing	creative	practice,	both	individual	and	collective.	Our	actions	and
ideas—both	 individual	 and	 collective—should	 be	 seen	 as	 political	 projects	 that	 have	 the
potential	 to	 undo	 racial	 injustice	 and	 generate	 broader	 racial	 equality,	 and	 indeed	 greater
freedom	in	every	way.	Racial	formation	theory	should	help	us	think	about	race	and	racism	as
continuing	encounters	between	despotic	and	democratic	practices,	in	which	individuals	and
groups,	confronted	by	state	power	and	entrenched	privilege	but	not	entirely	 limited	by	 those
obstacles,	 make	 choices	 and	 locate	 themselves	 over	 and	 over	 in	 the	 constant	 racial
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“reconstruction”	of	everyday	life.

NOTES

1.	A	neo-Marxist	critique	of	this	approach	that	influenced	us	in	important	ways	was	Bonacich	1972.
2.	In	retrospect	we	can	see	that	we	were	developing	arguments	that	paralleled	emerging	perspectives	in	post-structural	and

in	 radical	 pragmatist	 theoretical	 approaches.	 This	 was	 not	 our	 primary	 purpose,	 though;	 we	 sought	 better	 explanations	 for
race/racism	dynamics,	and	reinvented	the	wheel	only	in	pursuit	of	that	specific	aim.

3.	 There	 is	 some	 debate	 as	 to	 the	 origins	 of	 the	 phrase.	 “The	 Personal	 Is	 Political”	was	 the	 title	 of	 an	 essay	 by	Carol
Hanisch,	an	early	second-wave	feminist	activist	and	veteran	of	the	civil	rights	movement.	The	essay	was	published	in	1969	by
the	 Redstockings	 organization.	 See	 Carol	 Hanisch,	 “The	 Personal	 Is	 Political,”
http://www.carolhanisch.org/CHwritings/PIP.html	(accessed	January	19,	2012).

4.	The	crossroad	is	deeply	significant	in	the	black	vernacular.	Cf.	Robert	Johnson,	“Cross	Roads	Blues,”	originally	Vocalion
Records,	catalog	no.	3519	(1937);	reissued	on	idem,	King	of	the	Delta	Blues	Singers,	Columbia	catalog,	no.	CL	1654	(1966);
see	also	Litwack	1998,	410–411.

5.	 In	 a	 well-known	 article	 (1997),	 Eduardo	 Bonilla-Silva	 argued	 for	 a	 “structural	 interpretation”	 of	 racism.	 Focusing	 on
racism,	 he	 did	 not	 deeply	 explore	 the	 race	 concept,	 instead	 invoking	 the	 notion	 of	 “racialized	 social	 systems”	 to	 link	 race	 to
racism.	Lévi-Strauss’s	approach	effectively	grasps	 the	 interplay	between	the	everyday	(synchronic)	and	historically	 imbedded
(diachronic)	dimensions	 of	 “social	 structure”;	 that’s	why	we	 cite	 him	 here.	Although	we	 have	 some	 disagreements	with	 the
Bonilla-Silva	piece,	we	still	consider	it	a	major	contribution.

6.	On	racism	as	“waste,”	see	Feagin,	Vera,	and	Batur	2000.	The	concept	is	drawn	from	Georges	Bataille.
7.	Of	course,	others	remain:	Israel-Palestine,	Kurdistan,	the	conditions	of	many	indigenous	peoples	…	It’s	a	long	list.
8.	 This	 term	 requires	 some	 clarification.	Colorblindness	 is	 a	 problematic	 term,	 a	 neologism	 twice	 over.	 First	 and	most

obviously,	it	is	rooted	in	an	ophthalmic	condition	that	has	no	relevance	to	race,	unless	we	understand	race	as	being	“about”	skin
color,	which	 involves	 a	 deep	 reductionism	 in	 the	 race	 concept’s	meaning.	Second,	 the	 term’s	 application	 to	 the	 race	 concept
derives	 from	 its	 appearance	 in	 the	dissent	 of	 Justice	 John	Marshall	Harlan	 in	 the	1896	Plessy	v.	Ferguson	 case,	where	 the
justice’s	 insistence	 that	 “our	 Constitution	 is	 colorblind,”	 coexists	 blissfully	 with	 a	 range	 of	 support	 claims	 for	 eternal	 white
superiority	and	supremacy	(see	Gotanda	1995).

9.	We	use	the	term	liberal	here	in	the	U.S.	sense,	signifying	“center-left.”
10.	We	discuss	colorblindness	more	extensively	later	in	this	essay.
11.	The	structural	racism	perspective	allows	us	to	see	racism	in	terms	of	its	consequences,	not	as	a	matter	of	intentions	or

beliefs.	In	Racial	Formation	we	describe	 it	 this	way	as	well:	“a	structural	 feature	of	US	society,	 the	product	of	centuries	of
systematic	exclusion,	exploitation,	and	disregard	of	racially	defined	minorities”	(Omi	and	Winant	1994,	69).	Grant-Thomas	and
powell	offer	a	similar	interpretation:	“We	can	describe	a	social	system	as	structurally	racist	to	the	degree	that	it	is	configured	to
promote	 racially	unequal	 outcomes.	For	 example,	 a	 society	marked	by	highly	 interdependent	 opportunity	 structures	 and	 large
interinstitutional	resource	disparities	will	likely	be	very	unequal	with	respect	to	the	outcomes	governed	by	those	institutions	and
opportunity	structures”	(Grant-Thomas	and	powell	2006,	5).

