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"CIV ILIZA T ION’S G OING  T O PIECES,”  h e r em a r k s.  H e is in  polit e com pa n y ,  g a t h er ed w it h  fr ien ds

a r ou n d a  bot t le of w in e in  t h e la t e-a ft er n oon  su n ,  ch a t t in g  a n d g ossipin g .  “ I’v e g ot t en  t o be a  t er r ible

pessim ist  a bou t  t h in g s.  H a v e y ou  r ea d The Ris e o f the Co lo red Em pires  by  t h is m a n  G odda r d?”  T h ey

h a dn ’t .  “ W ell ,  it ’s a  fin e book ,  a n d ev er y body  ou g h t  t o r ea d it .  T h e idea  is if w e don ’t  look  ou t  t h e

w h it e r a ce w ill  be—w ill  be u t t er ly  su bm er g ed.  It ’s a l l  sc ien t ific  st u ff; it ’s been  pr ov ed.”

H e is T om  Bu ch a n a n ,  a  ch a r a ct er  in  F.  Scot t  Fit zg er a ld’s The Great Gats by ,  a  book  t h a t  n ea r ly

ev er y on e w h o pa sses t h r ou g h  t h e A m er ica n  edu ca t ion  sy st em  is com pelled t o r ea d a t  lea st  on ce.

A lt h ou g h  Gats by  doesn ’t  g loss a s a  book  on  r a c ia l  a n x iet y —it ’s t oo bu sy  ex plor in g  a  differ en t  set  of

a n x iet ies en t ir ely —Bu ch a n a n  w a s h a r dly  a lon e in  feelin g  besieg ed.  T h e book  by  “ t h is m a n  G odda r d”

h a d a  r ea l-w or ld a n a log u e: Lot h r op St odda r d’s The Ris ing Tide o f Co lo r Agains t White Wo rld-

Suprem acy ,  pu blish ed in  1 9 2 0 ,  fiv e y ea r s befor e Gats by .  Nin e deca des la t er ,  St odda r d’s polem ic

r em a in s oddly  en g r ossin g .  H e r efer s t o W or ld W a r  I a s t h e “ W h it e C iv il  W a r ”  a n d la m en t s t h e “ cy c le

of r u in ”  t h a t  m a y  r esu lt  if t h e “ w h it e w or ld”  con t in u es it s in fig h t in g .  T h e book  fea t u r es a  ser ies of

foldou t  m a ps depic t in g  t h e dist r ibu t ion  of “ color ”  t h r ou g h ou t  t h e w or ld a n d w a r n s,  “ Color ed

m ig r a t ion  is a  u n iv er sa l  per il ,  m en a cin g  ev er y  pa r t  of t h e w h it e w or ld.”

A s br iefs for  r a c ia l  su pr em a cy  g o,  The Ris ing Tide o f Co lo r is eer ily  ser en e.  It s t on e is sch ola r ly  a n d

g en t lem a n ly ,  it s h a t r ed r a t ion a lized a n d,  in  Bu ch a n a n ’s t er m ,  “ sc ien t ific . ”  A n d t h e book  w a s h a r dly

a  fr in g e ph en om en on .  It  w a s pu blish ed by  Scr ibn er ,  a lso Fit zg er a ld’s pu blish er ,  a n d St odda r d,  w h o

r eceiv ed a  doct or a t e in  h ist or y  fr om  H a r v a r d,  w a s a  m em ber  of m a n y  pr ofession a l a ca dem ic

a ssoc ia t ion s.  It  w a s pr ec isely  t h e k in d of book  t h a t  a  1 9 2 0 s m a n  of Bu ch a n a n ’s pr ofile—w ea lt h y ,  Iv y

Lea g u e–edu ca t ed,  a t  on ce pr et en t iou s a n d in t ellec t u a lly  in secu r e—m ig h t  h a v e been  ex pect ed t o

br in g  u p in  ca su a l con v er sa t ion .

A s w h it e m en  of com for t  a n d pr iv ileg e l iv in g  in  a n  a g e of l im it ed soc ia l  m obilit y ,  of cou r se,  St odda r d

a n d t h e Bu ch a n a n s in  h is a u dien ce h a d n ot h in g  l it er a l  t o fea r .  T h eir  sen se of dr ea d h ov er ed
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som ew h er e a bov e t h e con cer n s of ev er y da y  l ife.  It  w a s l in k ed less t o a n y  im m edia t e da n g er  t o t h eir

c la ss’s polit ica l  a n d cu lt u r a l  pow er  t h a n  t o t h e per ceiv ed fr a y in g  of t h e fix ed,  m on olit h ic  iden t it y  of

w h it en ess t h a t  sew ed t og et h er  t h e for t u n es of t h e fa ir -sk in n ed.

Fr om  t h e h y st er ia  ov er  Ea st er n  Eu r opea n  im m ig r a t ion  t o t h e v ibr a n t  cu lt u r a l  m isceg en a t ion  of t h e

H a r lem  Ren a issa n ce,  it  is ea sy  t o see h ow  t h is im a g in ed w or ldw ide w h it e k in sh ip m ig h t  h a v e

seem ed im per iled in  t h e 1 9 2 0 s.  T h er e’s n o bet t er  ex a m ple of t h e er a ’s in secu r it ies t h a n  t h e 1 9 2 3

Su pr em e Cou r t  ca se United States  v .  Bhagat Singh Thind ,  in  w h ich  a n  In dia n  A m er ica n  v et er a n  of

W or ld W a r  I sou g h t  t o becom e a  n a t u r a lized c it izen  by  pr ov in g  t h a t  h e w a s Ca u ca sia n .  T h e Cou r t

con sider ed n ew  a n t h r opolog ica l  st u dies t h a t  ex pa n ded t h e defin it ion  of t h e Ca u ca sia n  r a ce t o

in c lu de In dia n s,  a n d t h e ju st ices ev en  a g r eed t h a t  t r a ces of “ A r y a n  blood”  cou r sed t h r ou g h  T h in d’s

body .  Bu t  t h ese t ech n ica lit ies a v a iled h im  lit t le.  T h e Cou r t  det er m in ed t h a t  T h in d w a s n ot  w h it e

“ in  a ccor da n ce w it h  t h e u n der st a n din g  of t h e com m on  m a n ”  a n d t h er efor e cou ld be ex c lu ded fr om

t h e “ st a t u t or y  ca t eg or y ”  of w h it en ess.  Pu t  a n ot h er  w a y : T h in d w a s w h it e,  in  t h a t  h e w a s Ca u ca sia n

a n d ev en  A r y a n .  Bu t  h e w a s n ot  w hite  in  t h e w a y  St odda r d or  Bu ch a n a n  w er e w h it e.

T h e ’2 0 s deba t e ov er  t h e defin it ion  of w h it en ess—a  leg a l  ca t eg or y ? a  com m on sen se u n der st a n din g ?

a  w or ldw ide c iv il iza t ion ?—t ook  pla ce in  a  soc iet y  g r ipped by  a n  a cu t e sen se of r a c ia l  pa r a n oia ,  a n d it

is ea sy  t o r eg a r d t h ese episodes a s ev iden ce of h ow  fa r  w e h a v e com e.  Bu t  con sider  t h a t  t h ese

a n x iet ies su r fa ced w h en  w h it en ess w a s sy n on y m ou s w it h  t h e A m er ica n  m a in st r ea m ,  w h en  t h r ea t s

t o it s st a t u s w er e la r g ely  im a g in a r y .  W h a t  h a ppen s on ce t h is is n o lon g er  t h e ca se—w h en  t h e fea r s of

Lot h r op St odda r d a n d T om  Bu ch a n a n  a r e r ea lized,  a n d w h it e people a ct u a lly  becom e a n  A m er ica n

m in or it y ?

W h et h er  y ou  descr ibe it  a s t h e da w n in g  of a  post -r a c ia l  a g e or  ju st  t h e en d of w h it e A m er ica ,  w e’r e

a ppr oa ch in g  a  pr ofou n d dem og r a ph ic  t ippin g  poin t .  A ccor din g  t o a n  A u g u st  2 0 0 8  r epor t  by  t h e

U.S.  Cen su s Bu r ea u ,  t h ose g r ou ps cu r r en t ly  ca t eg or ized a s r a c ia l  m in or it ies—bla ck s a n d H ispa n ics,

Ea st  A sia n s a n d Sou t h  A sia n s—w ill  a ccou n t  for  a  m a jor it y  of t h e U.S.  popu la t ion  by  t h e y ea r  2 0 4 2 .

