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SERIES FOREWORD

Breaking Feminist Waves is a series designed to rethink the conven-
tional models of what feminism is today, its past and future trajecto-
ries. For more than a quarter of a century, feminist theory has been
presented as a series of ascending waves, and this has come to repre-
sent generational divides and differences of political orientation as
well as different formulations of goals. The imagery of waves, while
connoting continuous movement, implies a singular trajectory with
an inevitably progressive teleology. As such, it constrains the way we
understand what feminism has been and where feminist thought has
appeared, while simplifying the rich and nuanced political and philo-
sophical diversity that has been characteristic of feminism through-
out. Most disturbingly, it restricts the way we understand and frame
new work.

This series provides a forum to reassess established constructions
of feminism and of feminist theory. It provides a starting point to
redefine feminism as a configuration of intersecting movements and
concerns; with political commitment but, perhaps, without a singular
centre or primary track. The generational divisions among women do
not actually correlate to common interpretive frameworks shaped by
shared historical circumstances, but rather to a diverse set of argu-
ments, problems, and interests affected by differing historical con-
texts and locations. Often excluded from cultural access to dominant
modes of communication and dissemination, feminisms have never
been uniform nor yet in a comprehensive conversation. The genera-
tional division, then, cannot represent the dominant divide within
feminism, nor a division between essentially coherent moments;
there are always multiple conflicts and contradictions, as well as dif-
ferences about the goals, strategies, founding concepts, and starting
premises.

Nonetheless; the problems facing women, feminists, and femi-
nisms are as acute and pressing today as ever. Featuring a variety of
disciplinary and theoretical perspectives, Breaking Feminist Waves
provides a forum for comparative, historical, and interdisciplinary
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work, with special attention to the problems of cultural differences,
language and representation, embodiment, rights, violence, sexual
economies, and political action. By rethinking feminisms’ history
as well as its present, and by unearthing neglected contributions to
feminist theory, this series intends to unlock conversations between
feminists and feminisms and to open up feminist theory and practice
to new audiences.

—Linda Martin Alcoff and Gillian Howie



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book gestated slowly. What evolved into the analysis of John
Rawls’s work in Chapter Four first emerged during a fall 1999 resi-
dency as a fellow at the Institute for the Human Sciences in Vienna.
I am indebted to the staff and audiences there and also at the Freud
Museum in Vienna for their inspiring attention. The Beatrice Bain
Center at UC Berkeley provided six months of free time during which
my thinking about unconscious process progressed. My “vertical
community” compatriots, Barrie Thorne and Peter Lyman, provided
many forms of sustenance. Responses to subsequent invited lectures
at the following institutions and conferences were most helpful in
refining my arguments: the Department of Political Science, UC
Santa Cruz; the Department of Political Science, the University of
Toronto; the Conference on Social and Political Thought (Canada);
the McDowell Conference on Ethics, American University; the
Annual Meeting of the American Psychoanalytic Association; the
Annual Meeting, Psychology of Women, British Psychological
Society; the International Conference on “Narratives for a New
Millennium,” Adelaide, Australia; the Conference on “Revisiting
Dorothy Dinnerstein’s The Mermaid and the Minotaur,” the New
School University; the Biannual Conference on Gender Studies,
the Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina, Brazil; the Conference
on “The American Dilemma Revisited,” New York University; the
10th Biannual Conference, International Society for Theoretical
Psychology, Istanbul; the Conference on “Deconstructing Feminist
Mental Health Care: A South African Discussion,” University of
Stellenbosch, South Africa; AHRB Centre for Cultural Analysis,
Theory and History, Leeds University; Institute for Gender and
Development Studies, Nita Barrow Unit, University of the West
Indies; and the “leaky pipe” project funded by the European Social
Foundation Grant (European Union) and conducted at the University
of Lund, Sweden. I am also grateful to the challenges and care pro-
vided by many people, often at just the right moment, without which
this project would have died. These include Elisabeth Young-Bruehl,



xii 4 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Jennifer Nedelsky, Joseph Carens, Maureen MacGrogan, Ann Snitow,
Griselda Pollock, Joan Cuffie, Toni Hetzler, Ann-Mari Sellerberg,
Katarina Sjoberg, Lou-Marie Kruger, and Victor Wolfenstein. I am
especially thankful to Linda Alcoff, Brigette Shull and Lee Norton
for expediting the publishing process. To Eudine Barriteau I owe
thanks for the special pleasures and support a former student’s trans-
formation into a respected colleague and friend provide. The com-
radery under difficult circumstance sustained by Rick Seltzer, Mervat
Hatem, John Cotman, and Marilyn Lashley is much appreciated. For
the deepening pleasures of his company, I am grateful to my son,
Gabriel Flax Frankel. Ellen Feder’s enthusiastic support and eagle eye
editing were extraordinarily generous. Finally, I lament the impov-
erishment of current discourses of friendship. There is no language
to convey what my relationships with Kirsten Dahl and Fred Risser
mean and how they “keep me keeping on.”



INTRODUCTION

We Aren’t There Yet

During a speech given in Philadelphia, on March 18, 2008, Barack
Obama stated:

Contrary to the claims of some of my critics, black and white, I have
never been so naive as to believe we can get beyond our racial divisions
in a single election cycle, or with a single candidacy—particularly a
candidacy as imperfect as my own.!

Quoting William Faulkner, he reminded his audience that the “past
isn’t dead and buried. In fact, it isn’t even past.”? He told his listen-
ers it is important to remember that “many of the disparities that
exist in the African American community today can be directly traced
to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered
under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow.”® The “legacy of
discrimination—and current incidents of discrimination, while less
overt than in the past—are real and must be addressed. Not just with
words, but with deeds.” He characterized the relationship between
the races as at a stalemate, with a “chasm of misunderstanding”® exist-
ing between them and delineated major differences in the narratives
regarding race matters that black and white people tend to espouse.
Referring to the nation’s “original sin of slavery,”® he also suggested
that if America is to move toward a more perfect union, major shifts
in public discourse and policy are necessary.

In his autobiography, Dreams from My Father, Obama describes
in more personal terms some of the effects on him of the legacy of
America’s original sin.” He weaves a narrative of his often painful
attempts to negotiate the race/gender etiquette still pervasive within
the United States. As a son of a white mother and a mostly absent
black African father, with his mother’s white parents often serv-
ing as his primary caretakers, he was forced to undergo a process
of identity construction bounded by the simultaneously rigid and



2 % RESONANCES OF SLAVERY

complexly fluid grammar of race/gender identities. “Away from my
mother, away from my grandparents, I was engaged in a fitful interior
struggle. I was trying to raise myself as a black man in America, and
beyond the given of my appearance, no one around me seemed to
know exactly what that meant.”® Tormented throughout adolescence
and early adulthood by the question of where he belonged, he slowly
began to realize that the only solution to this American dilemma is
to build a community in and through which America could redefine
itself. By redeeming the American promise of a more perfect union,
a community truly inclusive of all, Obama could finally answer the
question, “where do I belong?”? By the time he finished law school
Obama came to believe that only such a community could “admit the
uniqueness of my own life.”1?

Adhering to such a vision is not the same as believing the dream
has been realized. In his The Audacity of Hope, Obama denies that
“we have arrived at a ‘postracial politics’ or that we already live in
a color-blind society...To say that we are one people is not to sug-
gest that race no longer matters—that the fight for equality has been
won, or that the problems that minorities face in this country today
are largely self-inflicted.”!! Furthermore, he warns, that while more
“minorities may be living the American dream...their hold on that
dream remains tenuous.”!?

Obama’s election to the presidency evoked a tremendous surge
of hope, legitimation, inclusion, and even redemption among many,
perhaps especially, in the African American community. Despite
Obama’s disclaimer, some Americans are eager to insist that his elec-
tion means we have finally achieved the dream as Dr. Martin Luther
King so eloquently articulated it—that people will be judged on the
content of their character, not their skin color. The realization of this
dream means America is finally a “color-blind” society, and has thus
entered a “postracial” state. However, as Obama himself suggests,
there are ample reasons for caution in interpreting what his election
means and might augur, particularly in regard to race/gender domi-
nation. American history is full of instances of raised hopes that at
last the effects of our original sin of slavery will be expiated (e.g., the
Reconstruction Era, passage of civil rights legislation in the 1960s,
post-Katrina) followed by profound disillusionment as the legacy of
race/gender domination reasserts its power. To investigate the pos-
sible meanings of his election, we must place it within the context of
narratives and practices that deeply structure American political life.
These include a particular version of individualism, complex grids of
race/gender positioning, and what I call race/gender melancholia.
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These processes undermine our ability to productively confront the
effects of what Toni Morrison calls the “shadow at the heart” of the
American dream—slavery.!? Under the influence of our faith in indi-
vidualism, Americans tend to overestimate the import of the singular
instance and its representative power. Predominant race/gender grids
were very apparent during the primaries, when the contest between
Hilary Rodham Clinton and Barack Obama was categorized as a
choice between an African American and a woman. This categoriza-
tion reflects several dimensions of contemporary American practices
of race/gendering, including the continuing effect of the “one drop
rule”'* and the conflating of woman and white and black and male.
The erasure of black women is noticeable in some of these practices.

Perhaps most worrying to me is that Obama’s election will strengthen
the processes of denial, devaluation, and projection intrinsic to race/
gender melancholia. Melancholia is a pathological response to loss.
Rather than acknowledge the loss of a valued object (relationship,
dream, etc.) the loss is either denied or the object is devalued so that
the impact of its loss is minimized. Melancholic subjects are gripped by
sometimes paralyzing wishes to magically erase the living past rather
than engage in the arduous processes of realistically facing its effects
and constructing practices to ameliorate them. I argue that as a soci-
ety, America has never properly mourned the losses that would follow
a serious grappling with the centrality of slavery in the development
of our polity. There are at least two losses that such grappling would
entail—a preferred narrative about the exceptional nature of American
history and practices and a sense among dominant groups that their
positioning is earned solely through individual effort and merit. As
I will argue in chapter 6, proper mourning would entail numerous
deeds, including publicly acknowledging and honoring the sacrifices
enslaved persons made in the construction of a nation “dedicated” to
freedom; initiating public and private discourse among and between
members of various race/gender positions regarding the ongoing
effects of the past’s legacy; finding ways to reconstitute social relations
so that existing practices of denigration, distrust, and ignorance are
altered; and redistributing social goods and burdens to address con-
temporary, unearned asymmetries of wealth, power, and social respect
and honor. Managing all this will require massive changes in the con-
stituting practices of subjectivity, politics, and economics.

What would be sufficient evidence that America has shifted into
a postracial state? I will argue that making such a case requires evi-
dence that it is reasonable to anticipate that a person’s life chances
in areas deemed of value by that subject or their society will not be
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significantly affected by their race/gender location. Based on this cri-
terion, it is premature for Americans to shout “free at last.” I am
certainly not claiming that, especially since the civil rights movements
and legislation of the 1960s, no positive changes have occurred in our
race/gender arrangements. Achievements such as ending legal segre-
gation, enfranchising blacks so that they can register to vote without
fearing for their lives, dismantling formal barriers to those in sub-
ordinate race/gender positions entering professions, and broadening
access to important resources such as university education or buying
real estate improve the lives of African Americans and all other citi-
zens who care about justice. Reducing the horrible harms of the daily
humiliations and fear inflicted on subordinates by white dominance
is unambiguously good. Enjoyment of unearned privilege enables the
dominant to organize themselves and the ways we live unjustly. Thus,
any diminishing of dominance potentially enlarges the space for bet-
ter practices that can generate more freedom and justice.

However, assuming that we have attained “postracial” nirvana
is mistaken. It is reasonable to worry about the permanence of any
improvement. There is little evidence for believing that history is
unilinear and only moves in a progressive direction. As the unequal
effects of the current recession illustrate, positive changes are frag-
ile and subject to reversal. Instead, the post-Obama election flurry of
discussion of achieving a “postracial” society turns out to be another
manifestation of melancholic fantasy. Since he took oftice, a predictable
repetition of the idealization/devaluation dynamic endemic to melan-
cholia is manifest. What is unusual is that one person—Obama—is the
object of both. Bestowing the Nobel Prize reflects, among other fac-
tors, an expression of idealization. The “birthers” who deny Obama is
an American citizen and “Tea Party” members who by an overwhelm-
ingly majority believe that Mr. Obama “does not share the values most
Americans live by,”*® express devaluation. Most importantly, I think
that the typically American fantasy about the past, that it disappears
without a trace and that therefore we can always start over again from
scratch, has particularly pernicious effects on our ability to understand
race/gender and its various dynamics and processes. As I will illus-
trate in various ways throughout this book, in regard to race/gender
the effects of the past indeed are not past; instead its traces shape the
distribution of valued goods, American political institutions, patterns
of social relations, and what I call the political unconscious—pow-
erful, culturally infused dynamics of fantasy and denial that struc-
ture American subjects. Understanding the operations of this political
unconscious is not easy. As I will discuss more fully in the following
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chapters, it functions in and as that strange field anthropologists call
the liminal. Liminal phenomena incorporate processes and material
that a culture’s practices treat as necessarily distinct and opposing.
These phenomena transgress the normative boundaries and exclusion-
ary categories cultures establish in organizing themselves. Their trans-
gressive qualities enable liminal practices to do work cultures need to
maintain the appearance of stability and coherence but also cannot
acknowledge. The work cannot be acknowledged, because to do so
would reveal how arbitrary and fragile cultures’ modes of organization
are and their practices’ dependency on material they officially exclude
or pronounce deviant, impossible, or nonexistent.

Despite the important work it does in American life, the operations
and effects of the political unconscious are rarely explored. I hope
that one of the major contributions of this book will be to highlight
and address this malignant absence. As I will argue, failure to attend
to unconscious processes and material is especially unfortunate in
that it blinds us to many of the ways race/gender melancholia shapes
our practices of subjectivity, citizenship, politics, and the distribution
of valued resources. In contemporary American culture, the politi-
cal unconscious transgresses boundaries of categories often treated
as radically separate and distinct. These categories include psychic,
material, personal, political, power, individual, social, thought, and
feeling. The political unconscious is simultaneously idiosyncratic and
widely shared. It is constituted through, as well as shapes and reflects,
power relations, cultural and political practices, and affective states.
It makes use of culturally available material to manage uniquely felt
subjective dilemmas and so is deployed, experienced, and expressed
differently by each subject. However, it also helps each subject carry
out cultural demands (e.g., to locate oneself in particular race/gen-
der grids) and in doing so makes use of widely available cultural and
political information. Its processes are both limited and empowered
by what is available for its use in any particular context, but it can
remake practices of subjectivity and power relations in unpredictable
and unexpected ways.!¢

In the rest of the book, I will develop and defend my claims regard-
ing the existence, power, and effects of race/gender melancholia in
contemporary American politics. In chapter 1, I will elaborate what
I mean by race/gender melancholia and the political unconscious.
I will also discuss the relationships between race/gender melancho-
lia and race/gender domination. In chapter 2, I will introduce other
concepts, especially race/gender, and discuss current distributions of
valued goods to support the claim that Obama’s election has not and
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cannot in the absence of profound changes signify the dawn of a
post-race/gender era. Chapter 3 delves into the political unconscious,
paying special attention to one of its most important modes, fantasy.
I use three movies—Monster’s Ball, The Deep End, and Crash—to
explore some of the American political unconscious’ contemporary
content. I analyze the ways in which race/gender positioning and
race/gender melancholia structure these movies’ characters and plots.
Each movie articulates different aspects of race/gender positioning
and racial melancholia. Reading these enactments enables us to pay
attention to dimensions of social practice and unconscious processes
that we might consciously deny.

Individualism is the primary focus of chapter 4. Many variants of
individualism exist, but I think it is fair to say that dominant American
political culture has rarely strayed far from allegiance to some form of
it. I will use the work of John Rawls to explore the work a particular
kind of abstract individualism does to defend ourselves against race/
gender melancholia. Rawls makes the best possible argument for a ver-
sion of political liberalism grounded in such individualism, and thus I
use his ideas as a case study to explore an important strand of American
thought/practice. 1 will argue that, like all defensive processes,
abstract individualism generates unintended and self-defeating effects.
Tragically, in this case, it undermines the possibility of bringing about
the result to which Rawls and so many others are deeply committed—
the institution of a more just political framework. Therefore, generat-
ing more just political practices will require exploring alternatives.

Tinvestigate alternatives in the last two chapters of the book. While
chapter 4 focuses on rational constructions to reveal underlying fan-
tasies, in the last two chapters I grapple with questions about how to
weaken race/gender melancholia’s grip. Chapter 5 is more abstract,
considering different ways to think about subjectivity and congruent
practices of citizenship. Chapter 6 suggests some public policies that
offer leverage against the paralyzing and repetitive effects of race/
gender melancholia and might reduce domination.

Initial discourses about the 2008 presidential election revealed a
desire for the washing away of sin, a restoration of purity or the end
of our enmeshment in history—longings that are understandable and
recurring motifs in American thought and politics. However, as sub-
sequent events suggest, unless we actively confront the race/gender
melancholia that continually infuses the unmourned past into the
present, wishes for a “more perfect union” will remain unrealizable
for actual, socially constituted American subjects.



CHAPTER 1

Shadow at the Heart: Race/Gender
Domination and the Melancholia of

A merican Politics

What was distinctive in the New World was, first of all, its claim
to freedom, and second, the presence of the unfree within the heart
of the democratic experiment—the critical absence of democracy,
its echo, shadow, and silent force in the political and intellectunl
activity of some not-Americans. The distinguishing features of the
not-Americans were their slave status, their social status—and
their color.!

Equality and freedom are central themes in the preferred narrative
of America’s founding and also our defining values.? In this con-
text, the pervasive presence of the unfree—of slavery—is an irrec-
oncilable paradox. David Brion Davis claims that “racial slavery
became an intrinsic and indispensable part of New World settle-
ment, not an accident or a marginal shortcoming of the American
experience,” and that we “must face the ultimate contradiction that
our free and democratic society was made possible by massive slave
labor.”® While I agree with both these claims, I do not think that we
have adequately confronted the consequences of this contradiction.
The legalized practice of slavery, with its permanent relationships
of domination and submission, as well as its creation of an utterly
involuntary and fixed status, cannot be assimilated into the narra-
tive of American exceptionalism—of a state uniquely born into and
from freedom, destined to spread its essence beyond its own bor-
ders. We cannot resolve this contradiction, but we can devise better
ways to deal with it, and proper mourning is one of the tools that
can help us do that.
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However, as Americans, we have not adequately confronted our
history’s contradictions and properly mourned their consequences.
Instead, American politics and subjects suffer from untreated race/
gender melancholia. In the ordinary process of mourning, we con-
front the loss of a valued object (a person, an ideal, an aspiration,
etc.) and work it through. Going through this process enables the
mourner to regain the lost object by creating a new relationship with
it. In contrast, melancholia is a pathological form of mourning in
which the subject does not acknowledge the loss of the object and
hence remains unable to rework and reclaim his or her relationship
with it. Race/gender melancholia stems from our collective failure as
Americans to adequately mourn the centrality of slavery in the devel-
opment of our nation’s polity. This absence of mourning contributes
to our persistent incapacity to constructively deal with slavery’s legacy
and its ongoing social, economic, and psychological effects. Instead,
the influences of slavery on the constitution of American politics and
citizenship and its profound effects on our current subjective prac-
tices remain insufficiently understood and acknowledged. The domi-
nant attitude among most Americans, including academic writers is,
as Paul Gilroy puts it, “If perceived as relevant at all, the history of
slavery is somehow assigned to blacks. It becomes our special property
rather than a part of the ethical and intellectual heritage of the West as
awhole.” Or, even worse, in the periods of our history in which some
people recognize slavery as “the dark side of the American dream”
or the single sin marring national perfection, a “subtle psychological
inversion” occurs, and the victims of slavery become the embodi-
ments of the sin.® The failings and flaws of black people become the
problem, the irresolvable American dilemma: “For two hundred
years [with mixed success| African Americans have struggled against
accepting or above all internalizing this prescribed identity, this psy-
chological curse.”® Imagining themselves outside this heritage, white
Americans too often remain color-blind—that is, blind to our loca-
tions within race/gender dynamics and to the unearned benefits and
advantages these locations generate.

Freud describes melancholia as a mental state in which “the shadow
of the object fell upon the ego.”” Toni Morrison describes “the pres-
ence of the unfree within the heart of the democratic experiment as
its shadow.”® Although it remains unacknowledged, this shadow has
profoundly structured and continues to affect the heart of American
subjects, institutions, and practices. Acknowledging this shadow is
resisted because it would expose the gap between what many citi-
zens would like the American polity to be and its actual practices. Of
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course, this gap is not unique to the United States; it is hard to identify
any state in which ideals and practices perfectly coincide. However,
as I will discuss in more detail in chapter 4, this gap is particularly
problematic in the American context. States are complex social con-
structions. Their heterogeneous elements are rendered coherent
through retrospective narratives about conscious intentions, found-
ing moments and heroes, and a unique cultural identity.? In turn,
such narratives become legitimating grounds, validating the state’s
claim to sovereignty and its citizens’ loyalty. In the United States,
these processes of social construction and narrative are unusually
transparent. According to its dominant narrative, the United States
originated in a particular discursive act—the writing and ratification
of the Constitution. The fundamental ethical and political commit-
ments of its soon-to-be citizens, especially freedom and equality,
both necessitated and are reflected in this mode of origin. Given the
freedom and equality of each individual, to be legitimate, any govern-
ment must originate in and sustain the consent of its otherwise sov-
ereign subjects. This founding of freedom and consent distinguished
the United States from the Old World, mired as it was in relationships
of status, ancestry, and caste.

Despite attempts to quarantine or marginalize them, the past
and current effects of slavery are widespread: their traces exist in the
Constitution; in the organization of labor and production of goods;
in laws regulating subjectivity, property, citizenship, education, social
interaction and marriage; and in patterns of child rearing and in sexual
relationships. Slavery had been practiced prior to the founding of the
United States, and it was not formally abolished for more than 200
years. Furthermore, while slavery in the United States was formally
abolished in 1863, legalized race/gender domination was reinstated
by post-Reconstruction Jim Crow laws. Even after formal emancipa-
tion, practices of peonage, psychological and physical terrorism (such
as lynching and rape), political and economic exclusion, and cultural
and social denigration and disrespect produced the functional equiv-
alent of slavery. Children born today can still have grandparents who
grew up in the reign of terror, deprivation, and entitlement that the
Jim Crow laws enforced. Not until the passage of the Civil Rights Act
of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 did this formal legitima-
tion end. However, actual practices, feelings, and unconscious fanta-
sies have been even more resistant to change.!’

The existence of the unfree is inextricably interwoven with race/
gender. In addition to their status, slaves in the United States differed
from most slave holders by their skin color. As I will discuss later, a
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complex discourse of race/gender developed to justify slavery or at
least make it appear less incongruous with the stated principles of the
free. White/male, free, and American emerged as mutually constitut-
ing terms. As Morrison claims, “deep within the word ‘American’ is
its association with race...American means white.”!! “Whiteness,”
however, requires its reciprocal but degraded twin—*“blackness”—to
acquire meaning and effect. This interdependence produces an always
potentially destabilizing paradox at the heart of American life:

The Afro-American lies at the heart of Euro-America’s conception of
itself as a “race,” as a culture, as a people, and as a nation. “Blackness”
is the canvas against which “whiteness” paints itself, the mirror in
which the collective eye sees itself.!?

While it may no longer be politically correct to voice such feelings,
even to oneself, legislation alone has not abolished them. It may even
be the case, as Alexis de Tocqueville predicted, that the abolition
of legal segregation increases “the repugnance for blacks felt by the
white population.”!3 Despite abolishing slavery, we have not destroyed
three prejudices de Tocqueville describes as being “much more intan-
gible and more tenacious than it: the prejudice of the master, the
prejudice of race, and finally the prejudice of the white.”!* Instead, as
Loury claims:

Awareness of the racial “otherness” of blacks is embedded in the social
consciousness of the American nation owing to the historical fact of
slavery and its aftermath. This stigma even today exerts an inhibiting
effect on the extent to which African Americans can realize their full
potential .'®

The reciprocal partner of the stigma, as I will discuss, is what Cheryl
I. Harris calls a property in whiteness—an undeserved and often
unconscious sense of entitlement that blinds some white people to
the extent and effects of their undeserved advantages.'®

As de Tocqueville predicted, the “remembrance of slavery dis-
honors the race, and race perpetuates the remembrance of slavery.”!”
Intrinsic to race/gender melancholia is an inability to acknowledge
and work through these memories. Instead, I will argue that denial
and the splitting of responsibility shape dominant American politi-
cal ideologies and ordinary practices of liberal citizenship. Admitting
the constituting role of race/gender domination as enacted in slav-
ery and in contemporary social relations disrupts dominant political-
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biographic narratives. Hence, it is either denied or its causes and
effects are shifted to the raced/gendered other. Nonetheless, the
“nation as a whole, and Afro-Americans in particular, are still paying
the ethnocidal price of slavery and neo-dulotic Jim Crow system.”!8
The silence, splitting of responsibility, and denial concerning such
central practices defeat the possibility of better approximating the
values of freedom, equality, and justice to which Americans pledge
allegiance.! Denial poisons interracial relations and American poli-
tics. Domination and subordination are persistently reenacted, often
in the very public and subjective practices and ideas that are said to be
their opposite or remedy.

Facing this past and its enduring effects would inflict loss—loss of
an idealized image that enables citizens to imagine that their ances-
tors constructed a shining “city on a hill,” a city in which they now
dwell. On an individual level, citizens would have to rework the dom-
inant individualist narrative in which rewards or disadvantages are
objectively determined solely by personal effort. We would confront
our locations in complex networks of often unearned privilege and
subordination and their distorting effects on all subjects. Instead,
our failures to acknowledge and mourn the gaps between an ideal-
ized view of past and present America and the deep wounds inflicted
by slavery and its ongoing consequences within our culture, political
practices, social relations and subjectivities have left us in a suspended
melancholic state. Whether consciously or unconsciously, Americans
are “living with the ghost of the alien other within and living as the
ghost in the gaze of another.”?* We cannot or do not face the endur-
ing yet constantly mutating effects of our pasts. Instead, the power of
the disavowed loss is endlessly renewed. American subjects are thus
driven by a kind of compulsion to repeat in which they reiterate politi-
cal narratives and practices and enactments of subjectivity that renew
a melancholic attachment /denial of this shadow on its heart. Until we
move from the pathological state of melancholia into more productive
mourning, a sustained movement toward realizing usable American
ideals such as freedom eludes us.

Race/gender melancholia serves as a way of simultaneously deal-
ing with and defending against the acknowledgement of the effects
of race/gender domination. Race/gender domination remains a
structuring force in many aspects of American society and its sub-
jects.2! T purposely use the term race/gender domination rather
than inequality. Domination signifies an illegitimate distribution
of power in which neither the privileged nor subordinate positions
are deserved. Exactly this sort of power generates and sustains our
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current race/gender arrangements. In chapter 2, I will support this
claim with two kinds of arguments, one theoretical and the other
empirical. The theoretical dimension is a “fabrication” approach
to the construction of race/gender?? and the empirical is an inter-
pretation of an array of depressing facts regarding persisting pat-
terns in the distribution of socially valued resources (wealth, power,
social esteem) in the United States. These dimensions are connected
because race/gender is fabricated partially through such differen-
tial distribution, and in turn race/gender functions to “naturalize”
and sustain relations of privilege and subordination. The systematic
asymmetries we can observe are a consequence of social relations
and are therefore arbitrary since any subject’s race/gender assign-
ment (and its consequences) is a matter of luck or misfortune.??
As Loury says, the “enduring and pronounced social disadvantage
of African Americans is not the result of any purportedly unequal
innate human capacities of the ‘races.” Rather, this disparity is a
social artifact—a product of the peculiar history, culture, and politi-
cal economy of American society.”?* Neither the privileges of domi-
nance nor the burdens of subordination are earned.

Many insightful works on race/gender dynamics within American
politics are available. However, most lack consideration of the psy-
chic processes—melancholia, fantasy, projection, identification, and
abjection—that I will discuss here.?® T am confident that the problem
of race/gender domination persists and that part of the reason for this
lies in the powerful effects of mostly unconscious processes, including
race/gender melancholia, prevalent within contemporary American
subjects. However, I believe it is wrong to claim that unconscious
processes can provide a complete explanation for persistent social,
political, and economic asymmetries. Nor do I think that shifting
from melancholia to mourning is a sufficient remedy for race/gender
domination.

In tracking race/gender melancholia I will make use of ideas such
as fantasy, transitional space, and internalization. These are obviously
tools taken from psychoanalytic discourses. In using them, I do not
mean to imply that psychoanalysis is an unproblematic discourse for
analyzing race/gender. Many of its bedrock assumptions would have
to be undone for it to be fully useful to such a project. Psychoanalysis
still remains primarily a narrative of white Western subjectivity, and
its notions of subjectivity remain rooted in problematic notions of
“sexual difference.” Divorced from race, gendering is its privileged
category of subjective development and embodiment. These narratives
would look quite different if the denial and repression of racialization
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were undone.?® As Abel and other authors argue, analysts could no
longer assume the priority of gender in the constitution of the sub-
ject.?” Subjects are inducted into the symbolic order of contemporary
America, not only through what followers of psychoanalyst Jacques
Lacan calls the “Father’s no of the incest taboo and the phallic inter-
jection of sexual difference,” but also through the Law’s demand for
racial interpellation.?® I was reminded of this when trying to convince
my students of gender’s pervasiveness. I had said, “when a baby is
born, isn’t the first question asked: is it a boy or a girl?” They replied,
but also, and equally it might be asked, “How dark is it?” Gender, too,
is conventionally constructed not only in relation to genitals but also
skin color. As Cheng and the authors in Female Subjects in Black and
White illuminate, intra- and interracial fantasies shape each subject’s
understanding of and affective relations with their socially assigned
gender.?? In contemporary American culture, idealized versions of
white/male and white/female remain the norm; individual subjects
are measured and ranked accordingly by others and often consciously
or unconsciously by themselves.

What happens when what Sigmund Freud calls the “bedrock” of
psychoanalysis—sexual difference—cracks open?3° It turns out that,
as Freud also knew, what is represented as solid rock is instead sedi-
mented layers of unstable gravel, each filtered into the others and
compressed by the force of social prohibition and power into an
apparent solidity.3! Comprising these intermingled layers are gen-
der, heterosexuality, racial formations, identity, and ways of read-
ing the body. The complex, polymorphous, sensuous bodily world
is disaggregated and organized into a discrete, hierarchal scheme.
Gender identity is assigned by reading bodies according to cultural
conventions (which are racialized and historically and geographically
specific). Raced, gendered, and contextually specific demands thus
generate “sexual difference.” Organs are assigned differential impor-
tance, meaning, and responsibility. The privileged few are the loci
of identity and identification. The signification of organs articulates
racial and gender relations; for example, in the context of the United
States, it is necessary to incorporate the history of lynching and rape
of black women into any thinking about the constitution of mascu-
linity and femininity.

Psychoanalytic accounts of “sexual difference” normalize hetero-
sexuality. In its prescriptive anticipation of future heterosexual cou-
pling, the penis and vagina are paired—the vagina as the different
to the penis/same. The “nature” of these privileged organs enables
them to engage with their “opposites,” and fortunately they have an



14 4 RESONANCES OF SLAVERY

“innate”—if mysterious—desire to do so. The raced /gendered read-
ing of my body thus provides a narrative of identity. It enables organs
to speak and tell me who I am. My core (gender) identity is secure
when I internalize and consent to these normative readings. It is con-
firmed by verifying one’s difference through desiring or being the
desired object of a proper (gendered/ethnic/racial) other. My iden-
tity is confirmed and reinforced by the assigned race/gender of the
object of my desire. I am female because a man desires or will desire
me when I grow up. I am a male because I desire females and when I
grow up I will get a woman to replace Mother. If I desire a woman,
I am a lesbian. Being a lesbian is my core/true/authentic identity.
Race shapes the constitution of appropriate object choice and the
meanings and consequences of such choices. In the contemporary
United States, object choices are enmeshed in race/gender power cir-
cuits. Access to women and control of sexuality have long been sites
of domination and resistance. Subordinate others may signify a power
move through laying claim to the same sexual access as enjoyed by a
dominant group.3? Relations among dominant and subordinate oth-
ers remain fraught with their historical meanings and contexts.
Whether through fantasy, emotion, countervailing meaning
schemes, “inappropriate” object choices, or political acts of race/gen-
der rebellion, subjects also resist and remake the normative grids in
which they find themselves. Resisting this circuit and detaching desire,
organ, embodiment, identity, gender, race, and difference exposes
the founding taboos structuring social relations and cultural forma-
tions. Psychoanalysis focuses on the incest taboo and its prohibitions
related to kinship and desire, but in its narratives, desire is conflated
with its heterosexual expression. As in its archetypical representation,
the story of Oedipus, the incest taboo stipulates that desire must be
turned from the “opposite sexed” kin to an exogamous opposite sexed
object. However, this narrative obviously takes heterosexual desire as
a given and obscures the law’s function as another taboo—a taboo on
other forms of desire and, as Butler points out, as a taboo on other
forms of kinship.?® Such kinship might include exogenous alliances
between subjects socially assigned to the same gender position. As cur-
rently articulated, especially by Lacanian theory, such alliances remain
outside the Law and hence are illegible as forms of kinship. As Butler
puts it, when “the study of kinship was combined with the study of
structural linguistics, kinship positions were elevated to the status of
a certain order of linguistic positions without which no signification
could proceed, no intelligibility could be possible.”** Like all discourse,
then, psychoanalysis generates its own prohibitions. If one questions
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the privilege or the normalizing of (heterosexual) kinship and signifi-
cation, the response is that it is the Law. The symbolic is founded on
the “Father’s No.” Without it, all is anarchy, the undifferentiated semi-
otic. In its normative accounts of subjectivity, psychoanalysis reinstalls
the repressions and categories (race, sexual difference) of the dominant
culture. Nonetheless, unlike many other discourses, psychoanalysis
requires and enables systematic attention to fantasy’s power and effects.
Thus, it remains a necessary, flawed tool for those who seek to under-
stand the political unconscious and the pervasive hold of race/gender
relations in contemporary American life.

Therefore, despite the limitations of the discursive formations
of which they are the subject and object, I will try to convince the
reader that attending to unconscious processes is a necessary part
of both analysis and treatment. Without analyzing its psychic regis-
ters, accounts of race/gender domination remain incomplete. Race/
gender relations remain so charged and obdurately malignant par-
tially because they are simultaneously intra- and intersubjective. As
Cheng insists, “the politics of race has always spoken in the language
of psychology.”® She advocates investigating the “roles that public
and private fantasies and desires play in historical formation of the
racial-ethnic subject.”®® T intend to undertake such an investigation,
extending it to practices of citizenship as well as subjectivity and
demonstrating through analysis that without theoretical and practi-
cal attention to these dynamics, enduring positive social change will
continue to elude us.

However, I do not think this proposition concerning race/gender
melancholia is subject to direct proof or disproof. Instead, by offer-
ing a “thick description” of a variety of contemporary subject for-
mations, American political practices, political theories, and cultural
productions, I hope to convince the reader of its plausibility and of
the importance of acting as if this were the case. The need for acting
in this way has become even more urgent post 9/11. The dynamics,
power relations, and modes of thinking and subjectivity arising out
of and renewing race/gender domination do not remain contained
within their originary sites and ordinary domains. While the harm
done within their customary domains is bad enough, these practices
now inform the default response of both public officials and citizens
to many perceived threats (e.g., terrorism, the “aliens” within). As
they play out internationally, the possible scope of destruction mul-
tiplies in terrifying ways. Domestically, the fury and denigration of
the object intrinsic to melancholic processes fuels a search for cultur-
ally acceptable targets. Gay marriage, “illegal” immigrants, or deviant
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“values” are constructed such that they can serve as recipients of such
hateful projections.

Before entering the psychic register, I need to address an assump-
tion that impedes comprehension of my use of psychoanalytic theory.
Writers often assume that in discussing race/gender domination only
two, mutually exclusive, alternatives are possible. These are either
“prejudice” models that focus on individual beliefs or “structural/
materialist” approaches that analyze relationships of power. Within
this dichotomy, it follows that paying attention to unconscious pro-
cesses necessarily entails assuming that individual attitudes account
for the persistence of race/gender domination. For example, Bonilla-
Silva says (and I agree) that the prejudice paradigm interprets an
“actor’s racial views as individual psychological dispositions.”®” In
contrast, materialist approaches focus on collective social structure
and interpret racism as tied to differential, race-based distributions
of costs and rewards. I certainly agree with the existence and impor-
tance of systemic, differential distributions of social goods and costs.
Given the bias in American culture toward individualist accounts of
social phenomena, it is especially important to avoid falling into this
default. However, I think the structural/individual dichotomy does
not exhaust the possible ways to analyse race/gender domination. It
mistakenly postulates that attention to psychological processes such as
feelings, fantasies, projection, and so on necessarily interprets a sub-
ject’s psychic life as individual psychological dispositions. Her actions
must therefore be the (agentic) consequence of an idiosyncratic inner
world. The social world is simply the sum of the actions of its consti-
tuting individuals. The only alternative to this individualistic fallacy
is to take the position that the race/gender domination is an effect of
“structural/ materialist” forces such as class, power, or ethnicity in
which “subjective” psychological processes play little if any role.

This dichotomy omits a third dimension—collective psychological
dispositions, or what I call the political unconscious. Fantasy of the
sort I discuss in this book reflects and enacts collective psychological
dispositions. I believe such dispositions are themselves material. They
inflict material harm and influence the distribution of material goods
such as social esteem, status, and prestige.3® Ignoring the existence
and the effects of this dimension of social structure is a mistake for
several reasons. First, to think of psychological dispositions as only
“individual” presumes a problematic separation between subjects and
the social structures in which they come to be. This is particularly odd
for those like Bonilla-Silva, who profess to support a “social construc-
tionist” view of subjectivity.?® Second, it implies a sharp distinction
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between rational and irrational, mapping rational on group material
interests and irrational on individual psychological dispositions. This
ignores the possibility that group interests can be quite irrational, for
example, in the instrumental sense of ultimately destructive to the
group and its ability to attain its professed goals. Third, it suggests a
highly impoverished view of material existence. Affects, dreams, fanta-
sies, and other aspects of unconscious processes are intrinsic aspects of
subjectivity. They are neither immune to nor unaffected by social struc-
tures of all sorts. In turn, subjectivity is partially constructed through
these shared fantasies. One’s social location generates emotionally sat-
urated expectations regarding entitlements or disadvantages, or capac-
ities or limits. The material benefits or costs of enhanced or devalued
social worth are as socially real as augmented or diminished wealth.
People will sometimes sacrifice potential economic benefits—or even
life itself—for enhanced social esteem.*? Furthermore, collective rage
or hate can be as powerful a force in social and political life as class
interest. For example, those in privileged social positions can be as
terrified of falling into positions of the devalued other as they are of
losing socioeconomic advantage. Among the disadvantaged, a shared
sense of social disrespect can motivate relentless violence in the quest
for intersubjective redemption.

D. W. Winnicott’s notion of transitional space is particularly help-
ful in formulating and understanding the notion of a political uncon-
scious.*! Thinking in terms of such spaces enables one to resist the
dichotomy of social construction/individualism in which discussion
of race/gender is often trapped.*? In transitional spaces (exemplified
by a child lost in play) questions like, “is this real or not?” are sus-
pended and irrelevant. Suspending the reality question or rejecting
construing the objective/subjective as a binary enables us to hold in
mind the complexity of race/gender. It is simultaneously a social fact,
a socially constructed category, a possible site of intensely subjective
fantasy, emotion and meaning construction, and an effect of power
with differential and asymmetric consequences inherent to varying
positions within its grid. Its salience varies within individual subjects
and contexts, and race/gender is sometimes used as a defense against
other psychic troubles.

Fantasy is the definitive mode within transitional spaces, and like
Cheng, Morrison, Zizek,*® and others, I think that understanding
race/gender dominance requires close attention to this psychic reg-
ister. Fantasy is neither ideology nor psychosis. Unlike in psychosis,
consensual reality and fantasy are not confounded. Unlike ideology,
meanings are not pregiven, and the subject is not simply inserted into
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a determining power/meaning structure. In transitional spaces, one
remains in between; the social world is imaginatively made use of in
the service of personal expression, meaning construction, and the con-
stitution of subjectivity—it is not simply incorporated or imprinted
upon us. Anchoring in the social world makes full expression of fantasy
possible, since it protects one from being lost in a psychotic delusion.
However, such anchoring also entails that the intra- and intersubjectiv-
ity are mutually constituting, and one is never extrinsic to the other.