12.	Of	the	vast	literature	on	this	topic,	see	Jacobson	1998;	Roediger	2005;	and	Guglielmo	2003.
13.	“Accumulation	by	dispossession”	is	an	idea	taken	from	David	Harvey	(2004).	Among	its	many	theoretical	and	analytical

applications,	 the	 concept	 effectively	 describes	 such	 exploitative	 and	 predatory	 practices	 as	 “payday	 lending”	 (spatially
concentrated	in	ghetto	and	barrio	locations)	and	“steering”	of	subprime	mortgages	to	working-class	black	and	brown	borrowers.

14.	Elsewhere	in	the	global	system,	parallel	patterns	prevail,	overlapping	to	a	large	extent	with	U.S.	processes:	Maghrebines
and	Caribbeans	migrate	to	France,	Spain,	and	Italy;	sub-Saharan	Africans	and	South	Asians	are	on	the	move;	in	the	Philippines
the	state	exports	labor	(particularly	female	labor)	systematically;	the	global	economy	of	remittances	constitutes	the	most	reliable
and	“progressive”	(so	to	speak)	foreign	aid.	For	a	good	overview,	see	Massey	et	al.	(2005).

15.	See	also	Perlmann	and	Waters	2005;	Perlmann	2005;	Foner	and	Fredrickson	2004.
16.	“Mixed-race”	identity	is	also	a	race-gender/sexuality	issue	of	“intersectionality”	par	excellence.	See	Stoler	2006b.
17.	In	2003	the	Census	Bureau	shared	data	on	Middle	Eastern,	Arab,	and	South	Asian	Americans	with	the	Department	of

Justice	and	the	newly	created	Department	of	Homeland	Security.	The	details	of	this	cooperation—which	seems	to	have	violated
pledges	on	the	confidentiality	of	census	data	and	on	the	bureau’s	abstention	from	politics—remain	themselves	confidential.

18.	 Quoted	 in	 Edward	 Epstein,	 “Calls	 for	 Racial,	 Ethnic	 Profiling	 Renewed	 after	 Transit	 Attacks”	 San	 Francisco
Chronicle,	August	10,	2005.

19.	Ibid.
20.	Nicholas	Wade,	“Race	Is	Seen	as	Real	Guide	to	Track	Roots	of	Disease,”	New	York	Times,	July	30,	2002.
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21.	Quoted	in	Carolyn	Johnson,	“Should	Medicine	Be	Colorblind?”	Boston	Globe,	August	24,	2004.
22.	Quoted	in	Amy	Harmon,	“In	DNA	Era,	New	Worries	about	Prejudice,”	New	York	Times,	November	11,	2007.
23.	Clyde	Haberman,	“NYC:	Separating	Common	Sense	from	Reality,”	New	York	Times,	September	1,	2006.
24.	Indeed	contemporary	U.S.	imperial	misadventures	generally	take	place	on	the	very	same	terrains	on	which	Americans’

European	predecessors	sought	in	vain	to	impose	their	will	in	the	past.	“Globalization”	is	hardly	a	new	phenomenon.
25.	Contemporary	civil	rights	jurisprudence	exemplifies	these	trends.	The	Supreme	Court	has	proved	unwilling,	in	case	after

case,	 to	 tackle	 the	 ongoing	 dynamics	 of	 racial	 discrimination,	 unless	 that	 discrimination	 is	 construed	 to	 harm	 the	 interests	 of
white	people	(Kairys	1996).	The	Court	now	thinks	that	whites	are	the	main	victims	of	racial	discrimination	in	the	United	States.
In	a	2007	decision	on	two	school	desegregation	cases,	the	Court	outlawed	school	desegregation	plans	that	were	voluntary	and
had	 substantial	 community	 support,	on	 the	grounds	 that	 they	 invoked	 racial	 categories.	See	Parents	 Involved	 in	Community
Schools	Inc.	v.	Seattle	School	District	No.	1,	and	Meredith	v.	Jefferson	County	(Ky.)	Board	of	Education,	551	U.S.	701
(2007).

26.	For	 recent	 survey	 research	on	 the	Tea	Party	and	 its	members’	 racial	attitudes,	conducted	by	a	 team	of	University	of
Washington	political	scientists,	see	Christopher	S.	Parker,	“2010	Multi-State	Survey	of	Race	&	Politics,”	WISER	(University	of
Washington	 Institute	 for	 the	 Study	 of	 Ethnicity,	 Race,	 and	 Sexuality),	 http://depts.washington.edu/uwiser/racepolitics.html
(accessed	January	23,	2012).