A m on g  A m er ica n s u n der  t h e a g e of 1 8 ,  t h is sh ift  is pr oject ed t o t a k e pla ce in  2 0 2 3 ,  w h ich  m ea n s

t h a t  ev er y  ch ild bor n  in  t h e Un it ed St a t es fr om  h er e on  ou t  w ill  belon g  t o t h e fir st  post -w h it e

g en er a t ion .

Obv iou sly ,  st ea dily  a scen din g  r a t es of in t er r a c ia l  m a r r ia g e com plica t e t h is pic t u r e,  poin t in g

t ow a r d w h a t  Mich a el  Lin d h a s descr ibed a s t h e “ beig in g ”  of A m er ica .  A n d it ’s possible t h a t  “ beig e

A m er ica n s”  w ill  self-iden t ify  a s “ w h it e”  in  su ffic ien t  n u m ber s t o pu sh  t h e t ippin g  poin t  fu r t h er  in t o

t h e fu t u r e t h a n  t h e Cen su s Bu r ea u  pr oject s.  Bu t  ev en  if t h ey  do,  w h it en ess w ill  be a  la bel  a dopt ed

ou t  of con v en ien ce a n d ev en  in differ en ce,  r a t h er  t h a n  a spir a t ion  a n d n ecessit y .  For  a n  ea r lier

g en er a t ion  of m in or it ies a n d im m ig r a n t s,  t o be r ecog n ized a s a  “ w h it e A m er ica n ,”  w h et h er  y ou

w er e a n  It a lia n  or  a  Pole or  a  H u n g a r ia n ,  w a s t o en t er  t h e m a in st r ea m  of A m er ica n  l ife; t o be

r ecog n ized a s som et h in g  else,  a s t h e Thind  ca se su g g est s,  w a s t o be per m a n en t ly  ex c lu ded.  A s Bill

Im a da ,  h ea d of t h e IW  G r ou p,  a  pr om in en t  A sia n  A m er ica n  com m u n ica t ion s a n d m a r k et in g

com pa n y ,  pu t s it : “ I t h in k  in  t h e 1 9 2 0 s,  1 9 3 0 s,  a n d 1 9 4 0 s,  [ for ]  a n y on e w h o im m ig r a t ed,  t h e

a spir a t ion  w a s t o blen d in  a n d be a s A m er ica n  a s possible so t h a t  w h it e A m er ica  w ou ldn ’t  be

in t im ida t ed by  t h em .  T h ey  w a n t ed t o im it a t e w h it e A m er ica  a s m u ch  a s possible: lea r n  En g lish ,  g o

The Atlantic Online | January/February 2009 | The E... http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/print/200901/end-o...

2 of 11 01/08/2009 10:09 AM



A

t o ch u r ch ,  g o t o t h e sa m e sch ools.”

T oda y ,  t h e pic t u r e is fa r  m or e com plex .  T o t a k e t h e m ost  obv iou s ex a m ple,  w h it en ess is n o lon g er  a

pr econ dit ion  for  en t r y  in t o t h e h ig h est  lev els of pu blic  office.  T h e son  of In dia n  im m ig r a n t s doesn ’t

h a v e t o becom e “ w h it e”  in  or der  t o be elec t ed g ov er n or  of Lou isia n a .  A  h a lf-Ken y a n ,  h a lf-Ka n sa n

polit ic ia n  ca n  self-iden t ify  a s bla ck  a n d be elect ed pr esiden t  of t h e Un it ed St a t es.

A s a  pu r ely  dem og r a ph ic  m a t t er ,  t h en ,  t h e “ w h it e A m er ica ”  t h a t  Lot h r op St odda r d believ ed in  so

fer v en t ly  m a y  cea se t o ex ist  in  2 0 4 0 ,  2 0 5 0 ,  or  2 0 6 0 ,  or  la t er  st il l .  Bu t  w h er e t h e cu lt u r e is

con cer n ed,  it ’s a lr ea dy  a ll  bu t  fin ish ed.  In st ea d of t h e lon g -st a n din g  m odel of a ssim ila t ion  t ow a r d a

com m on  cen t er ,  t h e cu lt u r e is bein g  r em a de in  t h e im a g e of w h it e A m er ica ’s m u lt iet h n ic ,

m u lt icolor ed h eir s.

For  som e,  t h e disa ppea r a n ce of t h is cen t r ifu g a l  cor e h er a lds a  fu t u r e r ich  w it h  pr om ise.  In  1 9 9 8 ,

Pr esiden t  Bil l  C lin t on ,  in  a  n ow -fa m ou s a ddr ess t o st u den t s a t  Por t la n d St a t e Un iv er sit y ,  r em a r k ed:

T oda y ,  la r g ely  beca u se of im m ig r a t ion ,  t h er e is n o m a jor it y  r a ce in  H a w a ii or

H ou st on  or  New  Y or k  C it y .  W it h in  fiv e y ea r s,  t h er e w ill  be n o m a jor it y  r a ce in

ou r  la r g est  st a t e,  Ca lifor n ia .  In  a  l it t le m or e t h a n  5 0  y ea r s,  t h er e w ill  be n o

m a jor it y  r a ce in  t h e Un it ed St a t es.  No ot h er  n a t ion  in  h ist or y  h a s g on e t h r ou g h

dem og r a ph ic  ch a n g e of t h is m a g n it u de in  so sh or t  a  t im e . . .  [T h ese im m ig r a n t s]

a r e en er g izin g  ou r  cu lt u r e a n d br oa den in g  ou r  v ision  of t h e w or ld.  T h ey  a r e

r en ew in g  ou r  m ost  ba sic  v a lu es a n d r em in din g  u s a ll  of w h a t  it  t r u ly  m ea n s t o

be A m er ica n .

Not  ev er y on e w a s so en t h u sed.  C lin t on ’s r em a r k s ca u g h t  t h e a t t en t ion  of a n ot h er  a n x iou s

Bu ch a n a n —Pa t  Bu ch a n a n ,  t h e con ser v a t iv e t h in k er .  Rev isit in g  t h e pr esiden t ’s speech  in  h is 2 0 0 1

book ,  The Death o f the Wes t,  Bu ch a n a n  w r ot e: “ Mr .  C lin t on  a ssu r ed u s t h a t  it  w il l  be a  bet t er

A m er ica  w h en  w e a r e a ll  m in or it ies a n d r ea lize t r u e ‘div er sit y . ’ W ell ,  t h ose st u den t s [a t  Por t la n d

St a t e]  a r e g oin g  t o fin d ou t ,  for  t h ey  w ill  spen d t h eir  g olden  y ea r s in  a  T h ir d W or ld A m er ica .”

T oda y ,  t h e a r r iv a l  of w h a t  Bu ch a n a n  der ided a s “ T h ir d W or ld A m er ica ”  is a l l  bu t  in ev it a ble.  W h a t

w ill  t h e n ew  m a in st r ea m  of A m er ica  look  l ik e,  a n d w h a t  idea s or  v a lu es m ig h t  it  r a lly  a r ou n d?

W h a t  w ill  it  m ea n  t o be w h it e a ft er  “ w h it en ess”  n o lon g er  defin es t h e m a in st r ea m ? W ill  a n y on e

m ou r n  t h e en d of w h it e A m er ica ? W ill  a n y on e t r y  t o pr eser v e it ?

NOT H ER MOMENT  FROM The Great Gats by : a s Fit zg er a ld’s

n a r r a t or  a n d G a t sby  dr iv e a cr oss t h e Qu een sbor o Br idg e in t o

Ma n h a t t a n ,  a  ca r  pa sses t h em ,  a n d Nick  Ca r r a w a y  n ot ices t h a t

it  is a  l im ou sin e “ dr iv en  by  a  w h it e ch a u ffeu r ,  in  w h ich  sa t

t h r ee m odish  n eg r oes,  t w o bu ck s a n d a  g ir l . ”  T h e n ov elt y  of t h is

t opsy -t u r v y  a r r a n g em en t  in spir es Ca r r a w a y  t o la u g h  a lou d a n d t h in k  t o

h im self,  “ A n y t h in g  ca n  h a ppen  n ow  t h a t  w e’v e sl id ov er  t h is br idg e,

a n y t h in g  a t  a ll  …”

For  a  con t em por a r y  em bodim en t  of t h e u ph ea v a l t h a t  t h is scen e por t en ded,  con sider  Sea n  Com bs,  a
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h ip-h op m og u l a n d on e of t h e m ost  fa m ou s A fr ica n  A m er ica n s on  t h e pla n et .  Com bs g r ew  u p du r in g

h ip-h op’s la t e-1 9 7 0 s r ise,  a n d h e belon g s t o t h e fir st  g en er a t ion  t h a t  cou ld sa fely  m a k e a  l iv in g

w or k in g  in  t h e in du st r y —a s a  plu ck y  y ou n g  pr om ot er  a n d r ecor d-la bel  in t er n  in  t h e la t e 1 9 8 0 s a n d

ea r ly  1 9 9 0 s,  a n d a s a  fa sh ion  desig n er ,  a r t ist ,  a n d m u sic  ex ecu t iv e w or t h  h u n dr eds of m ill ion s of

dolla r s a  br ief deca de la t er .