Throughout this book, I make extensive use of Morrison’s notion
of the “Africanist presence.”* The Africanist presence is an excellent
example of a fantasy generated by the political unconscious. Morrison
defines the Africanist presence as the fantasies white people develop
about black people to secure their own sense of race/gender iden-
tity. She explores the material effects of this fantasy and then uses
her analysis to resist its consequences. Moving the unfree’s shadow
from the margin to the center of the American political biography,
Morrison dislodges racism from its framing as a “black” problem and
instead locates it firmly within the subjectivities and political practices
of white Americans. She shows how race derives from and expresses
relational processes; the meanings of the interdependent subject posi-
tions it generates are a function of historically contingent and chang-
ing interactions. Through pursuing this analytic strategy, Morrison
thus also undoes the positioning of African Americans as extrinsic to
the supposedly pure and unmarked dominant subjects (pure/white
Americans), destabilizing and reimagining the narratives that have
previously passed for “mainstream” American history. In reconstruct-
ing collective memory, Morrison makes an important contribution to
undoing race/gender melancholia.

BitTER FrUIT: RACE/GENDER MELANCHOLIA

In his essay “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud develops the dis-
tinction between these two processes.*> Freud argues that the ego
is constituted through internalization—the imaginative taking in of
relations with other persons (objects). This process of internalization
is usually unconscious, but it becomes evident when an object (or
ideal) dies. The death of an object produces a painful internal rup-
ture. The loss and consequent absence of an object makes us aware
that it occupied an important place in our subjective world. Repair of
this disturbance requires establishing a new kind of relationship with
the object. To renew our relationship with the object or ideal we must
remake it as memory. This is the work of grief and, paradoxically,
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only by accepting that the external object is lost can we undertake the
process of remaking that will enable us to have it again. Of course,
the object as taken is inflected with our own feelings, fantasies, and
associations that have attached to or been evoked by the object, so
internalization is never simply an eidetic data transfer. Internalization
can occur absent a personal relationship or even any direct contact
with an object. One’s use of an object and construction of it can be
quite independent of how that object might construct itself.

Processes of internalization and subjective organization continue
throughout a subject’s life. While our intimate relations offer rich pos-
sibilities for internalization, we make use of many objects and ideals.
Our wider social and cultural worlds present many possible objects for
psychic incorporation and transformation. As I will discuss more fully
in the chapter 3, in the contemporary United States, both privileged
and subordinate subjects satisfy psychic needs and manage anxieties
by internalizing race/gender others. However, the psychic and social
content and consequences of these processes differ. The privileged
degrade the subordinate others and internalize this degraded object.
They can then split oft problematic aspects of themselves and imagine
these feelings or qualities belong to the innate, essential nature of the
other.*® Fanon vividly describes these processes:

In the remotest depth of the European unconscious an inordinately
black hollow has been made in which the most immoral impulses,
the most shameful desires lie dormant. And as every man climbs up
towards whiteness and light, the European has tried to repudiate this
uncivilized self, which has attempted to defend itself. When European
civilization came into contact with the black world, with those savages,
everyone agreed: Those Negroes were the principle of evil.#”

Such splitting allows the privileged to project an idealized image of
themselves. Merging long-standing representations of slaves as beasts
with sin as black, the dehumanization of blacks anchors the superior-
ity of whites.*® Social arrangements permit the blurring of fantasy
and consensual reality. The privileged can use their location in grids
of power to make this idealization and degradation appear real. For
example, feelings of insecurity about one’s own skills can be turned
into contempt for the supposed lacks of a whole group (e.g., “blacks
just aren’t as smart as white people”). This contempt informs social
practices such as school tracking or providing insufficient resources to
inner city schools, with the resulting poor performance confirming
the imagined intellectual superiority of whites.
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Subordinate others are in a double bind. They encounter an ideal-
ized image, an impossible perfection, as Cheng puts it, which is the
privileged’s self-created imago. This imago requires and incorporates
denigrated representations of the subordinated. What is represented
as perfection is actually a fantasy of the privileged, attainable for no
actual subject (think of airbrushed models in fashion magazines).
Rather than an effect of power and fantasy, perfection appears really
attainable by some, but for the subordinated, perfection would require
being what one is not. To accept the impossibility of perfection is a
wound to one’s pride, and it reinforces and lends credence to the
internalized denigrated representation. This dilemma induces a loss
that cannot be mourned—melancholia. Thus, for the subordinated
subject, melancholia is “the condition of having to incorporate and
encrypt both an impossible ideal and a denigrated self.™*® A profound
sense of shame (—at desiring the denigrating other’s esteem, of per-
petually failing in their and hence one’s own eyes) may be among
the consequences of such incorporation. This shame may fuel intense
self-hate, a hate then enacted in various forms of violence against the
self or others perceived as the same.

The privileged have their own form of melancholia. For the privi-
leged, Cheng points out, denigration can serve as a defense against
guilt or shame—guilt for the historical context in which white subjects
find themselves. There is a background sense of a people wronged in
a systematic way, even if the privileged try to assign this wrong to the
past (slavery). An honest accounting would require the acknowledg-
ment of the internalized racial other and one’s dependence on and
incorporation of it within and as self, not other. Since full acknowl-
edgment of the harm and the losses they inflicted would destabilize
the privileged’s psychic and social worlds, both the internalized other
and the harm one has done to it (and actual subjects) is denied. If
denial blocks access to what is lost, real grieving cannot occur. To
ward off guilt, shame, and instability, subordinated subjects are situ-
ated as other and devalued and the cycle repeats. For the subordinated
other, such denial of harm is simultaneously damaging and seductive.
It provides some secondary gains. It protects these subjects from fully
taking in the magnitude of their losses. For example, one can imagine
that despite forcible transplant, one’s roots remain undisturbed and
that therefore relations with one’s ancestral “home” or culture have
not been irretrievably transformed. Such denial inflects Afrocentric
ideas of returning to one’s roots and other forms of racial “identity”
with an almost unbearable but unspeakable melancholia.>®

A consequence of denial is that griefis sublimated into, or confused
and substituted with, grievance. Grievance specifies a particular harm
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and stipulates a reparative or at least compensatory action. However,
even if a race/gender grievance is heard and remedy is offered, the
result often feels unsatisfactory, at least to the subordinated. The rem-
edy cannot address or salve the psychic wounds inflicted in subor-
dinate subject formation. Furthermore, since the subordinate often
must address the demands for remedy to the privileged who have
inflicted these wounds, on a psychic level further wounding occurs.
To some degree, for both groups the differential positions of addres-
sor and addressee replicate and reinforce their devalued/idealized
imagos. When demands are made by the subordinated it verifies for
the privileged their own devalued imago of the subordinated.

SLAVERY As PsycHoLoGicAL TRAUMA AND
PatHoLoGicAL NARCISSISM

Orlando Patterson articulates the general dynamics of slavery in ways
that help us to understand why its psychological damage is so pro-
found and long lasting.?! Slavery entails the ultimate forms of dis-
respect and entitlement. Particular American practices such as the
rarity of manumission and slavery’s symbiotic relations with race/
gender made its effects even worse. American slavery became “the
ultimate form of inhuman bondage.”? Patterson defines slavery as
“the permanent, violent domination of natally alienated and gener-
ally dishonored persons.”®® These qualities—permanence, violence,
natal alienation and dishonor—constitute the distinctive qualities
of slavery. Conversely, the position of “master” entails the ultimate,
godlike power of life and death, and also what I would call a socially
sanctioned pathological narcissism. Creating and sustaining the rela-
tionship entails extreme, continuous violence. People must be trans-
formed into slaves and any possibility of rebellion undermined. The
slave’s degradation and lack of power fuels the master’s grandiosity.
The master is great because his slave is nothing. The narcissist fanta-
sizes that all the world is simply a mirror that reflects his grandeur,
and slave systems permit a blending of consensual reality and uncon-
scious imagination. Yet despite the narcissist’s solipsism, mirroring
and the need for it is a perverse form of social relation.®* Part of
what is so damaging about slavery is that it is a relationship between
subjects, and often a quite intimate one. Being in such a relationship
transforms the subjectivity of both master and slave.

The slave’s “natal alienation” exacerbates his or her powerless-
ness. Patterson calls the slave a “socially dead person.”®® He or she is
removed from all prior relations, rights, social existence, history, fam-
ily, and heritage. Henceforth, she or he will only have life through the
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master, and this feeds the master’s grandiosity. Slaves may have social
ties with other slaves, but these have no binding force. The “slave was
the ultimate human tool, as imprintable and as disposable as the mas-
ter wished.”®® This natal alienation enables another important aspect
of slavery. Unlike the position of a servant, slavery is permanent and
inheritable. Only the master has a claim on the slave’s children; no
slave can free him or herself or children without his consent. This per-
manently bound quality of slavery informs the meaning of freedom.
As the related opposite of slavery, freedom means the absence of con-
straint. Exercising absolute autonomy through degrading others shows
what it is to be free. The master’s freedom thus rests practically and psy-
chologically on another’s enslavement: “Those who most dishonor and
constrain others are in the best position to appreciate what joy it is to
possess what they deny.”®” Masters also gain a sense of honor through
their position. Honor is a relational quality; it can only exist inasmuch as
another being signifies that a person has value and is worthy of respect.
Since slaves could have no power except through another, they could
have no honor.>® The master’s sense of power is enhanced through the
dishonor of his slave. Patterson points out that in many cultures, the
honor of the master is a primary reason for acquiring slaves.

While Patterson remarks that the slave is a “living embodiment
of one’s manhood and honor,”®® he does not adequately explore the
gendering dynamics of slavery.®! Manhood is interwoven with mul-
tiple kinds of mastery, prowess, control, and freedom. The honor of
mastership is intertwined with masculinity. Since historically in most
cultures women are already dishonored persons, it would be difficult
for the master to establish his superiority in relation to a female slave.
Only other men are appropriate combatants in struggles for rank and
esteem. Dominating other males demonstrates one’s superiority. Free
women and female slaves are often the territory through and over
which men engage in their battles for dominance among themselves.
Women are often objects used both for sexual gratification and to
further dishonor male slaves. Only free men can exercise control over
women. In treating female slaves as he wishes, the master further
emasculates the male slave. Lacking this freedom himself, the male
slave thus lacks manhood, and this is another source of his dishonor.
Instead, he is seen by the master as a Sambo figure, child like and
dependent on his master. Conversely, the master binds his honor to
the ability to control “his” female kin. Any transgression of his rules,
including by the women to whom he is kin, dishonors him, and the
master can impose heavy sanctions against the transgressors. The
master also lends honor to his female kin; as long as they glow in his



SHADOW AT THE HEART 4 23

reflected grandeur, their status is exalted. Hence, it is not surprising
that slave societies are often marked by the “idealization and seclu-
sion of women.”%?

Of course, female slaves were neither idealized nor secluded. The
work of those more sensitive to race/gender intersections, especially
black feminist writers, corrects Patterson’s failure to attend to slavery’s
unique effects and consequences on those positioned as black /female.®3
Due to their gender and enslaved status, black women were especially
vulnerable to the master’s sexual predation. While black male slaves
were not immune from sexual exploitation by white male or female
slaveholders, dominant social norms condemned such behavior, and
those whites engaging in it risked severe sanctions. White males faced
no such risks from their sexual exploitation of black females. As it was
fabricated in our history, whiteness required purity; it was a double
negative, not-not white. This purity was anchored in white men’s sexual
control of white women and black men; until recently only maternity
could be securely ascertained. The “policing of sexual boundaries—
the defense against hybridity—is what keeps a racial group a racial
group.”* In relation to slavery, then, property right entailed not only
control of labor power and the appropriation of value, but sexual access
and domination. White men had access to women, black and white,
and the power to refuse such access and control to black men.

Furthermore, the prevalent gendered division of labor meant that
care of the slave holder’s children would be assigned to black women.
Since they give birth, women were considered children’s “natural” care
takers. However, under the coercive relations of slavery, the well-being
of black women’s own children and their relationships with them had
no standing. Black mothers were forced to sacrifice these ties at the
master’s whim and to devote themselves to the slave holders’ children.
Under the perverse logic of domination in which the “other” becomes
the problem, these coercive arrangements were transmuted into con-
structions of black female identity. These constructions include the
hypersexed Jezebel and the asexual Mammy. The potential for com-
pulsory liaisons with white men rendered the Jezebel’s race and per-
sonal loyalties suspect, as did the Mammy’s enforced tending to the
master’s children. As numerous writers have demonstrated, slavery’s
end did not eliminate such constructions of black /female. Intra-race
struggles, public policy, law, divisions of labor, social relations, and
dynamics of subjectivity still bear their traces.®®

Despite the master’s narcissistic fantasies and sense of entitlement
to coerce, exploit, and control others, his own power is dependent on
forces outside himself. Institutional power is necessary to secure the
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authority of the master, and the normative order of his culture must
sanction it.°® Without such social sanctions, slavery as a system of
social relations could not exist. Slavery often anchors what Plato calls
timocracies, systems in which honor is valued above all else and legiti-
mates claims to rule or exercise power. Patterson calls the American
slave-based South the most developed timocracy of modern times.®”
In America (and not only in the South), as in other slave societies,
institutionalizing slavery benefits all free persons, even those who do
not possess slaves. The extreme inequality of slavery moderates class
conflict or resentment; in comparison to such disparity, differences
among white men appear relatively small. The degradation of slaves
enables all free persons to regard them as fitting object for abuse.
Sharing a common object of degradation or contempt builds social
solidarity and cements a shared sense of identity among the free. The
master’s sense of himself as a person of honor with its related values of
manliness and chivalry and love of freedom diffuses to all free men.
In turn, since only free men are honorable, their esteem further aug-
ments the master’s honor. In contrast, the slave’s dishonor further
degrades him, as his loss of honor is often manifested as self-hate and
blame or violence against the self. In chapter 3, I will explore in some
detail how these dynamics of entitlement and dishonor continue to
play out within and between contemporary American subjects.

Race/gender melancholia in the United States affects many aspects
of contemporary practice, including thinking. Among the ways we can
begin to undo race/gender melancholia is shifting habits of thought.
Two particularly important areas requiring change are common sense
understandings of race/gender and the popular belief that the United
States is now a “post-racial” or “color-blind” society. Rather than
enable us to confront loss and harm, these understandings and beliefs
obscure the long term effects of social arrangements. They express
longings rather than actual practices, and hence holding on to them
undermines our capacity to narrow the gaps between ideal and pres-
ent. In the next chapter I will discuss the common sense understand-
ing of race/gender and why a “social fabrication” approach is more
accurate. I will also discuss empirical data that illustrates why apply-
ing the term “post-racial” to the United States is, at best, an aspira-
tion or wish, but in any case does not capture contemporary social
arrangements.



CHAPTER 2

Melancholia: A Genealogy

TuEe SociaL FasricaTion oF RAce/GENDER

Acknowledging the complex social processes through which race/
gender is fabricated and renewed can contribute to shifting from mel-
ancholia to mourning. I use the term “fabrication” because it simul-
taneously connotes the double sense of made and made up. In regard
to race/gender, both meanings are accurate. Race/gender is made by
and through human action, and its making may entail deception or
selective representations. Like any form of social labor, race/gender
fabrication occurs under conditions that are not freely chosen, nor
are its conditions the product of a single individual’s will. Such fab-
rication is not voluntary, and yet, as its conditions are heterogeneous
and variable, what is produced in any instance is not totally predeter-
mined. To understand how race/gender is made and remade requires
tracking its social construction, and this analysis necessitates explor-
ing the relationships between subjectivity, power, and history. Such
investigations can provide leverage against the melancholic denial of
the living presence of the past in the present. They may also recoup
the denied relationships between subjects and show how the mean-
ings and effects of each subjective position depend on others.
Currently, the United States is an increasingly multiethnic (and
with current rates of intermarriage, a mixed race) society; the Census
Bureau estimates that by 2050 no one “race” will be a majority.
Conflicts over the meanings of race have again intensified as some
seek to expand, reorganize, or even undo racial categorization. For
example, some groups are pressing to incorporate “biracial” within
official census categories or to redefine the meaning of “Hispanic.”
However, here, due to my interest in the ongoing effects of slavery, I
will focus on the race/gender relations among those marked “black”
and “white.” Like many contemporary theorists, I refer to race/gen-
der rather than simply race, because in the United States the “social
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construction of race is dependent on gender categorization and the
social construction of gender is dependent on racial categorization.”!
Glenn identifies three shared features of race and gender: “(1) they
are relational concepts whose construction involves (2) representa-
tion and material relations and (3) in which power is a constitutive
element.”? An additional common feature is that race and gender are
the site and subject of intense, often unconscious, emotions and fan-
tasies. Each of these features operate in the American context. From
the beginning of American political history, race, gender, power, and
sexuality have been intertwined.? Therefore, rather than try to isolate
what is race and what is gender and then to see how they intersect
or interact, I think it is more useful to assume that race/gender are
invariably “interwoven or intermeshed or enmeshed.” The interest-
ing and productive question is how race/gender is constituted and
enacted in specific contexts.®

Like many contemporary writers, I posit that race/gender is not a
natural fact. By this I mean that while common sense views it as a log-
ical and necessary consequence of anatomy (genitals) and physiology
(skin color), this is not the case.® Race/gender is a social, not a natu-
ral, fact. Social facts are the sedimented effects of human practices;
they are artifacts with genealogies that are interpretable and subject
to alteration. However, since we are social beings, social facts possess
tremendous force and effect. They are not voluntary, a matter of indi-
vidual choice or idiosyncratic whim. Try obtaining a driver’s license
without checking (one) “gender” box. In the contemporary United
States, no ungendered, raced subject and no unraced, gendered sub-
ject can exist. As much as we may resist, every American finds his or
herself located along preexisting grids of race/gender positions. We
cannot be intelligible to ourselves or to others without doing so. Ask
any child to state her race and gender, and most likely she will not
find the question odd or puzzling. These positions appear as ordi-
nary “facts” that everybody knows. Even hybrid positions such as bi-
or multiracial or transgendered derive much of their meaning from
the “commonsense” fixed ideas of race/gender. This observation may
appear trivial, but I think we often do not do justice to its profound
implications and consequences. Race/gender permeates American life
in every dimension from psychological fantasy to constitutional law.
It often structures and shapes practices that on the surface seem race/
gender neutral or unrelated.

Thus, race/gender is best understood as a verb, not as a noun. It
belongs to the class of things people do, not to the things they are.
Treating race/gender as social fact requires focusing on the “processes
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by which racialization and engendering occur, rather than on charac-
teristics of fixed race or gender categories.”” Race/gender exists only
in and through multiple kinds of human practices; it could not exist
outside the practices that animate, replicate, and mutate it. Despite
her inattention to the psychic register, Glenn usefully categorizes
some of these practices, including representation (“the deployment
of symbols, language, and images to express and convey race/gen-
der meanings”); micro-interaction (“the application of race/gender
norms, etiquette, and spatial rules to orchestrate interaction within
and across race/gender boundaries”); and social structure (“rules
regulating the allocation of power and resources along race/gender
lines”).® As I will discuss in the next chapter, additional practices
include organizing a coherent and socially intelligible subjective iden-
tity and managing intrapsychic conflict.

Race/gender is inseparable from power relations. As we will see
in chapter 5, in the contemporary West, it is a primary site of, and
effect of, the modern forms of power that Foucault calls biopower
and governmentality.” Race/gender and biopower colonize bodies
and organize them into distinct, identifiable, and normalized social
subjects. Race/gender effects the transformation of certain physical
features into determining social facts, ideas, and subjective positions.
Once these categories exist and regulate the lives of subjects, further
expert knowledge emerges to justify them. The continuing opera-
tion of norms and regulation then reproduce race/gender. Since all
subjects must live within their constituting knowledge/power net-
works, these categories are socially real. While subjects can resist or
rework their normative meanings, we are thrown into a world where
being positioned within these meanings is not voluntary. In being so
positioned, the past, however transmuted or unconscious, shapes our
present subjective and social practices.

Analyzing race/gender as processes helps us to escape the false
concreteness of common ways of understanding. It is then evident
that skin color does not compel the idea of race any more than geni-
tals require an idea of gender. Instead, once we categorize race/gen-
der as social fact, we can track the vicissitudes of its fabrication. While
its constituting effects within American politics and subjectivities are
never absent, the meanings of race/gender, its manifest and covert
expressions (including in the political unconscious), the social posi-
tions generated, the intensity of struggle and resistance, and the cri-
teria by which subjects are positioned within it vary.!® For example,
like “black,” the meanings of “white” are unstable and highly con-
tested.!! “White” as a marker of subjective identity emerges in the
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United States after about 1680.'2 Jacobson documents how, as immi-
gration intensified between 1840 and 1920, whiteness fragmented
from a unitary category of “free white persons” into “a hierarchically
arranged series of distinct ‘white races.””!3 Irish, Jews, Italians, and
other European immigrants had to struggle against their status as
racially inferior to the “native” stock. Only in the mid-1920s were
they incorporated into a new “natural” division of humanity—Cau-
casian. “Negro” simultaneously emerged as another such division;
in the 1920 census, categories such as “mulatto,” first seen in 1850,
disappeared.'* Assignment to one of these divisions came to be deter-
mined by the “one drop” rule. Any person with “one drop” of black
blood was marked black.!®

Treating race/gender as social fact and practices requires us to
resist a dichotomy too prevalent in American thinking, that of
autonomous individual versus determined object. Within American
political discourse the claim is often made that if you do not assume
people are unmarked individuals whose fate is determined solely by
their own actions, then you are saying there is no freedom or respon-
sibility. Both alternatives are inaccurate. Our embeddedness within
socially constructed grids is what empowers us to act in socially
intelligible ways and to resist norms.!¢ Without cultural norms and
power relations, we would have no framework of social intelligibil-
ity and shared meanings, no force vectors to appropriate and noth-
ing to push against. Furthermore, as I will discuss in chapter 5, the
fact that there are grids of power, resource distribution, and socially
mandated identity coexists with the fact that for each individual sub-
ject these grids’ effects are somewhat indeterminate. Depending on
one’s subject position and other contextual variables, the moves pos-
sible within grids will vary and change. A subject may find itself
highly determined in one grid but able to move fairly creatively along
another. The grids often intersect, sometimes in unpredictable ways,
resulting in a more or less restricted range of moves. Our uncon-
scious investments in and fantasies about various networks will vary,
adding to the unpredictability of movement and systemic response.
Individual subjects can thus resist some of the vectors of these grids
or exploit slippage, conflict, or spaces within and between them.
Conversely, the ability of some subjects to resist does not negate
the power and ongoing effects of the grids. We cannot generalize
from individual moves to social system any more than we can assume
that any aspect of those grids will have a singular causal effect. An
African American man may go to Harvard and be a well paid invest-
ment banker on Wall Street yet still experience racial profiling. He
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may be stopped in his expensive car by a police officer who suspects
he stole it.

Failure to appreciate the coexistence of individuated action and
structured frameworks or grids also informs a common objection
to claims about systematic white privilege. People will object that
their ancestors had nothing to do with slavery; they fled from places
like Ireland, Ukraine, or Russia, where they themselves were subject
to terrible oppression. While true, this view neglects other equally
salient facts. Entering this country, immigrants encounter a preexist-
ing set of social arrangements deeply sedimented with prior history.
Like people born in the United States, immigrants must find ways
to locate themselves within these arrangements. Some can (and, as
Jacobson documents, do) vie for places of dominance while others,
due to skin color and gender, are far less likely to succeed. Thus,
while not necessarily of any individual subject’s making, all American
residents are incorporated into the prevailing schemes of benefits and
burdens. Important for any subject is not only the geographic loca-
tions of their ancestry, but how current social arrangements mark
their race/gender. In being marked, one enters into a more general
history, social membership, and subjective formations and their con-
comitant benefits, burdens, and unconscious associations.

RemovinG THE BrinDERS: THE ONGOING
CoNSTRAINTS OF RACE/GENDER

One expression of race/gender melancholia is the recurrent claim
that the United States is now a “post-racial” society. Whatever the
past might have been, we have now moved beyond it into a pres-
ent unmarked by its effects. The plausibility of this claim requires
that we ignore the ongoing effects of the past on the present social,
political, economic, and unconscious practices. Among these effects
is the massive transfer of privilege to white males and, to a lesser
extent, white females that has been documented by Ira Katznelson,
Desmond King, Linda Williams, and others.!” A critical review of our
political history shows that “American social policy has consistently
and cumulatively constructed and reinforced white privilege through
the normal workings of American politics.”*® Benefits and burdens
can accrue even from apparently progressive or race-neutral policies.
For example, scholars have documented how the New Deal and Fair
Deal legislation of the 1940s and 1950s, including social security,
labor law, and the G.I. Bill, resulted in significant benefits for whites
and disadvantages for blacks.!” The power of Southern members of
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Congress ensured that such legislation was written or administered in
ways that minimized disrupting then-existing race/gender arrange-
ments. The entrenched power of these members was itself partially
a consequence of the Jim Crow laws. Due to the effective disenfran-
chisement and terrorizing of Southern blacks, white interests were
overrepresented. Southern democrats’ seats were safe, and under the
seniority system they were guaranteed control of important com-
mittees. Incorporating their interests was essential, for they could
effectively block passage of any legislation. Thus, domestics and farm
workers (the predominant employment of most Southern blacks) were
originally excluded from coverage under social security. Legislation
specified that programs included within the G.I. Bill, such as grants
for college education or vocational training and low cost mortgages,
were to be administered locally, thus allowing for tremendous dis-
cretion (and prejudice) in determining who received such assistance.
Deference to the Southerners (and the tacit sharing of their values or
indifference to existing domination on the part of many of their fel-
low legislators) also insured that antidiscrimination language would
be excluded from legislation establishing social welfare programs.

The result, as Katznelson puts it, was “a massive transfer of quite
specific privileges to white Americans”?® and significant, ongo-
ing disadvantage for blacks. The asymmetric accumulation of social
goods resulted in increasing inequality. By 1950, pre- New Deal gaps
between blacks and whites—even veterans—in educational attain-
ment, home ownership, and wealth had actually widened:

at the very moment when a wide array of public policies were provid-
ing most white Americans with valuable tools to advance their social
welfare—insure their old age, get good jobs, acquire economic secu-
rity, build assets, and gain middle-class status—most black Americans
were left behind or left out...And the effects...did not stop even
after discriminatory codes were swept aside by aside by the civil rights
movement and the legislation it inspired.?!

Rather than facing these ongoing effects of the past, melancholic
denial of them is enacted when a decline in consciously felt bias is
equated with race/gender “neutrality” and the attainment of a “col-
or-blind” society. Claims to the contrary are then treated as reveal-
ing the shortcomings of their makers. To bolster assertions of this
arrival of “post-racial” society, some offer misleading claims about
the representativeness of individual instances (e.g., the first African
American president or Fortune 500 CEO) for the more complex
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whole. Individual success is posited as proof of the absence of any sys-
temic constraints. The following comment by Senator John Cornyn,
a Texas Republican, is typical of such moves; the “American ideal
is that justice should be colorblind...As we see people like Barack
Obama achieve the highest office in the land and Judge Sotomayor’s
own nomination to the highest court, I think it is harder and harder to
see the justifications for race-conscious decisions across the board.”??
Among the remarkable contradictions of such statements is the evok-
ing of the idea of “colorblind” while simultaneously rendering highly
visible (“we see”) the color of those meant to prove the irrelevance of
color. If we were truly a colorblind society, an individual’s color would
be irrelevant to the narratives we posit about our system. Obama or
Sotomayor’s color would not transform them into generalized bearers
of social meaning. Such statements employ a classic melancholic move
in which the person denies their own race consciousness (and race/
gender positioning) while making such consciousness a shortcoming
of those calling attention to race/gender inequities. As Neil Gotanda
puts it:

nonrecognition may be considered a mode of repression. The claim
that race is not recognized is an attempt to deny the reality of internally
recognized social conflicts of race...the external world accommo-
dates it by accepting and institutionalizing the repression rather than
attempting to expose and alter the conditions of racial exploitation.??

A further reversal occurs when those who point out the effects of our
race/gender history and seek means to remedy them are now labeled
the “racists.”?*

While understandable as fantasies or longings, assertions that the
United States is now a “post-racial” society ignore the ways in which
past social relationships and grids of social, political, psychological,
and economic power shape our current social, political, economic, and
unconscious practices. The effects continue in part because the kinds
of social goods that have been transferred unequally—education,
home ownership, employment, social respect, and honor—are corre-
lated with the well-being of one’s children and their own likelihood
of success. Advantages tend to be transferred across time. Thus, like
quantum mechanics, looking at power networks can inform us about
probabilities. What the constitution of such networks suggests, as
Linda Williams puts it, is that race/gender still generates constraints.
Within these constraints, subjects assigned to certain positions are
more likely to benefit from existing social relations while others will
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be burdened by these relations. If we assume, as I do, that capaci-
ties are randomly distributed among individuals, this systematic
maldistribution of benefits and burdens poses serious issues of social
justice.

One way to ascertain if systematic relations of domination per-
sist is to ask what a society’s socially valued goods are and then see
how they are distributed over time. I think it is fair to say that in
the contemporary United States, wealth, power, and social esteem
or respect are among the most highly valued social goods. We can
also look at the distribution of social disfavored burdens. As I will
discuss in chapter 5, sacrifice is necessarily endemic in any democ-
racy. In systems based on majority rule, the winning outcome of any
dispute, election, or contested policy may reflect the preferences of
only a marginal majority of the contestants or affected parties. The
losers must sacrifice goods ranging from a preferred policy outcome
to—in the case of a contested war for example— life itself. However,
the distribution of such sacrifices can vary. If patterns of systematic,
unequal distribution of sacrifice to some groups and of benefits to
others persist, then it is reasonable to suspect the existence of rela-
tions of domination. While social esteem or respect is harder to mea-
sure, persistent race/gender skewing in the distribution of wealth and
power is unambiguous. Never since the founding of the United State
have white males been systematically disadvantaged in the distribu-
tion of such goods. Despite improvements in the conditions of some
blacks, white males still continue to enjoy disparate privileges. The
fragility of these improvements under economic stress is illustrated by
the differential effects of the current recession.?®> One’s location along
race/gender grids sharply affects one’s risk of disadvantage. Those
positioned as black/female are least likely to enjoy advantages. The
persistently asymmetric distribution of its benefits and disadvantages
suggests that race/gender domination remains intrinsic to the United
State’s basic social arrangements. Economic disadvantage is unequally
distributed. Black females are more than twice as likely as white males
to be poor. Similarly, black families have the lowest median income
of any segment of the American population. In 2006, 26.2 percent
of black females had incomes below the poverty level. This contrasts
with a rate of 11.4 percent for white females, 22.0 percent for black
males, and 9.1 percent for white males. In constant (2006) dollars,
the median money income of all American families was $58,407. For
white families it was $61,280 while for black ones it was $38,269.
The disparity of $23,000 in median family income of black and white
families has remained constant since 1990, when (in constant 2006
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dollars), black family income was $32,037 and white family income
was $55,205.2¢

While those situated in the position of black /female face the great-
est risk of poverty, those marked white and male are most likely to
occupy remunerative and powerful economic positions. For example,
in April 2006, only four blacks (all male) were CEOs of a Fortune
500 company and in August 2006, only ten women (all white) occu-
pied this position. In May 2009, the first black female was chosen
as the CEO of a Fortune 500 company (IBM). Among the current
leaders of large Wall Street investment firms, only one is a black male.
“In 2005, women held 16.4% of corporate officer positions...up just
0.7 percentage points from 2002.” The representation of women of
color “increased only 0.3 percentage points from 2002 (1.8 percent)
to 2005 (2.1 percent.) If this pace continues, it would take forty years
to reach gender parity in such positions.”?” In 2005, lawyers of color
accounted for just 4.63 percent of the partners of major American law
firms.?8 According to the American Association of American Medical
Schools, in 2008, 389 black men and 720 black women graduated
from medical school. For whites, the number was 5492 men and 4867
women. Further compounding the lack of accessibility of medical
training, in 2000, only 6 percent of those attending medical school
came from families with a household income of under $50,000.%°

Comparing possession of tangible assets across households provides
another measure of the distribution of economic goods. According to
the U.S. Census Bureau,in 2000, 71.1 percent of white, non-Hispanic,
households owned interest-earning assets at financial institutions, but
only 41.6 percent of black households did. Of white, non-Hispanic
households, 29.7 percent owned stocks and shares in mutual funds,
as contrasted to 10.2 percent of black households. Approximately 73
percent of white, non-Hispanic households owned their home, but
only 46.8 percent of black households did. Of white, non-Hispanic
households, 27.5 percent owned an IRA or Keogh account, while
only 6.5 percent of black households did.3* These disparities rein-
force Ira Katznelson’s and Linda Williams’ claims about the ongoing
effects of public policy. They also help account for the gap in median
household net worth. According to the Census Bureau, in 2000, the
median net worth of non-Hispanic white households was $79,400
while for black households it was $7,500.3! These disparities have
important implications for the future; the higher the net worth of a
household, the more likely their children will stay in school and grad-
uate from college. In turn, college graduates will earn far more over
their lifetimes than others, and so race/gender disparities are likely



34 4 RESONANCES OF SLAVERY

to be replicated. Since, relative to their percentage of the population,
black people are overrepresented among the poor and whites are over-
represented among the rich, the general trend toward greater income
inequality is likely to further reinforce these disparities. Today the
wealthiest 10 percent receive 40 percent of the nation’s total income.
“Not since World War I have the top 10 percent of earners had such a
large share of total income.”®? Comparing households with any asset
holdings show wide disparities in wealth distribution among racial
positions. In 2007, the median net worth for families with hold-
ings was $171,200 for white, non-Hispanic families and $28,300 for
nonwhite or Hispanic families. The net worth of white families went
up by 10.6 percent between 2004 and 2007, while that of nonwhite
families increased by 4 percent.?3

Perhaps even more troubling than these inequalities is the current
status of black youth. After all, they represent our future citizens, and
given their present situation, it is unlikely a “post-racial” future is on
our horizon, much less already here. According to the U.S. Census
Bureau, in 2006 33 percent of black children lived in poverty, as con-
trasted to 13.6 percent of white children.3* Poverty increases chil-
dren’s risk of poor health and poor education, which in turn place
them at further risk for future poverty. Race/gender disparities in
college enrollment are equally alarming. In 2006, the Census Bureau
reports that 29.9 percent of black males and 41.9 percent of black
females were in college. College enrollment rates among whites were
42.5 percent for white males and 51.6 percent for white females.3®

Political power is also unequally distributed. Until Barack Obama’s
election in 2008, only white men had held the U.S. presidency. One
hundred and twelve people have served as U.S. Supreme Court jus-
tices. However, of these, only two black men, three white women, and
one Latina have held the position of justice. Of the 1,885 women and
men who have served in the U.S. Senate since the country’s found-
ing, only five have been African American (and two of these were
elected from Mississippi during Reconstruction; one of these, Hiram
Revels served only a few weeks in 1870, the other, Blanche K. Bruce,
male, served from 1875 to 1881). Only one of the African American
Senators, Carol Moseley Braun, was female. Currently one black male
serves in the U.S. Senate.

Conversely, blacks are overrepresented among the powerless.
Prisoners are among the most disenfranchised of American subjects,
and in some cases their disenfranchisement persists after imprison-
ment. Although laws vary concerning the duration of disenfranchise-
ment and procedures to undo it, many states bar convicted felons



MELANCHOLIA: A GENEALOGY 4 35

from voting. Felons are also permanently barred from many kinds
of jobs and often find obtaining any steady employment after their
release extremely difficult. On a per capita basis, the United States has
the world’s highest incarceration rate, approximately 750 per every
100,000 adults. In 2007, 2.3 million Americans were in prison, and
about an additional 5 million were on probation or parole. These
Americans are disproportionately people of color. While one in 30
men between the ages of 20 and 34 is behind bars, for black males
in that age group the figure is one in nine. Men still are roughly 10
times more likely to be in jail or prison, but the female population is
burgeoning at a far more rapid pace. For black women in their mid-
to late-30s, the incarceration rate also has hit the “1-in-100” mark. If
current incarceration rates continue, 32.2 percent of black boys born
in 2001 will go to prison.?® According to the U.S. Justice Department,
at midyear 2008 there were 4,777 black male inmates per 100,000
black males held in state and federal prisons and local jails, compared
to 1,760 Hispanic male inmates per 100,000 Hispanic males and
727 white male inmates per 100,000 white males. Of the total prison
population of 2,103,500, the race/gender breakdown was 712,500
white males, 846,000 black males, 427,000 Hispanic males; 94,500
white females, 67,800 black females and 33,400 Hispanic females.3”
Even life itself (without which, as Thomas Hobbes stresses, no power
is possible) is unequally distributed. According to the U.S. Center
for Disease Control, in 2005 median age at death was 75.7 years for
white males, 80.8 for white females, 76.5 for black females, and 69.5
for black males. Conversely, mortality rates at birth were higher for
black children—15.20 per 1,000 births for black males and 12.32 for
black females. Among whites, the rates per 1,000 births were 6.33 for
white males and 5.11 for white females.3® Blacks are also over repre-
sented among those without health insurance. At the end of 2007,
10.4 percent of whites were uninsured compared to 19.2 percent of
blacks.?

Social respect or esteem is harder to measure. However, numer-
ous experiments have demonstrated that unconsciously, “everyone—
white, black, men, women—think the white man is more valuable.”*?
Conversely, in a survey of 2,864 people reported by The Washington
Post on Sunday, June 4, 2006,*! 76 percent of black men said being
respected by others was important to them, while only 59 percent of
white men said it was a priority. This suggests that respect is some-
thing many black men feel is fragile or lacking. Black men are also
more likely to report false arrests and be subject to racial profiling.
While the Jim Crow laws have been repealed, public spaces can still
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seem dangerous for black people. Black parents admonish their sons
never to run from police officers and, should they be stopped, to keep
their hands visible at all times. They warn daughters about social ste-
reotypes regarding sexually “loose” black women and offer strategies
to deal with their possible ramifications.*? Black people often encoun-
ter embarrassing or humiliating “microaggressions.™3 These include
being followed in a store, not being able to get a taxi, watching white
women grab their purses as one approaches, observing white peo-
ple moving away in the elevator as a black person enters, receiving
disrespectful or slow service in stores and restaurants, listening to
people express surprise when one speaks excellent standard English,
and encountering skepticism about one’s competence or intelligence
in school or employment settings. Equally as demoralizing, as I will
discuss in the next chapter, this lack of respect is also enacted intra-
subjectively and within black relationships. Domestic violence, intra-
racial homicide, and self-destructive habits are partially reflections of
internalized disrespect.