27.	 According	 to	 a	 Pew	 Research	 Center	 poll	 conducted	 May	 6–9,	 2010,	 73	 percent	 approved	 of	 requiring	 people	 to
produce	documents	verifying	legal	status,	while	67	percent	approved	of	allowing	police	to	detain	anyone	unable	to	verify	legal
status.	 See	 “Broad	 Approval	 for	 New	 Arizona	 Immigration	 Law,”	 Pew	 Research	 Center	 for	 the	 People	 &	 the	 Press,
http://people-press.org/report/613/arizona-immigration-law	(accessed	January	23,	2012).

28.	 Conservative	 columnist	 Michael	 Gerson,	 writing	 in	 the	Washington	 Post,	 noted	 opposition	 to	 the	 law	 from	 many
Republican	elected	officials,	and	argued:	“Unlike,	say,	a	conservative	magazine	or	blog,	 it	 is	 the	purpose	of	a	political	party	to
win	majorities	within	the	broad	bounds	of	its	convictions.	And	each	time	a	portion	of	the	conservative	movement	demonstrates
this	particular	form	of	ideological	purity—in	California’s	Proposition	187,	the	2006	House	immigration	debate	and	now	Arizona
—they	 create	 resentments	 toward	 the	 Republican	 Party	 among	 Latinos	 that	 will	 last	 for	 generations.	 In	 all	 these	 cases,
Republicans	 have	 gained	 little,	 sacrificed	 much,	 and	 apparently	 learned	 nothing.”	 See	 Michael	 Gerson,	 “The	 Authors	 of
Arizona’s	Immigration	Law	Retreat,”	Washington	Post,	May	3,	2010.

29.	Clinton’s	welfare	program	(Temporary	Assistance	 to	Needy	Families,	or	TANF),	which	 replaced	 the	previous,	Aid	 to
Families	 with	 Dependent	 Children	 (AFDC)	 program	 in	 1996,	 forced	 welfare	 recipients	 (particularly	 women	 of	 color)	 into
“workfare”	 jobs	 and	 substantially	 eroded	 the	 well-being	 of	 low-income	 children	 across	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 health,	 housing,
education,	and	indeed	survival	issues.	See	Edelman	2004.

30.	For	a	good	overview	of	these	connections,	see	Hayden	2004.
31.	Calculated	 from	Table	M,	U.S.	Census	Bureau,	Current	 Population	Reports,	Population	 Projections	 of	 the	United

States	by	Age,	Sex,	Race,	and	Hispanic	Origin:	1995	to	2050	(issued	February	1996;	updated	April	13,	1999),	16–17.
32.	Social	Security	privatization	was	also	presented	as	benefiting	blacks,	a	claim	doubtful	at	best.	See	Peter	Wallsten	and

Tom	Hamburger,	 “Blacks	Courted	 on	Social	 Security,”	Los	Angeles	Times,	 February	 28,	 2005;	 Paul	Krugman,	 “Little	Black
Lies,”	New	York	Times,	January	28,	2005.

33.	We	are	indebted	to	Joe	Feagin	for	first	drawing	our	attention	to	this	point.
34.	See	National	Priorities	Project,	http://costofwar.com/	(accessed	January	23,	2012);	see	also	Stiglitz	and	Bilmes	2008.
35.	New	right	and	neoconservative	racial	 ideologies	are	quite	distinct;	 their	political	alliance	remains	shaky.	The	new	right

diverges	 from	neoconservatism	 in	 its	willingness	 to	 practice	 racial	 politics	 subtextually,	 through	 coding,	manipulation	 of	 racial
fears,	and	so	on.	De	facto,	it	recognizes	the	persistence	of	racial	difference	in	United	States	society.	The	new	right	understands
perfectly	well	that	its	mass	base	is	white	and	that	its	political	success	depends	on	its	ability	to	interpret	white	identity	in	positive
political	terms.	The	resurgent	nativism	discussed	above,	the	hostility	and	indeed	blatant	attacks	on	President	Obama	(and	threats
of	violence	against	him),	the	return	to	talk	of	“states’	rights”	and	even	secession	in	the	“Tea	Party”	and	Republican	far	right,	all
show	that	the	strategy	of	authoritarian	populism	addressed	to	the	mass	base	of	the	white	people’s	party	(the	Republicans)	is	far
from	exhausted.	Neoconservatism	at	 least	professes	postraciality	and	“colorblindness.”	 It	has	not,	and	could	not,	deliver	such
tangible	 political	 benefits,	 and	 in	 fact	 lacks	 an	 equivalent	 mass	 political	 base.	 Thus	 the	 uneasy	 alliance	 between	 the	 two
tendencies.

36.	 Insurance	 companies	 indemnified	 slave	 owners	 if	 their	 slaves	 escaped	 or	 ship-bound	Africans	 revolted,	 for	 example.
British	 slaveowners	 were	 compensated	 for	 their	 “losses”	 in	 1833	 when	 Parliament	 abolished	 slavery,	 and	 North	 American
slavocrats	 regained	 their	 autarchic	 local	 autonomy	 in	 the	 “Compromise”	 of	 1877,	 which	 DuBois	 (1998)	 called	 a
counterrevolution.
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