In  t h e la t e 1 9 9 0 s,  Com bs m a de a  fa sc in a t in g  g est u r e t ow a r d New  Y or k ’s h ig h  soc iet y .  H e a n n ou n ced

h is a r r iv a l  in t o t h e c ir c les of t h e r ich  a n d pow er fu l  n ot  by  cr a sh in g  t h eir  pa r t ies,  bu t  by  in v it in g

t h em  in t o h is ow n  spect a cu la r ly  ov er -t h e-t op w or ld.  Com bs beg a n  t o st a g e ela bor a t e a n n u a l pa r t ies

in  t h e H a m pt on s,  n ot  fa r  fr om  w h er e Fit zg er a ld’s n ov el  t a k es pla ce.  T h ese “ w h it e pa r t ies”

—a t t en dees a r e r equ ir ed t o w ea r  w h it e—qu ick ly  beca m e leg en da r y  for  t h eir  opu len ce ( in  2 0 0 4 ,

Com bs sh ow ca sed a  1 7 7 6  copy  of t h e Dec la r a t ion  of In depen den ce) a s w ell  a s for  t h e cu lt u r es-

collidin g  qu a lit y  of H a m pt on s elit es pa y in g  t h eir  r espect s t o som eon e so com for t a bly  n ou v ea u  r ich e.

Pr ospect iv e bu sin ess pa r t n er s a n g led t o g et  c lose t o h im  a n d pr a ised h im  a s a  g u r u  of t h e lu cr a t iv e

“ u r ba n ”  m a r k et ,  w h ile g r a t efu l  pa r t y g oer s h a iled h im  a s a  m oder n -da y  G a t sby .

“ H a v e I r ea d The Great Gats by?”  Com bs sa id t o a  Lon don  n ew spa per  in  2 0 0 1 .  “ I a m  t h e G r ea t

G a t sby .”

Y et  w h er ea s G a t sby  felt  pr essu r e t o h ide h is st a t u s a s a n  a r r iv ist e,  Com bs celebr a t ed h is posit ion  a s

a n  ou t sider -in sider —som eon e w h o a ppr opr ia t es elem en t s of t h e cu lt u r e h e seek s t o join  w it h ou t

a t t em pt in g  t o a ssim ila t e ou t r ig h t .  In  a  sen se,  Com bs w a s im it a t in g  t h e old W A SP est a blish m en t ; in

a n ot h er  sen se,  h e w a s su bt ly  pr ov ok in g  it ,  by  ov er -en u n cia t in g  it s for m a lit y  a n d n ev er  let t in g  h is

g u est s for g et  t h a t  t h er e w a s som et h in g  slig h t ly  off a bou t  h is pr esen ce.  T h er e’s a  silen t  pow er  t o

t h r ow in g  pa r t ies w h er e t h e best -dr essed m a n  in  t h e r oom  is a lso t h e on e w h ose pu blic  pr ofile on ce

con sist ed pr im a r ily  of da n c in g  in  t h e ba ck g r ou n d of Big g ie Sm a lls v ideos.  (“ No on e w ou ld ev er

ex pect  a  y ou n g  bla ck  m a n  t o be com in g  t o a  pa r t y  w it h  t h e Dec la r a t ion  of In depen den ce,  bu t  I g ot  it ,

a n d it ’s com in g  w it h  m e,”  Com bs jok ed a t  h is 2 0 0 4  pa r t y ,  a s h e m a de t h e r ou n ds w it h  t h e

docu m en t ,  pr om isin g  n ot  t o spil l  ch a m pa g n e on  it . )

In  t h is r eg a r d,  Com bs is bot h  a  pr odu ct  a n d a  h er o of t h e n ew  cu lt u r a l  m a in st r ea m ,  w h ich  pr izes

div er sit y  a bov e a ll  else,  a n d w h ose u lt im a t e g oa l  is som e v a g u e n ot ion  of r a c ia l  t r a n scen den ce,

r a t h er  t h a n  su bv er sion  or  a ssim ila t ion .  A lt h ou g h  Com bs’s v ision  is fa r  fr om  r epr esen t a t iv e—n ot

m a n y  h ip-h op st a r s v a ca t ion  in  St .  T r opez w it h  a  pa r a sol-t ot in g  m a n ser v a n t  sh a din g  t h eir  ev er y

st ep—h is in du st r y  l ies a t  t h e h ea r t  of t h is n ew  m a in st r ea m .  Ov er  t h e pa st  3 0  y ea r s,  few  ch a n g es in

A m er ica n  cu lt u r e h a v e been  a s sig n ifica n t  a s t h e r ise of h ip-h op.  T h e g en r e h a s r a dica lly  r esh a ped

t h e w a y  w e l ist en  t o a n d con su m e m u sic ,  fir st  by  opposin g  t h e pop m a in st r ea m  a n d t h en  by

becom in g  it .  Fr om  it s con st a n t  sa m plin g  of pa st  st y les a n d er a s—old r ecor ds,  fa sh ion s,  sla n g ,

a n y t h in g —t o it s m y t h olog iza t ion  of t h e self-m a de bla ck  a n t ih er o,  h ip-h op is m or e t h a n  a  m u sica l

g en r e: it ’s a  ph ilosoph y ,  a  polit ica l  st a t em en t ,  a  w a y  of a ppr oa ch in g  a n d r em a k in g  cu lt u r e.  It ’s a

lin g u a  fr a n ca  n ot  ju st  a m on g  k ids in  A m er ica ,  bu t  a lso a m on g  y ou n g  people w or ldw ide.  A n d it s

econ om ic  im pa ct  ex t en ds bey on d t h e m u sic  in du st r y ,  t o fa sh ion ,  a dv er t isin g ,  a n d film .  (Con sider

t h e pr odu cer  Ru ssell  Sim m on s—t h e u r -Com bs a n d a  m u sic ,  fa sh ion ,  a n d t elev ision  m og u l—or  t h e

r a pper  5 0  Cen t ,  w h o h a s pa r la y ed h is r a g s-t o-r ich es st or y  l in e in t o ex t r a cu r r icu la r  su ccesses t h a t
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in c lu de a  c lot h in g  l in e; book ,  v ideo-g a m e,  a n d film  dea ls; a n d a  st a r t lin g ly  lu cr a t iv e pa r t n er sh ip

w it h  t h e m a k er s of V it a m in  W a t er . )

Bu t  h ip-h op’s deepest  im pa ct  is sy m bolic .  Du r in g  popu la r  m u sic ’s r ise in  t h e 2 0 t h  cen t u r y ,  w h it e

a r t ist s a n d pr odu cer s con sist en t ly  “ m a in st r ea m ed”  A fr ica n  A m er ica n  in n ov a t ion s.  H ip-h op’s

a scen sion  h a s been  differ en t .  Em in em  n ot w it h st a n din g ,  h ip-h op n ev er  su ffer ed t h r ou g h  a n y t h in g

lik e a n  Elv is Pr esley  m om en t ,  in  w h ich  a  w h it e a r t ist  m a de a  m u sica l  for m  sa fe for  w h it e A m er ica .

T h is is n o dig  a t  Elv is—t h e con st r ic t iv e r a c ia l  log ic  of t h e 1 9 5 0 s dem a n ded t h e er a su r e of r ock  a n d

r oll ’s bla ck  r oot s,  a n d if it  h a dn ’t  been  h im ,  it  w ou ld h a v e been  som eon e else.  Bu t  h ip-h op—t h e sou n d

of t h e post - c iv il-r ig h t s,  post -sou l g en er a t ion —fou n d a  g loba l a u dien ce on  it s ow n  t er m s.