Conversely, occupying positions of dominance enables subjects to
sustain an often unconscious but enabling and empowering sense of
entitlement.** Although her focus was on gender, no one has con-
veyed the psychological benefits of such entitlement better than
Virginia Woolf. In A Room of Her Own, Woolf writes:

Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possess-
ing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man
at twice its natural size...Under the spell of that illusion, half the
people...start the day confident, braced...they say to themselves...I
am the superior of half the people here, and it is thus that they speak
with that self-confidence, that self-assurance, which have had such
profound consequences in public life and lead to such curious notes in
the margin of the private mind.*®

Among these curious notes is a deep and self-reinforcing belief in
one’s own abilities and desert. One of the paradoxes of entitlement is
that it blinds one to the effects of systematic arrangements of power.
The privileged are often buoyed by an unquestioned and sometimes
unconscious sense of simply deserving their good fortune. They do
not recognize one of the benefits of domination: in already occu-
pying positions of power, social resources to augment and perpetu-
ate advantage or disadvantage are readily available to them. Unlike
those located in other race/gender locations (who bear the burden
of being an instance or representative of their race/gender position),
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the privileged can see themselves as “individuals.” In this self-repre-
sentation what is obscured is that privilege enables one to occupy the
“unmarked” position. One can imagine oneself existing outside of
the race/gender grids and not see that these grids function to erase
one’s own social fabrication. Instead, the privileged attribute their
successes solely to their unique individual qualities; the benefits flow-
ing from power are reimagined as natural consequences of innate
superior capacities. These benefits are deserved reflections of one’s
individual worth. This absence of doubt about one’s own capacities
and the rightness of one’s rewards frees up an enormous amount of
psychological energy. The energy is available to pour into making fur-
ther use of one’s systematic advantages. Furthermore, if one expects
to do well at something, one is more likely to do so. Thus, both
in subjective and systematic practices, domination tends to be self-
replicating.*¢

BevyonDp DENIAL

Violence, social death, honor: when these circulate through grids of
race/gender the fruits are bitter indeed. The American polity now
confronts an inescapable situation with which it is ill suited to cope.*’
Our problems extend beyond melancholic denial of the constituting
forms of domination in American institutions. Race/gender domi-
nation cannot be remedied by ignoring its psychic and intersubjec-
tive power. Yet, even if melancholic denial, repression, and splitting
ended, we would lack the discursive and political spaces for think-
ing about forms of responsibility appropriate to socially constructed
and fantasizing subjects. As I will argue in chapter 4, a dominant
approach—attempting to attain equality by articulating abstract prin-
ciples of justice such as Rawls’s “least advantaged” principle—will not
destroy the domination required to reproduce race/gender. The cat-
egories and practices retain their constituting effects. Organization
of subjects through these categories remains problematic. Appeals to
deploy abstract reason are ineffective because no individual, reason-
ing subject can adequately control the political unconscious’s race/
gender enactments. Until race/gender ceases to construct political
subjects, there is no one available who can devise or implement color-
blind policies. Therefore, prescribing “blindness” to color and gender
can only mean a failure to see the existing relations of inequality, priv-
ilege, and denigration. Instead, collective discussion of contingent
determination in devising basic principles and approximating justice
is required. An entire network of practices must be dismantled, not to
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create a “race blind” society but one in which these categories cease to
operate.*® This deconstruction cannot occur without admitting that
a particular set of relations was constructed. We cannot just pretend
that race/gender does not shape us, that we can operate simply as
(rational) “color blind” individuals. All the effects of race/gender on
American subjects and our institutions must be actively confronted
and reworked.

As I will discuss in chapter 6, affirmative action is one of the prac-
tices through which such confrontations can occur. The lingering
effects of race/gender domination and our melancholic denial of the
past in the present necessitate affirmative action to benefit the least
advantaged. However, these same effects help explain why it is the site
of so much anger and resistance, especially among the privileged.*
Affirmative action policies provoke controversy in part because they
work against melancholic denial. They not only threaten privileged
access to economic goods but disrupt emotionally fraught narratives
about subjective identities and power.>® No defense can be mounted
of such policies without explicit reference to a history that many
Americans would like to declare irrelevant or being without contem-
porary consequences. Affirmative action policies force us to confront
the fact that the constituting subjects of America are not, never were,
and cannot be abstract or perfected individuals. Affirmative action
for the disadvantaged acknowledges that every American subject is
located within race/gender grids and that such positioning has con-
sequences, including its effects on one’s possession of, access to, and
control over socially valued goods. Domination is not only in the past,
but it at least partially accounts for the present distribution of privilege
and subordination. Rather than perpetuating discrimination, aftir-
mative action policies attempt to counteract the long-term effects of
race/gender domination, including the accrual of advantages among
the dominant. Recognizing that unequal race/gender relations shape
many of our institutions, such policies attempt to undo these inequi-
ties. Twisting recognition of forces that shape American subjects and
institutions into “reverse racism” or “reverse discrimination” has to
be one of the most perverse expressions of race/gender melancholia.
In an amazing act of fantasy, the powerful are transformed into the
victims of the subjected, and the powerful deny their own entitlement,
displacing their privilege onto the disadvantaged. Despite all evidence
to the contrary, the privileged assert that, not only has the playing
field been leveled, but it is now also tilted in the subordinated’s favor.

The strategy of denying the constituting effects of race/gender on
all contemporary American subjects is not only futile but malignant.
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Repeated attempts to rescue the fantasies that produce American citi-
zens nurture the politics of hate. We do not often think of communi-
ties as being bonded through hate. Indeed, even the recent resurgence
of “communitarian” writings ignores these bonds altogether.?! Yet,
throughout American history, hate has provided important resources
for and bases of solidarity. Hate ties people to others in ways they
cannot consciously acknowledge. Rather than facing the impossibility
of subjective perfection and neutral or pure political spaces, motives,
principles, or actors, it is less frightening to find others to hate and to
charge with undermining (our) order/culture. Their differences and
inadequacies, not asymmetric social relations and the unjust privi-
leges of the powerful, again become the problem.

As I'will discuss in chapter 4, rationalistic individualism, one of the
preferred modes of subjectivity within American practices, including
political theory and constitutional law, can render subjects vulner-
able to hate. Rather than ground justice, rationalistic individualism
often requires its denied, devalued other to function and thus neces-
sitates the development of sadomasochistic relationships within and
between subjects. Sustaining this subjective mode requires a category
of the abject, onto whom all heterogeneous determination can be
projected and blamed. Subordinate others may partially incorporate
these projections into their own subjectivities. They too violate them-
selves and develop powerful feelings of hate for themselves and the
others.5? One hates oneself for being mutilated by one’s own actions
and the actions of others. Identification with or dependence on the
wounding other is equally painful and shaming.>® It generates a
desire to destroy the other who so unrelentingly affects one’s own
fate, or, as Cheng argues, to participate in their fantasized perfec-
tion through identification with them and self-denigration. However
longed for, no amount of intersubjective or social retribution or repa-
ration seems sufficient to repair such intrapsychic and intersubjec-
tive damage. Rage erupts and produces some of the violence that is
so pervasive in contemporary intra- and inter-race/gender relations.
Unfortunately, as Fairbairn argues, such bonds are among the most
difficult to break.>*

I do not think justice is served by assuring the abjected that they
too can be abstracted individuals “like us,” or that even though we
feel no need to listen to any particular voice, properly located subjects
can articulate principles that are good for all through feats of reason.
This fantasy assumes that one can know an other without listening to
her. It also assumes that there is nothing in the “comprehending” sub-
ject shaping her reception and representation of the other. Assuming
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that a (color-blind) neutral “view from nowhere” is possible obviates
a basic problem in contemporary America, “that blacks and whites
often bring radically different understandings of the social world,
with radically different sets of political vocabularies and radically dif-
ferent understandings of central political and events to political con-
flicts and debates.”®® These differences often stem from the ongoing
effects of the past on the present. Race/gender melancholia renders
productive discussion of such differences impossible. Instead, it often
leads the privileged to deny our embeddedness in local networks of
power, to assign race/gender positioning only to the subordinated
and then use such positioning as evidence for their inferiority. These
displacements reflect blindness to a felt entitlement to one’s privilege
and to the effects of the political unconscious. Instead, all subjects—
but especially dominant ones—must render identities, subjective pro-
cesses and felt experience, socioeconomic locations, access to power
and resources, and moral categories problematic to ourselves and in
conversation with others. The dependence of privilege on subordi-
nation, the constitution of dominant subjects in and through deni-
gration and negation of subordinated others, and the consequences
of such denigration on both subordinated and dominant subjects
should be explored. Without such deconstruction, subordinates have
every reason to expect the privileged will act in bad faith and cannot
be trusted. The paralyzing effects of race/gender melancholia will
remain undone. Contributing to such undoing is the purpose of the
rest of this book.

I turn first to further exploration of the psychic register, espe-
cially of the political unconscious and some of its predominant and
recurring fantasies, then to a more extensive critique of rationalistic
individualism as a mode of subjectivity and a grounding for justice.
Subsequent chapters will offer an alternative way to think about and
practice subjectivity and some practical policy recommendations that
might contribute to the undoing of race /gender melancholia and rela-
tions of domination.



CHAPTER 3

Fabricating Subjectivity:
Monster’s Ball, The Deep End, and
Crash as Enactments of Race/Gender
in the Contemporary United States

In the first chapter, I argue that contemporary American subjects
suffer from untreated race/gender melancholia. Unable or unwill-
ing to confront the gaps between an idealized view of our history,
culture, and subjective organizations and the more complex realities
of our wounded present, dominant and subordinate groups remain
imprisoned within this affective state and its pathological dynam-
ics. We have yet to learn and put into practice the crucial difference
between “burying the dead” (mourning) and “burying the past”
(melancholia).! Burying the past does not obliterate the dead; they
return to haunt us. Without properly mourning the dead, we can-
not make productive use of the past. In chapter 2, I claim that race/
gender is a social, not a natural, fact, and that it is fabricated and
sustained through a wide variety of political, cultural, economic, and
unconscious processes. In this and the following chapter, I try to
render these claims more plausible by analyzing certain local sites in
which race/gender melancholia and the fabrication of race/gender are
enacted. In this chapter, I pay close attention to how race/gender
domination shapes our subjectivity and how as individual subjects
we both live and resist these relations. In the following chapter, I
look at the constitution of American citizenship and how it is both
formed by these relations and by conflicting wishes to deny and undo
them. In closely analyzing these sites, I undertake the task Walton
urges of conducting investigations “in very specitic and detailed ways,
(of ) local constructions of racialized identification and desire.”? Such
projects provide rich material for delineating the psychic and political
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work race /gender performs in the contemporary United States. I hope
that they might increase subjects’ awareness of our multiple locations
on race/gender grids and of some of the ways in which we are consti-
tuted by and could confront them.

The local sites I discuss in this chapter are three films, Monster’s
Ball (2001), The Deep End (2001), and Crash (2005). Through
detailed analysis of scenes in these films, I explore the often pain-
ful practices our current race/gender grids demand. In their actions
and interactions, characters in each film illuminate the powers, con-
straints, and possible points of resistance their race/gender position
affords. In his or her own way, each finds themselves enmeshed in
circumstances in which intention and agency are certainly not mean-
ingless, but neither are they the sole determinants of the narrative.
Enactments of race/gender melancholia and the political unconscious
generate outcomes that are sometimes tragic and occasionally hope-
ful. T chose films rather than another medium because movies’ fluid
and visual qualities render them effective modes of transmitting or
activating unconscious fantasy. The information conveyed and emo-
tions stimulated far exceed the screenplay. It is often easier to analyze
someone else’s subjectivity than our own, but empathic identification
with characters can simultaneously provide insight into our own fab-
rication. Also, unlike novels or plays, movies more frequently have a
domestic and international mass audience, and those who act in them
occupy an important place in many Americans’ imagination. Film
makers can use movies to affect as well as reflect the beliefs, emotions,
and desires of their viewers. The unique qualities of films and their
place in American culture render them a significant index to social
fantasies and preoccupations. Therefore, analyzing films can provide
access to the political unconscious’ content and processes.

This is the case for these three movies. On the surface, the films
differ greatly, yet each offers many insights into the pervasive and
intertwining effects of race, gender, and power. In each film, racialized
gender positions, patriarchal power, racialized maternity, and racially
specific relations between fathers and sons are enacted as the charac-
ters and stories unfold. Monster’s Ball directly confronts the sickness
of contemporary race/gender positions and the intra-and intersubjec-
tive violence required to maintain them. The Deep End reveals the
work required to sustain the facade of white, heterosexual, bourgeois
normalcy and domesticity and the desires that animate its perpetu-
ation. Crash explores all these themes and also blows apart the false
assumption that the emergence of increasingly “multicultural” soci-
eties necessarily entails the elimination of race/gender domination.
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MONSTER’S BALL

Monster’s Ball offers an exemplary portrayal of race/gender melan-
cholia. All its characters are gripped by an aspect of melancholia that
Cheng underemphasizes—a pathological combination of psychic
numbness and rage. In the movie, numbness is signaled by the char-
acters’ lack of and craving for sensation; the craving is often expressed
through an obsessive search for stimulation, especially eating, drink-
ing, smoking, and sex, none of which appear to provide any pleasure
or relief. The movie begins with a shot of a dim room, flashing light,
arumbled bed, and someone vomiting. That person is Hank, a guard
at the local prison, who is soon to participate in another execution.
Like all the major characters in the film, Hank tries to counter his
numbness with some sort of oral gratification, in his case chocolate
ice cream, which he can only eat with a plastic spoon (metal may
remind him of what is put into the prisoner’s mouth in preparation for
electrocution). Hank’s father, Buck, has emphysema, from smoking,
and the main female character, Leticia, also smokes incessantly. Her
son, who is grossly overweight, sneaks candy and eats it compulsively.
Hank and his son joylessly engage the services of a prostitute. Hank,
his father, and son (Sonny), are white; all these men are (or in Hank’s
father’s case, were) prison guards. Leticia, her son, and her soon to
be executed husband (and the son’s father) are black. Race/gender is
registered almost immediately in the film when Hank’s father sees
two young black boys in his yard and launches into a tirade about
their proximity, how they used to know their place, and “there was
none of this mixing going on.” Hank, the good son, goes out and
shoots his shotgun to scare the boys away. It turns out the boys are
friends of Hank’s son, and foreshadow the mixing to come. Hank
and his father are bound by racial hatred, which deflects and is fed by
the hatred between them, and the father claims Hank’s mother hated
“niggers” too. Hank hates Sonny, but he and Sonny are bound by the
violence of the prison, as we see them practicing what will be his son’s
first execution. Masculine pride is affirmed by taking on such work,
and Hank is enraged when his son messes up the practice, for Sonny’s
inadequacies reflect badly on Hank and his capacity to induct his son
into this world.

The prison reflects the complexity of contemporary race/gender
relations. Hank’s squad is integrated; it includes one white woman
and a black man. Yet, as discussed in chapter 2, we know that prisons
are disproportionately populated by black men, and they are more
likely to receive the death penalty. This disproportion is reflected
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later in the movie when we see several shots of a chain gang from
Hank’s prison, all black men. It is hard not to think about the judi-
cial system, particularly our draconian and unevenly enforced drug
laws and extraordinary rates of incarceration, as new forms of Jim
Crow. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, in 2002 there
were an estimated 624,900 state prisoners serving time for a vio-
lent offense. State prisons also held an estimated 253,000 property
offenders and 265,000 drug offenders. Thus, 21 percent of all state
prisoners were sentenced on drug charges. In 2000, 82 percent of
all drug users were white, compared to 16.9 percent who were black.
Yet blacks accounted for 37.3 percent of all drug arrests and were five
times more likely than whites to be arrested on drug-related charges.3
In 2008, more than 2.3 million people were in American prisons.
The United States had the highest rates of incarceration—750 per-
sons per 100,000—in the world. Our rate far exceeded that of the
next two highest countries—Russia and South Africa—and was eight
times that of any European country.* If present practices continue,
enormous numbers of black men (and increasingly, black women) will
spend some portion of their lives segregated from the free population.
The consequences for them and those connected to them, as we see
with Leticia and her son, are dire.

We first see Leticia with her son in her battered car, heading to the
prison on their last visit before her husband’s execution. What can
this father pass on to his son? A warning not to be him (“I’m a bad
man,” he says) and the drawings he has made in prison. His relation-
ship with Leticia is full of hate and humiliation. He cannot play the
normative male role of protector; he cannot take care of her.® She is
alone, lacking the protection expected by some in her gender posi-
tion (particularly, privileged white women). Located as poor, black,
female, resistance is difficult; she is losing her house because she can-
not afford to pay for it. After a painful parting, the guards deny her
husband his final phone call, and we see Leticia and her son des-
perately watching television, she smoking, he sneaking candy. Leticia
turns her rage on her son, beating him for the candy and being fat;
humiliating him by making him weigh himself. Leticia’s abuse of her
son is an all too common experience among his cohort. The rate of
child abuse in black families is at least double that of other groups.®
Longstanding use of violence as a tool of race/gender domination
is now incorporated within relationships among the subordinated.”
These actions can also be interpreted as toxic effects of race/gen-
der melancholia; hate and denigration are turned inward and toward
one’s closest relations. Her son’s fat may wound Leticia’s narcissism;
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taken to reflect her failure as a mother, that she is that much further
from any fantasy of perfection. Her rage must also be fueled by a
sense of powerlessness; she later tries to frame her attack as a form of
protection, saying that a black man can’t be fat in America. Yet, as
a subject positioned as a poor, black woman, what access could she
provide her son to power networks of normative masculinity? At the
moment of her husband’s death, Leticia is brushing her teeth, but no
oral consolation is to be had.

Sonny vomits as the prisoner is walking to the electric chair. (Hank
vomits most mornings at home.) Afterward Hank turns on him and
beats him for messing up the man’s last walk. Sonny’s behavior vio-
lates normative white/male practices, hence Sonny must be located
in another subject position. Hank tries to humiliate Sonny by call-
ing him a “pussy,” a woman, just like his mother, who left Hank
and evidently was also hated by him. When a fellow officer tries to
restrain Hank, he calls him a “nigger,” reminding us again of the not
so repressed presence of the past. Shamed by a black/male witnessing
this failure of his son (and by implication, Hank’s paternal practices)
to conform to race/gender norms, Hank needs to denigrate the offi-
cer as well. He regains his dominant position by warning the officer
to never again touch a superior and makes him shout “yes, sir” to
signify his subordination.

At their house, Sonny points a gun at Hank, tries to humiliate
him, says Hank always hated him but that he loved Hank; then Sonny
sits down, turns the gun on himself, and kills himself. One could say
his is a social suicide, or both a failed and successful interpellation.
Interpellation fails, because Sonny cannot locate himself within his
father’s and grandfather’s practices. Yet it succeeds because Sonny feels
like a failure because he cannot do so. His love for his father and his
wish that his father recognize him disable effective resistance or subjec-
tive remaking. Suicide is a way out of this impossible double bind. Buck
is sitting in the room. His interpretation of events differs; he dismisses
the suicide by saying Sonny was weak, like his mother. Although Hank
cleans up the blood and locks Sonny’s possessions away in his former
room, something snaps. He resigns from the prison and burns his uni-
form; his father attacks him for letting him down, as Hank’s mother
did. Buck calls her a shit; he denigrates her because she committed
suicide, which Buck terms a betrayal, a failure to meet his expectations
and desires. Later Buck says the same about Hank because he leaves the
prison, rejecting his father’s identity, and buys a gas station.

Meanwhile, Leticia is fired from her waitress job; she gets another
one at the restaurant Hank patronizes; her car dies, and as she is
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walking home with her son, he is hit by a car. Hank happens by and
takes them to the hospital where the son dies; more filial blood, this
time on Hank’s backseat. The hospital too reflects the complexity of
contemporary race/gender relations. It is no longer segregated, and
Leticia is comforted by a white nurse who holds her, violating previ-
ous racial taboos. However, the son died because his mother, a poor,
black woman could not afford to repair her car. Hank awkwardly tries
to express sympathy, but Leticia says that, despite what Hank says, no
one will try to find the killer of a black boy. What follows is a pain-
ful unfolding of a relationship between Leticia and Hank, as each
confronts the death of their son and their inability to feel grief, or to
feel anything at all. Each reconstructs the narrative of their parental
history, resituating their children as “good” sons so as to reconcile
with loss and their own failures. Hank says that since his son died, he
feels like he cannot breathe; he cannot get out from inside himself.
Sex between them is an almost brutal, avaricious attempt to escape
the claustrophobic imprisonment of each within their own, inarticu-
late worlds. Leticia repeatedly begs Hank to “make me feel, make me
feel good.” They connect around loss and need, a form of the long-
postponed grieving Cheng discusses. After making love, each says to
the other, “I needed you.”

When Leticia goes to Hank’s house to give him a present, she
and his father have an ugly conversation in which the father discusses
his own taste for “nigger juice,” and its connection with manhood.
Leticia flees in rage and horror from this blunt reminder of the often
violent and predatory history of sexual power relations between white
men and black women. Buck tries to reestablish the primacy of his
claim on Hank and their shared race/gender position by first asking
him “what’s the problem?” and then asserting “we’re family after all.”
Leticia also tests the nature of her relationship with Hank; she only
reconciles with him after he puts his father in a nursing home. Doing
so is another, ambivalent move toward differentiation for Hank; when
the intake worker says he must love his father very much, Hank says
he does not, but he’s my father and there it is. At the home Buck says
he is stuck now, and Hank says he is too. Ties and histories can be
reworked, but not erased.

After Leticia is evicted, she comes to live with Hank in his redeco-
rated house; there they have a tender scene in which Hank says he
wants to take care of her and Leticia says she needs it. When Hank
goes to get ice cream, she finds the drawings her husband did of
Sonny and Hank, and she realizes what he did (he made the connec-
tion before they first have sex). It may seem implausible that Leticia
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could be unaware that Hank worked in the prison; she went there
many times and they live in a small town. However, I take her lack
of (conscious) awareness as a metaphor for the (unconsciously) willed
blindness that dominant and subordinate groups must acquire to
avoid confronting our intersecting histories and their consequences.
Without speaking, we watch her face as she tries to connect these
parts; the man who was so tender, the executioner, the white prison
guard. Hank embodies the best and worst of American race/gen-
der relations; he has perpetuated its most hateful aspects, yet comes
to hate his own complicity. She is shaking and literally speechless,
gripped by emotions and desires unrepresentable in language. Hank
comes back; they sit outside while he feeds her ice cream, still with a
plastic spoon. Although the camera slowly pans out to the star filled
sky, it first lingers on the three gravestones of Hank’s kin. No matter
how large our perspective, the memories of violence and the histories
in our present cannot disappear. His last words are, “I think we are
going to be alright.”

The film strikes me as both despairing and hopeful. Hopeful
because, as Cheng argues, through grieving the appalling violence
of the history in which they are both enmeshed and participants,
Hank and Leticia reduce the grip of melancholia. Furthermore, the
relationship between them is necessary for each to tolerate their own
emotional work and attempts to change. As each says to the other,
after their first lovemaking, “I needed you so much.” This intra- and
intersubjective work opens new perspectives outside the compulsive,
claustrophobic repetition of the same, as Hank and Leticia con-
template the alternative universes the stars suggest. The film is also
despairing because it suggests that race/gender domination can be
resisted only under extreme circumstances of loss, personal disloca-
tion, and the somewhat involuntary stripping of desires that fasten us
to privilege. It graphically conveys the depths of hatred and rage; the
passing on of white masculine identity through the power of life and
death over others (primarily, in this case, black prisoners) and through
a shared denigration of women and racialized others. The helplessness
and inability of black people to protect those they love or themselves
from the internalization of race/gender denigration and its concom-
itant self-hatred and intra- and intersubjective violence is painfully
evident. Instead, that denigration, hatred, and its accompanying rage
is destructively expressed both inwardly and outwardly. The social
compact between white fathers and sons is equally violent—hate who
I hate, or I will turn my rage on you. Any reduction of privilege
or race/gender boundary crossing is perceived as a threat to one’s
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property and hence the target of justifiable attack. Women are dan-
gerous, untrustworthy creatures, for whom it is threatening to have
any tenderness, and white masculinity is a fragile accomplishment,
requiring constant, hateful toughening up. Femininity is constricted
in its range of possibilities. Leticia’s felt choices are to be taken care
of by a white male protector or to be utterly on her own and hence
vulnerable to the risks of her subordinated subject positions (black
female).

Her assessment of her alternatives is not unrealistic; as recent Census
Bureau statistics show, compared to black or white males and white
females, black women have the lowest rates of marriage. Furthermore,
Leticia’s alliance with Hank is unusual in that black females have very
low rates of out group marriage. On the basis of 1990 Census Bureau
data, Orlando Patterson calculates that 98.8 percent of married black
women had black husbands. African American men are more likely
to engage in out group marriage; according to the Census Bureau,
in 2000, in 73 percent of black-white couples, the husband was black
and wife was white. This means that African American men had white
wives 2.65 times more often than black women had white husbands.
This 2.65 ratio is similar to the 2.54 ratio in 1990. Furthermore, this
interracial gender gap is even sharper among black-white couples who
cohabit without being married. Five times as many black men live
with white women as white men live with black women.®

What makes it possible for Hank and Leticia to resist historic
patterns of hateful bonds and reduce inner- and intersubjective vio-
lence? The film is vague on this point, as Hank’s motivation for
moving away from his old practices is never clear. My ingrained
analytic suspicion leads me to speculate that Leticia’s subordinated
subject positions may make it easier for him to sustain a relationship
with her. His dominance is not challenged and so she represents
less threat to his subjective stability. Leticia’s position also remains
ambiguous. She acknowledges her desire to be taken care of, and
Hank promises her a “privilege” usually restricted to some white
women—that is, the protection and care of a white male. Yet, to
what degree does her shift of position represent empowerment, or
is it another ratification of white male dominance? It is not clear
whether Leticia’s desire stems from awareness of her vulnerability
in a largely unchanged world or an increased self-respect. Although
Hank makes her partner in the gas station he purchases and names
after her, it is unclear whether her agency is significantly increased.
Perhaps she takes the best deal available within the existing power
relations, but it is by the grace of white/male attachment, historically
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a rather precarious position. What the film does make clear is the
desperate circumstances of all its characters, which I take as a meta-
phor for our current race/gender positions. If unmourned and unal-
tered, they poison us, imprison us, and make us ill, violent, and
deadly to ourselves and to others.

THE DEEP END

While The Deep End opens with its main character, Margaret, knock-
ing on the door of a seedy bar, its primary location could not appear
more different than the world of Monster’s Ball. A recipient of those
differentially beneficial public policies discussed by Ira Katznelson,
Desmond King, and Linda F. Williams, Margaret lives with her fam-
ily in a beautiful house on Lake Tahoe, a lake renowned for its deep
blue color (the blue of Renaissance Madonnas) and purity. Given cur-
rent household income and family composition, far more white than
black households would find this suburban haven accessible. In 2001,
the U.S. Census Bureau reports that the proportion of non-Hispanic
whites among the highest earning households was far higher than
that of blacks. Furthermore, since white women are more likely to
be married (and to be married to higher-earning white males) than
black women, they are also more likely to be situated in those highest
earning households.

Surrounded by pine trees and an intensely clear blue sky and
inhabited by healthy-looking, prosperous white people, the fantasized
impossible perfection of what Cheng calls racial idealization seems
actualized. This perfection as always requires its flawed twin, in this
case the city of Reno, the location of the bar. Reno is the abjected
urban other to the pristine country, a common American figuration.
On film it appears dirty, the air smudged. It is the mirror opposite
of normalized, family-centered, suburban innocence. Gambling is
legal there, and it is a place people come to drink and “sin.” The bar
Margaret visits is called The Deep End, and this name is meant to
evoke a colloquial phrase; to go off the deep end means to go crazy.
Margaret is intensely blond, as are two of her three children, and the
actress who plays her (Tilda Swinton) is almost translucently white.
Her family’s name is Hall, as WASP and vanilla as one can imagine.
Hers is a world of full-time domesticity, of car pools, children’s music
and ballet lessons, sports, and the errands of daily life. Margaret’s
husband is in the navy, and he is frequently absent for long periods of
time. Yet Margaret does not lack for male surveillance; her husband’s
father, Jack, lives with them, and her husband is very much present in
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his absence as armed protector of the home front and as the ultimate,
intimidating sovereign. Margaret’s intense anxiety about pleasing her
husband is soon quite evident; her job is to keep the home front oper-
ating smoothly. The central organizing principle of their family life
is that nothing must occur that would disturb or anger her husband.
The military protects the home front, but it relies on the home front
to anchor and free the protector.

However, Margaret’s anxious efforts to maintain the placidity and
respectability of the domestic surface are undermined by her oldest
son, Beau, a high school senior. His age is significant, for it means
that Beau is in the middle of a ritual essential to the replication of
race/gender privilege, applying to college. The timing raises the
stakes for failures to act normally and intensifies Margaret’s anxiety
regarding her responsibility to ensure his conformity to regulatory
norms. It also reminds us of the fear intrinsic to hierarchal social
relations—that without conformity, one can lose one’s place. Even for
many dominant subjects, no guaranteed positions exist. This anxiety
translates into the expenditure of an enormous amount of resources,
material and psychological, among those who have them to spend.
Such work is both motivated by and expresses the fear of falling into
the position of the abjected other.

Nonetheless, Beau acts out the always-lurking potential sources of
masculine disorder that are white women’s responsibility to domesti-
cate—that is, sexuality and the reckless pursuit of pleasure. First Beau
has a car accident while driving drunk; he is accompanied by an older
white man. Later, we briefly glimpse another potential symptom of
resistance to expected race/gender behavior. Beau is a musician, but
his chosen fields appears to be jazz (the archetypical “black” music),
for he is shown recording an audition tape for his college applications.
He plays a bit of Miles Davis’ “Sketches of Spain,” and there in this
scene is the only, brief, sighting of a person of color in the film; one
of the recording engineers is a black man. The person with Beau in
the car is Darby Reese, and he is the man Margaret confronts in the
bar. He is obviously gay. In a disturbing foreshadowing of current
American politics, in this film homosexuality occupies the place of
the denigrated but dangerous other. It threatens “family values” and
“our way” of life, potentially undermining Beau’s ability to occupy
and enact his subject positions and carry on the work of the fathers
and proper (heterosexual) domesticity.

Margaret tells him to stay away from her son, but Darby does not
comply. He comes at night to her house to visit Beau; they end up in
a fight, and Darby dies in ambiguous circumstances (he falls off their
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launch dock with a boat anchor in his chest; appropriate for someone
portrayed as a sexual vampire). Beau and Darby have been having
a sexual relationship; they kiss before the fight, but Beau becomes
enraged when Darby says Margaret offered him money to stay away.
When Beau returns to the house, Margaret sees his bruised face and
asks him what happened. Their stilted conversation is interrupted by
Jack, and then Margaret covers for Beau, protecting his place within
the patriarchy. In the morning Margaret finds Darby’s body, puts it
on their boat and dumps it in the lake. Darby has a piece of Beau’s
shirt in his hand, which Margaret buries in the trash. Returning,
she notices his car, has to go back to the submerged body, take his
car keys, and drive his car to a Reno parking lot. Even this car, an
expensive racing model with a “deep end” vanity licence plate, sig-
nifies flamboyant excess. All the other characters drive that icon
of American suburban domesticity, the SUV, or modest sedans.
Margaret never directly questions Beau about what happens. Fearful
that she could not maintain the relationship, like Leticia with Hank,
she never directly confronts her son with what she thinks she knows.
Margaret simply assumes he killed Darby, and that she must cover up
the crime. When Beau asks her not to say anything about the previ-
ous night to his father, Margaret agrees, purposely leaving ambiguous
what “last night” means.

A different embodiment of deviant male danger now appears in the
form of Alex, the blackmailer. In a further foreshadowing of current
American politics, Alex has a foreign accent and looks Mediterranean.
He is the foreigner within, ready to wreak violence, undermine home-
land security, destroy innocence, and destabilize the good and the
right. His boss, Nagel, sees Beau’s affair with Darby as a business
opportunity and sends Alex to demand a payoff. Alex forces Margaret
to watch a video of Darby and Beau having sex. Beau is the “bottom,”
clearly enthralled by erotic submission to Darby. Margaret cannot
bear directly confronting her son’s position—literally and metaphori-
cally in the grips of a man, subordinated to a denigrated other, beyond
her normalizing reach, and outside the regulative practices of domes-
ticity and normative heterosexual white masculinity. Alex demands
$50,000 to destroy the video and protect Beau from exposure, as
a homosexual and, by implication, killer. Their encounter is inter-
rupted by her younger son Dylan and then Jack, complaining about
his dry cleaning. Fortified by these reminders of her normal context,
she demands Alex stay away from her family and agrees to meet him
the next day in town. Margaret and her sons then hurry off to her
daughter’s ballet recital, a portion of Swan Lake. The blackness of
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blackmail starkly contrasts to the traditional connotations of ballet,
that fantasy of perfection and embodiment of normative femininity—
female innocence and virginity, purified romantic love, the all white
swans, the idealized female form and the blue lake.

Now Margaret is confronted with the powerlessness of her pro-
tected race/gender position. Without her husband’s signature she
cannot borrow money on the house, and he is unavailable at sea.
Even Alex, however, is not immune from the seductions of affluent
white domesticity. He looks at Dylan as he arrives home from school
attired in a baseball uniform with naked and intense longing. His
desire to be that son, or to have had that childhood, is palpable. After
Margaret misses him in town, he returns to the house. Jack has a heart
attack and Alex helps Margaret perform CPR; while she accompanies
Jack to the hospital, Alex looks around her house. He sees a picture
of Margaret with her three children, and something shifts for him.
Alex, too, however, is constrained by white male power; he is work-
ing for Nagel who demands the money. He returns to tell Margaret
he will give up his share, but she must get $25,000 for Nagel. Alex
and Margaret have an intense scene in which she details the demands
of domesticity and accuses him of being heartless for disturbing it;
he asks whether she ever gets away from her family. Through the
emotions her face expresses, we see a fleeting glimpse of the wishes
Margaret must repress to enact her position. Alex touches a forbid-
den desire for pleasure and subjective practices outside the circuit of
domesticity. Margaret has also projected onto Alex the submerged
needs frustrated within her marriage. She uses him as an idealized
object; she fantasizes him as everything her husband is not—empa-
thetic, tender, available, and attentive.

Margaret comes up with part of the money, but this is not enough
for Nagel. In contrast to Alex, Nagel is the personification of the
completely undomesticated male. Lacking any vulnerability to sen-
timental appeals, he is a violent monster. Nagel comes to Margaret’s
house, takes her to the boat shack where Darby and Beau fought and
begins to hit her. Alex shows up and confronts Nagel. Nagel tries to
regain control over Alex by appealing to constitutive masculine anx-
ieties—that he is weak, that she is making a fool of him (she is not to
be trusted), and that he must be “fucking her” (and hence in thrall to
Margaret’s sexual powers). Alex resists these appeals and kills Nagel
while Margaret watches. Once again protected, Margaret helps Alex
with Nagel’s body. He tells her to go back to her family and forget any
of this ever happened. Alex ratifies the supreme importance of sus-
taining the fantasy of perfection. She must keep her family together
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and not let them see the effort this costs. Margaret must ensure they
stay in their house, their safe domestic shell, and away from its win-
dows while Alex drives away with Nagel’s body. Even murder is not
too high a price to pay to protect this illusion of perfection and thus
forestall the need to abandon the wishes animating it, including an
assumed right to entitlement and privilege.

Margaret decides to follow him but cannot drive Alex’s car (it
has a stick shift). She asks Beau to help her. Unlike her daughter,
who despite her interest in car repair, earlier in the film could not fix
Margaret’s when it would not start, Beau can exercise instrumental
(masculine) mastery. They find Alex in Nagel’s crashed car, dying. She
does not want to leave him there, but he says she must. She cannot be
muddied by his imperfection. Alex helps her retrieve the money and
video, apologizes, and then dies. The last scene is between Beau and
Margaret; she is crying, he comes into comfort her; while he incor-
rectly suspects Alex and Margaret were lovers, he says he does not
need to know. Like Margaret, he would rather submerge doubts and
secrets rather than confront events that might destroy the possibility
of sustaining desired illusions. We see a pieta-like image of Beau and
Margaret on the bed in a symbiotic embrace, holding each other as the
camera pans to Margaret’s wedding ring, through the well-ordered
house with its many domestic objects, out the shiny window to the
starry dark outside. While this panning shot is similar to the ending
scene of Monster’s Ball, the difference in its framing is appropriate.
Here the home, the site of domesticity, remains the focal point. Hank
and Leticia sit outside, but Margaret and Beau are inside, looking out.
The idealized domesticity Margaret preserves sustains its normalizing
power; Hank and Leticia’s household could never assume its place in
our contemporary race/gender grids. Then Dylan says his father is
calling and asks Margaret to pick up the phone. We know Margaret
will indeed pick up and go on. Disenchantment and a potential void
have been contained by masculine protection and the white/feminine
work of re-knitting illusion, including the belief in its unambiguous
goodness.

Margaret personifies a particular form of the subject position,
(idealized) white femininity. This position is generally inaccessible to
women of color, for it entails fantasies of an asexual maternity it is
assumed they lack. Madonnas must be white; women of color are
either Sapphires (sexy, tough, emasculating, domineering, indepen-
dent, dangerous) or Jemimas (earthy, embodied, domestic servants).
Lacking access to dominant masculine subjectivity, black men cannot
fully enact protective practices. Hence within our current race/gender
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fabrications, among black people aggression and domesticity cannot
be readily split along gender positions. Insufficiently domesticated,
black women cannot domesticate their men, and both genders are
imagined by dominant subjects as dangerously prone to transgressing
regulative norms. Black women are imagined as inadequate mothers
and emasculating heterosexual partners while fantasies about black
men center around their alleged hypersexuality and proclivities for
violence and irresponsibility.’

While Margaret devotes her life to the care of others and preserv-
ing domestic order, she feels entitled to male protection in return.
However, to sustain this exchange, she must curb male violence and
sexuality, submerge any desires (including her own) that exceed the
regulatory practices of domesticity, and please or appease male power.
As with her son, she must also maintain a willful blindness to or denial
of certain masculine practices and deny the violence that sustains
their power, even over her. Women like Margaret are highly compe-
tent in their sphere and can muster great ingenuity when domesticity
is threatened. Nonetheless, they are represented as essentially lacking.
They require protection because they lack the prowess required by the
larger world. Margaret cannot save Alex, although he can rescue her.
This representation is reenacted and passed onto Margaret’s children
as well. While she appears to break gender expectations by fixing cars,
her daughter Paige more competently performs stereotypical female
roles; at a crucial moment, she is unable to get her mother’s car started.
Paige is far more in her element dressed all in white, elegantly danc-
ing a part in Swan Lake with her white female cohort. In contrast, all
the normalized males assist Margaret in restoring domestic order and
proper race/gender hierarchies. Although Jack is older and requires
more caretaking, she respects him as her husband’s stand in. Beau will
go to college in the fall. Alex kills the threat to domestic normalcy
and by retrieving the money and video tape enables Margaret to act
as if absolutely no regulatory norms were violated. Even Dylan helps
her by calling 911 when Jack has his heart attack.

Margaret can enlist men to discipline other men, for all those who
are redeemable are deeply invested in the fantasies of idealized domes-
ticity and maternal, constrained femininity. Most people want the
caretaking mother but do not want to see the effort or costs of what
is provided. The more heartless the world, the more people crave their
imagined haven from it. The fantasy of a clean place, of a home front
to return to, sustains men at war and cleanses white men of their
violence. Despite the cost to her, Margaret remains within her nor-
mative race/gender position. Perpetuating race/gender stereotypes,
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unlike Leticia, she is never shown as a sexual being. She thus remains
available as the object of maternal fantasies. When she strips to her
underwear to retrieve Darby’s keys, it is simple, utilitarian white cot-
ton. What she allows herself to crave from Alex is empathy, not sexual
pleasure. Yet, she is not a helpless victim. Eager to enable her son to
benefit from white masculinity, she enacts our culture’s homophobia
and demands that he fit into the normative grids of his race/gender
position. In so doing, she is not merely her husband’s agent. She is
animated by her own desires to retain her and her family’s privileged
positions and to exercise the passive-aggressive pleasures of caretaking
while seeing herself as weak and needing protection. Enfolding Beau
in her embrace at the end, she reinserts him into domesticity and
ensures herself future care, the privileges of masculine protection,
and the cover of white/male dominance. Representing herself as in
need of care and as a caretaker allows her to escape responsibility and
deny her own aggression, sexuality, and desire. Aggression and sexu-
ality are located outside, as male prerogative and danger. Somehow
her complicity in violence does not count, because her actions are in
the service of preserving and protecting her family and that sphere
of imagined innocence. Here, her race enables a splitting and denial
that is unavailable to Leticia. Leticia knows she can never pass for a
Madonna; that position in our race/gender grids is unavailable to her.
She also knows that Hank’s history is intrinsic to his character, as her
history is to hers; she takes the full weight of it and, partially out of
an unromanticized necessity, goes on. Margaret, as Cheng argues,
projects badness outward, and she too goes on, leaving the lovely blue
surface unmarred by its deep end.

CRASH

“You can check out, but you can never leave.”

(The Eagles, “Hotel Californin”)

Set in Los Angeles, Crash tollows the interwoven stories of its char-
acters over a thirty-six-hour period. Fragmented and episodic, the
movie reflects its location, a sprawling metropolis lacking an identi-
fiable center. As the movie unfolds, it undermines any illusion that
increasing ethnic diversity inevitably erases race/gender domination
and its pathological melancholic dynamics. As in Monster’s Ball, its
characters are gripped by various forms of the psychic numbness
and the rage that race/gender melancholy engenders. Like Deep End
and Monster’s Ball, themes of protection, power, and the fragility of
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perfection weave through Crash. Crash also provides many illuminat-
ing examples of the simultaneously determinant and indeterminate
character of contemporary American power grids. In it, we watch
subordinated subjects enable domination’s perpetuation and privi-
leged persons resist it. Plot lines and characters’ actions also clearly
show how the effects of relations of power can exceed or subvert
individual subjects’ conscious intentions. The race/gender position
of subjects within these relations of power does not necessary alter
their operation, and whatever effect individual subjects may generate
cannot be readily deduced from a simplistic logic of identity poli-
tics. Many viewers have recognized the film’s potent depiction of the
interplay of race, gender, class and power; for example, in July 2006,
after Inspector Andy Solberg of the Washington, D.C. police made a
racist remark, his chief of police, Charles H. Ramsey, ordered him to
develop a lesson plan for the police academy based on the film.

The illusion—or perhaps defensive rationalization—that diversity
necessarily eradicates or signals the end of domination is both dan-
gerous and apparently fairly widespread. It provides a rationalization
for denying the many remaining asymmetries of power and resources
and enables a perverse reversal in which one can appear progressive
while actually supporting domination. Under the cover of diversity,
concern about domination is transformed into a pathetic inability to
recognize a transformed present or, even worse, a regressive desire to
return to the bad old days of racial politics. A report in The New York
Times concerning an appeal recently decided by the U.S. Supreme
Court exemplifies this fantasy’s dangers. A group of parents sued to
overturn a Louisville, Kentucky school desegregation policy. Their
lawyer, Teddy B. Gordon, concedes that if the policy is overturned,
the schools will rapidly resegregate. However, he says this is not a
problem, because we’re “a diverse society, a multiethnic society, a
colorblind society .. .race is history.”** Perhaps Gordon’s statement is
made in good faith and is not, at least consciously, meant to rational-
ize a desire to undo whatever lessening of race /gender domination has
occurred. However, his serene assumption that the mere existence of
multiple ethnicities necessarily entails color-blindness—or justice—is
questionable. Highly diverse societies, for example caste-based ones
such as pre-independence India, are often organized hierarchically
and marked by stark disparities in the distribution of social goods.
Apartheid South Africa was also simultaneously ethnically diverse
and racially tyrannical. Mr. Gordon’s lack of puzzlement about why,
if society is diverse and colorblind and race is without meaning or
consequence, the schools would rapidly resegregate is odd. If race
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is truly “history” in his sense, wouldn’t people be fairly randomly
dispersed? Equally puzzling is his assumption that resegregation
would not undermine diversity or colorblindness. Most problematic,
as Crash so clearly illustrates, is his claim that history does not affect
the present.

The mere existence of diversity exercises no magic erasure of long-
standing relations of dominance, denigration, and subordination. In
Crash, like Hank’s prison staft, the Los Angeles police department is
diverse, yet everyone, including black officers Detective Waters and
Lieutenant Dixon, acknowledges that obdurate race/gender domi-
nation pervades its daily practices. Instead, as in the film, diversity
may evoke anxiety and a phobic desire to avoid contamination, as
dominant groups seek to avoid contact with denigrated others. It is
as if they fear that contact with lesser others will degrade them or
infect them with the subordinates’ inferiority. Several recent studies
support this view.!! According to this research, rather than intensify
multicultural interaction, increasing diversity results in higher levels
of isolation, including intensified residential and school segregation.
Whites tend to perceive integration as a threat to their social status
and well being and therefore prefer low levels of integration. They
associate increasing numbers of blacks with a decline in the quality
of their neighborhoods and schools.!> When the percentage of blacks
in a neighborhood rises to around 20 percent, a dramatic increase in
white flight occurs. Those “who wish, even unconsciously, to main-
tain the psychological security that comes from being a member of
the permanent majority have to limit the ambit of their own move-
ments. To keep their sense of well-being, they have to set themselves
apart.”!® One consequence of white flight is that schools today are
more segregated than they were twenty years ago. By 1986, the pro-
portion of African American students in intensely segregated (90 to
100 percent students of color) schools started to climb, as did those
attending schools with student of color majorities. By 1991, that pro-
portion returned to the same level as in 1971, when the Supreme
Court issued its first school desegregation busing decision. Currently,
63 percent of all white students go to schools that are 90 percent to
100 percent white.!*

If power grids and unconscious processes remain intact, increas-
ing diversity also may not encourage tolerance; instead, it can pro-
vide more opportunities for hate. The preexisting grammar of race/
gender superiority and denigration can incorporate multiple ethnici-
ties and subject positions. As in The Deep End, where homosexuals
and darker-skinned foreigners occupy the denigrated position, this
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grammar is flexible enough to allow substitutions and replacements.
Its adaptability is illustrated in Crash. As in our contemporary power
grids, all the characters in the film are linked to others and their nar-
ratives intertwine. While their partners shift, almost always the rela-
tionships are asymmetric. Often one character connects with another
to restore some form of superiority (psychic, political, etc.) at the oth-
er’s expense. Koreans denigrate blacks; whites denigrate Hispanics,
Koreans, Iranians, and blacks; and blacks express contempt for whites
and Hispanics. Even intimate contact provides no magic escape from
this oppressive grammar—much less color-blindness. In Crash, Ria,
the girlfriend and police partner of Graham Waters, a black detective,
is Hispanic, but this does not prevent him from making a racist com-
ment about Hispanics right after they make love.

As in Crash, diversity does not automatically melt the numbness of
race/gender melancholy, stimulate a productive process of mourning
or eliminate the repetition of old patterns. Like Monster’s Ball, Crash
opens with a darkened screen. We see lights flashing and white blurs;
these turn out to be headlights and flakes of snow. The opening lines,
spoken by Graham Waters, express the feelings of psychic numbness
and isolation that are often symptoms of melancholia. He says, “It’s
the sense of touch. Any real city, you walk, you’re bumped, brush past
people. In LA, no one touches you ... We’re always behind metal and
glass. Think we miss that touch so much, we crash into each other just
to feel something.” Throughout the film, phobias and fantasies about
race/gender reinstall this isolation and its related misrecognitions,
sometimes with near-fatal effects. It is appropriate that a locksmith,
Daniel, is one of the film’s central characters; everyone wants to lock
themselves in and someone else out—or at least keep them at bay. No
matter what the actual circumstances or subjectivity of an individual,
the dominant race/gender grid often determines how one character
sees another. The effects of such preconceptions are sometimes disas-
trous and always hurtful. Graham and Ria are stopped at the site of a
car crash, and in one of many misunderstandings based on race/gen-
der assumptions, at first are not recognized as police officers. A white
woman sees a tattoo on the back of the (Hispanic) locksmith’s head
who is replacing their door locks, assumes he is a gang member who
will sell the keys to his “homies,” and lauches into an angry tirade
against her husband for putting their family at risk. An Iranian immi-
grant, Farhad, goes to buy a gun and the white clerk initially refuses
to sell one to him, calling him Osama; later Farhad’s store is trashed
and defaced with anti-Arab graffiti. In a hospital, a distraught Korean
woman runs down the hall yelling an unfamiliar phrase. The white
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nurse screams at her to speak English, that she is in America now. The
woman answers perfectly in English that she speaks the language,
but she is searching for her husband, Choi, who has just been admit-
ted after an accident; the phrase is his full name. Although he is just
looking out for his well-being, Farhad assumes that Daniel is trying
to cheat him when the locksmith tells him his shop needs a new door.
After the shop is trashed, due to this defective door, his insurance
company refuses to compensate Farhad. He channels his rage into
an attempt to shoot Daniel whose daughter comes between them.
(Luckily, Farhad’s daughter had inadvertently bought blank bullets.)
The two carjackers see an expensive SUV and, assuming it belongs
to a white person, move to steal it; they discover the driver is black.
Since they pride themselves on never stealing from other blacks, they
are about to flee when the police spot them. One flees, but the other
and the driver are almost killed in a tense interracial scene with the
police. A white policeman, Officer Hansen, who had earlier tried to
report Officer Ryan, a white man and his police partner, for racist and
sexist behavior, picks up a black hitchhiker, Peter, Detective Water’s
brother. After a testy interchange in which Hansen believes Peter is
making fun of him, Peter reaches in his pocket. Convinced he is pull-
ing out a gun, Hansen shoots and kills him. The object in Peter’s
hand is the saint’s statue he always carries and meant to show Hansen;
Hansen has an identical one on his dashboard.

After Graham is allowed to join the investigation at the crash site,
he discovers one running shoe. We return to this scene at the movie’s
end, when Graham discovers that the shoe belongs to his just mur-
dered brother. Peter is one of the carjackers who, with Anthony, his
partner in crime, appear in several important episodes. Graham’s dis-
covery foreshadows another of the film’s central themes, protection—
who expects it, who hopes to provide it, the forces that frustrate these
wishes, and the consequences of such disappointments. Despite his
police powers, Graham cannot protect his brother, and his mother,
a crack addict, while resenting his professional achievements and
escape from poverty, hates him for his failure. Graham cannot pro-
tect his mother, as she repeatedly returns to her crack habit and its
self-destructive consequences, or himself from the emotional impact
of her toxic contempt. Instead he lashes out at Ria by denigrating
Hispanics. The District Attorney, Rick Cabot, cannot protect his
wife, Jean Cabot, and himself from crime; they are the victims of a
carjacking Anthony and Peter perpetrate. Jean takes her anger out
by verbally attacking her Hispanic housekeeper and David, the lock-
smith. Ryan cannot protect his suffering father from the heartlessness
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and inequitable provision of the current American health care system.
He denigrates Shaniqua, the black female insurance case manager,
and sexually assaults Christine, a black woman. Farhad, the Persian
immigrant, cannot protect his shop from the attackers who mistake
him for an Arab or his family from the consequences of his losses. He
hunts Daniel down and tries to kill him. Daniel cannot protect his
own daughter from Farhad’s shooting attempt. In one of the film’s
most tender scenes, Daniel returns from work to find her hiding
under the bed, terrified of gun shots. To increase her feeling of safety
in their violence-ridden barrio, he pretends to give her a protective
magic cloak but later her belief in this fantasy results in her poten-
tially fatal attempt to protect him from Farhad’s gun. Cameron, a
successful black television director, cannot protect his wife Christine
or himself from the race/gender humiliation Ryan inflicts after he
pulls their car over. He later turns his rage on Anthony, who attempts
to carjack him.

The scene with Ryan, Christine, Cameron and Hansen vividly
illustrates the profound error of assuming “the past is history,”
because all its participants are aware that their present actions derive
much of their meaning and effects from the historical relationships
between white men, black men, and black women. The scene’s—and
the movie’s—impact on the audience also depends upon the reverber-
ating presence of this past. The scene encapsulates 400 years of race/
gender domination in which there is “abundant evidence that many
slaveowners, sons of slaveowners and overseers took black mistresses
or in effect raped the wives and daughters of slave families...the
ubiquity of such sexual exploitation was sufficient to deeply scar and
humiliate black women, to instill rage in black men, and to arouse
both shame and bitterness in white women.”*® The terrorizing regime
of Jim Crow and Northern black women’s (especially those working
as domestics) lack of power and employment alternatives enabled such
patterns of abuse to continue after slavery’s formal abolition.

The scene begins as, sitting in a diner, Ryan hears the report of the
Cabots’ carjacking. He and Hansen leave the diner and cruising down
a street, they see a black Navigator. Hansen says that since neither the
plate nor the driver match the crime description, it is not the stolen
one. A woman pops up in the passenger seat and, in the headlights,
her face looks white. Saying they were doing something, Ryan turns
on the police flasher and pulls them over anyway. Christine, who is
a light skinned black woman, and Cameron, a black man, are in the
car. They are returning from a rewards dinner, elegantly dressed up,
and Christine had been giving Cameron oral sex. Ryan puts his hand
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on his gun and asks Cameron for his license and registration; he tells
him to keep his hands in sight. He then asks Cameron to get out
of the car for a sobriety test. Christine, perhaps enacting her back-
ground knowledge of the potential dangers in any situation in which
a white man with a gun confronts a black man, attempts to inter-
vene. She protests that he is a Buddhist (hence, implicitly, nonviolent)
and does not drink. As the test proceeds, Christine steps out of the
car, and Ryan calls her “ma’am” and tells her to get back in it. She
explodes and, explicitly evoking the past in the present, says, “Don’t
you Ma’am me, I’m not your fucking mammy.” He orders both her
and Cameron to face the car for a search. As Cameron protests, Ryan
shoves him against the car, tells Hansen to search him, and then
while she continues to protest Ryan brutally pushes Christine against
the car. Ryan says, “that’s quite a mouth you have,” and turning to
Cameron says, “course, you know that.” Furious, Christine says,
“Fuck you. That’s why you’re doing this, isn’t it? You thought you saw
a white woman blowing a black man and that just drove your little
cracker ass crazy.” As Ryan slides his hands down her body, pretend-
ing to search for weapons, Cameron tries to quiet Christine. Gazing
at Cameron while he does so, Ryan continues, moving his hands up
the inside of her legs and then inside her crotch. All the while Ryan
is asking Cameron what to do, saying he could arrest him for endan-
germent, a felony, and Christine for lewd conduct. Like the master,
to establish his own honor and masculinity, Ryan needs to dominate
another male. In posing his questions to Cameron, Ryan is conveying
a double message. He acknowledges that potentially Cameron could
be another male; he might share his subject position with its rightful
claim to masculine authority. Simultaneously he asserts that only he
possesses the privilege to determine who can fully occupy this posi-
tion and deploys his authority to deny it to Cameron; he emasculates
Cameron. Ryan’s actions say, “I’m puncturing your pretensions, cut-
ting you down to proper size; despite your money and professional
success, you can never be a real man as I am. You can’t even control
your own woman.” Cameron and Ryan share an understanding of
masculinity’s historical meaning; it includes the control and posses-
sion of women and the regulation of sexuality. Abusing Christine
reasserts the white/patriarchal order; Ryan demonstrates his mastery
and superiority and humiliates and emasculates Cameron through
reducing Christine to his sexualized object. As his hand moves up
her thighs, Christine’s anger turns to humiliation; her gaze turns
beseechingly to Cameron, her face and body language signal disgust,
degradation, shame, and helplessness. Cameron clearly feels enraged
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but humiliated and helpless; he understands the historical salience of
this sexual abuse and knows that he is also its target. Their locked
gaze conveys recognition of a shared, yet differentiated, history. She,
like so many black women, experiences a white man’s sexualization
and forcible rape; her body is the direct target, but the attack, as
always, is meant to demean her subjectivity and her husband and his
feelings about himself and her. As for many other black American
men and women, this history generates a deep sense of solidarity,
but also, as subsequent scenes (and the low marriage and domestic
partnership and high divorce rates among black men and women)
illustrate, it tears them apart and undermines empathy between them.
Finally, Ryan says that since they are a block from home he will let
them go, and sarcastically reminds them to drive safely now.

In two subsequent scenes Cameron and Christine discuss this epi-
sode. In the first, immediately after, Christine explodes at Cameron,
saying she needed a husband who would not just stand there while
she was being molested. She turns her frustrated aggression and fury
at all Ryan’s actions represent against Cameron. Attempting to salve
her own humiliation, she denigrates him as Leticia does her son.
Wielding the past as a weapon, she accuses him of shucking and jiv-
ing. Evoking the stereotype of the emasculated, shuffling male ser-
vant, she shifts into a “folk” accent and says, “Let me hear it again.
Thank you master po-lice man. You sure is mighty kind to us poor
black folk. You be sure to let me know, next time you wanna fin-
ger-fuck my wife.” Cameron defends himself, saying he was afraid of
being shot. Ironically in the circumstances, they trade the demean-
ing accusation sometimes made by other blacks against people of
their class and accomplishments. Each accuses the other of not being
“black enough,” of failing as black subjects, unable to act black, and
ignorant about its real meaning. She accuses him of sacrificing her to
maintain his professional image; she asserts that he feared an accusa-
tion of lewd conduct would remind his co-workers that he really was
just another black man (implicitly, a man unable to control himself or
his oversexed Jezebel). Later she visits him at his studio to apologize
for attacking him. However, she says she still can’t believe he let Ryan
molest her; she felt humiliated for him and that she “couldn’t stand to
see that man take away your dignity.” Cameron walks away from her,
the matter unresolved between them. Relations between them, as for
many black women and men, remain conflicted.

At this subjective level, no resolution is possible. Ryan, Cameron,
and Christine are enacting long-standing dynamics of race/gender
domination. Ryan asserts his dominance by using Christine as a
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means to humiliate Cameron. Like a slave master, through assert-
ing his sexual prerogatives, he marks his mastery and his masculinity,
simultaneously emasculating Cameron and reducing Christine to an
object for his use. Flaunting his power, he reminds Cameron of his
place. Despite his fancy clothes, career, car, and elegant light-skinned
wife, Ryan’s actions say that Cameron is just another “nigger” and
his woman is a whore. Neither have any honor, nor are they worthy
of respect. Although Cameron and Christine resist such denigration,
they understand the constraints of their situation. Ryan could have
shot Cameron; as a later scene shows, as a black man Cameron’s profes-
sional status is fragile and contingent on the support of and approval
by white/male power. Despite their class privileges, Cameron can-
not reliably deliver to Christine a benefit intrinsic to the position of
white women such as Margaret: protection, even against other men’s
aggression. Race/gender dominance renders each subject to acts
of denigration—humiliation, emasculation, and sexualized attack.
While Cameron and Christine understand the historical forces play-
ing out between them and between each of them and Ryan, as indi-
vidual subjects, they lack the power to alter them. The best they can
do is to resist internalizing denigration and turning its subsequent
rage and shame against their relationship or into self-destructive acts.
Christine’s attack on Cameron and the behavior of other characters
in the film exemplify how difficult it is to sustain these forms of resis-
tance.'® Despite his fondness for the ideas of 1960s black power advo-
cates, for example, Anthony turns to carjacking. He rationalizes his
choice by explaining that he purposely restricts his activities to white
targets. This, he claims, proves that, unlike most black people, he is
not afraid of whites. However he rationalizes it, though, Anthony’s
choice puts him at terrible risk; its potential consequences are far
more harmful to himself than to his white victims; he may end up in
prison or dead.

Turning denigration against similarly denigrated others occurs all
too frequently in contemporary social relations, and it is sometimes
deadly. In 2005, black men were six times as likely as white men to
be victims of a homicide, and in 94 percent of the cases, the assailant
was also a black man.l” The homicide rate per 100,000 people was
3.3 for white men and 20.6 for black men. Approximately 79 percent
of all murder victims were male. In 2005, the rate of violent crimes
against blacks was 13.6 per 1,000 people and for whites 6.5, and the
perpetrators of most of these crimes were members of the same racial
group. 82 percent of the perpetrators of crimes committed against
black men were other black men. The rate of intraracial crime among
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white men was 71 percent. Rates of domestic violence are also much
higher for black women; for the period 1993-1998, the rate was
approximately 12 per 1,000 for black women and 9 for white women;
comparable rates for men were around 3 for black men and 2 for white
men.!® Since, as we have seen, most black women’s domestic partners
are black men, such abuse is mostly intraracial. Cameron himself is
almost the victim and then the perpetrator of such intraracial violence.
When Anthony and Peter attempt to jack his car, Cameron explodes
in rage. As Peter runs off, he turns on Anthony and begins beating
him. Anthony calls him a “nigger,” further enraging Cameron who
escalates the fight. Only the arrival of some police who suspect the
car is stolen causes him to tell Anthony to get back in the car. After
the police leave, Cameron drives Anthony back to his neighborhood
and says, “you embarrass me; you embarrass yourself.” As Cameron’s
statement indicates, he cannot escape the power grids that shape how
he lives out his subjective position. Despite his professional success, he
cannot prevent others from seeing him as just another violent, black
criminal. By acting out this stereotype, Anthony demeans Cameron
and himself. Nor is Ryan the only white man to whom Cameron
must submit. He must defer also to his white producer. In one scene,
this producer even asserts his superior knowledge of “blackness.” He
tells Cameron to reshoot a scene because the black actor in it uses
standard English. While the producer acknowledges it “might seem a
strange thing for a white guy to say,” he asserts the actor is “talking
less black” and is therefore not credible.

However, no one else can escape the effects of race/gender domi-
nation, either. One of the most pernicious of these is equating power
and domination. If expectations of power are shaped by the absolute
dominion exercised by a master, when their power is circumscribed,
those in positions of dominance are bound to suffer disappointment.
In contemporary America, where many relations of power are local, not
absolute, such delimited forms of control are common. Those exercis-
ing such power are likely to be disappointed in the relatively meager
payoff of their positions. Often, the response to such disappointment
is to blame or victimize someone in a subordinated position. Several
scenes with Ryan show both the effects of such expectations and the
consequences of confounding local with other power relations. In
his position as policeman, Ryan might wield almost unlimited force,
but neither his authority nor his gun translates into any power over
a managed health care system. When we see Ryan in the diner prior
to stopping Cameron and Christine, he has just finished a frustrat-
ing conversation with an administrator at his father’s managed care
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plan. Unlike Hank, Ryan appears to deeply love his father. His father
is in terrible recurring pain, and Ryan believes he is the victim of
poor medical care. The suffering that Ryan’s inability to alleviate his
father’s plight causes him is evident in their interactions and in this
phone encounter. Despite his efforts, the administrator tells him there
is nothing she can do for him; the father must make an appointment
to return to the clinic and the doctor who Ryan believes is mistreat-
ing him. At the end of the heated discussion Ryan demands to speak
to the administrator’s supervisor. She replies she is her supervisor. He
asks her name, and she replies Shaniqua Johnson; he responds, “big
fucking surprise that is,” and she hangs up on him.

Insulting Shaniqua, sexually molesting Christine, and humiliat-
ing Cameron do nothing to ameliorate his father’s pain or augment
his power over the health care system, so later Ryan barges into Ms.
Johnson’s office. A dialogue ensues, pervaded by the beliefs and mis-
apprehensions endemic to our current race/gender arrangements.
Ryan says that his father was a janitor who managed to build a com-
pany providing cleaning services for the city. According to him, all
the eventual 23 of his employees were black, and Ryan’s father worked
with them and paid them equal wages when no other employer did
so. Then the city council decided to give contracting preference to
minority-owned firms and overnight his father “lost everything”—
his business, his savings, his wife, and his health insurance. Now Ryan
says, he looks at Shaniqua and can’t help but think of those “five or
six better qualified white men” whose job she took. She ought to be
grateful for the help she may have received and be similarly generous
to his father by granting him permission to see an out-of-plan physi-
cian who will provide adequate care. Shaniqua looks at him coldly
and says that his father “sounds like a good man,” and for his sake
it is “a real shame” that his son, rather than he, showed up in her
office. If it had been the father, she would have granted the request
but refuses to do so for the son. She calls security and orders him out
of the office.

No one wins in this confrontation. As Shaniqua refuses Ryan’s
request, her face and body language convey a multitude of emotions.
These include revenge, as one can glimpse the memories of many
past instances in which she, like Christine, had to helplessly endure
the humiliations inflicted upon her by whites. There is a flicker of
triumph and the pleasure of exercising a bit of power over a usually
dominant white male. She is certainly exasperated, as Ryan’s tirade
repeats denigrating assumptions with which she is probably all too
familiar. As his narrative indicates, Ryan is quite willing to accord
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the status of individual to his father. He attributes his father’s suc-
cess solely to his own merits. In any fair system, Ryan assumes, his
father would win the contract. His winning proves the system’s fair-
ness, and his loss means the system is no longer just. He does not
consider the possibility that his father initially won the contract in
an unfair system, one from which on account of their race/gender
many competitors were automatically excluded. Perhaps, had these
competitors participated initially, his father would have never won
the work or enjoyed the resulting seventeen good years. While he
valorizes his father, Ryan is unwilling to accord Shaniqua any such
respect or honor. He enacts the grammar of race/gender domination
in which subordinates are reduced to mere undifferentiated instances
of a homogenous class. He assumes Shaniqua achieved her position
not due to her own merits, but simply because she is a black woman.
She is a representative of her denigrated group and nothing more.
Cameron’s producer treats him similarly. Before overruling his judg-
ment and requiring him to reshoot the scene, he says Cameron is “the
expert.” This statement suggests that the producer assumes blackness
is a homogenous essence, known naturally (if inadequately) by all of
its instances.

Despite her pleasure in a momentary reversal of the ordinary
dynamics, however, Shaniqua’s face also conveys a twinge of regret.
In her temporary triumph she knowingly inflicts harm on a “good
man.” A recipient of injustice, Shaniqua has now contributed her own
tiny portion to the enormous sum. Ryan loses as well. His father
remains without adequate health care, and blaming Shaniqua will get
him no closer to it. The logic of race/gender domination blinds Ryan
to a relevant broader question: why doesn’t his father have adequate
health care? Why should job loss mean anyone loses everything? Why
isn’t there, unlike every other Western country, an adequate safety
net for people like his father? This absence is certainly not Shaniqua’s
doing, nor does she have the power to change the situation. Ironically,
Ryan’s father may be suffering the unintended collateral damage of
race/gender domination. Some scholars argue that, since its begin-
nings, race/gender domination has encouraged white solidarity at the
cost of perpetuating intra- as well as interracial inequalities. Whites’
fear that the “undeserving” (poor, black) would benefit from a more
robust system of social support partially accounts for its absence in
the United States.! This is another instance of the past’s perverse,
present power. Whites in less-privileged positions may gain honor,
but this does not inevitably translate into an adequate provision of
other social goods.
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Crash is a heartbreaking and terrifying film. Its structure mirrors
the situation it represents. The ending occurs at the beginning; the
story loops into itself. This compulsive, deadening repetition of the
same is commonly found in melancholia. Nothing new can emerge
without confronting what is desperately split off or denied. The
inability to mourn, to productively rework the losses incurred and
to acknowledge the harms inflicted, results in stasis. No one is better
off at the film’s end; the system, while endlessly reproducing itself;, in
some ways works for no one. Merely inserting a person of color—Sha-
niqua, Lt. Dixon, Detective Waters, Cameron—does not significantly
alter its operation. It would require far more radical interventions
and resistant practices to redirect its forces and grids. The system
seems to confound even its well-intended subjects. Hansen acts like
the racist cops he deplores; he kills Peter and then covers up his crime.
Shaniqua enjoys her exercise of power while knowingly incurring its
ethical costs. Waters and Rick Cabot will advance in their careers by
participating in a cover up of police corruption. Lt. Dixon humiliates
Hansen for reporting Ryan’s treatment of Christine; he fears such a
report would undermine his fragile authority as their unit’s supervi-
sor. There are a few redemptive moments. Jean Cabot realizes after
her carjacking that she wakes up every morning angry, and she does
not know why. Even occupying a place of fantasized perfection, with
her beautiful house, successful husband, and domestic staff, does not
relieve her discontent. She finally acknowledges that, while she tries
to blame them, her anger is not caused by the flaws she attributes
to the denigrated others who serve her. Her position cannot deliver
what it promises; fantasy and everyday practice will never coincide.
Ryan heroically rescues Christine from a burning car and afterward
their faces convey a momentary, startled, raw knowledge of the other.
Anthony steals Choi’s van; he discovers chained Asians in the back.
They have been smuggled into this country by the ring of which Choi
is a part of for sale into a modern form of slavery. We watch Anthony’s
face as he internally struggles with conflicting desire for monetary
gain, empathic identification with the Asians’ plight, and a wish to do
the right thing. He declines to sell them, gives them some money, and
lets them free in L.A.’s Chinatown. Yet one does not have the sense
that these acts have any systemic effect. Just as the story loops back to
its beginning, the awful dynamics of melancholia persist. Despite the
almost miraculous, beautiful snowflakes swirling without favor over
what Joni Mitchell (in “Court and Spark™) calls the “city of the fallen
angels,” it remains an apt representation of our melancholic state.






CHAPTER 4

Paradise Lost: Race/Gender
Melancholia and the Limits of
Political Liberalism

We assume that slavery should have nothing to do with freedom;
that o man who holds freedom dearly should not hold slaves with-
out discomfort; that a culture which invented democracy or pro-
duced a Jefferson should not be based on slavery. But such an
assumption is unfounded.. . slavery and freedom arve intimately
connected. ... Once we understand the essence and the dynamics
of slavery, we immediately realize why there is nothing in the least
anomalous about the fact thar an Avistotle or Jefferson owned
slaves. Our embarrassment springs from our ignovance of the true
nature of slavery and of freedom.!

Citizenship and other political practices could offer promising sites
for the project of undoing race/gender melancholia. However, I will
argue, as currently constituted in the contemporary United States,
their utility is limited. In this chapter, I track the interdependence
of race/gender domination and American practices of citizenship. I
also explore the usefulness of constitutional and formal legislative
remedies for diminishing such domination and undoing race/gender
melancholia. As we saw in the previous chapters, while the results of
such remedies are not inconsequential, so far they have been disap-
pointing. Although I do not believe that psychic processes alone can
account for these failures or provide a complete basis for eliminating
race/gender domination, the persistence of such domination, despite
the often bloody struggles for legal remedies and the formal attain-
ment of rights by the previously disenfranchised, suggests a need to
consider their influence. Rather than providing public spaces and
techniques to undo race/gender melancholia, existing practices often
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disable us from doing so. The persistence of race/gender melancholia
blocks our capacity to adequately grasp the nature of our problems
and to develop better remedies for them. The resulting inadequacies
of political practices then contribute to the persistence of race/gender
domination.

Existing institutional remedies for race/gender asymmetries are
embedded in a broader context of political discourse and social prac-
tices, and their meaning and logic are dependent upon this context.
Broadly speaking, this context fits within the complex set of beliefs
and practices called political liberalism. While there are many variants
of this ideology, most share assumptions about the possible neutrality
of law, the priority of individual rights, and consent as the legitimat-
ing principle of the state. Other commonly held tenets include that
in some sense all individuals are equal, that freedom is our “natural”
state, and that the capacity to exercise autonomy is an innate human,/
individual trait. Autonomy is understood as the opposite of being
determined or constrained; it exists to the extent that an individual
can engage in freely chosen or undetermined thought or action. This
ideological context ensures our “ignorance of the true nature of slav-
ery and freedom” because, as I briefly discussed in chapter 2, such
ignorance arises in part from a false dichotomy (subject/ networks or
grids) that structures American liberal political discourses. As Glenn
puts it:

...the very tenets of republican and democratic ideology, which pro-
claim universal equality while simultaneously assuming exclusion and
hierarchy, have helped obscure the existence of institutionalized sys-
tems of inequality. To the extent that Americans believe in indepen-
dence and free choice, they deny interdependence and are blind to
institutional constraints on choice.?

These tenets both depend upon and reproduce a distorted view of
subjectivity. To work, this view splits oft or denies important aspects
of our subjectivity, including unconscious processes and their effects.
Doing so obscures but does not negate the influence of interdepen-
dence, contextual constraint, and the political unconscious. Instead,
obscuring or denying their existence undercuts our ability to recognize
these forces and to devise better political practices that take them into
account. Furthermore, as we will see below, holding on to problem-
atic assumptions about subjectivity can serve as a dangerous defense
against recognizing our inextricable fabrication through and embed-
dedness in contexts that necessarily exceed our conscious knowledge
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and intents, including race/gender and asymmetric relations of
power. This unconscious defense enables a misguided innocence that
can generate enormous, if unintended, harm. One of the unfortunate
consequences of unconscious defenses is that they can undermine our
best and most admirable conscious intentions and commitments; their
deployment may even ensure that the outcome of our practices is the
opposite of what we intend. Such, I will argue, occurs to one of the
most influential contemporary arguments for political liberalism, the
work of John Rawls. Despite his deep commitment to justice, his rec-
ommended practices disable resources necessary to undo race/gender
melancholia and adequately confront race/gender domination. This
unintended outcome is due in part to Rawls’s misguided theory of
subjectivity, which among other problems is completely blind to the
operations of the political unconscious.3

In this chapter, I will argue that Rawls is correct in saying that
acting on unconstrained self-interest is problematic, especially when
asymmetries of power ensure that the more powerful will be able to
act more effectively on such interests and therefore reproduce their
privilege and systemic inequalities. However, his cure for the prob-
lem (acting as if we don’t know what our situation and self-interest
is) won’t work. This is so because (1) even if some procedure worked
to render us unaware of our particular situation, it won’t solve the
problem of the effects of unconscious processes. Ignorance of uncon-
scious motives doesn’t keep us from acting on them. (2) Offering
hope that ignorance equals neutrality inadvertently permits the con-
tinuing shift of blame to those who point out the effects of such act-
ing out—“we can transcend or control for our particularity, why can’t
they?” (and often those who object to acting out are the ones most
disadvantaged by it). (3) Our best hope for controlling unconscious
material is to cultivate practices that require us to continually seek it
out. Such practices require interaction with others, since nobody can
have full access to their own unconscious. To be effective, such inter-
action requires all participants acknowledge and take responsibility
for their social positioning and that others can call them on pos-
sible enactments of their positioning. Furthermore, recognizing that
subjects are differently situated helps us see the peculiarities of our
own, and also potentially helps us to be more careful about mistaking
its enactments as neutral or universal. (4) While knowledge of our
own positioning can lead to harm if we simply act ruthlessly in our
immediate self-interest, requiring us to act as purely rational delib-
erators also disables us from calling on other resources that subjects
can cultivate—for example, empathy, practical wisdom, and humility.
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These are important resources for imagining more just practices. The
dangers of our passions, fantasies, and desires require active manage-
ment practices, not ignorance.

Thus, analysis of one of the most powerful cases for political lib-
eralism suggests that undoing race/gender melancholia will require
different theories and practices of subjectivity and citizenship. In
particular, we need more attention than is generally found in liberal
theories to the power/knowledge circuits through which citizens are
fabricated. Furthermore, due to its prevalent bias toward individualist
and rationalist accounts of subjectivity, liberal theorizing often does
not explore the ways in which citizenship can serve as a site for the
enactment of unconscious fantasy and emotions such as envy, as well
as for the preservation of race/gender asymmetries.

As I will argue below, if our goal is less domination, even holding
onto the idea of a detached legislator as a normative ideal is counter-
productive. We cannot possibly control all the effects of the uncon-
scious. Rights or any other human construct are ambiguous tools
because there is no magic force capable of erasing the effects of how
their makers are constituted. As long as legislating subjects come to
be through race/gender grids, these race/gender processes will be
endogenous, not extrinsic, to rights and law. As Patterson says, “con-
trary to our atomistic prejudices it is indeed reasonable that those
who denied freedom, as well as those to whom it was most denied,
were the very persons most alive to it.”* These grids animate a cer-
tain kind of willing subject who, to secure their own freedom, can
readily deny it to others and simultaneously deny that they are doing
so or rationalize their acts. Thus, while investment in the emanci-
patory powers of rights and other liberal remedies remains strong,
such hopes require chastening through recognizing their shaping by
and location within practices that also actively enable and reconfigure
race/gender domination.®

FounbpinGg SUBJECTS

The traditional story of America’s founding, as the expression of freely
willed acts of rational, contracting subjects resulting in the bring-
ing into being of a historically unique realm of freedom, is incom-
plete and inaccurate.® The origin and history of rights discourses
are interwoven with “the hierarchy of race”” and gender. By 1787,
when Congress passed the Articles of Confederation, “the idea of
citizenship had become thoroughly entwined with the idea of ‘white-
ness’ (and maleness) because what a citizen really was, at bottom, was
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someone who could help put down a slave rebellion or participated
in Indian wars.”® The United States is the only modern liberal-dem-
ocratic state that wrote slavery into its founding, legitimating docu-
ment (the Constitution). Debates over slavery shaped the American
constitution in many direct and indirect ways. Although slavery is not
explicitly mentioned in the Constitution until its abolition was rati-
fied by Amendment XIII, its traces are evident in numerous clauses
of the original document. These include Article 1, Section 2, which
specifies that for purposes of apportioning representatives and direct
taxes the population of each state shall be determined by adding the
number of free persons, and “excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths
of all other persons.” (Among other political issues, the three-fifths
clause represented an attempt to solve one of the Southern represen-
tatives’ dilemmas. This problem was how to maximize their popula-
tion for purposes of determining representation in Congress without
opening up the possibility that slaves could count as “persons” and
hence be entitled to rights.)

Furthermore, the Constitution reveals an anxious awareness of the
potential of the slave holders’ property to exert human-like will. As
Davis points out, the “framers definitely had slave uprisings in mind.””
Several articles signal anxiety about handling possible internal insurrec-
tion, including Article I, Section 8 and Article IV, Section 4. Article I,
Section 9 forbids Congress to prohibit the “importation” of persons
(e.g., the slave trade) prior to 1808. While a tax or duty not exceeding
ten dollars per person “may be imposed on such Importation,” the
same section prohibits any taxation of interstate commerce that would
include the domestic slave trade. Article IV, Section 2 stipulates that
no state can discharge a person “held to service or labour,” in another.
It requires instead that such persons be “delivered up on Claim of
the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due.” This would
require states that had outlawed slavery to ensure that escaped slaves
were returned to their “owners.” Article V, concerning amendments,
explicitly excluded only the first and ninth Section of the first Article
from any amendment prior to 1808. It also permanently enshrines
the rule that all states shall have equal suffrage in the Senate—that is,
despite population differences each state must forever have the identi-
cal number of senators. This issue was of particular concern to the
Southern founders; the arrangement eventually enabled their dispro-
portionate power in that body. Amendment X, which reserves to the
states or to the people the powers “not delegated to the United States
by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States,” also enabled
Southerners to protect “their way of life” from outside meddling.
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Slavery was abolished less than 150 years ago. It was barely more
than that when the Supreme Court declared in the Dred Scott deci-
sion (1857) that black men had no rights that white men were obliged
to respect. Despite resistance in many forms, in the 1850s, women
of any race lacked legitimated political existence. In 1868, while the
ratification of Article XIV of the Constitution guaranteed citizenship
rights to all “male inhabitants,” it simultaneously reconfirmed wom-
en’s exclusion. The right to vote was not extended to American women
until 1920. The most recent wave of legal challenges to race/gender
dominance began less than 50 years ago, and it is barely 30 years since
attempting to vote could be a life-threatening exercise for many black
people. Congress did not fully eliminate its 1790 limitation of natu-
ralized citizenship to “white persons” until after World War II. For
most of its history, therefore, citizenship in the United States entailed
not what Carol Pateman calls a sexual contract—that is, agreements
among men concerning the disposition of women—but a race /gender
one.!? The contract stipulated the distribution of full political rights,
which were simultaneously and identically rights of white heterosexual
masculinity, and these were allocated by and reinforced race/gender
subject positioning.!! Paradoxically, as Holland argues, by making
this always tacit arrangement visible, the constitutional amendments
adopted during Reconstruction “fundamentally altered the nature
of the American political imagination.”'? The Fifteenth Amendment
for the first time explicitly introduces the terms “race” and “color”
into the Constitution and, by referring to “male inhabitants,” the
Fourteenth Amendment inserts gender. The extension of rights does
not necessarily disembody subjects; rather, these “Amendments made
the body visible, and they recast its meaning: once a figure of the
suppressed past of political life, the raced and gendered body became
a symbol of its future.”!3

Slavery is also intrinsic to the construction of one of the most impor-
tant of the liberal subject’s rights—property. Consider John Locke’s
account of natural rights. (While his own position on slavery was
ambiguous, Locke’s writings on rights and government influenced
the Englishmen who wrote our Constitution.) The inalienable pos-
session of rights, including property, is an essential aspect of Locke’s
definition of the individual.!* Authors such as C. B. Macpherson use-
fully interpret Locke’s emphasis on property by locating it within his
historical context, specifically the problematic posed by wage labor
and early market capitalism.!®> However, while Macpherson provides
a rich account of the emergence of commodities and market soci-
ety, this classic political economic understanding of the connection
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of labor, value, and property is incomplete. While Macpherson is not
unique in omitting slavery from his narrative, ignoring the impact of
the slave trade is wrong. It is not accidental that in his Second Treatise
of Government, Locke’s chapter on property (chapter 5) is preceded
by one on slavery. Slavery provided not only labor and wealth but
the defining limit against which the modern European subject could
comprehend his own freedom. The first form of property is labor—
property in one’s body and its products. One marker of freedom and a
defining attribute of “the individual” is its interdependent opposite—
slavery, the lack of property in one’s own person. “Nothing high-
lighted freedom—if it did not in fact create it—like slavery.”'6 A
central purpose of rights is to provide a defense against the actual
historical possibility that free males could literally cease to be through
suffering the social death Patterson describes. They could lose prop-
erty in themselves; they could be enslaved and cease to be individuals.
Once slaves, subjects are not individuals; consequently, the problem
of their rights is irrelevant.!” Only individuals possess rights, but not
all persons are individuals. Euro-American women had no property
in their person either, but total gender conversion appears to have
been outside the cultural imagination of the time. Males could make
other men slaves, but while they might “unman” others, they could
not make them female.