T oda y ,  h ip-h op’s colon iza t ion  of t h e g loba l im a g in a t ion ,  fr om  fa sh ion  r u n w a y s in  Eu r ope t o da n ce

com pet it ion s in  A sia ,  is Disn ey -esqu e.  T h is t r a n sfor m a t ion  h a s br ed a n  u n pr eceden t ed cu lt u r a l

con fiden ce in  it s bla ck  or ig in a t or s.  W h it en ess is n o lon g er  a  t h r ea t ,  or  a n  idea l: it ’s k it sch  t o be

a ppr opr ia t ed,  w h et h er  w it h  g est u r es l ik e Com bs’s “ w h it e pa r t ies”  or  t h e t r ick le-dow n  epidem ic  of

colla r ed sh ir t s a n d cu ff l in k s cu r r en t ly  a ffl ic t in g  r a pper s.  A n d a n  ex pa n siv e m u lt icu lt u r a lism  is

r epla c in g  t h e u s-a g a in st -t h e-w or ld bu n k er  m en t a lit y  t h a t  len t  a  t h r il l in g  edg e t o h ip-h op’s

m id-1 9 9 0 s r ise.

Pet er  Rosen ber g ,  a  self-pr oc la im ed “ n er dy  Jew ish  k id”  a n d r a dio per son a lit y  on  New  Y or k ’s H ot  9 7

FM—a n d a  l iv in g  ex a m ple of h ow  h ip-h op h a s cr ea t ed n ew  iden t it ies for  it s l ist en er s t h a t  don ’t  fa ll

n ea t ly  a lon g  l in es of bla ck  a n d w h it e—sh a r es a n ot h er  ex a m ple: “ I in t er v iew ed [t h e St .  Lou is r a pper ]

Nelly  t h is m or n in g ,  a n d h e sa id it ’s n ow  v er y  cool a n d in  t o h a v e m u lt icu lt u r a l  fr ien ds.  Lik e y ou ’r e

n ot  r ea lly  con sider ed h ip or  ‘y ou ’v e m a de it ’ if y ou ’r e r oll in g  w it h  a ll  t h e sa m e people.”

Ju st  a s T ig er  W oods for ev er  ch a n g ed t h e cou n t r y -c lu b cu lt u r e of g olf,  a n d W ill  Sm it h  con fou n ded

st er eot y pes a bou t  t h e idea l  H olly w ood lea din g  m a n ,  h ip-h op’s r ise is h elpin g  r edefin e t h e A m er ica n

m a in st r ea m ,  w h ich  n o lon g er  a spir es t ow a r d a  sin g le icon ic  im a g e of st y le or  c la ss.  Su ccessfu l

n et w or k -t elev ision  sh ow s l ik e Lo s t,  Hero es ,  a n d Grey’s  Anato m y  fea t u r e w ildly  div er se ca st s,  a n d a n

en t ir e g en r e of h a lf-h ou r  com edy ,  fr om  The Co lbert Repo rt t o The O ffice ,  seem s dedica t ed t o h a v in g

fu n  w it h  t h e per son a  of t h e c lu eless w h it e m a le.  T h e y ou t h  m a r k et  is follow in g  t h e sa m e pa t t er n :

con sider  t h e Ch eet a h  G ir ls,  a  m u lt icu lt u r a l,  m u lt ipla t in u m ,  m u lt ipla t for m  t r io of t een y bopper s

w h o r ecen t ly  st a r r ed in  t h eir  t h ir d m ov ie,  or  Dor a  t h e Ex plor er ,  t h e pr ecoc iou s bil in g u a l 7 -y ea r -old

La t in a  a dv en t u r er  w h o is a r g u a bly  t h e m ost  su ccessfu l  a n im a t ed ch a r a ct er  on  ch ildr en ’s t elev ision

t oda y .  In  a  r ecen t  a ddr ess t o t h e A ssoc ia t ion  of H ispa n ic  A dv er t isin g  A g en cies,  Br ow n  Joh n son ,  t h e

Nick elodeon  ex ecu t iv e w h o h a s ov er seen  Dor a ’s r ise,  ex pla in ed t h e im por t a n ce of cr ea t in g  a

ch a r a ct er  w h o does n ot  con for m  t o “ t h e w h it e,  m iddle-c la ss m old.”  W h en  Joh n son  poin t ed ou t  t h a t

Dor a ’s w a r es w er e ou t sell in g  Ba r bie’s in  Fr a n ce,  t h e cr ow d h oot ed in  delig h t .

Pop cu lt u r e t oda y  r a ll ies a r ou n d a n  et h ic  of m u lt icu lt u r a l  in c lu sion  t h a t  seem s t o v a lu e ev er y

iden t it y —ex cept  w h it en ess.  “ It ’s becom e h a r der  for  t h e blon d-h a ir ed,  blu e-ey ed com m er cia l  a c t or ,”

r em a r k s Roch elle New m a n -Ca r r a sco,  of t h e H ispa n ic  m a r k et in g  fir m  En la ce.  “ Y ou  r ea d ca st in g

n ot ices,  a n d t h ey  l ik e t o ca st  people w it h  br ow n  h a ir  beca u se t h ey  cou ld be H ispa n ic .  T h e la n g u a g e

of ca st in g  n ot ices is pr et t y  sh ock in g  beca u se it ’s so spec ific : ‘Br ow n  h a ir ,  br ow n  ey es,  cou ld look

H ispa n ic . ’ Or ,  a s on e n ot ice pu t  it : ‘Et h n ica lly  a m big u ou s. ’”
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“ I t h in k  w h it e people feel  l ik e t h ey ’r e u n der  sieg e r ig h t  n ow —lik e it ’s n ot  ok a y  t o be w h it e r ig h t  n ow ,

espec ia lly  if y ou ’r e a  w h it e m a le,”  la u g h s Bill  Im a da ,  of t h e IW  G r ou p.  Im a da  a n d New m a n -Ca r r a sco

a r e pa r t  of a  m ov em en t  w it h in  a dv er t isin g ,  m a r k et in g ,  a n d com m u n ica t ion s fir m s t o r eim a g in e

t h e pr ofile of t h e t y pica l  A m er ica n  con su m er .  (T ell in g ly ,  ev er y  per son  I spok e w it h  fr om  t h ese

in du st r ies k n ew  t h e Cen su s Bu r ea u ’s pr oject ion s by  h ea r t . )

“ T h er e’s a  lot  of fea r  a n d a  lot  of r esen t m en t ,”  New m a n -Ca r r a sco obser v es,  descr ibin g  t h e fla k  sh e

ca u g h t  a ft er  w r it in g  a n  a r t ic le for  a  t r a de pu blica t ion  on  t h e n eed for  m or e-div er se h ir in g  pr a ct ices.

“ I g ot  a  r espon se fr om  a  fr ien d—h e’s,  l ik e,  a  6 0 -som et h in g  w h it e m a le,  a n d h e’s been  in v olv ed w it h

m u lt icu lt u r a l  r ecr u it in g ,”  sh e r eca lls.  “ A n d h e sa id,  ‘I r ea lly  feel  l ik e t h e h u n t ed.  It ’s a  h a r d t im e t o

be a  w h it e m a n  in  A m er ica  r ig h t  n ow ,  beca u se I feel  l ik e I’m  bein g  lu m ped in  w it h  a ll  w h it e m a les

in  A m er ica ,  a n d I’v e t r ied t o do st u ff,  bu t  it ’s a  t ou g h  t im e. ’”

“ I a lw a y s t ell  t h e w h it e m en  in  t h e r oom ,  ‘W e n eed y ou , ’”  Im a da  sa y s.  “ W e ca n n ot  t a lk  a bou t

div er sit y  a n d in c lu sion  a n d en g a g em en t  w it h ou t  y ou  a t  t h e t a ble.  It ’s ok a y  t o be w h it e!

“ Bu t  people a r e st r essed ou t  a bou t  it .  ‘W e u sed t o be in  con t r ol! W e’r e losin g  con t r ol!’”

F T H EY ’RE RIG H T —if w h it e A m er ica  is in deed “ losin g  con t r ol, ”  a n d if t h e fu t u r e w ill  belon g  t o

people w h o ca n  su ccessfu lly  n a v ig a t e a  post -r a c ia l ,  m u lt icu lt u r a l  la n dsca pe—t h en  it ’s n o

su r pr ise t h a t  m a n y  w h it e A m er ica n s a r e ea g er  t o div est  t h em selv es of t h eir  w h it en ess

en t ir ely .