In American politics, citizenship was interwoven with the right to
property, not only in one’s own person, but literally in the possession
of other persons as property. According to the terms of the found-
ing American contract, ownership of human beings was among the
forms of property that the state was obligated to protect. Race/gen-
der determined the most basic form of property—who had property
in their own person and to what degree. Slaves were property and,
while considered human beings, married white women were incorpo-
rated within the person of their husbands. Neither white women nor
slaves existed as autonomous political agents. Their political status
was as subjects, not citizens. Individuals have a right to own prop-
erty, but no subject can be property and remain an individual. Slavery
also grounds the adult male wage earner’s belief in his own freedom.
Unlike a slave, he is free, because his labor is his own property; others
(a parent, spouse or master) have no claim to it. In post-Reconstruc-
tion America, this distinction between slave and male wage earner
changes. New distinctions emerge between workers, who are white
and male, from race/gender others.!® Blacks were excluded from the
full benefits of “free labor,” including membership in labor unions and
secure property ownership. Although the franchise long-remained an



76 € RESONANCES OF SLAVERY

empty promise for many black men, all black women were excluded
from voting until passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.

Once modern grids of race/gender emerge, subordinated persons
are seen as radically other than dominant subjects. However, this belief
masks an equally strong dependence. The characteristics of the new
American citizen—“autonomy, authority, newness and difference,
absolute power”—are each “made possible by, shaped by, activated by
a complex awareness and employment of a constituted Africanism.”'?
One of the expressions of race/gender melancholia is denial of such
dependence. In turn, this denial underwrites a dominant set of claims
regarding the transformative potential of American liberal practices.
The recent and influential arguments of Rogers Smith illustrate what
happens when such dependence is denied. He claims that what he
calls the ascriptive aspect of American citizenship, (its race/gender-
based inclusions and exclusions) is an independent, third dimension
of American political practices.?’ He also argues that “American
politics has historically been constituted in part by two evolving but
linked ‘racial institutional orders.’”?! One of these orders is “white
supremacist,” but the other offers a “competing set of ‘transformative
egalitarian’” practices. Honig’s assertion that such an argument is
“tautological” is probably accurate. She points out that Smith “defines
liberal values as egalitarian (which is the question, not the answer),
and then everywhere he finds egalitarianism he claims to have found
liberalism and only liberalism, and he never finds liberalism anywhere
else.”?> However, I think it is more interesting to interpret Smith’s
claims as effects of the processes of splitting and denial intrinsic to
race/gender melancholia. Such processes are unconsciously activated
to preserve the “purity” of the self-understanding of the liberal sub-
ject. There is the “good citizen” within a “transformative order” who
can institute and sustain freedom and equality for all and a separate
prejudiced one. Simply detach the bad part, and all will be well.

However, if this “ascriptive” aspect is internal, not extrinsic, to
individualism and democratic republicanism??® then our narrative of
American politics, including the diagnosis of the problem of race/gen-
der domination and remedies for it, becomes much more complex.
Then there is no intrinsic contradiction between commitments to tra-
ditions of liberal and democratic republican ideologies and inequalitar-
ian ascriptive ones.?* Faith in an unconstrained transformative order
is problematic; it expresses a longing or fantasy, not social fact. The
failures of liberalism to mitigate systemic inequalities cannot be solely
attributed to its “bad” ascriptive strand, nor can we simply assume that
a purified version will perform its transformative magic.?> As Gunnar
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Myrdal argues, not only is there no necessary contradiction between
ascriptive beliefs and practices and commitment to equality, but racism
may enable one to manage the gaps between commitments to equal-
ity and inequalitarian beliefs or even to deny that such a gap exists.?®
The problem of equality only emerges if a group is considered wor-
thy of it, and there is little evidence that dominant American politi-
cal practices have ever consistently extended full individualism to all
race/gender subject formations. Rather than different strands, from
the beginning the modal American citizen, the liberal individual, was
white and male. His sense of equality, equal entitlement, and social
solidarity rested upon the privileges guaranteed to all in his race/gen-
der position. This image and history remains active within our politi-
cal unconscious. Splitting enables Smith (and others) to circumvent
these concerns. Such approaches obscure the need for the unfree to
define freedom, for exclusion to produce inclusion, or for inequality to
propagate equality. Furthermore, we do not have to consider the affec-
tive and unconscious dimensions of subjectivity and belief systems that
operate even within “transformative” liberal practices and subjects.
Denying our collective fabrication through race/gender grids may
express race/gender melancholia, but it will not enable us to undo it.

Tue Law oF THE SHADOW

Current constitutional law proscribes many traditional exclusionary
practices. However, such changes have not eliminated the need for
race/gender dominance or its pervasive effects on American politics.
The political unconscious retains its force. Although it arises from a
somewhat different set of problematics, the Africanist presence (white
subjects’ fantasies about black ones) is no less necessary than at the
American founding. It helps to manage what would otherwise be a
profoundly disorganizing recognition of the shadow at the heart of
the American dream. Despite the ubiquity of such social positioning
and processes, the persistence of systematic race/gender domination
cannot be integrated as a social fact without radically disrupting our
dominant political narrative and the subjects who have woven it into
their particular senses of place and entitlement. As Myrdal points out,
the centrality of equality to the American creed necessitates cognitive
dissonance in regard to the simultaneous existence of its shadow. As
he puts it:

The race dogma is nearly the only way out for a people so moralisti-
cally equalitarian, if it is not prepared to live up to its faith. A nation
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less fervently committed to democracy could, probably, live happily in
a caste system with a somewhat less intensive belief in the biological
inferiority of the subordinate group. The need for race prejudice is, from
this point of view, a need for defense on the part of the Amervicans against
their own national creed, against their own most cherished ideals. And
race prejudice is, in this sense a function of equalitarianism.?”

While perhaps rendering them less “politically correct,” legislation
alone cannot eliminate the melancholic dynamics of denigration and
grandiosity. De Tocqueville’s chilling prediction that, “the abolition
of slavery in the South will increase the repugnance for blacks felt
by the white population,”®® appears all too accurate.?’ Projecting
all flaws on to the race/gendered other enables one to live comfort-
ably with what otherwise might be a felt contradiction between that
repugnance and egalitarian commitments. To sustain fantasies of per-
fection, entitlement, and innocence and comfort with the denigration
these fantasies require, the privileged even turn race/gender domi-
nance into the subordinated’s fault. In David Brion Davis’s memo-
rable phrase, in the United States, the race problem is formulated so
that the “so-called Negro—and the historically negative connotations
of the word are crucial for an understanding of my point” is identified
as the “GREAT AMERICAN PROBLEM. The road would be clear,
everything would be perfect, if it were not for his or her presence.”3°

Another essential function of the Africanist presence for whites is
to protect the illusion that white subjects and our political spaces are
unraced, although this unraced status plays out differently along gen-
der and class lines. Blacks are “the race”; race is extrinsic to whites;
just as women are “the sex” and gender is understood as “the woman
problem.” These unraced/ungendered spaces, whether in the form
of abstract individualism, democratic republicanism, or John Rawls’s
“original position,” ground the legitimacy of American political prac-
tices and law. In the dominant American narrative of its founding (as
in Smith’s “transformative strand”), the central actors are unmarked,
rational individuals. The legitimacy of what they created (the con-
stitution, political institutions, law, etc) requires the autonomy and
disembodiment of the creators. They act as agents of impersonal and
universal principle, not as embodied socially generated subjects. What
they institute is extrinsic to any social location. Hence, to suggest that
the constitution of privilege and unfreedom is intrinsic to the demo-
cratic experiment and that the meanings of freedom and citizenship
require its shadow calls into question the legitimacy and foundations
of the founding.3!
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Despite the persistence of Africanist fantasies, the gradual under-
mining of legally legitimated race/gender domination in the United
States that began in 1863 with the Emancipation Proclamation does
produce disruptive effects. These changes restrict existing political
practices’ (including citizenship’s) capacity to enact race/gender mel-
ancholia, but they have not provided sufficient new tools for undo-
ing it. When what Julia Kristeva calls the abject (shame-inducing or
denigrated aspects of subjectivity)®? cannot so readily be projected
outward, dominant political subjects are unsettled. As I will argue
in the next chapter, another transformation further exacerbates this
unsettling. In this same period, two new modes of power acquire
more force and gradually extend their influence. Michel Foucault
calls these biopower and govermentality.?® Biopower entails produc-
tive networks of power that generate new objects or subjects that then
serve as additional sites for its exercise. Unlike older modes of power
that prohibit or punish certain kinds of behavior, biopower incites
subjects to act, and especially to do so by organizing their subjectiv-
ity in particular ways. One way this mode of power works is to posit
and then claim to treat (often newly “discovered”) diseases within the
body politic, at both the micro (individual subjects) and the macro
(public health) levels. The federal government’s recent funding of
programs to teach “marriage skills” as a remedy for poverty is a good
example of this mode of power. Under the cover of “public health,”
such initiatives are meant to encourage subjects to organize themselves
only within a particular kind of socially constructed relationship (het-
erosexual marriage). These initiatives redefine problems in the social
distribution of resources as pathologies of subjective behavior for
which professionals with the right expertise know and are authorized
to administer the appropriate remedy.** Governmentality installs a
perpetual demand for subjects to participate in their own disciplining
and management. It teaches practices which then enable subjects to
take up certain positions or roles “freely”—that is, without apparent
external coercion or surveillance. The U.S. government’s preferential
funding for programs that support sexual abstinence as a means to
avoid AIDS or unwanted pregnancy and the subsequent invention
by “private” subjects of “chastity rings” and ceremonies is a good
example of governmentality.

These processes of subjection proceed alongside the continu-
ing cultural valorization of individualism.®® The American norm of
subjectivity—the self-made, self-directed, atomistic and autonomous
individual—directly conflicts with the practices in which modern
subjects frequently find ourselves. Projecting unfreedom onto the
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denigrated other, overt race/gender domination provides a way to
manage this tension. However, when domination is no longer sanc-
tioned through law, fantasy loses some of its social sanction. The less
overt race/gender dominance can function to ward off or compensate
for the consequences of modern subjection, the more politically unsta-
ble American society becomes.3¢ The absence of a compelling single
state-based international enemy such as the former U.S.S.R., addi-
tionally undermines possibilities of coherent organization through
hatred of a common object. Even that once promising substitute, ter-
rorism, seems to have destabilized rather than unified the American
polity. Its indeterminant qualities—being everywhere and nowhere at
once—exemplifies the other’s elusive presence and frustrates our wish
for a fixed object to hate.

The disruptive effects of changes in formal law and the increasing
force of biopower and governmentality in the constitution of modern
subjectivity are further intensified by the gradual diminishing of citi-
zenship as a mark of social standing. I take the notion of citizenship
as social standing from Judith Shklar.?” She argues that originally
American citizenship functioned as a marker for and an instrument
of social standing. When the dominant political ideology claims all
humans are equals, the status of citizen is a mark of respect. The
absence of the status brands one as inferior, not fully human and
lacking. Thus, citizenship is most appreciated by those who lack it
and is most valued as long as some are excluded from it. Once citi-
zenship becomes truly universal, it can no longer function as such a
marker. Despite its location within a discourse of equality, its connec-
tion with privilege gave citizenship much of its value and psychologi-
cal rewards.3® Fully inclusive citizenship loses status and much of its
social salience.

Shklar suggests that as citizenship ceases to mark social status in
the United States, income emerges as the primary determinant of
worth and respect. This shift accelerates citizens’ withdrawal from
public life and intensifies the emphasis on individualism, earning,
and consumption that are such distinctive aspects of American cul-
ture. The belief that wealth signifies worth and that the worthy will
gain enables Americans to tolerate features of social life, such as
sharp inequalities in the distribution of income and wealth and the
absence of an extensive network of social welfare programs that other
democratic cultures find more problematic. This process also further
undermines the possibilities for constructive engagement in the pub-
lic sphere, as citizenship devolves into a means for protecting private
material interests. Stark economic inequalities corrode any sense of a
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life in common or of a shared public world, producing a vicious circle
of deepening estrangement and privatization.

I think there are additional consequences of these shifts in social
standing and citizenship. The ability of a few to go from “rags to
riches” reinforces the mythology of individualism. Individualism
teaches us that social locations such as race/gender are purely con-
tingent or matters of luck. They can be surmounted by any worthy
person. Inability to do so signals personal failure; no systemic barri-
ers to success or systematic asymmetries of power can exist.** Since
personal qualities must account for failure, this mythology permits a
covert moral blaming along ascriptive, race/gender lines. In addition,
citizenship retains a tie to social standing, but now a defensive one.
Citizenship permits the public expression and subjective management
of envy*’; it becomes a stage for what Nietzsche calls ressentiment.*!
It serves as an anxious site from which to monitor and control the sta-
tus or claims of others.*? Under the guise of a commitment to equal-
ity, it is used to ward off perceived threats to the current distribution
of status. For example, as I discussed in chapter 2, many of the same
people who enjoyed their superiority during the denial of equality to
others are now the first to assert their unequivocal support of abso-
lute equality. In the name of this equality, they oppose affirmative
action, calling it reverse discrimination.

Another function of contemporary American citizenship is its role
as a form of manic defense. Manic defenses enable the subject to ward
off aspects of subjectivity that produce anxiety or disorganize identity.
They are frantic internal responses to conflict that require tremen-
dous energy to retain and renew. These defenses work by enlisting
anxiety in the service of psychic processes such as projecting disturb-
ing material outward, splitting it off from consciousness, or denying
its existence. By employing manic defenses, the subject can construct
a fantasy about its situation that keeps underlying anxiety at bay. This
defense enables a subject to identify with or as an idealized object but
at a terrible cost. The disparate aspects of any object—person, institu-
tion, culture or idea—are split in two. Some aspects are categorized as
good, and these are assigned to a now idealized version of the object.
Others are categorized as bad, and these are projected outward onto
a “now externalized threat” to the good: “the nation against the for-
eigner; the demos against the outsider . ..the good citizen against the
bad immigrant.”*? Just as the good object is idealized to an unreal
perfection, the bad is demonized beyond redemption. The belief that
as citizens, persons exist apart from their race/gender locations is an
example of such a defense. Acknowledgment of such locations would
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undermine the subject’s claim to abstract individualism. Only as a
being outside of such concrete social determinations can one can be
an abstract individual. Only such individuals can legitimately exer-
cise power. In turn, imagining citizens as abstract individuals per-
mits some subjects to disavow their race/gender positions, assert their
legitimacy as public actors, and claim their unearned entitlement as
merited rewards. Denigrated others are imagined as the containers of
all the disavowed aspects of the privileged’s subjectivity—race, gen-
der, and social determination.

The universalizing of citizenship undermines its potency to func-
tion in this way. It leaves an enormous amount of material related
to race/gender—including power, identity, status, place, entitlement,
and devaluation—floating and unmanaged. The marked others can
now claim to be us. However, the histories and daily practices of
unmarked citizens do not vaporize. If their effects cannot be pro-
jected onto the marked others, where can the social collective allocate
them? Smith is wrong to attribute contemporary American political
discontents to the absence within liberalism of any gripping account
of civic identity.** The problem rather, is that the ascriptive (white/
male) material internal to individualism, citizenship and civic identity
can no longer be publicly named and made use of. Civic identity is
thus temporarily without a coherent narrative organization or rec-
ognizable, homogeneous agent.*> This absence creates an anxious,
almost hysterical need to identify, control, and eliminate disruptive
internal differences so that an idealized purity might be restored.
Such anxiety is expressed in the frantic attempts to censor art, cir-
cumscribe immigration, eliminate teaching evolutionary theories,
make welfare recipients work, “protect marriage and family values,”
and so on. Alongside hysteria, other common responses to the col-
lapse of manic defenses emerge: paranoia, enacted in various con-
spiracy theories, survivalist cults, terrorist groups, and so on and
sheer, often randomly murderous, rage. The shrinkage of mass politi-
cal spaces intrinsic to modern liberal practices, while meant to con-
tain and neutralize disruptions, may instead make the United States
increasingly vulnerable to them. The desiccation of the public sphere
leaves Americans few positive outlets for the will to power and thus
ample space for politics of ressentiment—a frightening conjunction of
events. None of the variants of liberalism offered within the narrow
spectrum of dominant American political theory—individualist liber-
alism, rational choice, communitarianism—have resources adequate
to confront, contain, or channel these energies.
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ReEaping RawLs:
ParaDIsE LosT AND NoT REFOUND(ED)

One could say then, as a general rule, that white misunderstand-
ing, misrepresentation, evasion and self-deception on matters
related to race are among the most pervasive mental phenomena of
the past few hundrved years, a cognitive and moral economy psychi-
cally vequired for conquest, colonization, and enslavement. And
these phenomena are in no way accidental, but prescribed by the
terms of the Racial Contract, which rvequives a certain schedule
of structured blindnesses and opacities in orvder to establish and
maintain the white polity.*®

In this section, I support my claims that American political liberal-
ism lacks sufficient resources to undo race/gender melancholia and
that race/gender is internal to democratic practices and subjectivi-
ties. I do so by analyzing John Rawls’s account of how just prin-
ciples regulating the basic political structure should be established.?”
It would be equally appropriate to critique communitarian writings.*3
These theorists claim to provide a sound alternative to Rawls’s dis-
embodied theorizing, but their own “situated selves” are amazingly
unmarked by race/gender. However, I interpret Rawls’s project as a
grand attempt to construct a narrative of a modern, purified refound-
ing through which democratic-liberal practices and beliefs are articu-
lated, justified, and secured. Rawls mounts a heroic effort both to
better redo the original founding and to take into account the ethical
heterogeneity of our contemporary, deontological world. Therefore,
I consider his work the most exemplary instance of liberal theorizing
and a fair test of its political imagination. I also find his theorizing
tragic in that, despite his deep commitment to justice and his admi-
rable openness to others’ criticism, the procedures he recommends
to secure fairness ensure the failure of his attempt. His failures are
instructive, for they also point to more promising routes to undoing
race/gender melancholia.

In an interesting set of footnotes, Rawls says that “there is no social
world without loss is rooted in the nature of values and the world.
Much human tragedy reflects that. A just liberal society may have
far more space than other social worlds but it can never be without
loss ... we may often want to say that the passing of certain ways of life
is to be lamented. It is too optimistic to say that only unworthy ways
of life lose out in a just constitutional regime.”® As the next chap-
ter will make clear, my own view of the social world is probably far
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more conflictual and tragic than his. However, I will argue that the
space Rawls constructs to arrive at justice is too narrow and that the
losses his vision requires often reflect the constraints of his approach
rather than the innate nature of values or the world. Rawls states his
purpose is to “get a clear and uncluttered view of what.. . principles
of justice are most appropriate to specify the fair terms of cooperation
when society is viewed as a system of cooperation between citizens
regarded as free and equal persons, and as normal and fully cooperat-
ing members of society over a complete life.”*® However, the means
he recommends to secure justice are self-defeating. They ensure
that Rawls’s approach will fail, even according to his own criteria.
As Rawls states, his justice as fairness or “other liberal conceptions
like it, would certainly be seriously defective should they lack the
resources to articulate the political values essential to justify the legal
and social institutions needed to secure the equality of women and
minorities.”® His approach does lack these resources.

According to Rawls, without fair regulating principles, political
justice cannot exist. His story of how we arrive at such principles
simultaneously generates the means to subsequently choose and eval-
uate basic policies. The device he proposes through which these prin-
ciples are derived—the original position—is fatally flawed. Sheldon
Wolin is half right when he says the:

most crucial omission from the original position is any recognition
that a political society inevitably carries a historical burden as part
of its identity, that it has committed past injustices whose reminders
still define many of its members. Rawls, by contrast, gives a picture
of an expiated community that has settled its injustices on terms that
merely need to be recalled, as in the antislavery amendments to the
constitution.??

Wolin is correct that the nature of the original position renders those
who assume it unable to recognize the historical burdens of their par-
ticular society. This blindness undermines any possibility of attaining
justice; instead, as I will argue below and in the next chapter, effec-
tive practices of justice require subjects whose eyes are wide open to
their own and others’ positioning. However, he is wrong to claim
that Rawls’s community is already expiated. Instead, I think Rawls
intends the original position itself to be a practice of expiation. Its
necessity arises precisely from Rawls’s recognition of our society’s
historical burdens. While this recognition cannot be retained once
in it, the original position can be seen as a treatment for the flawed
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political consciousness and institutions of modern Americans. The
severity of this treatment tells us a great deal about the stubborn-
ness and pervasiveness of its targeted disease. If we pay attention to
what our “artificial” representatives are supposed to block out, the
conditions of injustice political liberalism confronts will be clearer.
The heroic and impossible measures it asks of its subjects implicitly
acknowledge the pervasive effects of a history they are not allowed
to discuss. However, as I will elaborate below, the original position
can also be interpreted as an instance of Cheng’s fantasy of impos-
sible perfection.®® Perhaps, as Holland suggests, “fantasy is the only
technique whereby the American liberal tradition can come to terms
with itself.”®* However, since fantasy both partakes of and reproduces
the social illness it is meant to heal, it rarely offers effective treatment.
Instead, fantasy may inhibit accurately diagnosing social problems
and inventing effective remedies.

As is well known, Rawls argues that for the principles regulating
the basic structure of a state to be fair, they must be arrived at behind
a “veil of ignorance.” Once we are behind this veil, we are in the
original position, and only from this position can fair principles be
articulated. Rawls is unclear on how we are to understand the original
position. Sometimes he refers to it as a “device of representation”>®
by which “the idea of the original position serves as a means of pub-
lic reflection and self-clarification.”® It enables us to bring all our
considered convictions to bear on one another. Conforming to its
requirements enables us to establish “greater coherence among all
our judgments” and “deeper self-understanding.”®” At other points
he claims an ethical status for it, saying it is to “model” the conviction
that political propositions should neither be proposed nor accepted on
the basis of social position.*® We can think of the original position as
“the point of view from which noumenal selves see the world.”®® The
original position is a “procedural interpretation of Kant’s conception
of autonomy and the categorical imperative. The principles regula-
tive of the kingdom of ends are those that would be chosen in this
position, and the description of this situation enables us to explain
the sense in which acting from these principles expresses our nature
as free and equal rational persons.”® It can also be understood as an
epistemological standpoint, since it models “both freedom and equal-
ity and restrictions on reason in such a way that it becomes perfectly
evident which agreement would be made by the parties as citizens’
representatives.”®! Alternatively, it seems to fit within the rubric of
formal logic; the original position is a hypothetical and ahistoric situ-
ation.%? It is a mode of reasoning that we can enter “at any time simply
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by reasoning for principles of justice in accordance with the enumer-
ated restrictions on information.”®® By engaging in such reasoning
we “simulate being in the original position.”®* Taken up correctly,
from this viewpoint, “the same principles are always chosen.”®® The
original position also appears to have an empirical dimension. Rawls
believes it is a natural (innate) condition®® and accessible to anyone
with a normal capacity for reasoning. It is a “natural guide to intu-
ition”; a “viewpoint” anyone can take up at any time®’; “a thought-
experiment for the purpose of public- and self-clarification.”®® On
the other hand, the parties inhabiting our device of representation
are merely “artificial creatures.” “The deliberations of the parties,
and the motives we attribute to them” should not be mistaken “for
an account of the moral psychology, either of actual persons or of
citizens in a well-ordered society.”®® These parties exercise “rational
autonomy,” which is a way to model the “idea of the rational (versus
the reasonable) in the original position.””°

What are we to make of these convoluted and contradictory descrip-
tions? Rawls offers the idea of the original position as a device of rep-
resentation to refute the claim by Sandel and others that he is making
assumptions about the nature of persons. In reply, Rawls asserts the
original position is a “role” a person can play without being com-
mitted to (or enacting) any metaphysical doctrine about the nature
of the self. However, he appears to be using “representation” in an
unusual way. Since the process, properly repeated, will always pro-
duce the same results, no more than one (empirical) “representative”
is necessary. Any and all deliberators will arrive at the same prin-
ciples. The parties in the original position are not “representatives” of
a constituency, for this would mean knowing their commitments and
bargaining with others similarly informed. Rawls is quite clear that
“the original position is not to be thought of as a general assembly
which includes at one moment everyone who will live at some time.
It is not a gathering of all actual or possible persons. To conceive of
the original position in either of these ways is to stretch fantasy too
far; the conception would cease to be a natural guide to intuition.””}
The original position is clearly not meant to be a guide in the sorts
of deliberation in which most ordinary representatives are engaged.
Such deliberation concerns specific political conflicts, not choices of
principles to regulate the basic structure. Conflict would not exist
without clearly situated differences among the parties. Deliberation
cannot occur without attention to the particulars of the issue, the
parties represented, and the effects of competing responses. All par-
ties know that the outcomes will produce consequences some will
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prefer more than others. It is also not clear how the original position
can serve as a device to guide the political deliberations of ordinary
people. As artificial persons, the parties in the original position are
not “representative” of actual citizens, representative here in the sense
of exemplars. If the parties in the original position do not share the
moral psychology of actual persons or of citizens in a well-ordered
society, their process cannot guide actual citizens’ deliberations.
Rawls’s characterization of the original position as a viewpoint
is more coherent. What is being “represented” (imagined is a more
accurate term) is a mental process, a mode of rational deliberation.
Achieving such a position isa “fantasy.” Like all fantasies, however, it
tells us a great deal about what the conscious mind of the fantasizer
cannot acknowledge or reconcile. What is being modeled is a process
of splitting and denial. This splitting is required by the effects of the
material it blocks out (race/gender domination and other forms of
unfairness), but to maintain the position (and its plausibility) requires
denying the social relations that necessitate it. The tragedy is that
like all pathological defenses, Rawls’s prescription undermines rather
than safeguards the positive impulses it is meant to protect. Despite
Rawls’s deep commitments to justice and equality, his citizens will
end up far from the possibility of instituting more just practices.
Rawls’s narrative is a story shaped not only by denial but also
increasingly by despair. It is a highly despairing fable about the
absence of fairness in contemporary American culture. Indeed from
his 1970 Theory of Justice to Justice as Fairness, published in 2001,
Rawls’s own tone grows increasingly melancholy. In a remarkable
footnote in Justice as Fairness, Rawls says, “Germany between 1870
and 1945, is an example of a country where reasonably favorable con-
ditions existed—economic, technological and no lack of resources, an
educated citizenry and more—but the will for a democratic regime
was altogether lacking. One might say the same of the United States
today, if one decides our constitutional regime is largely democratic in
form only.””? Implicitly Rawls tells us that those with power to decide
in the phenomenal world are unable to arrive at proper principles
or practices of justice. The background institutions of any society,
including the contemporary American one, are pervaded by inequali-
ties arising from cumulative social, historical, and natural tenden-
cies. Outside the original position, people are not equal. Some have
undeserved advantages. These arise from contingent but persistent
social arrangements. Among these contingent advantages or disad-
vantages are a person’s class and race/gender positions. These contin-
gent social positions shape people’s thinking; the “particular features
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and circumstances of the all-encompassing background framework”
distort our viewpoints.”® The original position is necessary, because
only if one fully erases one’s contingent positioning is a neutral (dis-
interested) viewpoint possible. Otherwise, the proper principles could
not be found; they would always be mistaken through the distort-
ing lens of one’s particularity. This is as stark a statement about the
relationship between knowledge and power as any Michel Foucault is
accused of making.

However, unlike Foucault, Rawls assumes that social positioning
is only negative, a source of constraint rather than a site and effect of
power that simultaneously enables and restricts the subjects it pro-
duces. His phenomenal selves are egoistic, and the gratification of
their interests is necessarily at the expense of others. A zero sum situ-
ation of structured disadvantages exists in which dominant persons
use their power to accumulate further advantage; “the conditions for
a fair agreement on the principles of political justice between free and
equal persons must eliminate the bargaining advantages that inevitably
arise within the background institutions of any society from cumula-
tive social, historical and natural tendencies.””* Given these patterned
relationships, the possibility of justice depends on controlling for their
effects. “These contingent advantages and accidental influences from
the past should not affect an agreement on the principles that are to
regulate the institutions of the basic structure itself from the present
into the future.””® This requires creating a viewpoint that does not
reflect the experience or position of any historical /contingent subject.
The original position articulates a kind of historical agnosticism: it
acknowledges many actual positions are possible, but no deliberator
knows their original context or destination. Being abstracted from
their context presumably frees them from their situated interests and
causes them to think as free (e.g., undetermined beings).

Unless citizens remove ourselves from ordinary framework of think-
ing and practices, there is no ground from which a fair agreement on
basic principles can be reached. Undisciplined by the abstraction of
the original position, people will make choices based on their social
positions. Existing advantages will mostly likely be sustained. Only by
absenting themselves from constitution by dominant practices, only
by not being themselves, can political actors enter the kingdom of
ends. The biblical resonances of the word original are not misleading.
Like all Edenic stories, implicit in Rawls’s narrative is the background
for which Paradise serves as a contrast. This background is not a king-
dom of ends and is pervaded by unfairness. The original position is a
prelapsarian moment, a mode of thinking unmarked by the “sins” of
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the inequalitarian ascriptivism intrinsic to American political subjects
and practices. Rawls’s narrative is also a fantasy of a refounding in
which the deliberators, innocent of the sins of their fathers, will not
repeat their unjust acts. Unlike the United States’ actual founders,
Rawls’s deliberators will not write race/gender domination into their
basic political structure.

ReTELLING THE FounpinG: THE SpriT SuBjECT

Despite Rawls’s disclaimers,’® his theory does rely on a metaphysi-
cal view of the nature of the self. To “simulate being in the original
position,””” Rawls’s subject must engage in the psychic process of
splitting. We (and it) are to believe that it can project its social deter-
minants outward, beyond the veil and that the split off material no
longer has any influence. No unconscious processes operate within
its psychic world, and nothing remains inaccessible to consciousness
or outside its control. Rawls’s founding subjects are individualized
but never consciously embodied. Parties to the original position
must have no knowledge of their “race and ethnic group, sex and
gender, and their various native endowments such as strength and
intelligence.””® They are not allowed to know “the social position of
those they represent, or the particular comprehensive doctrine of the
person each represents.””” The parties do not know their class posi-
tion or any special features of their psychology.®? What remains are
rational entities uncontaminated or tempted by social relations and
unconscious processes. Once split off, heterogeneous determinants
cannot affect otherwise rational persons,! and therefore, their rea-
son can now provide the neutral ground our ordinary background
practices cannot. We no longer act “as though we belonged to a lower
order, as though we were a creature whose first principles are decided
by natural contingencies.”®? Instead, we express “our nature as free
and equal rational persons”®? by choosing the proper (disinterested)
principles of justice.

The plausibility of Rawls’s theory depends upon believing that
splitting works as posited and that therefore a radical disjunction
between reason and the subject’s social context and unconscious
processes (including the political unconscious) is possible. A belief in
noumenal minds depends upon their presumed capacity to distribute
the phenomenal world elsewhere; no one claims the empirical world
simply vanishes. Reason might be disembodied, but if permanently
detached from the phenomenal world, rational persons die. The phe-
nomenal world remains in the background; others contain it, live it,
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while rational deliberation proceeds, and even the deliberators return
to it after taking off the veil. It also assumes that all psychic processes
are knowable and controllable by reason. If reason cannot split off
from and project outward the phenomenal world and control uncon-
scious processes, the “enumerated restrictions on information”3*
would be ineffective. This is what I believe is the case. The denial
of contingent determination does not remove its effects, increase
the plausibility of disembodied, transparent rational deliberation, or
produce justice. The phenomenal world, with all its heterogenous
determinants and unconscious processes, disappear behind the veil
of ignorance only from the point of view of those sharing this belief.
The apparent disappearance of all marked and unconscious aspects of
its subjects is an illusion. As Gilroy says, the “modern subject may be
located in historically specific and unavoidably complex configura-
tions of individualization and embodiment—Dblack and white, male
and female, lord and bondsman.”8® The assumption of a veil blinds
those who operate behind it to their own determinants. Imagining
it enables the subject to sustain a fantasy that it is the master of, not
formed by forces not completely in its control, including its social
history and unconscious. Inadvertently, it supports the idea that a
“race neutral” position is possible, that in principle at least some of
us can “rise above” enmeshment in the traces of an irrational past.
Deliberators collude with others who agree to imagine themselves
as similarly situated, as unmarked. Their proceedings are as uncol-
ored as themselves. The fantasy of abstraction secures the belief that
neutral political principles exist and that as the unmarked, subjects
can attain objective knowledge of them. In their veiled ignorance,
deliberators mistake defensively constructed ideas for generally appli-
cable principles of justice. Thus, the fantasy of impossible perfection
underwrites a belief in “pure” reason.

Rawls maintains otherwise. In the “present case,” he states, “the
conception of a person is a moral conception, one that begins from
our everyday conception of persons as the basic units of thought,
deliberation and responsibility.”%¢ This is a political conception and
“given the aims of justice as fairness, a conception suitable for the
basis of democratic citizenship.”®” This a rather odd conception of
persons, one not necessarily congruent with “everyday” ideas. It does
reflect an unthought (and for Rawls, unthinkable) consequence of
social relations. Positions of social dominance enable their occupi-
ers to believe that they (and hence their thought) are undetermined
by social relations and unconscious processes. Contrary to Rawls’s
claims, reason does not enable subjects to operate as undetermined
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beings; rather, a position of relative privilege enables some to imagine
such autonomy. A belief in noumenal minds reflects the asymmetric
distribution of power, of determination and control. Social privilege
is converted into uncontaminated thought. Reason here functions as
rationalization; it constructs a story about the capacity of the subject
that masks its need for and dependence on the unfreedom of others.
For example, Rawls’s deliberators know that a group of “least advan-
taged” may exist. However, to enter the original position of ignorance
about their own condition, they must construct a compromise forma-
tion. Yes, constraints on freedom exist. However, it is true only of
these determined others, not of all. Furthermore, such constraints do
not compromise one aspect of a human capacity—reason. Thought
can be free of all phenomenal determination. In taking up the cor-
rect viewpoint through reason, some persons can remove themselves
from the phenomenal world. There can and does exist an unraced/
ungendered space from which thought is articulated. Our claim to
innocence can be sustained.

However, anxiety persists. Bonnie Honig characterizes Rawls’s
well-ordered citizen as unstable and anxious. Of Rawls’s citizen,
she says, “With his self-control always at stake, always in doubt, the
responsible subject is anxious to distance himself from whatever
pushes, pulls, attracts or impels him from inside or outside. He can-
not silence his disruptive internal impulses as long as what he sees as
their external manifestations persist.”%® Among these disruptive inter-
nal impulses, I believe, are race/gender fantasies, the stirring of the
raced /gendered other within, rebellion against the disembodied situ-
ation of the noumenal self, and the thwarted aggression and pleasure
seeking of a will to power exiled from the practice of politics. Even
for those operating as units of thought, reason requires a supplement.
This is evident in the strategies Rawls employs to persuade citizens
to adopt equalitarian and rights-protective policies. He relies on two
quite different principles. One is an appeal to social anxiety and self-
interest—in a (implicitly unfair) world no one knows where they may
end up, so it is in everyone’s interest to generate universally fair prin-
ciples. The other is a quasi-theological ethical injunction: if you are
truly free, you will treat your fellows with the respect due yourself
and regard them and yourself equally as ends, not means. This appeal
to social anxiety, while masked by ethical discourse, reveals how the
background bleeds into even into rational discourse.

Rawls provides further evidence that we can neither think our way
out of the background framework nor do without it. His deliberators
need to know a lot of general information. “There are no limits of
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general information,”® since the parties must arrive at conceptions
of justice appropriate to their own system of social cooperation. They
have quite a few “general facts about human society.”?® These include
“political affairs and the principles of economic theory...the basis
of social organization and the laws of human psychology.”®! They
also have a list of acceptable concepts of justice to choose among.®? It
is not clear if among the general facts they would know are the dif-
ferential effects of race/gender on the framework of the society for
which they are deliberating. Rawls appears to assume that permissible
information is objective and would not reflect the inequalities in the
background framework. The knowledge about “economic theory,”
“the laws of human psychology,” or the “basis of social organization”
deliberators have access to is neutral in regards to ways of life, power
relations, race/gender positions, and so on. This is quite implausi-
ble. For it to be useful in deriving conceptions of justice appropri-
ate to historically situated social systems, such information cannot be
utterly formal and abstract. Furthermore, socially relevant knowledge
is saturated with the contexts in which it is produced.

CriTiQUE OoF Pure REAsoN:
THE IMmPossiBLE FAnTASY oF PERFECTION

Despite his commitment to justice, Rawls reveals the helplessness of
political liberalism to recognize or remedy impediments to its realiza-
tion. He models a silence in the founding and a fantasy about the
innocence and perfection of human reason and agency that are fatal
to the possibility of justice. By permitting his agents to imagine a
moment of purity, Rawls inadvertently (and, given his commitment
to bettering the situation of the least well-off, unintentionally) par-
ticipates in a deeply consoling fantasy of dominant groups. Their
phenomenal privilege need not undermine their (and their society’s)
capacity to be fair. There is a viewpoint available outside of time and
social networks, if only they will let their reason take them there.
Then they can be their best selves—unmarked by race/gender rela-
tions and unmotivated by any will to power or unconscious fantasy.
Fundamentally, the problem is in identifying or implementing the
correct principles, not in systemic relations of power and their effects
on everyone. This set of assumptions permits some to accuse those
who attempt to insert questions of the race/gender bases of privilege
of “reverse racism.” Such attempts, for example, affirmative action or
implementing policies to insure racial diversity, are then construed
as violations of the ideal “race neutrality” (perfect abstraction) the
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enlightened embody.”® Again, tragically, this is quite the opposite of
what I think Rawls intends. His second major principle (the differ-
ence principle), that to the extent that it does not violate any indi-
vidual’s liberty, “social and economic inequalities...are to be to
the greatest benefit of the least-advantaged members of society,””*
is certainly congruent with affirmative action policies. The problem
is that his description of the original position does not adequately
account for the derivation of this principle, nor does he provide any
persuasive means to convince subjects in our present circumstances
to accept its application.”® As Coles accurately points out in reference
to the difference principle, “concern for the least well-off is empty
if they are variously objects of disgust, marginalization, and every-
day indifference.”® Building support for applying the difference
principle would require making use of resources, including imagina-
tion, empathy and inquiry into the operations of race/gender grids,
including the political unconscious. Such mobilization would extend
the realm of the political beyond the bounds of public reason and
reasonableness.””

When deployed to legitimate the fantasy of a pure founding sub-
ject, Rawls’s secure ground operates as a device of rationalization. To
move politics onto the ground of abstract reasoning about general
principles is to depoliticize it and obscure the workings of power. To
maintain this mystification, we can either (re)create a (secular) theol-
ogy or deny unfairness. I take this to be a parable of the intrinsic
limits of liberalism. What happens in the original position parallels
Rawls’s text and the text reflects the practices to which he is com-
mitted. Too much credit is given to the emancipatory possibilities
of reason (theology). Unrealistic (and unpolitical) representations of
“neutral” and “well-ordered” political structure are generated. Too
little attention is paid to systemic relations of power that produce
many of those “accidental” distributions of advantage. In the nar-
rative (as in Smith’s account of the “transformative” strand) these
appear extrinsic to the construction of basic regulatory principles
and their representatives. Yet, such advantages generate unarticulated
guilt about the misdeeds of contingent subjects. This in turn propels
a flight to formal reason rather than a pragmatic consideration of
how situated and imperfect citizens can act responsibly. The found-
ers can once again present themselves as abstract, perfect individuals,
unmarked by desire, will, unconscious processes, or social relations.
Consequently, far too little value is given to developing or mobiliz-
ing potential resources in political struggles for justice—will, desire,
the interactions of heterogeneous subjects outside the articulation or
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administration of law. In the next two chapters, I will discuss how
some of these resources might be mobilized.