For  som e,  t h is r en u n cia t ion  ca n  t a k e a  r a dica l  for m .  In  1 9 9 4 ,  a  y ou n g  g r a ffit i  a r t ist  a n d a ct iv ist

n a m ed W ill ia m  “ Upsk i”  W im sa t t ,  t h e son  of a  u n iv er sit y  pr ofessor ,  pu blish ed Bo m b the Suburbs ,  t h e

spir it u a l  h eir  t o Nor m a n  Ma iler ’s celebr a t or y  1 9 5 7  essa y ,  “ T h e W h it e Neg r o.”  W im sa t t  w a s deeply

com m it t ed t o h ip-h op’s t r a n sfor m a t iv e pow er s,  g oin g  so fa r  a s t o em br a ce t h e st a t u s of t h e low ly

“ w ig g er ,”  a  pejor a t iv e t er m  popu la r ized in  t h e ea r ly  1 9 9 0 s t o descr ibe w h it e k ids w h o st eep

t h em selv es in  bla ck  cu lt u r e.  W im sa t t  v iew ed t h e w ig g er ’s im m er sion  in  t w o cu lt u r es a s a n  en g in e

for  ch a n g e.  “ If ch a n n eled in  t h e r ig h t  w a y ,”  h e w r ot e,  “ t h e w ig g er  ca n  g o a  lon g  w a y  t ow a r d

r epa ir in g  t h e sick n ess of r a ce in  A m er ica .”

W im sa t t ’s pa in fu lly  ea r n est  a t t em pt s t o pu t  h is ow n  r ela t ion sh ip w it h  w h it en ess u n der  t h e

m icr oscope coin c ided w it h  t h e em er g en ce of a n  a ca dem ic  disc iplin e k n ow n  a s “ w h it en ess st u dies.”  In

colleg es a n d u n iv er sit ies a cr oss t h e cou n t r y ,  sch ola r s beg a n  ex a m in in g  t h e h ist or y  of “ w h it en ess”

a n d u n pa ck in g  it s con t r a dic t ion s.  W h y ,  for  ex a m ple,  h a d t h e Ir ish  a n d t h e It a lia n s fa llen  bey on d

t h e pa le a t  differ en t  m om en t s in  ou r  h ist or y ? W er e Jew ish  A m er ica n s w hite? A n d,  a s t h e h ist or ia n

Ma t t h ew  Fr y e Ja cobson  a sk ed,  “ W h y  is it  t h a t  in  t h e Un it ed St a t es,  a  w h it e w om a n  ca n  h a v e bla ck

ch ildr en  bu t  a  bla ck  w om a n  ca n n ot  h a v e w h it e ch ildr en ?”

Mu ch  lik e W im sa t t ,  t h e w h it en ess-st u dies a ca dem ics—fig u r es su ch  a s Ja cobson ,  Da v id Roedig er ,  Er ic

Lot t ,  a n d Noel Ig n a t iev —w er e a t t em pt in g  t o com e t o t er m s w it h  t h eir  ow n  r ela t ion sh ips w it h

w h it en ess,  in  it s pa st  a n d pr esen t  for m s.  In  t h e ea r ly  1 9 9 0 s,  Ig n a t iev ,  a  for m er  la bor  a ct iv ist  a n d

t h e a u t h or  of Ho w  the Iris h Becam e White ,  set  ou t  t o “ a bolish ”  t h e idea  of t h e w h it e r a ce by  st a r t in g

t h e New  A bolit ion ist  Mov em en t  a n d fou n din g  a  jou r n a l t it led Race Traito r.  “ T h er e is n ot h in g
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posit iv e a bou t  w h it e iden t it y ,”  h e w r ot e in  1 9 9 8 .  “ A s Ja m es Ba ldw in  sa id,  ‘A s lon g  a s y ou  t h in k

y ou ’r e w h it e,  t h er e’s n o h ope for  y ou . ’”

A lt h ou g h  m ost  w h it e A m er ica n s h a v en ’t  r ea d Bo m b the Suburbs  or  Race Traito r,  t h is v iew  of

w h it en ess a s som et h in g  t o be in t er r og a t ed,  if n ot  sh r u g g ed off com plet ely ,  h a s m ig r a t ed t o less

a ca dem ic  sph er es.  T h e per spect iv e of t h e w h it en ess-st u dies a ca dem ics is com m on pla ce n ow ,  ev en  if

t h e la n g u a g e u sed t o ex pr ess it  is differ en t .

“ I g et  it : a s a  st r a ig h t  w h it e m a le,  I’m  t h e w or st  t h in g  on  Ea r t h ,”  Ch r ist ia n  La n der  sa y s.  La n der  is a

Ca n a dia n -bor n ,  Los A n g eles–ba sed sa t ir ist  w h o in  Ja n u a r y  2 0 0 8  st a r t ed a  blog  ca lled St u ff W h it e

People Lik e (st u ffw h it epeoplelik e.com ),  w h ich  pok es fu n  a t  t h e m a n n er s a n d m or es of a  spec ific

spec ies of y ou n g ,  h ip,  u pw a r dly  m obile w h it es.  (H e h a s w r it t en  m or e t h a n  1 0 0  en t r ies a bou t  w h it es’

pa ssion  for  t h in g s l ik e bot t led w a t er ,  “ t h e idea  of soccer ,”  a n d “ bein g  t h e on ly  w h it e per son

a r ou n d.” )  A t  it s best ,  La n der ’s sit e—w h ich  for m ed t h e ba sis for  a  r ecen t ly  pu blish ed book  of t h e sa m e

n a m e (r ev iew ed in  t h e Oct ober  2 0 0 8  Atlantic )—is a  cu n n in g ly  pr ec ise dist il la t ion  of t h e iden t it y

cr isis pla g u in g  w ell-m ea n in g ,  w ell-off w h it e k ids in  a  post -w h it e w or ld.

“ Lik e,  I’m  a w a r e of a ll  t h e h or r ible cr im es t h a t  m y  dem og r a ph ic  h a s don e in  t h e w or ld,”  La n der

sa y s.  “ A n d t h er e’s a  bu n ch  of w h it e people w h o a r e desper a t e—des perate—t o sa y ,  ‘Y ou  k n ow  w h a t ?

My  sk in ’s w h it e,  bu t  I’m  n ot  on e of t h e w h it e people w h o’s dest r oy in g  t h e w or ld. ’”

For  La n der ,  w h it en ess h a s becom e a  v a cu u m .  T h e “ w h it e iden t it y ”  h e l im n s on  h is blog  is

pr edica t ed on  t h e qu est  for  a u t h en t ic it y —u su a lly  ot h er  people’s a u t h en t ic it y .  “ A s a  w h it e per son ,

y ou ’r e ju st  desper a t e t o fin d som et h in g  else t o g r a b on t o.  Y ou ’r e jea lou s! Pr et t y  m u ch  ev er y  w h it e

per son  I g r ew  u p w it h  w ish ed t h ey ’d g r ow n  u p in ,  y ou  k n ow ,  a n  et h n ic  h om e t h a t  g a v e t h em  a

secon d la n g u a g e.  W h it e cu lt u r e is Fam ily Ties  a n d Led Zeppelin  a n d G u n s N’ Roses—lik e,  t h is is w h it e

cu lt u r e.  T h is is a l l  w e h a v e.”

La n der ’s “ w h it e people”  a r e pr odu ct s of a  v er y  spec ific  h ist or ica l  m om en t ,  r a ised by  w ell-m ea n in g

Ba by  Boom er s t o r eject  t h e old idea l  of w h it e A m er ica n  g en t il it y  a n d t o em br a ce div er sit y  a n d

flu idit y  in st ea d.  (“ It ’s st r a n g e t h a t  w e a r e t h e k ids of Ba by  Boom er s,  r ig h t ? H ow  t h e h ell  do y ou  r ebel

a g a in st  t h a t ? Lik e,  y ou r  pa r en t s w ill  m a r ch  a g a in st  t h e W or ld T r a de Or g a n iza t ion  n ex t  t o y ou .

T h ey ’l l  h a v e big g er  w h it e dr ea dlock s t h a n  y ou .  W h a t  do y ou  do?” )  Bu t  h is l ig h t h ea r t ed

a n t h r opolog y  su g g est s t h a t  t h e m u lt icu lt u r a l  h a r m on y  t h ey  w er e r a ised t o w or sh ip h a s br ed a  k in d

of self-den ia l.