In his narrative, Rawls misconstrues phenomenal as well as noume-
nal selves. He splits the phenomenal world in two—into our situated
knowledges without which no useful principles can be articulated and
the situated subjects that cannot speak. He acknowledges that jus-
tice is of the worlds we find ourselves in, but the concrete subjects
who live there cannot enact it. However, he mistakes the problem.
What Rawls calls “contingencies” or “accidents of history” (and what
I would call in our present context, race/gender domination) have,
after all, systematically distributed great freedom to some subjects.
The problem is not an intrinsic unfreedom of our bodies as opposed
to our minds, but the “social facts” of the operation of bodies as
sites of power. Justice is not undermined by the vulnerability of our
phenomenal (or noumenal) existence to contingent determination per
se, but by how determination is distributed. Our inquiry into the
production of privilege and unfreedom is blocked by sustaining this
split between noumenal and phenomenal selves. Without such inqui-
ries, we are unlikely to reduce the injustices such power relations sus-
tain. We cannot see how those “contingent advantages and accidental
influences from the past” are socially constructed effects of power
that differentially construct and empower us.

While Rawls portrays the original position as an ethical viewpoint,
adopting such a view will reenact and perpetuate injustice. While it
is meant to erase the effects of contingent advantages, instead it rein-
stalls them. Many of the effects of these contingent advantages play
out unconsciously, and the veil of ignorance renders them even less
accessible to their subjects. We know we have attained the original
position when no disturbing reminders of phenomenal contingen-
cies appear. Given actually existing background conditions, what
could this mean in practice? Markers of difference must disappear.
Here the fantasy of perfection is enacted. Race/gender blindness in a
society whose social and historical background produces race/gender
social positions as contingent but inescapable (and hardly “acciden-
tal”) social facts requires erasing those marked as other while leav-
ing the implicit norm undisturbed. Thought behind the veil, public
discourse, or even standards of “reasonableness” cannot escape the
social and unconscious processes of “normalization” in which the
“norm,” white/male, is invisible. The fantasy of race /gender blindness
leaves other subjective positions as the disturbing markers of differ-
ence, subject to expulsion from the community of rational discourse.
Raising problems of contingent determination marks oneself as part
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of the “lower order” that is unable to operate as a free being. Since the
original position requires obviating race/gender, treating ourselves or
others as privileged or disadvantaged on account of race/gender posi-
tions would violate our nature as free beings. We are to act as if the
social facts were other than they are; if no accumulated inequalities
existed, our constructed identities would not undermine the possibil-
ity of justice. Yet, we cannot talk about the facts, because to do so
would suggest our citizens are more than units of thought, delibera-
tion, and responsibility and that thought and rational deliberation
might not be so pure or reliably self-correcting. Constituting race/
gender fantasies remain unanalyzed and powerfully in play; there-
fore, race/gender melancholia lingers, untreated. By making justice
contingent on splitting and denial and offering the hope of a space
outside of the consequences of our histories and our heterogenous
subjectivity, liberalism, as represented by Rawls, ill serves its own best
commitments.






CHAPTER 5

Politics for Fallen Angels: Subjectivity,
Democratic Citizenship, and Undoing
Race/Gender Melancholia

Democratic citizens are by definition empowered only to be dis-
empowered. As a vesult, democratic citizenship requires vituals to
manage the psychological tension that avises from being a nearly
powerless sovereign.!

In the last chapter, I argued that rather than offering resources for
undoing race/gender melancholia, the political liberalism John Rawls
conceives inadvertently exacerbates it. This consequence is partially
due to the construction of subjectivity that his political liberalism
posits and requires. Imagining that subjects can abstract themselves
from all the networks of power and unconscious dynamics in which
they find themselves is mistaken. As I argued in the last chapter, the
veil of ignorance cannot perform such magic, because even if we
could successfully carry out this thought experiment and remove all
knowledge of our specific social locations, operating behind the veil
will not provide individual subjects with transparent access to uncon-
scious dynamics and content. Ignorance of unconscious processes
cannot eliminate their effects. For the same reason, neither the rule
of reasonableness in making demands on the public sphere nor the
process of submitting such demands to public reason will sufficiently
correct the political unconscious’s effects. Instead, this approach will
disable contemporary American citizens from making use of resources
that can bring race/gender melancholia into conscious awareness and
build support for policies to diminish its consequences. Remedies
for race/gender melancholia and the race/gender domination it both
reflects and prolongs must be multidimensional. Among the many
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remedies race/gender melancholia requires are different practices of
subjectivity and citizenship. In this chapter, with the aid of Michel
Foucault’s late essays on “Care of the Self,” I will develop and support
these claims.

BeninD THE VEIL: RACE/GENDER DOMINATION
AND THE PArADOX OF DEMOCRACY

Public spaces are important sites of generating, enacting, and poten-
tially altering race/gender melancholia. As currently practiced, how-
ever, American citizenship provides insufficient resources to confront
the effects of the past in the present. In part this is because our prac-
tices of citizenship continue to elide a crucial paradox of democratic
politics. This elision has been facilitated by race/gender domina-
tion. The paradox is that, although modern narratives of democracy
institute popular sovereignty, equality, and consent as defining and
constituting features, the successful practice of democracy requires
citizens to engage in acts of sacrifice. Sacrifice is intrinsic to demo-
cratic citizenship because despite our founding narrative of demo-
cratic sovereignty and individual freedom, in actual political practice
a disjuncture often exists between the individual will and the law.
In modern democratic politics, to be legitimate, generally outcomes
require only consent of the majority. On any one issue, this poten-
tially can leave many citizens feeling discontent, disadvantaged, or
disappointed. The stronger the democratic promise, the larger the
gap between it and actual outcomes is likely to be. The more citi-
zens expect autonomy and self-rule (understood as the coincidence of
desire and outcome), the more frequently widespread disappointment
and frustration will ensue. In a small polity, much less a large one,
it is highly unlikely that even if perfectly democratic procedures or
a Habermasian universal pragmatics could exist, that decisions will
always be equally satisfactory to all citizens. The relative scarcity of
social resources and the diversity of human desires and ideas of the
good (subjective and collective) insure that any outcome will favor
some and disappoint others. Citizens must therefore tolerate often not
getting their way or exerting control. Furthermore, once a decision is
arrived at, even if it is not the outcome we want, as long as we remain
members of the polity, we must bear the burdens of its consequences.
These consequences may include loss of valued resources or even our
lives. Despite our disappointment (and perhaps envy or resentment of
the winners), we must also maintain our loyalty to the polity and our
investment in keeping its institutions and processes going.
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In the United States, slavery, race/gender domination, and their
lingering effects have enabled public discourse and practices to elide
this paradox.? Danielle Allen argues that for much of our history,
citizenship was structured through relationships of dominance and
acquiescence, not equality. One effect of race/gender domination is
that the sacrifices and disappointments endemic to self-rule are dis-
tributed unequally. Domination systematically skews the distribution
of social goods in favor of the privileged. The acquiescence of the
disadvantaged perpetuates the illusion that the system is fair and its
principles are pure. The necessity of sacrifice within democratic rule
is thus obscured by the systematic maldistribution of sacrifice and
reward; rewards are unfairly distributed to those in privileged race/
gender positions while subordinates suffer an unfair portion of sac-
rifice. Only when the disadvantaged begin to insist on a more equi-
table distribution of social goods (including political recognition and
respect) and a redistribution of sacrifice is the democratic paradox
more evident.

However, despite the formal incorporation of race/gender subor-
dinates into the body politic, as I have argued in previous chapters,
asymmetries of benefit and sacrifice remain. Americans have never
effectively and publicly recognized the immeasurable, involuntary
sacrifices enslavement and its consequences extract from African
Americans.> Neither have white Americans acknowledged their
enjoyment of the continuing psychic, political, and economic benefits
and privileges such sacrifices produce. Performing public practices of
mourning could counteract some consequences of these asymme-
tries. In the United States, however, there is an absence of mourn-
ing, of consciously coming to terms with one’s investments in and
constitution through intersubjective relationships of domination/
acquiescence. If we do not mourn, we cannot imagine redoing these
relationships, including redistributing sacrifices and benefits more
equitably.

Furthermore, as De Tocqueville and Janara point out, the dem-
ocratic promise of equality creates a corollary sense of entitlement
among its citizenry.* Each citizen feels they ought to have what oth-
ers do, that in principle any “X” could be theirs. Combined with the
reigning mode of political subjectivity—individualism—and the social
flux intrinsic to the absence of traditional status hicrarchies, entitle-
ment simultaneously produces anxiety and envy. While having equal
access to social resources is assumed as one’s democratic right, the lack
of legitimated hierarchy means no stable place or outcome is guaran-
teed. Status insecurity, envy of those who have what one does not, and
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a gleeful but illicit desire for and pleasure in exclusivity result. (Why
does X have what I do not? It could, therefore, should be mine. If I
possess X I will be better and more secure in my status than Y, but
having X only counts if Y cannot.) Thus, as Janara puts it, “the psycho-
dynamics of envy, desire and materialism [are] native to democracy.”®
Race/gender domination secures some degree of guaranteed status
for the privileged, but challenges to it intensify anxiety and render its
management more problematic. Furthermore, contrary to the Rawls’s
claim, a belief in the fairness of the basic structure is unlikely to pro-
vide sufficient consolation for loss of an intensely desired object. Itis a
mistake to underestimate the independent power of emotions, desire,
and unconscious fantasy in political life or to overestimate subjects’
willingness or ability to be governed by reason alone.

Modern political theorists rarely acknowledge the democratic
paradox.® Therefore, there is little discussion of the psychodynam-
ics of democracy or how to manage its intrinsic frustrations.” Little
attention is given to developing practices that will preserve the losers’
investment in the game, teach winners to moderate the advantages
of victory or contain envy, resentment, and greed. Instead, theorists
utilize a variety of strategies to mask or finesse democracy’s para-
dox. While Rawls, for example, recognizes the risks of cooperation,
he incorrectly imagines that they can be eliminated permanently up
front by excluding desire and pursuit of comprehensive goods while
formulating the basic rules of social arrangements.® Conflict and
disappointment disappear as ongoing problems requiring constant
political work. Somehow reason, or reasonableness, will magically
reconcile us to a rule of law that often thwarts our wishes. Others,
such as Jurgen Habermas, locate the difficulties in attaining a univer-
sally satisfactory consensus within the current, imperfect procedures
or processes governing public life, not the irreducible diversity or will
to power or unconscious dynamics we encounter in human interac-
tion.” They hold out the undeliverable promise that transparency of
practices is possible or that the pragmatics of appropriate language
games will free us from the messy consequences of our heterogenous
subjectivities. Failure to incorporate psychodynamics within demo-
cratic principles and practices also results in positing problematic
binaries such as (rational) law/ (irrational) culture or “ascriptive tra-
ditions.” This is disabling in addressing race/gender dominance for,
as the work of Rogers Smith exemplifies, we are then unable to see
the effects of envy and other affects within apparently unproblem-
atic democratic principles and institutions and thus cannot imagine
effective countervailing practices. Instead, such authors construct
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another simplistic, dichotomous narrative of American politics fea-
turing the good “egalitarian transformative” order versus the bad
“white supremacist” one.!’ Defeat the villain and all will be well.
Advocates of politics as spontaneous action such as Hannah Arendt,
Jacques Ranciere, and Linda Zerilli appear to bypass the paradox
by limiting the political to contingent, singular events. However, in
these accounts what remains unexplained is how actors learn to gov-
ern themselves so that they restrict their actions to expanding the
realm of freedom or justice, not intensifying domination.!! Another
tactic is attempting to banish diversity altogether by positing a uni-
tary subjectivity that properly practiced will express a uniform desire.
Deviations are explained through a variety of narratives, from sin to
lack of reason, false consciousness, inadequate identification with
one’s true group, or perhaps foreign ethnicity or blood. Deviants
must be corrected, contained, disenfranchised, expelled, or destroyed
for the public good.

CHANGING THE SUBJECT

Thus, although since the passage of the 1960s civil rights legisla-
tion, the democratic paradox may be more evident, Americans are no
more fit to manage it. A consequence of our untreated race/gender
melancholia is that American citizens lack the practices of subjectivity
and political action that would enable them develop and sustain more
egalitarian democratic politics and to manage the potentially destruc-
tive emotions they evoke. The habits regenerating and supporting
domination and acquiescence are deeply ingrained in the citizenry.
They will not simply wither away; instead we require new practices
of subjectivity and political action. The lingering race/gender dis-
parities in distributions of social goods and esteem, the structuring
of our current institutional politics by a desperate search for someone
bad whom we may legitimately dominate—terrorists, gays who want
to marry, foreigners who will take our jobs or resources, those who
threaten the (Christian) values founding the state, and so on—are
all evidence of our collective inability to forswear old subjective and
political habits and reconsider our practices. Emerging from our mel-
ancholic state requires new habits of mind and feeling, different kinds
of political practices and spaces, and a far more capacious view of
politics itself. Later in this chapter, I will offer a few tentative sug-
gestions for what these might entail. However, next I discuss some
tools for beginning to think outside dominant American narratives of
subjectivity and politics.
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SouL Service: Foucaurt’s LATE Essavys,
SuBjEcTIVITY AND “CARE OF THE SELF’ AS ETHICAL
AND PoriTicaL PRACTICES

Clearing Space

As we have seen in previous chapters, part of what reproduces race/
gender domination are particular practices of subjectivity. The domi-
nant narrative of subjectivity within American politics is individu-
alism. While its origins are heterogenous, currently individualism
is a disciplinary norm that sustains race/gender domination. This
narrative is now intertwined with race/gender melancholia. One of
the symptoms and effects of melancholia is denial of the effects of
the ongoing legacy of past social relations, especially slavery, on the
present constitution of subjects. As I argued at the end of chapter 4,
individualistic self-representations are produced through denying
subjects’ race/gender positioning. Intrinsic to privileged race/gender
positions is the authority to represent oneself as unmarked by social
relations. Such individualism serves to ward off consciousness of or
to deny the disturbing effects of race/gender on all subjects. It is an
identity politics, a set of practices, that denies the particularity of the
identity it fabricates and enacts. It generates a notion of freedom as
undetermined action. Only disembodied, unsituated subjects can be
free or fully exercise agency. This narrative generates its own vicious
circle in that to imagine oneself as free, one must project the rela-
tions that effect subjectivity elsewhere. One also needs to project such
material elsewhere to avoid location on the devalued, determined side
of the perfection/denigration binary. The devalued state of those in
subordinate race/gender relations intensifies the horror of imagining
oneself as socially produced, like “those” people. It also intensifies
investment in sustaining the fantasy of unmarked perfection. Horror
may be defended against by unconscious hostility to the other, con-
sciously expressed by an emotionally charged desire to exaggerate dif-
ferences among groups.!? Therefore, within race/gender melancholia,
no escape is possible from the binaries it generates—including free/
determined and agent/object. Social and political practices, unless
congruent with the will of an autonomous ego are constraints on
agency and identity.

Among the ways to resist race/gender domination are reconfigur-
ing practices of subjectivity. Such a project also entails rethinking
the relations between freedom, moral responsibility, and disciplinary
and governmental practices.!® Shifts in the practices of race/gender
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domination render this project more urgent. Since the 1960s, cul-
tural norms have altered such that overt expressions of race/gender
denigration are discouraged. Furthermore, since the passage of the
Civil Rights Act and the removal of tangible expressions of domina-
tion such as segregated facilities and explicitly race/gender-specific
allocation of work, dominant groups are more likely to believe that
such domination has ceased. However, as I argued in chapter 2, if one
looks at patterns of the distribution of power, resources, and social
status and norms, there are many reasons to believe this is not the
case. Instead, the practices sustaining race/gender domination have
altered. As Charles Lawrence argues, guilt regarding the violation of
social norms of “fairness” or correct attitudes results in the repression
of socially incorrect feelings or actions.!'* These feelings and beliefs
remain unconscious and are often enacted in disguised or appar-
ently race/gender neutral ways. For example, dominant subjects may
express racial antagonism or denigration through avoidance, seeking
out neighborhoods without subordinate group residents. The obvious
asymmetries in income, resources, and the like, between dominant
and subordinate groups may be rationalized by “scientific” findings
on pathological cultures, deviant families, or innate biological differ-
ences. The desire to maintain control and distance may be enacted
through the rubrics of fighting crime, restricting immigration, or
protecting family values.

Once unconscious feelings and ideas become more prevalent sites
and sources of race/gender domination, the practices they engender
are less accessible to resistance and of course easier to deny. The pseu-
do-rationality of the overt material through which they are enacted
disarms those seeking to resist relations of domination. Practices
that are simultaneously irrational and normal violate expectations of
rationalist individualism. Yet, these are what Wittgenstein calls the
ungrounded ground of shared social worlds, the tacit understand-
ings, beliefs, and meanings that enable the intelligibility of subjects
and practices. Like language games, we learn by doing, by taking up
the norms and disciplines around us so that we can construct subjec-
tivities comprehensible to our self and others.

Contesting a tacit or unconscious meaning system is difficult.
Sometimes the inevitable contradictions and gaps within any system
provide leverage or sites for resistance. Often, however, whatis required
are ways to delimit the system, so that it appears as a social artifact
rather than an eternal truth. However, only certain practices of sub-
jectivity are likely to engender a critical skepticism toward normalizing
processes. Given the power of normalization and the inaccessibility of
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unconscious material, such practices will most likely require intersub-
jective interactions and practices through which we can acquire self-
critical disciplines and new habits. These disciplines enable a certain
degree of engaged detachment in which modes of subjective organi-
zation, including race/gender melancholia, might appear puzzling or
problematic. Rendering a mode problematic is an important aspect of
generating spaces for new ones to develop. Opening new spaces could
diminish race/gender melancholia’s power. As its grip lessens, active
mourning could begin to displace melancholic paralysis.

How Is the Subject

Michel Foucault’s work on “Care of the Self” is focused precisely on
the question of how to establish and enact disciplines that render the
given or “normal” problematic. These disciplines also enable us to
govern ourselves so that we pursue and engage in ethical practices
of freedom. My project here is to describe his results and to think
about how we might appropriate them to improve practices of con-
temporary American citizenship. I argue that Foucault explores tech-
niques that could help us evaluate and reinvent the heterogeneous,
context-specific practices that constitute and alter subjectivities.
Adopting these practices will enable us to better manage the paradox
of democracy and resort less frequently to practices of domination
and subordination.

Only in his last works does Foucault fully open up this line of
inquiry. In these essays and lectures, he radically rethinks subjectiv-
ity and his previous ideas about power and political action. As he
says, as his work proceeds, “I have been obligated to change my mind
on several points.”*® Central to this rethinking is his elaboration of
practices he calls “technologies of the self.” Technologies of the self,
while related to and potentially shaped by other modes of power, such
as biopower, are not its derivative effects. In exploring them, new
possibilities of exercising freedom and creativity emerge.!> Among
these possibilities are new ways of practicing social theorizing that
enable us to bypass ones that generate unproductive stalemates. For
example, Foucault’s genealogical approach enables us to avoid the
structure/subject dichotomy that, as I discussed in chapter 2, makes
it so difficult to conceptualize race/gendering. Instead of trying to
establish the degree or means by which structures determine subjects
(or subjects make structures), Foucault’s method is more dynamic
and context specific. He constructs genealogies of the practices that
constitute subjectivities in particular times and places. Adopting his
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orientation entails tracking the heterogeneous, context-specific prac-
tices in and through which distinctive modes of subjectivity and
other social processes emerge, mutate, and act. Unlike a traditional
approach, Foucault does not represent social reality as constituted
through two levels—a macro level of social structures and a micro
level of individual subjects. In this approach, structures are more or
less rigid matter that constrains in varying degrees the behavior of
actors, the individuals within a system. This view is similar to Freud’s
initial “topographical” model of the mind, in which layers that differ
in their nature lie atop each other and must somehow be coordi-
nated and their relations explained. Instead, Foucault’s genealogical
method reminds me of wave/particle theories in contemporary phys-
ics. His focus is not on what or where—what determines what, where
does ultimate causation lie—but rather on how, as well as on dynamic
transformations. Matter is simultaneously energy, forces, and grids
of power. He shows how practices can congeal into and function like
material, structural forms, for example into regulations or law or an
apparently fixed subjective identity (e.g., white/female). Yet from
another perspective, these apparently solid social facts (e.g., identity,
norm, or law) dissolve into a contingent grid of power relations and
other dynamic processes.

Among other reasons, this approach is helpful because it enables
us to ask not who a subject is but how it is. The how question is
particularly important in analyzing dynamic processes such as the
political unconscious, which are simultaneously constituted by struc-
ture like institutions of law and the distribution of social resources
and intangible phenomena such as fantasy and emotions that subjects
experience as deeply personal and idiosyncratic. However, Foucault’s
approach is so outside a paradigm prevalent in Western philosophy
and psychology that it is difficult to fully appreciate and make use of
its radical departures and rich possibilities.” In my own struggles to
understand it, I find myself constantly misunderstanding his ideas.
It is tempting to fit them into more familiar theorizing and hence
miss their import. Therefore, hoping to do justice to Foucault’s inno-
vations and to invite readers into his unusual universe, I will take
readers through what some may find an unnecessarily long journey
through his arguments.

Foundational assumptions of a paradigm prevalent in Western
philosophy and psychology include that intrinsic to humans is a self
that is the locus and cause of our identity. Further, it is assumed that
each self possesses and is constituted by an essence or substance that
is best understood in terms of interiority—that is, something that
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occupies us and 4s us deep inside. To the extent that we actualize this
essence and it governs our actions, we are free. As I discussed in the
last chapter, this approach offers the hope that once we strip away all
contingent influences, we can exercise a facility (such as reason) that
will enable us to escape or control for all those accidents that render
our judgments and basic social arrangements unfair or suspect.

On the contrary, Foucault investigates what gave rise to the belief
that we are what is deep within us and that we are obligated to speak
this truth, for only by knowing it can we fully be ourselves. He agrees
that modern subjects must produce the deep truth of themselves.
Our social context compels each subject to both master and know
itself through speaking its truth. To speak truth, it must practice
particular truth games. A truth game is constituted through certain
sets of rules that enable the production of truth. On the basis of its
principles and rules of the game’s procedures, the validity of a truth
claim is adjudicated. What is produced as truth will vary according to
the game being played. Each game creates expectations about what
will be produced when it is played properly. However, Foucault asks,
“Why truth? Why are we concerned with truth, and more so than
with the care of the self? And why must the care of the self occur only
through the concern for truth?”!® Instead of assuming a deep truth
exists, Foucault begins with the assumption that the subject “is not a
substance. It is a form, and this form is not primarily or always identi-
cal to itself.”! Unpacking this statement is neither simple nor easy. In
making this claim, Foucault does not offer an alternative account of
the self. Rather, as he rejects the idea that it is a substance amenable
to more or less adequate accounts, he abandons the entire framework
in which the issue is intelligible. He shifts discourse from investiga-
tions into the self’s true nature to subjectivity. In doing so, he moves
outside two positions dominant within existing discourses concern-
ing the self. He is neither an essentialist nor a social constructionist.
While his emphasis on socially situated practices might overlap with
social constructionist ideas, Foucault pursues a radically different tra-
jectory. He does not assume a coherent, stable inside is eventually con-
structed from social relations. Inside/outside is not a relevant binary
in his discourse. Rather, for him, no one thing is being constructed;
subjectivity is a dynamic process, more a complex network of often
conflicting forces, demands, and resistance with multiple lines and
forms of explanation. For him, no privileged sites of subjective forma-
tion can be assumed, and the subject is neither a dependent effect of
determinant causes or social relations nor an undetermined autono-
mous actor. Therefore, as I argued about race/gender in chapter 2,
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his approach requires us to think about subjectivity as a verb, as what
we do, not who we are.

To grasp Foucault’s approach, we must follow him in refusing the
binaries of thought/action and structure (objective)/experience (sub-
jective). For him, practices are forms of activity inhabited by thought.
Thought is broadly conceived as “every manner of speaking, doing,
or behaving in which the individual appears as a knowing subject,
as ethical or juridical subject, as subject conscious of himself and
others...thought is understood as...action insofar as it implies the
play of true and false, the acceptance or refusal of rules, the rela-
tion to oneself and others.”?° While bounded and historically spe-
cific, these practices are not invariant or deterministic structures. As
subjects practice the practices that constitute them, both subjects
and practices mutate. Autonomy, paradoxically from the substantive
point of view, is an effect of particular practices or technologies of
the self. Contrary to frequent claims, Foucault does not deny agency,
but rather relocates its conditions of possibility. He refers to subjects,
not persons, of processes of subjectification, not identity. Subject
connotes the double sense of actor and acted upon, not as separate
aspects of our being, but as mutually constituting and contemporane-
ous processes. These processes simultaneously enable and constrain,
empower and subjectify. It is easy to misunderstand what Foucault
means by subjectification. Modernist narratives of the autonomous
self create a binary: subject/object. If we are not self-generating sub-
jects, then we are mere objects, utterly determined by our circum-
stances. In constructing a different discourse, Foucault rejects this
binary and instead tracks its genealogy. In tracking this genealogy,
the practices required to generate such a subject become evident. As
Foucault puts it:

I have tried to get out from the philosophy of the subject, through a
genealogy of the modern subject as a historical and cultural reality.
One can proceed with this general project in two ways. In dealing with
modern theoretical constructions, we are concerned with the subject in
general. In this way, I have tried to analyze the theories of the subject
as a speaking, living, working being in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. One can also deal with the more practical understanding
found in those institutions where certain subjects became objects of
knowledge and of domination, asylums, prisons, and so on.?!

In pursuing this project, Foucault “wished to study those forms
of understanding which the subject creates about himself.”>?> He
originally focused on three techniques or kinds of social practices:
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production, signification or communication, and domination.
Technologies of production “permit us to produce, transform, or
manipulate things.”?® Technologies of sign systems “permit us to
use signs, meaning, symbols, or signification,” and technologies of
power “determine the conduct of individuals and submit them to
certain ends of domination.”?* Multiple technologies of power, each
with their own distinctive practices and knowledges, exist. These
techniques are procedures “suggested or prescribed to individuals
in order to determine their identity, maintain it, or transform it in
terms of a certain number of ends, through relations of self-mastery
or self-knowledge.”?® Such techniques are historically specific and
variable. Both practices of self-mastery and self-knowledge change.
Technologies of self include those of government or governmentality.
Through techniques of governmentality, relations of domination are
often established and maintained. Yet, these techniques of self can
also generate resistant practices. Governmentality for Foucault is a
variegated set of policing-type practices exercised through both for-
mal technical-rational networks and non-state surveillance activities.
Technologies of government incorporate “rational forms, technical
procedures, instrumentations through which to operate, and. .. stra-
tegic games that subject the power relations they are supposed to
guarantee to instability and reversal.”?®

Biopower is an instance of governmentality. Foucault claims that
like all practices, biopower emerges through contingent but historical
processes. It is a new kind of governmentality that evolves over the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe. Biopower generates
and is constituted by the production of new sorts of truth and by par-
ticular regulatory, disciplinary, and confessional practices. The con-
crete and precise character of its knowledge of and interest in human
bodies are unusual. It is based in and effects a “real and effective
‘incorporation’ of power. It circulates through and roots itself in the
concrete lives of individuals and populations through multiple and
variegated means.”?” In United States, for example, race/gender is
a prime locus of biopower. The modern fabrication of race/gender
entails an “incorporation” of power made possible by newly emerging
discourses. The nineteenth and twentieth “sciences of man”—psy-
chology, anthropology, genetics, sociology, for example—generated
and practiced innovative ways of sorting bodies into and assigning
discrete characteristics to newly “scientific” race/gender positions.?8
The effect of biopower is such that, by the 1920s, “to become
‘Caucasian’. .. was not simply to be ‘white’. .. it was to become conclu-
sively, certifiably, scientifically white. ‘Caucasian’ identity represents a
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whiteness discovered and apprehended by that regime of knowledge
whose cultural authority is greatest.”?® Transmuting race/gender into
a “natural fact” enabled further exercises of power, as these bodies
of “objective knowledge” were then deployed to legitimate a wide
variety of social policies and regulations regarding (among others)
immigration, welfare, education, health care, employment, and pub-
lic health.3® New professions such as social worker, therapist, policy
analyst, and so on arose to devise and implement these policies and
regulations. Training within the new disciplinary fields legitimated
the expert’s exercise of power.

The purpose of disciplinary power is to ensure a cohesive pub-
lic body. The heterogeneous elements of a population can be made
more coherent through practices of “normalization.” These practices
are supported and exercised both by the state and by new bodies
of knowledge, especially medicine and the human sciences. Under
the humanistic rubric of the state’s interest in and obligations to the
creation and protection of the “well-being” of its inhabitants, global
surveillance of its members is increasingly instituted. The state needs
experts to amass the knowledge it requires and to execute the policies
said to effect and maximize this well-being and protection. Instances
of such knowledge and associated practices include medicine, educa-
tion, public health, prisons and schools. Concepts of deviancy, illness,
maladjustment, and so forth are products of the same discourses that
create the normal. These concepts also name the dangers the normal
must be protected against. They justify the need for new and better
knowledge to control the problems and for the exercise of power. The
knowledge is simultaneously individual and global. It entails the study
of specific “traits” possessed by individuals that cause their deviations
and the search for methods that can be applied to all such individu-
als to effect the desired disciplinary results in the populations as a
whole. “Prevention” of disease or crime requires at least the potential
extension of these knowledges and practices to everyone. The state’s
interest is in ensuring regularity of behavior, not only in punishing
crimes after the fact. The more peaceful (e.g., controlled) the popula-
tion, the more the state’s power is legitimated and ensured. As the
state becomes more powerful, it can dispense disciplinary legitimacy.
It supports, regulates, and enforces the monopoly of certain profes-
sions over specific domains and practices. Failure of disciplinary prac-
tices becomes the basis for “experts” to ask for more resources and
power to pursue and exercise their knowledge in the name of the
public good. In the next chapter, by analyzing some contemporary
American political practices, especially our drug and prison policies,
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I will illustrate how useful Foucault’s concept of governmentality can
be. Foucault’s approach enables us to see how these are related not
only to their professed frames (public health and safety), but to race/
gender domination and melancholia as well.

In addition to processes of normalization and discipline, confes-
sional practices also contribute to fabricating the modern subject.
Confessional practices emerge within certain discourses such as psy-
chology. These forms of knowledge posit the existence of a particular
form of being, the “individual.” These discourses teach us any indi-
vidual “self” is knowable. The individual has certain “natural,” “uni-
versal,” or “true” traits. As we engage in these disciplinary practices,
we come to experience this self as true and foundational. However,
such experience is not “true” in some ontological or essentialist sense.
It is an effect of a subjectivity constituted in and through certain
practices. In other practices, such notions and experiences might not
exist. For Foucault, sexuality is one of the most important traits con-
fessional practices fabricate. They teach us that if we observe properly,
we will see our “deep insides” include something bodily but at least
partially knowable by consciousness, a source of both pleasure and
danger. These discourses name this dangerous force “sexuality.” By
transforming pleasure into “sexuality,” these confessional discourse/
practices generate further practices/knowledge of self-control and
self-knowledge. Sexuality is controllable only by the person exercising
surveillance upon her or himself.3! This surveillance is said to lead to
both “self-knowledge” and freedom from the effects of these forces.
However, to attain such self-knowledge and self-control, the indi-
vidual must consult an expert whose knowledge provides privileged
access to this dangerous aspect of the person’s “self.” The force and
expertise these discourses constitute now legitimates the expert’s (and
discourse’s) exercise of disciplinary power. The subject’s investment
in the new modes of subjectivity so produced (e.g., the “hetero- or
homosexual”) fuel the reproduction of their correlative knowledge/
power vectors.

CARE OF THE SELF:
Power anD PracTicinGg FREEDOM

The practices of surveillance, confession, normalization, and bio-
power that distinguish technologies of governmentality threaten to
crowd out other possible technologies of the self. Foucault wishes
to resist this potential monopolization through juxtaposing resis-
tant practices of subjectivity; he groups these as “care of the self.”
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Since race/gender is in part produced through governmentality,
Foucault’s elaboration of alternatives to it is important to explore. In
pursuing his project, Foucault discovered a fourth type of technique:
“Techniques that permit individuals to effect, by their own means, a
certain number of operations on their own bodies, their own souls,
their own thoughts, their own conduct, and this in a manner so as to
transform themselves, modify themselves, and to attain a certain state
of perfection, happiness, purity, supernatural power.”3? He calls these
“technologies of the self.” Foucault insists that while technologies of
the self interact with those of domination, they are not themselves
technologies of domination. On the contrary, technologies of the self
can be practices of freedom, creativity, aesthetics, and ethics. Such
freedom is not absolute or unaffected by its social context. Any self
technology does imply “a set of truth obligations: discovering the
truth, being enlightened by truth, telling the truth. All these are con-
sidered important either for the constitution of, or the transformation
of, the self.”3% Furthermore, the available technologies of the self are
“not something invented by the individual himself. They are models
that he finds in his culture and are proposed, suggested, imposed
upon him by his culture, his society, and his social group.”3*
Relations of power are intrinsic to technologies of self, as they are
to other forms of subjective constitution. However, Foucault does not
equate practices of power with those of domination.?® Unlike some
liberal theorists, Foucault does not define power only in terms of con-
straint or imposition, neither does he solely identify it as the opposite
of freedom or autonomy. For him, unlike many social scientists, power
is not best understood as A’s ability to get B to do what B otherwise
would not have done. On the contrary, for Foucault, power relations
require freedom. In his view, power is relational. These relations exist
only among practicing subjects. Power relations are “possible only
insofar as the subjects are free.”3¢ It is because there is freedom that
relations of power exist. Within a relation of power, subjects may not
be equally situated, but each must have some degree of freedom. In
power relations, subjects try to control or alter others’ behaviors, and
they resist others’ efforts to control them. Such attempts would be
unnecessary or impossible if others in one’s social field were mere
objects. In engaging in a practice, however, subjects encounter others
who are likewise engaged. Since no practice is uniform, differences
produce friction and resistance; subjects tend to insist on their own
practices. Furthermore, since these relations exist in different forms
and at different levels, any subject’s situation will vary depending on
the relations in which it is located. I might be quite advantaged in one



112 4 RESONANCES OF SLAVERY

relation and disadvantaged in another. Thus, resistance is intrinsic to
power relations®”; power relations are “strategic games that subject
the power relations they are supposed to guarantee to instability and
reversal.”38 Power relations are also mobile and mutating, so positions
within them (and the positions available) can shift. In contrast, a state
of domination exists when an “individual or social group succeeds in
blocking a field of power relations, immobilizing them and prevent-
ing any reversibility of movement by economic, political, or military
means.”® In practices of domination, the strategic options avail-
able within a power relation never succeed in reversing the relations
among its practitioners. The power relations are fixed and extremely
asymmetrical. It is a game whose rules ensure that only one party can
win.*0

To articulate practices of care of the self, Foucault investigates texts
by classical Greek and Roman writers.*! In my view, what matters
about this investigation is not whether it uncovers the truth or deep
meaning of the texts. Foucault does not claim to excavate a pristine
point where philosophy went astray or forgot something or to redis-
cover a principle that should have been our foundation all along.
Contact with a philosopher does not revive the old, but can produce
something new.*? Rather, what is important is how Foucault imag-
ines other practices of subjectivity via his encounter with the texts.*3
Foucault argues that in classical Greece and Rome, care of the self was
conceived as a task that one must engage in throughout life. It is an
activity, not only a form of contemplation. The subjectivity practiced
was not defined “entirely in terms of knowledge,” and philosophy was
not defined “in terms of the development of the knowing subject, or
of what qualifies the subject as such.”** Furthermore, the purpose
of these practices was not to renounce the self or to prepare for the
soul’s salvation in an afterlife. Instead, in practicing them, the subject
constitutes itself as an ethical being whose relation to itself and others
enables it to engage in a proper mode of life. Care of the self is not a
preparation for living; it is a form of living.* It is a kind of work with
its own methods and objectives. In the modern world there has been
“an inversion in the two principles of antiquity, “Take care of yourself”
and ‘Know yourself.” In Greco-Roman culture, knowledge of oneself
appeared as the consequence of the care of the self. In the modern
world, knowledge of oneself constitutes the fundamental principle.”*®
Care of the self “was considered both a duty and a technique, a basic
obligation and a set of carefully worked out procedures.”” It is also a
creative and aesthetic practice in which innovation and consideration
of beauty and pleasure are central. The point of this technology was
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to attempt to “develop and transform oneself, and to attain a certain
mode of being.”*®

Furthermore, in the classical world, knowing oneself did not
necessarily mean discovering the deep truth lying within. In some
practices, truth and the subject are not linked through “uncovering
a truth in the subject or...making the soul the place where truth
resides, through an essential kinship or an original law, the truth;
nor is it a matter of making the soul the object of a true discourse.™
Rather, knowing oneself required internalizing texts concerning how
to care for oneself so that the substance of these teaching is liter-
ally incorporated and assimilated as one’s own practice. Philosophy
provides “soul service”; it is a therapeutic practice, dedicated to the
care of the soul. It is less concerned with the question of under what
conditions can the subject produce reliable truth and more about how
subjects should live. Certain kinds of knowledge are necessary for
living well, but such knowledge has multiple sources, many of which
do not depend for their production or truth upon a purified founda-
tional subject.

Care for the self is not a narcissistic or solitary practice. Relations
with others are intrinsic to this mode of being, for care of oneself is
understood as necessary for the proper exercise of citizenship and
interpersonal relations. One is obligated to care for the self partially
out of our duty to others. Extensive work on the self is required if
one’s practice of freedom is to take place within a way of being that
is beautiful, honorable, and worthy of praise.>® If one does not prac-
tice the correct power over oneself, one cannot rule others well or
be a good friend, relative, parent, or spouse. A tyrant is one who is
a slave to his desires and forces others to satisty them. Furthermore,
it is understood that carrying out this task requires an assortment of
activities and resources, including relations with other persons, espe-
cially friends and teachers.®! Indeed, Foucault argues that in ancient
Greece and Rome, practicing care of the self enabled a rich variety of
relations (and hence subjective practices), particularly ones between
adult males, for which there is no modern equivalent.

PracTicing CONSTRAINT

Foucault’s emphasis on habits and practices and the ones he rec-
ommends suggest some techniques for containing the malignant
psychodynamics of democratic citizenship. Through his ideas about
care of the self, he intends both to induce skepticism regarding dom-
inant narratives of subjectivity and power and to suggest alternatives.
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As we have seen, in the disciplines of the care of self, subjectivity
is constituted through an ongoing set of practices oriented toward
enabling us to act such that we meet our obligations to our ethical
commitments and to others. The orienting point is the ethical com-
mitment, and one must learn and acquire as habits what must be
done to approximate it. Taking on ethical commitments is itself a
practice that must be learned and sustained. Care of the self entails
developing habits that sustain such practices, including an engaged
detachment and skeptical attachment toward all of them. Acquisition
of habits is never permanent; hence these processes are more like dis-
ciplines requiring constant practice than a solid and stable self-for-
mation. Practice cannot occur outside its appropriate contexts, and it
requires the aid of mentors, exemplars, discipline specific knowledge,
and interaction. Furthermore, in taking on a practice, we recognize
that as heterogeneous subjects, our practice will never attain perfec-
tion. This awareness does not negate the worth of our ethical com-
mitments or our efforts, but it can help contain the hubris of the
fantasy of impossible perfection. We are servants of the practice; it
does not exist to perfect us.

Foucault’s investigations point us to the question, how would we,
as contemporary American citizens, begin to constitute ourselves as
ethical beings whose relations to ourselves and others enables us to
engage in proper modes of life? One move would be to develop a
chastened constraint and humility in regard to claims about our own
subject positions. We would have to abandon the belief that any sub-
ject position outside constituting power grids is available. Imagining
oneself outside power is an appealing fantasy, because one can then
plead innocence in relation to patterns of injustice, or in Allen’s
terms, sacrifice and rewards. Whatever inequalities exist have noth-
ing to with me. Recognizing one’s locations within power grids, on
the contrary, is necessary both to resist the processes of idealization
and denigration intrinsic to race/gender melancholia and to open up
shared spaces constructed through practices of empathy, respect, and
recognition. As I will argue below, empathy as a mode of relating
differently located subjects is an essential element in reducing the
distrust stemming from our long-term habits of unequally distribut-
ing sacrifice and reward. Since Foucault believes that all power grids
simultaneously enable and constrain and are composed of heteroge-
neous forces, abandoning belief in an unfabricated subject does not
imply that any individual is simply a predetermined mouthpiece for a
uniform identity. Foucault does not argue that our subject positions
doom us to think or act in an inescapable, uniform way. There is no
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such thing, for example, as The White Male, nor does such a position
always homogeneously determine the actions of subjects located there.
Rather, his approach suggests that we have to take up our position(s)
as a question open to investigation. We have to maintain a curios-
ity about how our subject positions constitute our various practices
and recognize that their effects (and their intertwined dependence on
others) are not always transparent or accessible to us. So, for example,
in the recent Senate hearings regarding Justice Sotomayor’s nomina-
tion to the Supreme Court, Foucault’s approach would require that
the white/male senators who criticized her for recognizing her social
locations would also have to acknowledge their own. Rather than
condemning Sotomayor for her partiality, the senators could have
tried to take up the practices of a “wise Latina” and enlarge their
understanding of their own subjective enactments and thus acquire a
broader range of possible moves. In recognizing their own locations
in power grids, the senators could have used their privilege to reduce
it, inviting others as equals into a public space of inquiry. In turn,
this exercise of respect toward denigrated others could have built
trust through undertaking a common project. Within this opening,
subjected citizens could more safely explore how their own positions
institute both wisdom and constraint. Instead, in locating themselves
as the already realized ideal and Sotomayor as the underdeveloped
other, the senators reenacted the dynamics of idealization and deni-
gration that express and reinforce race/gender melancholia. They
idealized themselves as unmarked by any race/gender positions and
denigrated her as the polluting and marked outsider. Old habits again
undermined new possibilities for practicing citizenship.

A practice approach to subjectivity both supports and necessitates
acquiring these habits of skepticism, constraint, and humility. As
Foucault recommends, a practice approach to subjectivity pursues not
who the subject is, but “how is it?” “How is it” requires a geneal-
ogy that unpacks at least three kinds of practices—the practices con-
stituting subjects, those that facilitate continuing to practice those
practices, and those that sustain their appearance of being. The prior
practices constituting subjects, those that presently constitute them,
those facilitating practicing their practices, and those that sustain
their appearance of being are not necessarily the same. Furthermore,
all subjective practices interact in wider fields. How and with what
they interact is constantly open to change. Changes in patterns of
interaction may affect the subjective constellation in unpredictable
ways. Since subjective time is not linear, old practices may recur.
Although each technology of the self interacts with every other, each
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also generates its distinctive correlative subject—the working being,
and so on. Thus, the subject’s constitution and its relationship to
itself change depending on what it is practicing. For example, how I
constitute myself in practicing motherhood differs from how I would
in teaching. These various forms of subjectivity are themselves histor-
ically constituted. Since, for example, mothering practices are histori-
cally and socially variable, the practicing of mothering has not always
constituted the same forms of subjectivity and activity.

The historical contingency of subjective constitution has impor-
tant political consequences; it means that practices of subjectivity are
not fixed or immutable. They can be changed, and hence new rela-
tions and practices of subjectivity (within and between subjects) are
invented and practiced. When we turn our attention to historical prac-
tices, the focus shifts to the generation, enactment, and reformation
of subjectivities through networks of narrative, action, embodiment,
fantasy, and power. From a perspective of how, it appears that mod-
ern Western narratives about the unmarked, neutral subject reverse
the relations between rationality, autonomy, authority, freedom, and
power. The supposedly neutral positioning substance theorists argue
subjects require to attain and exercise political legitimacy is an effect
of their engaging in a set of practices, including constructing sto-
ries about their subjective formation. Intrinsic to this narrative is the
belief that certain subjects possess an unmarked identity and that the
freedom, authority, and autonomy of this self generate its actions.
History (at least the good parts) is its biography. (The generation of
evil or sin belongs elsewhere).

Despite these claims, practices within asymmetric relations of
power enable this mode of subjectivity. Such subjects can sustain a
certain appearance of being because they practice, invent, and reenact
certain subjectivities and relations of power, not because they exercise
an innate capacity for agency grounded in an undetermined identity.
Agency is an effect of certain practices, not a manifestation of the
deep self’s freedom. Among others, the appearance of stability, auton-
omy, and identity is generated and sustained by practices of domina-
tion, denial of contingency and will, and projection of determination
onto marked subjects. This practice of identity entails control over
the normative regulation of subjectivity and the exclusion of aspects
that would disrupt its own subjective representation. Its practice of
assigning determining substances such as race/gender to marked oth-
ers allows the autonomous subject to be “free.” As in the Sotomayor
hearings, practices such as race/gendering are projected outward
or denied. Unlike unmarked subjects, the others this generates are
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embodied, historically situated, and race/gendered.>? Therefore, to
subscribe to an idealized subjective representation enabled by these
practices—the unmarked self—is problematic, especially for subjects
who are also committed to practices of justice or equality. It is not a
simple matter of “tainted” origins, for there is no necessary relation
between the practices that generate a subjective constellation and those
required to sustain it. Assuming such a representation is unethical,
because its practice moves us further from treating others as equals
deserving of respect and rewards those assuming it with unearned
honor. Perhaps engaging in practices of domination is not necessary
to sustain such a subjective representation, although I cannot imagine
this. Within our current social arrangements, the unmarked subject
can only sustain its self-representation by practicing splitting and dis-
placement. It is unlikely that, if presently denigrated subjects attained
full access to practices of freedom, they would then willingly remain
the exclusive possessors of that which others despise and experience
as constraint. Since we have to fabricate ourselves through practices,
how else will we account for our power networks?

Instead of narratives of the unmarked or essential self, I prefer
thinking about subjectivity through metaphors of travel and diaspora.
As Bonnie Honig illuminates, diasporian histories point to the con-
stituting effects on modern subjectivities of exile, relocation, displace-
ment.>3 Paul Gilroy suggests rethinking modernity via the history of
the Black Atlantic, a “webbed network, between the local and the
global.”®* Rejecting binaries of Africa/Europe or white/black, Gilroy
substitutes incessant travel, the middle passage, and practices of move-
ment, mediation, and domination for roots and rootedness. The web
is woven via ships and the slave trade between Africa, the Caribbean,
Europe, and the Americas. The African diaspora into the Western
hemisphere is thus an initiating force within Euro-American histories
and subjective constellations, and the practice of slavery is one of the
constituting elements in all diasporian subjectivities. Various mutu-
ally constituting practices generate the subjects of this history: mas-
ter/slave, normal /deviant, male/female, adult/child, and so on. Each
dyadic formation and their interactions shapes patterns of freedom,
of race/ gender, of sexuality, of citizenship and law, and the result-
ing norms continue to initiate and pervade contemporary Western
and postcolonial practices of subjectivity.>® This frame invites a more
respectful inquiry into the constitution of all American subjects. In
positing that we are all implicated in, constituted through, and mov-
ing within specific webs and networks of power, it models practices
of equality, recognition, and respect that are necessary elements of a
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less melancholic citizenship. Recognizing that an ahistoric original
position is unavailable could encourage more honest investigations
of how various networks and positions differentially empower and
constrain their practitioners and where and how we might practice
differently.

Poritics aAND ETHics: FroMm SusjecT TO
OsjecT CENTERED PRACTICES

Foucault’s approach to subjectivity requires and facilitates a paral-
lel shift in the fields of politics, citizenship, and justice.®® This shift
requires its own disciplines of restraint and care, especially in regard
to practices of citizenship and our obligations to public spaces and
our fellow citizens. It entails reconceiving the problems and practices
of politics, citizenship, and justice through an object-oriented rather
than a subject-oriented focus. Political practices would no longer be
oriented toward acquiring the resources I need to be me or the protec-
tion I need so I can practice my subjectivity elsewhere. In other words,
inquiry and activity would center not around questions of identity
(who are we and what do we require to be or remain us) but action
(what could be done and what are its consequences). Arguments for
and justification of actions require consideration of their qualities and
effects as processes and accounts of their (always imperfectly known
and unpredictable) outcomes. Criteria for evaluation might include
aesthetic or hedonistic ones or whether actions potentially enlarge
or constrain the range of available practices and practitioners, but
ontological or teleological claims about fostering development of an
individual or collective deep inside would be irrelevant.

Since it renders claims based on who I am irrelevant, shifting the
practices of democratic politics in this way might generate new capaci-
ties for an engaged detachment among our citizens. Instead of self-
interest, our attention could turn to finding or constructing widely
shared mutual objects. Such projects help build trust, for they sig-
nal and enact a concern for inclusion and respect for collaboration as
equals. Among these projects, constructing and maintaining public
spaces that can contain disagreement, conflict, and attention to (and
frequent recalibration of) the distribution of reward and sacrifice must
receive special care. Collaboration helps us develop moves outside
the habits of unequal sacrifice and honor that have often structured
American citizenship. However, given the power of citizens’ political
unconscious and emotions, an important feature of developing col-
laborative projects must be attention to how to manage the play of
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such material. Rubrics of “discursive democracy,” in which discourse
seems uninflected with passion or unconscious fantasy are inadequate
for these purposes. In turn, developing trust within public spaces
could facilitate the work of mourning as we collectively consider our
current practices—what we are doing—and what we could do other-
wise. As numerous previous failures show, it is pointless to call for a
dialogue on race/gender unless work to develop trust occurs first.
Otherwise discourse that is honest and can result in changed practices
is unlikely to occur. Unless changed practices occur, calls to talk are
mostly likely to result in increased distrust and cynicism, especially
among those disadvantaged by current social arrangements.®”

Object-centered approaches are quite different from those based on
narratives of the unmarked subject. The political correlative of deep
subjectivity is the juridical subject. Just as the subject is the foun-
dation of knowledge in Cartesian epistemology, in modern liberal
political theory the juridical subject founds and grounds the state. As
I discussed in chapter 4, juridical subjects exist prior to the state; their
modes of subjectivization are not effects of governmentality or his-
torically contingent technologies. They temporarily surrender some
of their innate powers; the congealing of these powers in institutions
of the subject’s creation originates the state. Freedom exists as long
as the law conforms to their inner being. Conformity to such law is
simply obedience to their own reason or will. This genre of political
theorizing is thus an identity theory writ large. Modern liberal politi-
cal theories reflect and depend upon assumptions about their found-
ing subject to account for the state’s existence and legitimacy. These
assumptions also provide the standards for normatively evaluating the
state’s laws and policies.

This political discourse logically gives rise to correlative practices:
interest group and contemporary identity politics. The logic of the
discourse requires its practitioners to define themselves as split sub-
jects; they possess both a universal (or in Rawls’s term, “best self™)
and a particular will or desire. Their desire takes the form of unitary
“interests.”®® There is a sovereign abstract “I” that can identify and
put forth claims based on these bounded interests; for example, as a
mother I am interested in childcare; as a patient, I am interested in
health care. A group is an aggregate of sovereign individuals who share
an interest. However, the subject cannot be merely an aggregate of its
interests, because then it would lack the neutral substance necessary to
articulate abstract, indifferent, and thus binding principles. Hence, as
we saw in John Rawls’s account, it must also possess an undetermined
essence, and its capacity for autonomy (or reasonableness) and the
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ability to choose freely among its desires without being determined
by them is rooted in and enabled by this substance. Thus, the capacity
for autonomy requires a deep, undetermined subjectivity. As a desir-
ing subject, it possesses its “interests,” but in its universal or best
being, the subject is not possessed by them. No desire or historically
contingent practice constitutes the true subjectivity of the chooser.
Furthermore, not only are the subject’s desires conceived as extrin-
sic to its true self, but the existence of these “interests” is treated as
unproblematic social facts. Neither the conflict and relations of domi-
nation that may produce a felt interest nor the fluid and contradictory
aspects of subjects and their practices are acknowledged. Subjects are
rational individuals who know what is in their interest; these sub-
jects and their interests are not heterogeneous, mutually determined,
uncertain in effect or internally contradictory.

Similarly, contemporary identity politics also adopts a logic of a
unitary deep inside. This deep inside is not abstract or universal in
the sense of constituting every subject. Instead, it is homogeneous
and concretely universal. That is, it is a uniform essence constituting
a specific class of subjects. This essence grounds a unique subjectivity
and generates its difference from all other subjects. Identity politics
requires its practitioners to constitute their being through a singular
and particular but definitive quality (e.g., sexuality, gender, or race).
There is a universal and discoverable truth of this being. Individual
subjects speak its truth, and this truth warrants the legitimacy of their
claims. The truth also serves as the basis for normative evaluation
and ethical practices. So, for example, one can be held accountable
for not being “black enough,” that is, deviating from the prescriptive
practices constituting black subjectivity. In discovering this truth and
conforming to it, subjects liberate themselves and institute the pos-
sibility of freedom.

In my view, subject-centered politics—whether of abstract or con-
crete identities—are deeply flawed, and, as can be all too readily seen
in the contemporary world, extremely dangerous. Resisting domi-
nation or inventing more just political practices cannot remain con-
tingent on identity—that is, on the subject finding its “Truth” and
seeking to bring itself and the world into conformity with it. This
applies equally to the liberal abstract “individual” in its Rawlsian or
other versions and to subjects in subordinate or dominant positions
who engage in group identity politics. The virtue of the subject also
cannot depend on its Truth, and its virtue cannot be the basis for
stipulating equality of treatment or respect. Subject-centered poli-
tics remain within the problematic genre of (auto-)biography; they
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rest on nostalgia for a singular “subject of history.” They articulate
a yearning for a purposive history in which time is the unfolding
of this subject’s biography. A desire for a guaranteed happy ending
motivates them; however variably it may be specified, whether it is
to bring freedom into the world, unfold its innate capacities, serve
God’s will, die a martyr, and so on, the subject’s redemptive fate is
preordained. However, I remain unconvinced such a subject or fate
exists. Although advocates of various possibilities abound, no deci-
sive argument has persuasively identified a single, unitary Truth of
our being—reason, victimization, human capacities, religion, and so
on—that can unproblematically ground claims to justice or engender
ethical practices. I have not been dissuaded from reading these escha-
tological stories as expressing the fantasies and dreams of situated,
complex subjectivities. They express understandable but unrealizable
longings to be elsewhere and to possess more than our imperfect
practices can promise.

As appealing as they may be, such longings too readily initiate
practices of irresponsibility, violence, creation and annihilation of
a denigrated “other,” and terrorism. They launch us into investiga-
tions of the worth and character of the subject as measured by a pre-
ordained (and subject position-specific) standard and into a search
for the commonalities of a subject position that is simultaneously a
disciplining of its objects into conformity. Its subjects must be uni-
form, unworldly, and pure. As the bearer of the redemptive possi-
bilities for humankind, they cannot simultaneously be generators of
and invested in relations of domination or even strategic participants
in power games. The resistant leakage of inter- and intrasubjective
heterogeneity and imperfection provokes predictable responses—
nihilism, terrorism, and totalitarianism. The nihilist develops a pro-
tective cynicism and detachment. In contrast to purity all is corrupt,
and thus we are responsible for nothing. The terrorist or totalitarian
refuses to accept the impossibility of purity and assigns the sources of
imperfection to others. For the greater good, vast force is justified to
eradicate the polluting ones. Death, even random murder, is justified
in the name of the good or the holy.

Developing object-centered political strategies offers new political
possibilities. Complex attachments to particular objects and practices
replace subject-centered theories and practices. Diversity does not pre-
clude a mutual attachment to particular objects. For example, in the
next chapter I will discuss how adopting a frame of a mutual attach-
ment to justice among very differently situated subjects could shift
practices of affirmative action. Objects include modes of pleasure,
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ways of life, discrete political acts, new power relations, public spaces
of all sorts, particular kinds of social relationships, and ethical com-
mitments as well as material resources. Instead of depending on a
unitary or redemptive subject as the agent of change, we can develop
practices of politics based on a mutual desire for particular objects or
outcomes—for example, reducing or resisting domination in a specific
social field. Attachment by highly diverse constellations of subjectivi-
ties to a particular object provides a powerful motivation for political
activity. Subjects’ bases of attachment to a common object need not
be uniform. However, an attachment to a particular object renders
coalitions both possible and necessary. These attachments will unfold
and gather force in ways we cannot predict, generating, perhaps, new
desires and relations of solidarity and opposition.®’

Attachment to an object and the attempt to persuade others to
pursue it requires different practices than interest-based politics. In
object-centered politics, the subject must take responsibility for the
object and its attachment to it as aspects and practices of its own
subjectivity. Since subjectivity is not a stable substance, attaining the
object cannot simply satisty an already formed individual but may
instead radically transform its subjectivity. In object-centered poli-
tics, the subject cannot claim a sovereign I or to act on behalf of an
authority outside its own desire. Therefore, it cannot position itself as
the servant of a pure good or the will of another, or as the represen-
tative of abstract reason or a sacred text, or as freedom’s agent, or as
any other force extrinsic to its own subjectivity. It has no trump avail-
able and must seek to persuade others on some other basis. Effective
persuasion requires knowledge about one’s audience and stimulates
a desire to understand others’ complex subjectivities. Since the most
effective appeals often make use of a wide variety of practices includ-
ing fantasy, emotion, or desires for beauty or pleasure, practicing
persuasion also encourages development of and knowledge about a
wide variety of subjective modes. In turn, employment of such modes
deepens the appeal of public spaces and expands others’ attraction
to them. Furthermore, object-centered politics requires practices of
humility, because practitioners of object-centered politics cannot
claim a privileged or unproblematic relationship to their attachment.
Engaged in practices of care of the self, subjects realize they need oth-
ers to foster disciplined inquiry into the constitution of a felt need or
desire. Perhaps our attachment to an object expresses enmeshment in
a destructive way of life or its pursuit would inadvertently undermine
other, more important attachments. Thus, attachments to objects and
their pursuit become invitations to conversation, imagination, and
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even play, not fixed ends or a zero-sum game. Unlike the liberal inter-
est seeking individual, practitioners of object-centered politics do not
treat the public sphere as a space we briefly enter to obtain our good
and then exit so we can enjoy it privately. Instead of retreating to
walled-off private worlds, such politics encourages multiplying public
spaces and tending carefully to them. However, unlike totalitarian
regimes, object-centered politics does not seek to institute a monop-
oly by any one space or practice. As heterogeneous subjects we must
recognize the multiplicity of modes of subjectivity; practicing object-
related politics is only one among many possibilities, and it cannot be
privileged as the most excellent.®®

In recognizing the heterogeneity of our own and others’ subjectiv-
ity, engaging in the practices of care of the self induces the detach-
ment Rawls seeks from having us operate behind the veil of ignorance.
However, unlike Rawls’s procedure, it does so through a full recog-
nition of the impossibility of any subject removing itself from the
embodied, context specific practices that constitute it. Instead, recog-
nizing one’s context dependence stimulates a detachment and skepti-
cism toward one’s own attachments because the subject recognizes
none can exist in isolation from the others, nor from the multiple
fields in and through which our subjectivity is constituted. As a prac-
tice of a heterogeneous subject, any attachment will bear the traces
of its multiple desires and positioning. So for example, I may have to
query myself about how my race/gender positioning may be playing
out in an attachment to a particular view of equality. Detachment
arises from looking at one attachment from another’s perspective
and from engaging in disciplined discourse and other practices with
a multiplicity of subjects, especially those less enamored of our par-
ticular desires.

Contrary to the claims of those attached to neutral, universal
principles, acknowledging that there is no place outside power rela-
tions and historical practices need not lead to nihilism or indiffer-
ent amorality. Since there is no guaranteed good, redemptive end
or neutral outside available, we have to make the best of, resist, or
reinvent the historical practices constituting us.%! Acknowledging our
social constitution entails recognizing that subjects cannot escape the
unending project of mutually constituting ourselves. As long as it is
inescapable, we might as well maximize its possibilities. While such
politics is not utopian, it is concerned with generating new practices
within the worlds constituting subjects in present time. Its goal is not
to reform the given, but to unmask its contingency, thereby open-
ing up spaces to imagine new power games or to play existing ones
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differently. Freedom exists not in a return to or reconciliation with
our pure, undetermined essence, but in the capacity to participate in
power relations and their accessibility to us. In its focus on action and
responsibility, this approach overlaps with Hannah Arendt’s emphasis
on action, but it rejects her contempt for “the social.”®? Since our
desires and heterogeneous practices are us, we cannot escape them.
Deploying our multiplicity is a requirement for, not an impediment
to, acting justly and freely. We cannot articulate any useful principles
or practices of justice or freedom without or outside the practices
heterogeneous networks generate. Only intense engagement, not a
Rawlsian veil of ignorance or a disembodied Arendtian arete, can
engender reflection upon or resistance to their effects.

How do we foster such politics? Technologies of the self, particu-
larly in the form of care for the self, are an important element. The care
of the self can engender an attachment to practicing subjectivity such
that ways of life are multiplied and endlessly reinvented. Innovation
and creativity requires much more than tolerance or a commitment
to diversity or inclusivity; for such practices can actually serve to sim-
ply validate the ways of life in which the subject is already engaged.
For example, following Habermas, we could advocate protecting the
efficacy of rational discourse and the autonomy of public space and
ensuring a broader range of participants within them.®® However,
this approach leaves undisturbed important assumptions, including
privileging reason and speech, rather than a multiplicity of practices
including aesthetic and affective ones, as the means of arriving at pub-
lic goods. Adherence to mere tolerance can permit subjects a passive
attitude toward other ways of life; we can treat them as irrelevantly
exotic though valid for others. Instead, no longer able to assume even
a purely subjective truth lies accessible within, care of the self requires
perpetual tutoring by and engagement with others. We recognize that
others might attain a kind of knowledge of us, engage in a generative
self-technology or be attached to a good to which we, immersed in
our own practices are blind. Thus, we must actively seek them out and
invite, imaginatively take up and take pleasure in attending alterna-
tives, and repeatedly consider our how our own modes appear from
foreign viewpoints.** Such experimental practices are self-reinforcing,
for the more possibilities we actively engage, the more we unsettle
the illusion of identity and recognize the consequences of routinely
privileging a particular range of commitments.

Thus, contrary to many critics of Foucauldian approaches, their
necessary ethical correlative is not an anything-goes relativism or
self-indulgent narcissism.®® While within such practices subjects lack
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recourse to any neutral trump to resolve conflict or a transcendental
justification for our actions or chosen ways of life, it does not follow
that we are no longer committed to them or obligated to their ethical
stipulations. Subjects remain responsible for their commitments’ con-
sequences, intended or not, and to the spaces, networks, and relation-
ships that are their conditions of possibility. Innocence is ruled out.
Firmly located in our contexts, subjects recognize opting out of all
contexts is impossible. Since it is unavoidable, whether we act, desire,
and will is not a choice, but there may be a range of possibilities for
how we do so. Part of what each subject realizes in interacting with
others is how we are differently affected by determining social rela-
tions. One form in which power is exercised is the attribution of sub-
jective practices. Depending on their positioning, some subjects can
project onto others the denigrated practices of their own subjectivity;
others suffer the violence of being targets of such projections. We
discover that most subjects occupy several places at once—we resist,
impose, enjoy, and suffer from different kinds of power. While such
unevenness is unlikely to disappear, a commitment to multiplying
ways of life can also engender investment in playing games of power
that minimize domination. Uniformity, grandiosity, and denigration
become suspect; they could be symptoms of domination, of a frozen
power game that one is obligated to resist whatever one’s position
might be within it.

Fostering a suspicion of homogeneity or idealization and deni-
gration and an appreciation of conflict does require certain kinds of
subjective knowledge, disciplinary practices, and capacity for engaged
detachment. However, rational thought is not a sufticient or unprob-
lematic way to attain such knowledge and detachment. We can use
our reason to rationalize, to obscure passions motivating a seemingly
rational choice. The capacity for detachment rests on the subject’s
recognition of its own historical contingency, not a presumption of
being nowhere or behind a veil of ignorance. Paradoxically, the more
we acknowledge the contingency of our desires, the less we are deter-
mined by any one of them. Immersion, not abstraction, allows us to
be more objective. Juxtaposing one desire against another, subjects
realize their heterogeneity and multiple determinants. In acknowl-
edging contingency, we also recognize that our desires and practices
could be otherwise. If they could be otherwise, other practices are
equally possible. Recognizing our will, we must take responsibility
for such choices while acknowledging that other moves are plausi-
ble. While not vitiating our loyalty, our commitments will appear
as choices whose continuance depends on our willingness to keep
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choosing them and their consequences and on our location within
networks that generate their possibility and render them intelligible.

This engaged detachment is necessary for ethical behavior, includ-
ing reworking our frozen melancholic state with its compulsive rep-
etition of splitting, denial, denigration, and fantasies of perfection.
Foucault defines ethics as the “considered form that freedom takes
when it is informed by reflection.”®® Reflection, however, is a prac-
tice, not an innate capacity. Like any practice, it requires the appro-
priate technologies and power relations. Also like any practice, it
must be endlessly renewed and taken up. The capacity for reflection
depends upon the continual confrontation among subjects. Instead
of a search for consensus, such interaction intentionally seeks disjunc-
tions. Agreement will not necessary result from such interaction, nor
is it the governing purpose. When genuine understanding is reached,
unresolvable conflict will result as frequently as empathy, reflective
equilibrium, or an ideal speech community.®” Reflection and com-
munication cannot dissolve the diversity of subjective practices and
meaning systems. Hence power games are intrinsic to freedom.
Object-centered politics cannot promise transparent communication
or Habermas’ universal pragmatics. However, subjects attempting to
practice them continually struggle with how “to acquire the rules of
law, the management techniques, and also the morality, the ethos,
the practice of the self, that will allow us to play these games of power
with as little domination as possible.”%®

Practitioners of richer technologies of the self cannot serve as
ground for or guarantee emancipatory action or the end of history, or
the final actualization of reason, freedom, or the good. Such subjec-
tivities are not simply replacements for unitary ones and their teleo-
logical narratives. The worlds in which subjectivity is practiced are
not narcissistic reflections of our practices, nor can they unilaterally
or predictably determine them. Subjectivity is simply one aspect of the
context in which we must act—the environmental surround enables,
limits, and shapes us as much as we transform it. Past practices leave
land mines, and we never know when our actions will set them off.
The sheer contingency pervading human worlds ensures conditions
of uncertainty and gaps between intentions and outcomes will per-
sist. Disciplined practice of care of the self cannot promise an ideal-
ized perfection. Reflexivity cannot perfectly control other practices
of subjectivity such as fantasy and is itself pervaded by them. Subjects
may act on hate as readily as on empathy. Even concern for the other
is not pure; it is animated in part by narcissistic fantasies, including
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those of one’s own reparative powers and will to power, that inevita-
bly encroach on that we wish to respect and preserve.®® Recognition
of how much we cannot control should intensify our attachment to
what is in our range—Dbetter practices of justice and more fit modes of
ruling. Hope for these rests in what democratic citizens might learn
to desire or resist desiring, the openness of power games and the
practices sustaining them, and our mutual care for multiple public
spaces. Contrary to Rousseau, what freedom we might enjoy does not
depend on willing the general, but on taking responsibility for very
particular context-specific locations, including relations of domina-
tion/acquiescence, and ensuring the presence of other empowered
subjects. We have to accept that practices of freedom and democratic
citizenship require and reflect the willing by unstable subjects in con-
cert with others, equally tenuously situated, of imperfect and uncer-
tain alternatives and that empowerment is not simply the opposite
of constraint. This acceptance requires the availability of practices,
public spaces, and subjective technologies Foucault anticipates but we
must endlessly reinvent.

However, if we as democratic citizens take up his challenge to
play games of power with as little domination as possible, one of our
shared objects must be undoing race/gender melancholia. As I have
argued, this melancholia blocks us from recognizing and remedy-
ing practices that sustain race/gender domination. Unfreezing mel-
ancholia’s paralysis requires accepting our embeddedness within the
webs of the “Black Atlantic” and forsaking claims to and fantasies
of colorless/genderless positioning. Mourning is about redoing our
relationships with the past and with our lost objects. It requires an
honest accounting of our losses and finding ways to live with them.
A making good—to the extent we can—of past and present harms
and their costs to the objects and ourselves is an intrinsic part of
this process. Abandoning narratives of innocence and exceptional-
ism, American citizens can begin to look anew at our practices and
see what we might do differently. As heterogeneous and imperfect
subjects, we cannot expect to generate perfect policies or to restore
the body polity to some imagined purity. Since race/gender domi-
nation is an effect of and is sustained by many networks of power
and practices, its reduction will require equally various interventions.
None will be perfect or total; some will have unintended or unfortu-
nate consequences. Since race/gender domination is the living legacy
of over four hundred years of heterogeneous practices, no quick or
simple fix is likely. Some interventions may simply reduce the amount
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of harm or sacrifice current practices unfairly distribute to the dis-
advantaged, but this itself would not be an inconsequential achieve-
ment. Some, however, can extend the number of moves and subjects
to whom the widest variety of games is accessible, thereby enlarging
spheres of freedom. In the next chapter, I turn to some promising
lines of action.



CHAPTER 6

In-Conclusion:

Remedies and Constraints

For such a guidance, we have no indubitable and universally
agreed codes and rules. Choices are indeed choices, and that means
that each is to some sense arbitrary and that uncertainty as to its
propriety is likely to linger long after the choices arve made. We
understand now that uncertainty is not a temporary nuisance,
which can be chased away through learning the rules, or surren-
dering to expert advice, or just doing what others do—but a per-
manent condition of life; we may say morve—it is the very soil in
which the moral self takes root and grows. Moral life is a life of con-
tinwous uncertainty. To be a moral person takes a lot of strength
and vesilience to withstand the pressuves and the temptations to
withdraw from joint responsibilities.!

Throughout this book, I have reiterated several claims: that race/gen-
der domination persists, that one of the reasons for its persistence is
that American citizens remain in a state of race/gender melancholia
stemming from the lack of proper acknowledgment and mourning
of the losses slavery and its consequences inflict, and that dominant
practices of citizenship are inadequate to diagnosis or address our
melancholia. Through examining a wide range of phenomena includ-
ing empirical data regarding the distribution of social goods such
as occupations, wealth, income, property, and power; interpretations
of films illuminating the interplay of fantasy and social relations in
the fabrication of race/gender; and analysis of theories and practices
of citizenship, I have provided the reader with reasons to take such
claims seriously. To better diagnose and treat race/gender melancho-
lia, I have suggested adopting the practices that Foucault calls “care
of the self.” These practices entail transforming both our understand-
ing of and our ways of doing subjectivity, ethics, power, and politics. I
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can imagine an understandably impatient reader protesting that these
suggestions are so abstract and broad as to be utterly useless in daily
life. Later in this chapter, I will offer a few more concrete examples of
how such practices might be enacted. In my internal dialogue, I also
hear other readers protest that a few movies, however fancy the inter-
pretation, and an analysis of the rather abstruse writings of a Harvard
professor and a French philosopher hardly constitute compelling evi-
dence for such serious claims. To the second set of objectors, I can
offer no indisputable rebuttal. I do not think one is possible, because
as I argue in chapter 5, truth claims are context dependent, both for
their sense and for the means of adjudicating them. All I can do is
invite readers into my narrative and hope it is compelling enough to
at least trouble their own.

However, in my support, I would also encourage the reader to
carefully watch Spike Lee’s recent 2006 documentary, When the
Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four Acts, about Hurricane Katrina
and its aftermath.? In it, themes of slavery and the costs of denigra-
tion spontaneously and frequently arise as the people he interviews
recount their experiences and analyze why the flooding occurred and
the governmental response (or appalling lack thereof) to it. People
draw parallels between how post-flood family members were ran-
domly placed across the country and the breakup of families during
slavery. Others insist that because New Orleans is a poor, mostly black
city, the Federal Government felt no urgency about coming to its aid.
Even well-off white residents recognize that their location within a
denigrated social location (poor/black city) worked to their disadvan-
tage, as they confront governmental behavior that conveys persistent
indifference and contempt. They often conclude that, evidently, their
city and its residents are simply expendable.

Although Lee mostly comments on it indirectly by showing how
devastated the city remains a year later, what is also disheartening is the
apparent absence of any incorporation of the meanings of these events
or urgency about their remedy into the mainstream of American poli-
tics. At the time of the hurricane, there was some talk of “how could
this happen” in America—as if the poverty, neglect, and absence of
public services that existed long before the hurricane were a shocking
revelation or unusual. That the U.S. government might build inad-
equate levees, take its time in coming to the aid of a stranded group of
mostly poor, black Americans once these inevitably broke, and then
do so ineptly could only surprise someone who thought our first 400
years of race/gender history is an aberration. Nonetheless, Katrina
did provoke widespread calls to finally undertake a serious national
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dialogue about race. However, this dialogue failed to materialize.
Instead, old patterns of neglect and isolation remain, mostly undis-
turbed. Post-hurricane, the predictable response has been to find a
scapegoat, some deviant official or agency to blame. This approach
reiterates the familiar psychological defense of splitting to preserve
the myth of perfection. Rather than seeing the flooding and its after-
math as another instance of the effects of the shadow at the heart of
American politics, long-standing patterns of domination and neglect
and their consequences are transformed into an aberration caused
by a few uniquely inept officials or agencies. New Orleans’s fate also
exemplifies the disadvantages of its positioning as an exotic other to
the mainstream norm. The socially shared fantasies of New Orleans
as a hybrid creole-mulatto “big easy” outside the regulative norms of
race/gender, sexuality, and pleasure, enabled a masking of how much
its residents shared the ordinary burdens or privileges of others in
their race/gender positions. Furthermore, such other-ing positioned
New Orleans as not really “us,” and hence not worthy of the respect
and care “our” citizens deserve. As several people in Lee’s documen-
tary comment, the media and many federal officials termed survi-
vors of Katrina “refugees,” as if they were stateless foreigners, not
American citizens. In this regard, the plight of New Orleans and its
residents, pre- and post-Katrina, serves as a cautionary tale for those
who think any mere celebration of “difference” unaccompanied by
substantive redistribution of social goods and privilege might reduce
race/gender domination.

So, to reiterate, what are these losses that we have yet to mourn
and what can be done to mourn and alleviate them? Mourning would
require overcoming the melancholic split between the all-good
object—America’s history and its “real” practices or “true” nature—
and its incidental, extrinsic “bad” mistakes. Americans would see
slavery and its ongoing effects as intrinsic to the great American
experiment—essential to our accumulation of wealth and economic
development, to our practices of citizenship, and to the fabrication of
our subjectivities. Doing so entails unfreezing our disavowal of the
presence of the past, with its infliction of social death on millions of
people and the distribution of unfair privilege for others, and rework-
ing our understandings of the context in which we take up citizenship
and elements of our subjectivities. The effects of this past pervade our
present, shaping the current distribution of social goods, including
honor and respect. The process of mourning also requires all subjects
to face our losses; idealized perfection is an unattainable, toxic fan-
tasy, and the denigration it necessitates inflicts deep harm on us all.
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Giving up privilege entails many psychological and perhaps material
losses, and it is not easy. It requires ongoing management of resent-
ment toward others whom we can no longer denigrate or exclude.
Privileged subjects must reclaim qualities that we have projected onto
denigrated others, including our own fabrication through race/gen-
der grids. Mourning requires us to recognize and struggle against
an often unconscious sense of entitlement and to consider the extent
to which our benefits have harmed others. We have to constantly
take into account that our privileges might be undeserved or a conse-
quence of contingent positioning rather than innate individual virtue.
Mourning requires subordinate subjects to ruthlessly investigate their
own investments in patterns that sustain domination and their own
wishes for an unmarked perfection or innocence. It requires an hon-
est accounting of the costs of internalizing denigration and acting it
out on one’s self and others. Claiming a victim position or demanding
perfection as a condition for doing anything reiterates old patterns.
However, only if the privileged take responsibility for their privileges
and their consequences can space open up for the denigrated to pub-
licly acknowledge how they too have enabled old patterns to continue
and to devise better ways of resisting complicity. Only under such
conditions can the subordinated trust that honest introspection and
exertion of appropriate efficacy will not fuel the privileged’s further
denigration, abdication of responsibility, and oppression.

I want to be clear that by mourning I do not mean those ritual,
fleeting expressions of white guilt or its mirror opposite, what we used
to call “guilt tripping” in the Civil Rights Movement. Expressions of
white guilt mostly serve to reestablish white people’s moral comfort.
The implicit message is “I am good enough to see how awful you
think I am,” and the reiteration of this reasserts white dominance
(i.e., “it’s all about me”). Conversely, guilt tripping, including pas-
sionate denunciations of white devils or the utter evil of “the white
man” and any deeds he could do only serve to momentarily puff up
the sense of importance of the speaker and perhaps the audience’s
solidarity. Leaving splitting firmly in place, such rhetoric simply
substitutes one occupant of all good or all bad for another. None
of this has anything to do with what Freud calls the hard work of
mourning—of looking at every aspect of our relationship with an
object and carefully reworking it, taking responsibility for our wishes
and investments in avoiding recognition of what we have denied,
struggling to resist fantasy’s temptations, and thinking about and
instituting what is actually possible in a less than ideal here and now.



IN-CONCLUSION 4¢ 133

Instead, overcoming melancholia should produce an acute felt need
for justice. No longer able to externalize the harm intrinsic to the
good, assign blame solely to denigrated others, or agency exclusive to
the privileged, the only way left to live tolerably with a less fantasy-
ridden relationship with our collective object of the American polity
and its subject/citizens is to transform its old, frozen patterns. While
public discourse about race/gender dominance is important, mourn-
ing also requires other ongoing actions, such as the redistribution
of social goods and establishing new patterns of respect and honor,
to secure a transformed relationship with and within our collective
object. Recognizing the multiple ways in which power is exercised,
and trusting that the privileged will assume their just portion of the
burden, the subordinated can realistically take on their own share of
the project of transformation.

Mourning requires a collectively produced and acknowledged revi-
sion of the publicly favored narrative of our country’s founding and
character. While academic scholarship since the 1960s has produced
much evidence that undermines the plausibility of this narrative, its
popular appeal remains strong.?® This narrative is often summed up
as American exceptionalism. The main theme of this story is that the
United States is unique among all nations. Unlike all other found-
ings, ours is innocent. With the birth of the United States something
new emerges—a country that only incarnates the good and that pos-
sesses a limitless capacity to reinvent itself as it moves on through time
unmarked and unconstrained by any traces of its previous actions.
Uniquely constituted in and through freedom, we retain a special
burden of spreading our essence (or protecting it) throughout the
world. Since we are unalloyed good, our acts can generate only fur-
ther goodness. Our special place among nations is also supposed to
guarantee our safety and ensure protection against experiencing the
tragedies others endure. After all, to the good, only good can occur.
(Part of the widespread shock over the events of 9/11 is that they
violated these narrative conventions.)

Recognizing that our founding both required and legitimated
enslavement, race/gender domination, and persistent patterns
of privilege and subordination disrupts this narrative. We need to
mourn the loss of the fantasy that any subject or country could be all
good and reject the pattern of splitting heterogeneous entities into
homogenous, unalloyed units of bad or good (or the axis of evil and
the liberators of humankind). This requires that we be able to hold
onto a much more complex view of our object and of our and others’
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relationships with it—neither the object nor our selves are all good or
all bad, or purely victims or villains. The United States is neither the
“great Satan” nor God’s chosen earthly agent. This more constrained
view encourages recognition that even when others commit crimes
against us they retain their subjectivity. Thus, as subjects ourselves,
we ought to inquire into others’ narratives and how they make sense
of such actions. It is not necessary to agree with another’s narrative
to learn from it and productively take it into account as we shape our
own responses.

What has it cost to sustain the fantasy of idealized perfection and
denigrated others? Our longstanding patterns of denigration and
demonization produce self-destructive acts. These include tremen-
dous damage to our own citizens, failure to meet the obligations our
own publicly endorsed ethical commitments impose, persisting pat-
terns of undeserved privilege and disadvantage, and habits of subjec-
tivity and citizenship that leave us ill equipped to remedy the damage.
(Not to mention the recent, escalating pattern of foreign policy mis-
adventures that left our citizens and the new president with a country
increasing isolated, in debt, and the object of intensifying and wide-
spread hatred.) Mourning entails the acceptance that none of this can
be erased or undone. Unlike Rawls’s fantasy of a prelapsarian original
position, mourning cannot promise a return to an unmarked inno-
cence or the finding of an unambiguously right path that existed all
along as we were lost on a detour. As in post-Katrina New Orleans,
the muck is everywhere. There is no pure “Africa” into which blacks
can escape their Americanness or a colorblind utopia in which whites
can practice our subjectivities outside the social grids of race/gen-
der that fabricate us. In mourning, we recognize that all American
citizens have so far “failed to find ways of slipping loose of habits of
domination and acquiescence.”™

Finding alternative habits and the practices of subjectivity and
power that could sustain them will not be quick or easy. I do not
expect the effects of race/gender melancholia to be adequately dis-
solved anytime soon. The pervasiveness and complexity of race/gen-
der domination render it impossible to devise a simple four-point plan
(or one of those dramatic “wars” Americans seem fond of declaring)
to diminish it. Instead, we face the prospect of engaging in ongoing
struggles on many fronts, equipped only with uncertain means and
facing unpredictable outcomes. Thus, the policy suggestions in this
chapter will seem puny in relation to the problems I have addressed
throughout the book. At best, they might bring about modest (but
useful) effects and inspire others to devise more creative practices.
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The moves I recommend are meant to (1) ameliorate some of race/
gender domination’s endemic gross injustices; (2) contribute to the
necessary process of making the unconscious conscious. This itself is
not curative, but rather offers a possibility of clearing space for prac-
ticing different relations of power and modes of subjectivity; (3) pro-
vide “trust building” practices that could provide concrete benefits
so that “conversations” about race/gender are not empty exercises (or
worse) means to avoid confronting the necessary shifts in power and
narratives (subjective and cultural).