Ma t t  W r a y ,  a  soc iolog ist  a t  T em ple Un iv er sit y  w h o is a  fa n  of La n der ’s h u m or ,  h a s obser v ed t h a t

m a n y  of h is w h it e st u den t s a r e pla g u ed by  a  r a c ia l-iden t it y  cr isis: “ T h ey  don ’t  ca r e a bou t

soc ioecon om ics; t h ey  ca r e a bou t  cu lt u r e.  A n d t o be w h it e is t o be cu lt u r a lly  br ok e.  T h e c la ssic  t h in g

w h it e st u den t s sa y  w h en  y ou  a sk  t h em  t o t a lk  a bou t  w h o t h ey  a r e is,  ‘I don ’t  h a v e a  cu lt u r e. ’ T h ey

m ig h t  be pr iv ileg ed,  t h ey  m ig h t  be loa ded soc ioecon om ica lly ,  bu t  t h ey  feel  ba n k r u pt  w h en  it  com es

t o cu lt u r e … T h ey  feel  disa dv a n t a g ed,  a n d t h ey  feel  m a r g in a lized.  T h ey  don ’t  h a v e a  cu lt u r e t h a t ’s

cool or  opposit ion a l.”  W r a y  sa y s t h a t  t h is feelin g  of bein g  cu lt u r a lly  ber eft  oft en  pr ev en t s st u den t s

fr om  r ecog n izin g  w h a t  it  m ea n s t o be a  ch ild of pr iv ileg e—a  st r a n g e ir on y  t h a t  t h e fir st  w a v e of

w h it en ess-st u dies sch ola r s,  in  t h e 1 9 9 0 s,  fa iled t o a n t ic ipa t e.
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Of cou r se,  t h e obv iou s m a t er ia l  a dv a n t a g es t h a t  com e w it h  bein g  bor n  w h it e—low er  in fa n t -

m or t a lit y  r a t es a n d ea sier -t o-a cqu ir e ba n k  loa n s,  for  ex a m ple—t en d t o u n der cu t  a n y  sy m pa t h y  t h a t

t h is sen se of m a r g in a liza t ion  m ig h t  g en er a t e.  A n d in  t h e r ig h t  con t ex t ,  cu lt u r a l-iden t it y  cr ises ca n

t u r n  w ell-m ea n in g  w h it es in t o in st a n t  pu n ch  l in es.  Con sider  ego  trip’s  The (White)  Rapper Sho w ,  a

br il l ia n t  a n d cr it ica lly  a cc la im ed r ea lit y  sh ow  t h a t  V H 1  debu t ed in  2 0 0 7 .  It  depic t ed 1 0  (m ost ly

h a pless)  w h it e r a pper s l iv in g  t og et h er  in  a  dila pida t ed h ou se—du bbed “ T h a  W h it e H ou se” —in  t h e

Sou t h  Br on x .  Despit e t h e con t est a n t s’ best  in t en t ion s,  ea ch  on e seem ed lik e a  pr ofou n dly  con fu sed

ca r ica t u r e,  w h et h er  it  w a s t h e solem n  g r a du a t e st u den t  com m it t ed t o fig h t in g  r a c ism  or  t h e g h et t o-

obsessed su bu r ba n it e w h o h a d,  seem in g ly  by  a cc iden t ,  n a m ed h im self a ft er  t h e a bolit ion ist  Joh n

Br ow n .

Sim ila r ly ,  Sm ir n off st r u ck  m a r k et in g  g old in  2 0 0 6  w it h  a  v ir a l  m u sic  v ideo t it led “ T ea  Pa r t a y ,”

fea t u r in g  a  t r io of st r ik in g ly  ba d,  V -n eck -sw ea t er -c la d w h it e r a pper s ca lled t h e Pr ep Un it .  “ H a t er s

lik e t o c low n  ou r  Iv y  Lea g u e edu ca t ion s / Bu t  t h ey ’r e ju st  jea lou s ’ca u se ou r  fa m ilies r u n  t h e

n a t ion ,”  t h e t r io br a y ed,  a s a  pa ir  of bot t le-blon d w om en  in  spiffy  t en n is w h it es sh im m ied beh in d

t h em .  T h er e w a s n o n on ir on ic  w a y  t o en joy  t h e v ideo; it s en t ir e a ppea l w a s in  it s self-a w a r e

la m poon in g  of W A SP cu lt u r e: v er da n t  cou n t r y  c lu bs,  “ old m on ey ,”  cr oqu et ,  popped colla r s,  a n d t h e

lik e.

“ T h e best  defen se is t o be con st a n t ly  pu llin g  t h e r u g  ou t  fr om  u n der n ea t h  y ou r self, ”  W r a y  r em a r k s,

descr ibin g  t h e w a y  self-a w a r e w h it es con t en d w it h  t h eir  com plica t ed iden t it y .  “ Bea t  people t o t h e

pu n ch .  Y ou ’r e for ced a s a  w h it e per son  in t o a  sen se of ir on ic  det a ch m en t .  Ir on y  is w h a t  fu els a  lot  of

w h it e su bcu lt u r es.  Y ou  a lso see t h in g s l ik e Bu r n in g  Ma n ,  w h en  a  lot  of w h it e people a r e g oin g  in t o

t h e deser t  a n d t r y in g  t o in v en t  som et h in g  t h a t  is en t ir ely  n ew  a n d n ot  a  for m  of r a c ia l  m im icr y .

T h a t ’s it s ow n  k in d of fl ig h t  fr om  w h it en ess.  W e’r e g oin g  t h r ou g h  a  per iod w h er e w h it es a r e r ea lly

t r y in g  t o fig u r e ou t : W h o a r e w e?”

H E “ FLIG H T  FROM W H IT ENESS”  of u r ba n ,  colleg e-edu ca t ed,  l iber a l  w h it es isn ’t  t h e on ly

a t t em pt  t o a n sw er  t h is qu est ion .  Y ou  ca n  flee into  w h it en ess a s w ell .  T h is ca n  m ea n

pu r su in g  t h e a u t h en t ic it y  of a n  im a g in ed pa st : t h in k  of t h e deliber a t ely  w h it e-br ea d w or ld

of Mor m on  A m er ica ,  w h er e t h e ’5 0 s n ev er  en ded,  or  t h e a n a ch r on ist ic  W A SP en t it lem en t

fla u n t ed in  book s l ik e la st  y ea r ’s A Priv ileged Life: Celebrating WASP Style ,  a  h a n dsom e coffee-t a ble

book  com piled by  Su sa n n a  Sa lk ,  depic t in g  a  w or ld of seer su ck er  bla zer s,  w h a le pa n t s,  a n d deck

sh oes.  (W h a t  t h e book  celebr a t es is t h e “ in a bilit y  t o be ou t don e,”  a n d t h e “ self-con fiden ce a n d

secu r it y  t h a t  com es w it h  it , ”  Sa lk  t ells m e.  “ T h a t ’s w h y  I ca ll  it  ‘pr iv ileg e. ’ It ’s t h is pr iv ileg e of t im e,

of h er it a g e,  of bein g  in  a  pla ce lon g er  t h a n  a n y body  else.” )  Bu t  t h ese en c la v es of pr eser v ed-in -a m ber

w h it en ess a r e l ik ely  t o be less im por t a n t  t o t h e A m er ica n  fu t u r e t h a n  t h e con st r u ct ion  of w h it en ess

a s a  som ew h a t  pissed-off m in or it y  cu lt u r e.

T h is n ot ion  of a  self-con sc iou sly  w h it e ex pr ession  of m in or it y  em pow er m en t  w ill  be fa m ilia r  t o

a n y on e w h o h a s com e a cr oss t h e com edia n  La r r y  t h e C a ble G u y —h e of “ Fa r t in g  Jin g le Bells” —or

w it n essed t h e t r a n sfor m a t ion  of Det r oit -bor n -a n d-br ed Kid Rock  fr om  t een a g e r a pper  in t o

“ A m er ica n  Ba d A ss”  sou t h er n -st y le r ock er .  T h e 1 9 9 0 s m a y  h a v e been  a  deca de w h en

m u lt icu lt u r a lism  a dv a n ced dr a m a t ica lly —w h en  A m er ica n  cu lt u r e beca m e “ color ized,”  a s t h e cr it ic
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Jeff Ch a n g  pu t  it —bu t  it  w a s a lso a n  er a  w h en  a  v er y  differ en t  for m  of iden t it y  polit ics cr y st a ll ized.

H ip-h op m a y  h a v e pr ov ided t h e deca de’s sou n dt r a ck ,  bu t  t h e h ig h est -sell in g  a r t ist  of t h e ’9 0 s w a s

G a r t h  Br ook s.  Mich a el  Jor da n  a n d T ig er  W oods m a y  h a v e been  t h e fa ces of a t h let ic  su per st a r dom ,

bu t  it  w a s NA SCA R t h a t  em er g ed a s pr ofession a l spor t s’ fa st est -g r ow in g  in st it u t ion ,  w it h  r a t in g s

secon d on ly  t o t h e NFL’s.

A s w it h  t h e u n ex pect ed su ccess of t h e a poca ly pt ic  Left  Beh in d n ov els,  or  t h e Jeff Fox w or t h y –

or g a n ized Blu e Colla r  Com edy  T ou r ,  t h e r ise of cou n t r y  m u sic  a n d a u t o r a c in g  t ook  pla ce w ell  off t h e

A m er ica n  elit e’s r a da r  scr een .  (Non e of Ch r ist ia n  La n der ’s w h it e people w ou ld be ca u g h t  dea d a t  a

NA SCA R r a ce.)  T h ese ph en om en a  r eflec t ed a  g r ow in g  sen se of cu lt u r a l  solida r it y  a m on g  low er -

m iddle-c la ss w h it es—a  solida r it y  defin ed by  a  y ea r n in g  for  A m er ica n  “ a u t h en t ic it y ,”  a  folk sy

r ea ln ess t h a t  r eject s t h e g loba l,  t h e u r ba n ,  a n d t h e effet e in  fa v or  of n ost a lg ia  for  “ t h e w a y  t h in g s

u sed t o be.”

Lik e ot h er  for m s of iden t it y  polit ics,  w h it e solida r it y  com es com plet e w it h  it s ow n  folk  h er oes,

con spir a cy  t h eor ies (Ba r a ck  Oba m a  is a  secr et  Mu slim ! T h e U.S.  is g oin g  t o m er g e w it h  Ca n a da  a n d

Mex ico!) ,  a n d la u n dr y  l ist s of in ju st ices.  T h e t a r g et s a n d sca peg oa t s v a r y —fr om  m u lt icu lt u r a lism

a n d a ffir m a t iv e a ct ion  t o a  loss of m or a l  v a lu es,  fr om  im m ig r a t ion  t o a n  econ om y  t h a t  n o lon g er

g u a r a n t ees t h e A m er ica n  w or k er  a  fa ir  ch a n ce—a n d so do t h e polit ica l  pr og r a m s t h ey  in spir e.  (Ross

Per ot  a n d Pa t  Bu ch a n a n  bot h  t a pped in t o t h is w h it e iden t it y  polit ics in  t h e 1 9 9 0 s; t oda y ,  it s

t r ibu n es r u n  t h e ideolog ica l  g a m u t ,  fr om  Jim  W ebb t o Ron  Pa u l t o Mik e H u ck a bee t o Sa r a h  Pa lin .)

Bu t  t h e cor e g r iev a n ce,  in  ea ch  ca se,  h a s t o do w it h  cu lt u r a l  a n d soc ioecon om ic  disloca t ion —t h e

sen se t h a t  t h e sy st em  t h a t  u sed t o g u a r a n t ee t h e w h it e w or k in g  c la ss som e st a bilit y  h a s g on e

off-k ilt er .

W r a y  is on e of t h e fou n der s of w h a t  h a s been  ca lled “ w h it e-t r a sh  st u dies,”  a  field con ceiv ed a s a

r espon se t o t h e per ceiv ed elit e-l iber a l  m a r g in a liza t ion  of t h e w h it e w or k in g  c la ss.  H e a r g u es t h a t

t h e econ om ic  dow n t u r n  of t h e 1 9 7 0 s w a s t h e pr econ dit ion  for  t h e for m a t ion  of a n  “ opposit ion a l”  a n d

“ defia n t ”  w h it e-w or k in g -c la ss sen sibil it y —t h in k  of t h e r u g g ed,  a n t i-ev er y t h in g  in div idu a lism  of

1 9 7 7 ’s Sm o k ey and the Bandit.  Bu t  t h ose a n x iet ies t ook  t h eir  sh a pe fr om  t h e a ft er sh ock s of t h e

iden t it y -ba sed m ov em en t s of t h e 1 9 6 0 s.  “ I t h in k  t h a t  t h e polit ica l  spa ce t h a t  t h e c iv il-r ig h t s

m ov em en t  open s u p in  t h e m id-1 9 5 0 s a n d ’6 0 s is t h e t r a n sfor m a t iv e t h in g ,”  W r a y  obser v es.

“ Follow in g  t h e bla ck -pow er  m ov em en t ,  a ll  of t h e ot h er  m in or it y  g r ou ps t h a t  follow ed t ook  u p

v a r iou s for m s of a c t iv ism ,  in c lu din g  br ow n  pow er  a n d y ellow  pow er  a n d r ed pow er .  Of cou r se t h e

pr oblem  is,  if y ou  t r y  a n d h a v e a  ‘w h it e pow er ’ m ov em en t ,  it  doesn ’t  sou n d g ood.”

T h e r esu lt  is a  r a c ia l  pr ide t h a t  da r es n ot  spea k  it s n a m e,  a n d t h a t  defin es it self t h r ou g h  cu lt u r a l

cu es in st ea d—a  su spic ion  of in t ellec t u a l  elit es a n d c it y  dw eller s,  a  pr efer en ce for  folk sin ess a n d

pla in n ess of speech  (w h et h er  r ea l  or  feig n ed),  a n d t h e a ssoc ia t ion  of a  w or k in g -c la ss w h it e m in or it y

w it h  “ t h e r ea l  A m er ica .”  (In  t h e Scot s-Ir ish  belt  t h a t  r u n s fr om  A r k a n sa s u p t h r ou g h  W est  V ir g in ia ,

t h e m ost  com m on  et h n ic  la bel  offer ed t o cen su s t a k er s is “ A m er ica n .” )  A r g u a bly ,  t h is w h it e

iden t it y  polit ics h elped sw in g  t h e 2 0 0 0  a n d 2 0 0 4  elec t ion s,  ser v in g  a s t h e pow er fu l  cou n t er pu n ch

t o u r ba n  w h it e l iber a ls,  a n d t h e McCa in -Pa lin  ca m pa ig n  r elied on  it  a lm ost  t o t h e poin t  of a bsu r dit y

(a s w h en  a  McCa in  su r r og a t e dism issed Nor t h er n  V ir g in ia  a s som eh ow  n ot  pa r t  of “ t h e r ea l
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V ir g in ia ” )  a s a  bu lw a r k  a g a in st  t h e t h r ea t en in g  m u lt icu lt u r a lism  of Ba r a ck  Oba m a .  T h eir  st r a t eg y

fa iled,  of cou r se,  bu t  it ’s possible t o im a g in e w h it e iden t it y  polit ics g r ow in g  m or e pot en t  a n d m or e

for t h r ig h t  in  it s r a c ia l  iden t ifica t ion s in  t h e fu t u r e,  a s “ t h e r ea l  A m er ica ”  becom es a n  ev er -sm a ller

por t ion  of,  w ell ,  t h e r ea l  A m er ica ,  a n d a s t h e soon -t o-be w h it e m in or it y ’s sen se of bein g  besieg ed a n d

disda in ed by  a  m u lt icu lt u r a l  m a jor it y  g r ow s a pa ce.

T h is v ision  of t h e a g g r iev ed w h it e m a n  lost  in  a  w or ld t h a t  n o lon g er  v a lu es h im  w a s g iv en  it s m ost

v iv id ex pr ession  in  t h e 1 9 9 3  film  Falling Do w n.  Mich a el  Dou g la s pla y s Bil l  Fost er ,  a  dow n sized

defen se w or k er  w it h  a  bu zz cu t  a n d a  pock et  pr ot ect or  w h o r a m pa g es t h r ou g h  a  Los A n g eles ov er r u n

by  g r eedy  Kor ea n  sh op-ow n er s a n d H ispa n ic  g a n g st er s,  r a il in g  a g a in st  t h e ec lipse of t h e A m er ica  h e

u sed t o k n ow .  (T h e film  ca m e ou t  ju st  eig h t  y ea r s befor e Ca lifor n ia  beca m e t h e n a t ion ’s fir st

m a jor it y -m in or it y  st a t e. )  Falling Do w n  en ds w it h  a  sou lfu l  police officer  a ppr eh en din g  Fost er  on  t h e

Sa n t a  Mon ica  Pier ,  a t  w h ich  poin t  t h e m iddle-c la ss v ig ila n t e a sk s,  a lm ost  in n ocen t ly : “ I’m  t h e ba d

g u y ?”

UT  T H IS IS a  n ig h t m a r e v ision .  Of cou r se m ost  of A m er ica ’s Bil l  Fost er s a r en ’t  t h e ba d

g u y s—ju st  a s c iv il iza t ion  is n ot ,  in  t h e w or ds of T om  Bu ch a n a n ,  “ g oin g  t o pieces”  a n d

A m er ica  is n ot ,  in  t h e ph r a sin g  of Pa t  Bu ch a n a n ,  g oin g  “ T h ir d W or ld.”  T h e com in g  w h it e

m in or it y  does n ot  m ea n  t h a t  t h e r a c ia l  h ier a r ch y  of A m er ica n  cu lt u r e w ill  su dden ly

becom e in v er t ed,  a s in  1 9 9 5 ’s White Man’s  Burden,  a n  a w fu l t h ou g h t  ex per im en t  of a  film ,  st a r r in g

Joh n  T r a v olt a ,  t h a t  en v ision s a n  u pside-dow n  w or ld in  w h ich  w h it es a r e su bju g a t ed t o t h eir

h ig h -c la ss bla ck  oppr essor s.  T h er e w ill  be disloca t ion s a n d r esen t m en t s a lon g  t h e w a y ,  bu t  t h e

dem og r a ph ic  sh ift s of t h e n ex t  4 0  y ea r s a r e l ik ely  t o r edu ce t h e pow er  of r a c ia l  h ier a r ch ies ov er

ev er y on e’s l iv es,  pr odu cin g  a  cu lt u r e t h a t ’s m or e l ik ely  t h a n  a n y  befor e t o t r ea t  it s in h a bit a n t s a s

in div idu a ls,  r a t h er  t h a n  m em ber s of a  ca st e or  iden t it y  g r ou p.

Con sider  t h e w or ld of a dv er t isin g  a n d m a r k et in g ,  in du st r ies t h a t  set  ou t  t o m old ou r  desir es a t  a

su bcon sc iou s lev el.  A dv er t isin g  st r a t eg y  on ce a ssu m ed a  “ g en er a l  m a r k et ” —“ a  code w or d for  ‘w h it e

people, ’”  jok es on e a d ex ecu t iv e—a n d sm a ller ,  m u t u a lly  ex c lu siv e,  sa t ell it e “ et h n ic  m a r k et s.”  In

r ecen t  y ea r s,  t h ou g h ,  a dv er t iser s h a v e beg u n  r ev isin g  t h eir  a ssu m pt ion s a n d st r a t eg ies in

a n t ic ipa t ion  of pr ofou n d dem og r a ph ic  sh ift s.  In st ea d of h er din g  con su m er s t ow a r d a  discr et e cen t er ,

t h e g oa l  t oda y  is t o cr ea t e v er sa t ile im a g es a n d ca m pa ig n s t h a t  ca n  be a da pt ed t o h ig h ly

in div idu a lized t a st es.  (T h in k  of t h e da n cin g  silh ou et t es in  A pple’s iPod ca m pa ig n ,  w h ich  em ph a sizes

in div idu a lit y  a n d div er sit y  w it h ou t  pr iv ileg in g —or  ev en  r epr esen t in g —a n y  spec ific  g r ou p.)

A t  t h e m om en t ,  w e ca n  ca ll  t h is t h e t r iu m ph  of m u lt icu lt u r a lism ,  or  post -r a c ia lism .  Bu t  ju st  a s

w hitenes s  h a s n o in h er en t  m ea n in g —it  is a  v essel  w e fil l  w it h  ou r  h opes a n d a n x iet ies—t h ese t er m s

m a y  pr ov e equ a lly  em pt y  in  t h e lon g  r u n .  Does bein g  post -r a c ia l  m ea n  t h a t  w e a r e pa st  r a ce

com plet ely ,  or  m er ely  t h a t  r a ce is n o lon g er  essen t ia l  t o h ow  w e iden t ify  ou r selv es? Ka r l  Ca r t er ,  of

A t la n t a ’s y ou t h -or ien t ed G T M In c .  (G u er r il la  T a ct ics Media ),  su g g est s t h a t  m a r k et er s a n d

a dv er t iser s w ou ld be bet t er  off focu sin g  on  m a t r ices l ik e “ l ifest y le”  or  “ cu lt u r e”  r a t h er  t h a n  r a ce or

et h n ic it y .  “ Y ou ’l l  h a v e cr a zy  in -dept h  st u dies of t h e w h it e con su m er  or  t h e La t in o con su m er ,”  h e

com pla in s.  “ Bu t  h ow  do sk a t er s feel? H ow  do h ip-h opper s feel?”

T h e log ic  of on lin e soc ia l  n et w or k in g  poin t s in  a  sim ila r  dir ect ion .  T h e New  Y or k  Un iv er sit y
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soc iolog ist  Da lt on  Con ley  h a s w r it t en  of a  “ n et w or k  n a t ion ,”  in  w h ich  a pplica t ion s l ik e Fa cebook  a n d

My Spa ce cr ea t e “ cr osscu t t in g  soc ia l  g r ou ps”  a n d n ew ,  flex ible iden t it ies t h a t  on ly  v a g u ely  ov er la p

w it h  r a c ia l  iden t it ies.  Per h a ps t h is is w h er e t h e fu t u r e of iden t it y  a ft er  w h it en ess l ies—in  a  dr a m a t ic

depa r t u r e fr om  t h e r a c ia l  log ic  t h a t  h a s defin ed A m er ica n  cu lt u r e fr om  t h e v er y  beg in n in g .  W h a t

Con ley ,  Ca r t er ,  a n d ot h er s a r e descr ibin g  isn ’t  m er ely  t h e displa cem en t  of w h it en ess fr om  ou r

cu lt u r a l  cen t er ; t h ey ’r e descr ibin g  a  soc ia l  st r u ct u r e t h a t  t r ea t s r a ce a s ju st  on e of a  seem in g ly

in fin it e n u m ber  of possible self-iden t ifica t ion s.

T h e pr oblem  of t h e 2 0 t h  cen t u r y ,  W .  E.  B.  Du Bois fa m ou sly

pr edic t ed,  w ou ld be t h e pr oblem  of t h e color  l in e.  W ill  t h is con t in u e

t o be t h e ca se in  t h e 2 1 st  cen t u r y ,  w h en  a  bla ck  pr esiden t  w ill

g ov er n  a  cou n t r y  w h ose soc ia l  n et w or k s in cr ea sin g ly  cu t  a cr oss

ev er y  con ceiv a ble l in e of iden t ifica t ion ? T h e r u lin g  of United States

v .  Bhagat Singh Thind  n o lon g er  h olds w eig h t ,  bu t  it s ech oes h a v e

been  in esca pa ble: w e a spir e t o be post -r a c ia l ,  bu t  w e st il l  l iv e w it h in  t h e st r u ct u r es of pr iv ileg e,

in ju st ice,  a n d r a c ia l  ca t eg or iza t ion  t h a t  w e in h er it ed fr om  a n  older  or der .  W e ca n  t a lk  a bou t

defin in g  ou r selv es by  l ifest y le r a t h er  t h a n  sk in  color ,  bu t  ou r  l ifest y le ch oices a r e st il l  r a c ia lly

coded.  W e k n ow ,  m or e or  less,  t h a t  r a ce is a  fic t ion  t h a t  oft en  does m or e h a r m  t h a n  g ood,  a n d y et  it

is som et h in g  w e c lin g  t o w it h ou t  fu lly  u n der st a n din g  w h y —a s a  soc ia l  a n d leg a l  fa c t ,  a  v a g u e sen se

of belon g in g  a n d pla ce t h a t  w e m a k e solid t h r ou g h  cu lt u r e a n d speech .

Bu t  m a y be t h is is m er ely  h ow  it  u sed t o be—m a y be t h is is a lr ea dy  a n  ou t da t ed w a y  of look in g  a t

t h in g s.  “ Y ou  h a v e a  lot  of y ou n g  a du lt s g oin g  in t o a  m or e div er se w or ld,”  Ca r t er  r em a r k s.  For  t h e

y ou n g  A m er ica n s bor n  in  t h e 1 9 8 0 s a n d 1 9 9 0 s,  cu lt u r e is som et h in g  t o be t a k en  a pa r t  a n d r em a de

in  t h eir  ow n  im a g e.  “ W e ca m e a lon g  in  a  g en er a t ion  t h a t  didn ’t  h a v e t o follow  t h a t  pa t h  of r a ce,”  h e

g oes on .  “ W e sa w  som et h in g  different. ”  T h is m om en t  w a s n ot  t h e en d of w h it e A m er ica ; it  w a s n ot

t h e en d of a n y t h in g .  It  w a s a  br idg e,  a n d w e cr ossed it .
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