RuLEes or Law

What might some of these new habits and practices of subjectivity
and power look like? Foucault’s suggestion, that we need to focus
on devising and acquiring “the rules of law, the management tech-
niques, and also the morality, the ethos, the practice of the self that
will allow us to play these games of power with as little domination as
possible,”® provides useful orientation. Let’s turn first to the rules of
law. Here I will suggest several changes—a reinvigorated affirmative
action program, legalizing drugs, and instituting the practice in gov-
ernment and economic organizations of a race/gender impact state-
ment. The successful implementation of these changes will require
attention to how in each context the political unconscious might be
playing out and how to manage the effects of its processes. These
suggestions hardly exhaust the range of what could and should be
done, and for more extensive treatment I would refer the reader to
the excellent policies and practices regarding health care, education,
the justice system, policing, neighborhood development, democratic
participation, support for rural communities, employment, environ-
mental justice, and the digital divide recommended in The Covenant
with Black America.’

Affirmative Justice as Redistributive and Ethical Interventions

My suggestions regarding affirmative action extend Katznelson’s clear
and well thought-out defense of and criteria for “narrowly tailored”
practices of affirmative action.” Such practices “must be conditional
on the character and strength of the ties that connect specific past
harms to present remedies.”® Once the imbalances are corrected, the
policies will be eliminated.” As we saw in chapter 2, the New Deal
and Fair Deal programs such as veteran’s benefits, social security,
and labor law constituted “a massive transfer of privileges to white
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Americans.”'® One purpose of a targeted affirmative action policy is
to correct the consequences of this unfair system of advantages. The
consequences include imbalances in home ownership, access to edu-
cation, actual or anticipated social security pensions, income and net
worth, and preparation for well-paid employment.

A second purpose, and one that Katznelson does not discuss, is to
open up meaningful discourse that can help undo race/gender melan-
cholia. Furthermore, I think that without attention to this dimension,
such programs cannot succeed. How these programs are articulated
and justified is critical; it requires directly confronting our melan-
cholic history and taking responsibility for it.!! Tt is not sufficient
to propose reinvigorating affirmative action without consideration of
the psychodynamics of race/gender melancholia. Nor, as I argued in
chapter 4, is it sufficient to hope, as Rawls does, that an abstract “dif-
ference principle” as one of the two principles of justice regulating the
basic political structure could provide adequate support for institut-
ing redistributive measures.!? Effectively advocating distributions of
social goods that favor the least advantaged requires us to locate such
recommendations within rich, historically specific narratives of privi-
lege and subordination. Otherwise, it is all too easy for some privileged
subjects to dismiss such proposals as yet another handout to “those”
perennially unworthy others and to deny the advantages prior systems
have bestowed upon them. Therefore, an intrinsic aspect of all affir-
mative action programs must be robust practices of education and
guided interpersonal interactions that create safe spaces within which
all subjects affected by a specific program articulate their understand-
ing of their own positioning and felt entitlement or disadvantage and
have to actively confront those of others.!?® Given the fact, as the
recent controversy regarding the arrest of Professor Henry Louis
Gates vividly reminds us, that differential positioning along race/
gender lines often entails operating within different narratives that
shape our interpretation of events and practices, such programs must
take these varying frames and their potential effects into account.'*
These practices will necessarily be both educational, informing all
affected subjects of the ongoing effects of past exclusionary govern-
mental policies and confrontational, as interaction is likely to simulate
powerful emotional investments and attachments.'®

As remedies for past and present wrongdoing, affirmative action
policies should not be understood as “preferential treatment.”
Instead, because targeted affirmative action policies affirm our col-
lective attachment to justice, they are practices of affirmative justice.
These policies address the demonstrable effects of prior and often
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continuous unfair treatment; they are meant to correct the violation
of a basic premise of American law, equal treatment for all. Instituting
them is a part of the collective mourning process in which we recog-
nize the existence of patterns of exclusion and privilege and signal
our collective desire to resist further investment in the unfair current
effects of past and present injustice. If our ethical commitments are
to be more than empty moral posturing, such correction is an object
to which all subjects, however positioned, ought to be attached.
Doing the right thing is often not easy, and without psychodynami-
cally informed interventions, affirmative action programs may exac-
erbate aspects of race/gender melancholia such as the denigration of
subordinated subjects by privileged ones. Therefore, it is necessary
to maintain interactive programs that provide spaces for articulating
feelings of resentment and disappointment and means of recognizing
the sacrifice it often entails.

Targeted affirmative action programs would parallel those the fed-
eral government created through the G.I. Bill: “subsidized mortgages;
generous grants for education and training; small business loans; and
active job searching and placement.”!® Eligibility could be deter-
mined by evaluating present income and net worth, status of educa-
tion and employment, and race/gender social positioning. Individual
programs ought to be open to anyone who can demonstrate a direct
connection between legalized exclusion and current condition. To
administer such programs, community centers could be established,
especially in the poorest and most isolated parts of our cities. To be
successful, such programs would have to include an active and ongo-
ing counseling component, including the equivalent of caseworkers
for applicants, peer support groups, and follow up in employment
and educational settings. Neighborhood support for home owner-
ship, including community banks of tools, shared expertise, and low-
cost maintenance crews is also important. Such practices are meant to
counteract the long-term consequences of internalizing denigration
and the powerful effect it has on a subject’s sense of their efficacy
and capacities. As Katznelson says, exclusionary programs “did far
more than cost people money or opportunity. They also projected
humiliation, while stunting human imagination and possibility.”!”
To be effective, we must craft affirmative action policies that take
these dynamics into account. However, despite the discomfort those
in privileged race/gender positions may experience, the success of
affirmative action policies requires that we attend to how exclusion-
ary programs shaped those doing or benefiting from the projecting
and stunting, as well as the humiliated. Unless we create affirmative
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action programs that take a fuller range of the ongoing consequences
of the past into account, they are unlikely to succeed.

Drug Policies: Resisting Destructive Governmentality

(X) “marketed and sold their lethal product with zeal, with decep-
tion, with a single-minded focus on their financial success and
without regard for the human tragedy or social costs that success
exacted 3

While justified within the rubric of public health, our current drug
policies are a primary site for enacting and sustaining race/gender
domination. Race/gender melancholia inhibits us from adequately
analyzing this malignant exercise of governmentality. Instead, many
citizens embrace practices of surveillance and control (e.g., drug test-
ing as a condition for employment) that expand biopower’s reach.
Despite no evidence that such tactics work, vast sums of money and
quasimilitary ventures into other countries are deployed in an appar-
ently endless “war” on drugs. In the four decades since declaring this
war, we have spent more than 1 trillion dollars and arrested more
than 37 million nonviolent offenders. Arrests for drug violations this
year are expected to exceed the 1,841,182 arrests in 2007. This repre-
sented 13 percent of all arrests. In 2007, more people were arrested on
drug charges than on any other violation. Last year approximately 25
percent of those in prison were sentenced for drug charges. Although
there are five times as many white drug users, blacks are far more
likely to be imprisoned for drug violations.!* Enlarging the space for
better practices of citizenship and fostering technologies of care of
the self rather than the disciplines of governmentality require radical
revision of these policies.

My second policy recommendation, therefore, is to legalize all pro-
hibited drugs and to stringently restrict the sale of them to adults.
Legalizing prohibited drugs does not preclude the development of
other, nonjuridical approaches to discouraging their use. Moving
away from juridical techniques can encourage subjects to engage in
different practices and disciplines. Communities and non-state orga-
nizations remain free to devise innovative programs to deter behaviors
they find self- or socially destructive and to foster and support ones
that they believe will enable citizens to better meet our obligations to
ourselves and others. Furthermore, any practice that fosters a sense of
responsibility will stipulate that under no conditions should drug use
be exculpatory. Drug users would remain responsible for committing
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crimes that harm others; for example, if reckless driving kills some-
one, the crime is that death, not the physiological condition of the
driver. If a user takes a drug and then violently assaults someone; they
should be accountable for that assault.

However, our current practices of criminalizing drugs and impos-
ing incarceration for their sale (except to minors) or use are futile
and destructive. I offer several reasons for this claim. The first is that
our current approach, the so-called war on drugs, is expensive and
ineffective. The best available estimate is that this war costs taxpay-
ers “upward of 40 billion annually in recent years.”?® Despite this
expenditure, today drugs are cheaper, stronger, and more available
than they were in 2000. This enormous sum could be better used for
programs that contribute to reducing race/gender gaps. For example,
more money should go to programs like Head Start, the 2008 budget
for which, according to the Office of Head Start, U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, is approximately $6.8 billion. States
could reverse their disproportionate spending on incarceration rela-
tive to education. Currently they spend 1 in 15 tax dollars on “cor-
rections.” Between 1987 and 2007, state spending on this category
increased 127 percent, while that on education has risen by only 21
percent.?!

Even from a public health point of view, our current policies make
no sense. The basis for sorting drugs into categories of legal and ille-
gal is irrational. Nicotine is one of the most addictive substances, yet
it is legal. Some people use illegal drugs occasionally without ever
sliding into addiction; others are rapidly addicted to alcohol. Sheerly
on a physiological basis (nicotine is associated with many forms of
cancer and lung disease; alcohol with some forms of cancer and liver
and other organ damage) both alcohol and nicotine are far more
damaging to the body than opiates. According to a recent article in
the Archives of Internal Medicine, smoking “is the leading cause of
preventable death in the United States and worldwide. In the 20th
century, smoking caused 100 million deaths. If present patterns per-
sist, about 1 billion people will die from smoking-related diseases in
this century.”?> The “X” I put before the quote at the beginning of
this chapter refers to tobacco, which is by far the most dangerous
drug Americans consume. According to a recent report, the top three
causes of death in the United States in 2000 were tobacco (435,000
deaths; 18.1 percent of total U.S. deaths), poor diet and physical
inactivity (400,000 deaths; 16.6 percent), and alcohol consumption
(85,000 deaths; 3.5 percent). More people die due to lack of health
insurance (approximately 18,000 per year) than from consuming
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illicit drugs. Illicit use of drugs caused 17,000 deaths. Of these, mari-
juana caused none.??

Certainly, it is no argument to say that because we allow some
harmful substances, we ought to permit more. My quarrel is not with
the (putative) goal of reducing harm, but with the means. Contrary
to the common sense intuition that criminalizing drugs deters their
use, the experience of countries that have adopted decriminalization
policies, such as Holland, suggests that this is not so. According to
Peter Cohen, former director of the Center for Drug Research at the
University of Amsterdam, who has studied these issues for twenty-five
years, there is no correlation between drug policy and prevalence of
use. His research demonstrates that “‘drug policy is irrelevant’. .. It’s
quite logical, he says, to theorize that outlawing drugs would have
an impact, but experience shows otherwise, both in America and in
some European countries with stricter laws than the Netherlands but
no less drug use.”?* Despite its decriminalization policies, use of all
drugs is lower in Holland than the United States. One reason, some
evidence suggests, is that decriminalization removes the appeal of
transgression from drug use. Especially among young adults, sub-
tracting this thrill may reduce interest in drug consumption.

In addition to their ineffectiveness and irrationality, as currently
administered, our drug policies exacerbate existing race/gender ineq-
uities. According to a recent study, “African-Americans constitute 13
percent of all monthly drug users, but they represent 35 percent of
arrests for drug possession, 55 percent of convictions, and 74 percent
of prison sentences.”?® Criminalization further unravels the social fab-
ric of already vulnerable populations. Increasingly high incarceration
rates wreck havoc on existing families and undermine the possibility
of future family formation. For example, black children born in 1978
had a one in seven chance of having a father sent to prison by their
14th birthday; for black children born in 1990, the risk increased
to one in four. Since incarceration rates for black women are rapidly
rising (many for drug or drug-related offenses), these children are
increasingly at risk for losing their mothers as well. While for white
children the risk of parental imprisonment increased 60 percent from
1978 to 1990, it remained relatively small at 1 in 25 in 1990.2° Prior
convictions, especially of felonies, often condemns subjects to a life-
time of poverty and economic insecurity. If we were truly concerned
about the welfare of black children, rather than demonizing single
black mothers, we would alter these destructive policies.?”

Furthermore, there is ample evidence that rather than enhanc-
ing public safety, the enormous profits resulting from our selective
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prohibition of drugs contribute to increasing rates of violence and
corruption of officials here and in other producing countries such
as Mexico, Colombia, and Afghanistan. As Cohen says, “prohibition
does not reduce drug use, but it does have other impacts. It takes up
an enormous amount of police time and generates large possibilities
for criminal income.”?® In a particularly ironic twist, one consequence
of the vast profits produced by selling illegal drugs is the emergence
of a new form of violence, narco-terrorism. For example, in 2008,
the Taliban in Afghanistan reaped an approximately $400 million
profit from opium sales, which they then channeled into such enter-
prises as purchasing and devising weapons to kill American soldiers.
In America, especially in poor inner cities, turf wars over distribution
contribute to the high rates of homicide and assault among young
blacks. Drug profits bankroll the extravagant life styles of a small
group of dealers, and the “bling” they accumulate glamorizes their
trade and its appeal to those whose other current economic options
are quite limited. Addicts turn to crime to support their habits and
terrorize their neighbors. Users die due to drug adulteration and
unpredictable dosage; shared needles spread HIV. The irrationality
and inequities of our current policies suggest that they require seri-
ous overhaul.

If these current policies are so ineffective and discriminatory, why
do they continue? Other than the employment of police, program
administrators, “experts,” and prison guards, who benefits? I think
our current drug policies are best understood within the frames of
Foucault’s work on governmentality and biopower, as well as race/
gender melancholia. As I discussed in the previous chapter, through
regulatory means, governmental and biopower technologies prohibit
certain behavior while simultaneously inciting others (“don’t smoke
marijuana; have a beer”). They create a threat (the drug menace)
while simultaneously producing and legitimating the means of elimi-
nating it (a war on drugs). Often these technologies entail the exer-
cise of power under the rubric of an apparently neutral concern for
“public health” or safety. Vast systems of expertise, social control,
enforcement, and organization of the populace into normal /deviant,
sick/well, and criminal/innocent evolve and are further elaborated
and justified through the very practices that generated them. Once
established and normalized, such governmental technologies exert
enormous inertial force. They generate their own truth, power, legiti-
macy, professions, and practices. Occupying and controlling positions
of normalization and truth, practitioners of these disciplines can con-
struct opposing practices as dangerous, irresponsible threats to public
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security and well-being. Desiring protection from the threat now cre-
ated, subjects demand its eradication and support those who promise
to do so.

Resistance to normalized practices requires questioning what
on their own terms seems irrefutable truth, not disciplinary power.
In the case of our drug policies, resisting the dominant discourse
is especially difficult since its technologies make use of other long-
standing aspects of American culture, including our ambivalence
toward pleasure and race/gender melancholia. Americans have long
had an ambivalent relationship with the pursuit of pleasure. While
technologies of “care of the self” might suggest alternative possibili-
ties, Americans often equate pleasure with consumption, especially of
material goods. Throughout American history, attachment to mas-
sive consumption of various goods alternates, or coincides with, cam-
paigns for abstinence or purity. We prohibit alcohol and then legalize
it again; use sexuality to sell everything from cars to mouthwash and
then promote abstinence as a primary means of birth control or hesi-
tate to encourage condom use to slow the spread of HIV. One of the
ways this ambivalence has been managed is by splitting—drugs are
divided into categories of “bad” and socially sanctioned. It is obvi-
ous but readily ignored that no drug is intrinsically criminal; it is
social policies that make them so. What counts as criminal behav-
ior is socially constructed. For example, in the nineteenth century,
opiates were legal while aspirin required a physician’s prescription.
Our social practices split drug users into “addicts” or “consumers”
and “patients.” Appreciation of wine is a mark of sophistication, con-
sumption of crack a symptom of moral failure or evil. Despite the
risks of obesity or diabetes, like the numbed characters in Monster’s
Ball, many of us turn to food for comfort or stimulation. Those with
access to medical care can sanitize their drug-aided pursuit of plea-
sure through a soothing medical diagnosis (e.g., “erectile dysfunc-
tion” for which Viagra or other medications are prescribed). When
this ambivalence circulates through and is structured and made use
of by race/gender grids, it enables the reinforcement of preexisting
race/gender domination. Our drug policies become the means and
rationale for putting a disproportionate number of black people into
prison. Once again blacks are constructed as the incarnation of appe-
tite and as predatory, dangerous, and out of control. The safety of the
community requires their removal from it. Since they are the crimi-
nals, our consumption of socially sanctioned drugs is innocent, nor-
mal. These preexisting fantasies enable us to rationalize what would
otherwise appear as the irrational, misguided use of resources and
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power that our drug policies actually represent. Race/gender melan-
cholia disables citizens from adopting a skeptical attitude toward the
lulling promises of “public health,” and it undermines our resistance
to this particularly destructive intersection of governmentality and
race/gender domination.

It would be far better to redirect the money and other social
resources to programs that might reduce the patterned disadvantages
in America. Shifting money and power from selective drug prohi-
bition would augment targeted affirmative action programs. For
example, money currently spent on the drug war could be redirected
to creating community banks that offered microloans to start use-
ful enterprises. These enterprises could include ones that support the
legally employed and community development and that address real
threats to public health such as the unavailability of fresh food and
medical care and exposure to environmental toxins. Developing prac-
tices such as urban farming and the “edible” classroom would not
only make better food more accessible, but they can also support and
encourage different technologies of the self and relationships among
citizens (or potential citizens).?’

Legalizing drugs would also undercut the financing of the urban
thug, a destructive kind of subjectivity much lamented by some com-
mentators.3 Since we do not seem to apply the term when such behav-
ior is exercised on a grand scale, such as the in Enron debacle (see the
documentary, The Smartest Guys in the Room, for multiple examples
of economic thuggery running wild) or campaigns of “shock and
awe” that inflict far more death and destruction than generations
of urban thugs could, I am suspicious of the discourse that produces
only black men as “thugs.” It would be foolish to deny, however,
that among some subjects in poor black communities, this lifestyle
is glamorized. I doubt that, without the financial incentives its drug
component provides thuggery would retain much of its allure. The
thriving drug trade does suggest, however, that there is a lot of mis-
directed entrepreneurial energy among those involved in it. When its
current market is cut off, programs can be developed to redirect it.
Of course, profits for the few would not be as great, but these would
no longer be available.

Publicly Recognizing Patterns of Sacrifice and Reward

In my discussion of targeted affirmative action and drug policy, I
have already exemplified my third recommendation for rules of law—
developing and implementing an ongoing practice of incorporating
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a race/gender impact statement in all policy formation. Developing
such a practice is important for several reasons. Doing so moves us
toward better practices of citizenship because it encourages height-
ened awareness of a fact race/gender domination obscures—that dis-
tributions of sacrifice and reward are intrinsic to democratic politics.
As I argued in the previous chapter, a paradox of democracy is that
despite its promise of popular sovereignty, public policies inevitably
result in losses for some and wins for others. As Allen says, these
losses “do not disappear but are retained in the fabric of society.”?! If
we are to build trust and communication among citizens, encourag-
ing such mindfulness is necessary. It signals that the polity’s effects
on all citizens matter and that citizens and the leaders they install are
accountable for the ensuing patterns of distribution. Furthermore, a
continuous public accounting of the race/gender distribution of pub-
lic goods is a necessary complement to a targeted affirmative action
program. Its absence permits the false marking of subordinate groups
as the only recipient of governmental “handouts” and feeds dominant
groups’ race/gender resentment. Without such accounting, many
of the ongoing shifts of public resources to the already advantaged
remain hidden.

This practice might also increase skepticism concerning claims that
law or policy making is “colorblind.” As I hope is now apparent, how
race/gender domination shapes and is supported by many policies
and practices is not always obvious or transparent. Often on the sur-
face policies and practices appear neutral or colorblind. However, as I
have argued, the pervasiveness of race/gender suggests that neutrality
or colorblindness is likely to be the exception rather than the norm.
We have to look carefully for its effects. Our decisions regarding the
distribution of many public goods can exacerbate or diminish race/
gender disparities. For example, as we saw in New Orleans during
Katrina, decisions to favor funding highways over public transporta-
tion can disparately burden the poor. Since black people are over-
represented among the poor, this will impact race/gender relations.
The inability of many New Orleans’ residents to escape the city, even
under the threat of potential death, was an actual consequence of
long-standing policy choices. It is also a dramatic allegory for the
everyday burdens of many, as the absence of public transportation
isolates people in often racially segregated inner cities and renders
less available such goods as employment opportunities or even fresh,
affordable food.

While some of our policies disproportionately burden those in
subordinate race/gender positions, others distribute inequitable



IN-CONCLUSION 4 145

advantages. Agricultural subsidies are a good example. Reporters at
The Washington Post recently conducted a nine-month study of these
programs. They found that what “began in the 1930’s as a limited
safety net for working farmers has swollen into a far-flung infrastruc-
ture of entitlements that has cost $172 billion over the past decade. In
2005 alone, when pretax farm profits were at a near-record $72 bil-
lion, the federal government handed out more than $25 billion in aid,
almost 50 percent more than the amount it pays to families receiving
welfare.”3? Very few of the recipients of such aid are in disadvantaged
race/gender positions. Currently the Black Farmer & Agriculturalists
Association reports that less than 1 percent of all U.S. farmers (about
18,000) are black. Even policies meant to lower race/gender dispari-
ties can be poorly devised. For example, four years ago the tax code
was amended to include a $1000 child tax credit. However, because
currently families that earn less than $11,000 are excluded from the
program, about half of all black children are members of families too
poor to qualify for the full benefit. Approximately 28 percent of black
families (and 9 percent of white ones) receive no credit; 21 percent
(and 9 percent of white ones) receive partial credit.?® Examples of the
disparate distribution of burdens and privileges could (and should) be
found in many current federal, state, and local policies. While perfect
fairness is impossible, more open and honest public accounting is not.
In turn, such accounting could provide a commonly shared basis for
ongoing conversations about what citizens might do differently.
Race/gender impact statements are only one of the techniques we
might invent to encourage mindfulness as a counter to race/gender
melancholia’s characteristic denial and blindness. Another technique
is to institute public rituals of mourning, recognition, and honor.
One such public ritual might be instituting an annual day of com-
memoration, similar to Memorial Day. On Memorial Day we honor
all those who sacrificed so others could enjoy the freedoms of an
ongoing life. Enslaved persons suffered social death and involuntarily
lost these freedoms while others benefited from their labor and their
losses. Yet despite their enormous contributions to the American
polity, no Tomb of the Unknown Slave honors all those lost during
the middle passage. We do not enumerate the sacrifices of enslaved
persons as we narrate accounts of the noble deeds that shaped our
polity. No president before President Obama publicly honored in his
inaugural address the labor of the enslaved persons who, among many
other contributions, helped build our nation’s capital. Regularly mak-
ing such deeds visible and offering public recognition and gratitude
are important practices to cultivate. Such practices are necessary
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ingredients in the remaking of citizenship and undoing race/gender
melancholia.

FABRICATING CITIZENS

As Myrdal points out, many Americans have found ways of living
with the contradictions between our professed ideals and actual prac-
tices, including those of race/gender domination.?* Therefore, we
need better ways to fabricate citizens. This may seem a contradiction
in terms, but as Cruikshank argues, it is not.3® As contradictory as
it may seem, technologies of governmentality are intrinsic and nec-
essary to the production of democratic citizens.*® The more demo-
cratic a state is, the more pervasive such technologies must be. This
necessity arises from another paradox of democratic citizenship. Since
democratic theories stipulate that the people, not the state, are sov-
ereign, a “means of democratic government, one that did not violate
the will of the people, had to be invented.”” Understood as rule of
the people and thus requiring their consent, democratic governance
“cannot force its interests but must enlist the willing participation of
individuals in the pursuit of its objects.”3® Segregation, for example,
relied upon enforcement by ordinary white citizens who “imposed
sanctions on blacks whom they perceived as violating boundaries.”?’
This invented means is the “self-governing” subject. Such self-gov-
erning citizens are not born; they have to be made. In democracies,
the question is not if citizens will be made, it is how. The currently
popular discussions by Putnam and others regarding “civic culture”
and its role in the success of democracies gesture toward this fact.*?
However, this discourse’s chosen terminology (culture, volunteerism,
etc.) masks the ongoing technologies of power (including inclusion/
exclusion, normalization/deviancy) intrinsic to the fabrication of dem-
ocratic subjects. Subjects have to learn how to constitute their subjec-
tivity so they can be the self-governors their democracy requires, and
among the practices of a democracy are the productive forms of power
that fabricate the citizens it needs. Rather than think of ourselves as
either powerless or individualistically autonomous articulations of an
unsituated free will or reason, as citizens we instead need to examine
“the extent to which we are already self-governing.”*' Our current self-
governance, for example, regenerates race/gender domination. The
construction and perpetuation of race/gender mediated social mean-
ings and practices require the conscious and unconscious collabora-
tive efforts of many citizens, engaged in a wide variety of activities.
If we want new kinds of practices of citizenship, “we must reinvent
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the means by which democratic citizens are known and produced.”?
Inventing new social meanings and practices without such media-
tion will require similarly collaborative efforts within every aspect of
American life, from economic and political networks to daily subjec-
tive habits of thinking, feeling, and acting.

As I have argued, such reinvention requires confronting the limits
of abstract individualism and political liberalism. Their narratives lack
the resources either to account for how current citizens are fabricated
or to imagine better practices.*® Instead of imagining our citizens
as disembodied, dispassionate, rational, self-interest maximizing,
ahistorical, unmarked “individuals,” we need to develop techniques
to “look for insidious habits of thought, selective patterns of social
intercourse, biased processes of social cognition™* and psychody-
namic activities such as fantasizing, splitting and projection. Such
techniques would enable us to recognize our complicity in sustaining
race/gender domination, to examine how we conduct our lives, and to
imagine better possibilities. I have tried to show that Foucault’s care
of the self offers many techniques suitable for developing subjects’
capacities to discover and dismantle insidious practices. He recom-
mends developing a multifaceted practice including critical subjective
examination, constant struggle, multiple modes of social interaction,
establishing ethical commitments and nurturing a sense of obliga-
tion to enact them, and seeking “soul services” to treat our inevitable
dysfunctions.*®

Practicing care of the self incorporates and requires the support of
educational and other institutions and modes of social interaction far
different from our current ones. For example, rather than “teaching
to the test,” educational institutions committed to fostering better
citizens would insist on building subjects’ capacity to ask questions,
sustain a strong skepticism about all truth claims, care for common
spaces, engage in social collaboration, develop a wide variety of tech-
niques (including aesthetic appreciation and judgment and kines-
thetic, ethical, emotional and social “intelligences”) and maintain an
engaged detachment toward our passions and those of others. While
teaching to standardized tests may improve students’ technical skills
(for example, writing sentences with a noun and a verb), it seems
to disable capacities for critical thinking, analysis, creativity, empa-
thy, and curiosity better citizenship practices require. It also models
and reinforces a mistaken tenet of individualism—that the success of
any subject simply reflects their own efforts and worth. Learning is
a competition, between the individual and the test; the best will win
and the win signifies that they are the best. What matters are the
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individual score and the aggregate of individual scores, so that what
can be rewarded is what can be easily measured. The “objectivity”
of the measure is assumed and neither its meaning, value, or geneal-
ogy are to be subjects of inquiry. Training students through such
technologies is unlikely to generate citizens who can tolerate com-
plexity and ambiguity or exercise concern for other subjects and our
public spaces. Instead, students are trained to maximize “individual”
performance and reward and to rely on others to set safe boundaries
and delimit in advance what they must do and know. This is quite
different than the demands of technologies of care of the self, which
require that subjects seek critical mentors and initiate uncomfortable
conversations with unfamiliar others. Such technologies require giv-
ing up the comforting question, “is this going to be on the test?” or
its equivalent. Instead, they encourage looking for what is not being
said or asked. Attaining proficiency in such disciplines also requires
desiring the unfamiliar. Among other moves, we would feel com-
pelled to make frequent exits from our iPod/Blackberry/cell phone
bubbles and from our comfortable isolation in gated communities
and their equivalents.

The refabrication of citizenship also entails generating and sus-
taining a chastened sense among all Americans about the possibilities
and limits of politics. Like Officer Ryan in Crash, we have to recog-
nize that long-standing practices of domination enabled unrealistic
expectations about politics and power. Politics is about management
of conflict, not its permanent abolition through overwhelming exer-
cises of unilateral force. Ultimate, unambiguous victory over X, what-
ever X is, is unlikely. A chastened politics requires that leaders abstain
from promising the kinds of certainty, security, permanent resolution,
unity, or tranquility that political practices can never deliver, and that
citizens learn not to demand what we cannot have—for example, gains
without losses or victories without costs. Rather than encouraging a
search for the final, triumphant move, better citizenship practices sub-
stitute a shared object of caring for the spaces in which constructive
conflict is possible. While we will continue to disagree about what to
do, absent appropriate management techniques and the spaces they
sustain, playing the game of politics as free subjects is impossible. As
Foucault argues, our freedom consists in the variety and number of
moves we can make, not in the absence of resistance to our will. To
preserve or expand our freedom, space must remain open for further
conflict and the possibilities of different future outcomes.

Citizens’ abstinence regarding the introduction of their attach-
ment to certain objects into public spaces will protect nonpublic ones,
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perhaps even encourage their flourishing. Furthermore, while some
bases for asserting claims are ruled out, a vastly enlarged range remains
possible. In public discourse, appeals to “reasonableness” should be
only one among a multiplicity of permissible forms of claim making,
including passionate and aesthetic ones, and citizens could propose
innovative objects of shared attachment based on such claims. Coles,
for example, envisions “experimental transfigurations of sensibility
that might feed into institutional transformations affecting families,
punishment, welfare, public spaces, technologies, land use, and rela-
tionship with the other-than-human beings.™*¢

While many note that the American polity sorely lacks an ongoing
dialogue on race/gender,*” T have argued throughout this book that
its absence is not accidental, neutral, or harmless, and its effects are
toxic. Our failures to sustain such a dialogue reflect, among other
forces, the power of the political unconscious and race/gender mel-
ancholia. Past failures, however, do not justify abandoning the effort.
Creating spaces in which such dialogue can occur is an important
aspect of undoing our frozen race/gender melancholia and gener-
ating new narratives about the losses slavery and its consequences
continue to inflict. Engaging in such efforts can contribute to rein-
venting public spaces and refabricating citizenship. Dialogue requires
the engagement, actions, and care of citizens located differently
across race/gender grids. It is certainly the case, as Shelby argues, that
to overcome internalized denigration and the self-contempt it gener-
ates, black people “must participate, in a meaningful way, in freeing
themselves.”™8 It would be a significant advance if blacks united in the
kind of solidarity against domination and resistance to its practices
he recommends. However, this cannot constitute an adequate strat-
egy for addressing race/gender domination or undoing race/gender
melancholia. Any lessening of these also requires that white subjects
take responsibility for our contributions to and benefits from them
and for the harms our positioning inflicts on ourselves and others.
Domination cannot exist without those who, inadvertently or not,
practice it. Without discussion of entitlement and privilege and their
effects on all subjects, we cannot meaningfully talk about domination.
Talk is not meaningful if it remains unconnected to actions that shift
currently existing patterns of advantage and burden. Unless better
practices of race /gender become an object of shared attachment, race/
gender domination will remain the “black man’s” burden, responsi-
bility, and problem. Attempts to sustain discourse about domination
will stay vulnerable to construction (and dismissal) as special plead-
ing by undeserving others. Instead, we need discourses that insist the
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elimination of undeserved privilege is central to practices of justice
and that create excitement about the new democratic practices for
which abolishing entitlement could create spaces.** While giving up
the benefits of privilege is never easy, desire for one object (justice or
expanded democracy) can be mustered against another (entitlement).
Doing so requires the support of public practices in which such behav-
ior is modelled, honored, and incurs the respect of others.

The pervasiveness of race/gender domination means that its mani-
festations surround and are us. Although recognizing this is depress-
ing, it need not be overwhelming or paralyzing, for it also means that
opportunities for resisting or diminishing domination are equally
pervasive. Care of the self entails the recognition that no aspect of our
practices, from fantasy to work, consumption, and manifold forms of
social interaction, should be exempt from ongoing moral scrutiny.
Practices constitute subjectivity and are forms of action and exercises
of power. All actions have consequences and support, enlarge, or fore-
close ways of life. Disciplines of care of the self suggest critical atten-
tion to and informed practices of such matters as where we choose to
live. If we are located in denigrated subject positions, how do we resist
their effects and create maximum space to move differently? How do
we encourage and support others to also resist and move differently?
If we benefit from privileged subject positioning, how do we make
use of it? Who do we mentor? How do we resist, or turn to better
purposes, the powers of entitlement? Do we notice who our current
practices include or exclude and seek to alter exclusionary ones that
perpetuate race/gender disparities? What kinds of historical narra-
tives and subjective practices do our children’s schools support? What
kinds of race/gender representation are presented in the media we
consume, and what do we do with or about these images? What kinds
of social interaction do we seek out and why? What are our race/
gender fantasies, and how might we be acting them out? How do we
manage passions, such as hate, fear, entitlement, and envy? What do
we take for granted and why? What other points of view and modes of
life do we regularly take up or engage? Who do we turn to reinforce
or challenge the habits of mind and practices constituting our subjec-
tivities? What do our actions and choices reveal about which citizens
we consider worthy and due respect or honor? What do we demand
of those who occupy governmental positions of power or who control
the distribution of socially valued resources? In what ways are we
already empowered, and how do we make use of our powers?

Even if practices of care of the self became ordinary aspects of the
fabrication of democratic citizens, conflict, disagreement, and games
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that produce winners and losers will not disappear. Nor will the polit-
ical unconscious, envy, resentment, or desire. I am hoping, however,
that we can better make use of and manage these facets of demo-
cratic politics and subjectivities. The effects of persisting in familiar
habits of race/gender melancholia, such as splitting and projecting
all flaws onto denigrated others and sustaining fantasies of idealized
perfection and omnipotence, grow ever more toxic. As recent events
suggest, imagining the United States as a fantasyland exempt from
the ordinary tragedies and limits constrained and embodied subjects
incur, results in increasingly dangerous consequences for ourselves
and others. Unless we forswear our practices of denial, unfreeze our
race/gender melancholia, and bring the sun of consistent attention
to bear upon the shadows at America’s heart, our self-inflicted losses
can only mount. To a subject attached to such objects as justice, this
prospect is chilling and unbearably sad.
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cuss later in this chapter, I think access to social goods and the power
to control their production and distribution are critical, both in the
fabrication of race/gender and as its effects. However, I have never
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been able to develop a satisfactory understanding of the meanings of
class in the American context. Classic Marxist approaches, the discur-
sive formations in which the term originated and most casily oper-
ates, evolved in and reflect the experiences of white/male European
workers. Theorists have long struggled to adopt these constructs to
race/gendered divisions of labor. Furthermore, in the United States,
due to slavery, race/gender is so interwoven with the social construc-
tion of class as to render its enactments, permutations and effects
unique. This interweaving persists into the present, as could be seen,
for example, in the 2008 presidential campaign. Those positioned as
white working class men were among the most resistant to Barack
Obama’s candidacy. Throughout this book, I try to be sensitive to
the effects of differential access to social goods and economic power,
but I am acutely aware that the absence of a systematic reworking of
and attention to class renders my analysis inadequate and incomplete.
Similarly, I do not pay sufficient attention to the effects of norma-
tive heterosexuality and how this too intertwines with race/gender.
However, I recognize that it remains critical to analyze how race/
gender, class and sexuality intertwine to generate and sustain various
forms of domination. I do not think it is possible to generate a grand
unified theory that would specify how these social relationships and
processes work in all situations. Their meanings and enactments will
be context specific. In the contemporary United States, for example,
they underwrite what Charles Mills calls the racial contract and Carole
Pateman calls the sexual contract. Since the implicit terms of the con-
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able allies because they feel less interest in the distribution of women,
and the possibility of dominant subjects perceiving black men as
objects of desire rather than objects to control is potentially disruptive
of regulatory race/gender norms. Within the race/gender contract,
any construal of black or white women’s desire other than as objects
of masculine pleasure and control is transgressive. However, there are
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and Cultural Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1990); Deborah K.
King, “Multiple Jeopardy, Multiple Consciousness: The Context of a
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by highlighting its difficulties and explaining why interwoven anal-
ysis often fails. While I find her analysis very helpful, I am not
convinced by her contention that gender and race are primarily,
though not exclusively, functions of different kinds of power. Using
Foucault’s work, she argues that gender is a function of disciplinary
power while biopower is the most important producer of race. In
chapter five, below, I develop my own appropriation of Foucault.

5. For excellent recent examples of this approach, see Glenn,
Unequal Freedom; Hancock,The Politics of Disgust; Hawkesworth,
“Congressional Enactments of Race-Gender: Toward a Theory of
Raced-Gendered Institutions”; and Jordan- Zackery, Black Women,
Cultural Images and Social Policy. On how and why to do it, see Ange-
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6. There is often more resistance to seeing the gendered aspects of race/
gender as social artifacts than raced ones. The causal link between
genitals, sexual difference, and gender seems inevitable and unques-
tionable. However, as is often the case, anomalies within an appar-
ently inevitable system reveal its contingency. In regard to gendering
aspects, these anomalies include cases in which people’s behavior
does not coincide with the social norms associated with their genita-
lia and ones in which children are born with “ambiguous” genitals,
that is ones that do not conform to social norms. The anxieties these
anomalies arouse in other subjects and their often forceful attempts
to normalize the anomalies through radical interventions (behavioral
or surgical) suggest that unconsciously we recognize the instability
of supposedly natural facts. On this point, see Feder, Family Bonds,
45-68 and Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits
of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993), 94-119. Another interesting
case is when subjects feel that they are in the “wrong” body, that is,
that their felt sense of gender does not correspond to their genitals.
They may attempt to remedy this misfit through a range of behaviors,
including cross dressing and “sex change” procedures. An interesting
account of such felt misfit is Jennifer Finney Boylan, She’s Not There: A
Life in Two Genders (New York: Broadway Books, 2003). Despite her
complex introspection, there is a complete absence of conscious aware-
ness on Boylan’s part of how deeply raced her felt notions of gender
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off shapes her felt gender identity. Her race/gender positions inten-
sify her pain at misfit and provide some protection from social sanc-
tions and resources to alter her situation. Practices of “sex selection,”
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including abortion, killing of baby girls, or in vitro procedures are
another way gender is made. The current race/gender asymmetries
inform these practices, since the devaluation of those marked female
is enacted in the marked preference for male children. Currently, in
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positioning, Crowley desired respect to restore his sense of place.
Instead, Gates challenged his authority, and Crowley had to arrest
him to restore his own subjective order. While these histories and
fantasies circulate throughout contemporary American culture, what
produced an explosion was the triggering of deeply felt and intrasub-
jective emotion. Both parties may have been surprised by how the
incident played out. According to friends of each man reporters inter-
viewed, their actions were uncharacteristic. Professor Gates is known
for his mild, even temper and Sgt. Crawley taught other police offi-
cers how to avoid racial profiling. Yet, as for all of us, other aspects
of subjectivity exist outside our (and others’) conscious awareness.
These often shape our actions, but it is less usual for their effects to
become so visible or objects of public discourse. For an account of
this incident, see Don Van Natta, Jr. and Abby Goodnough, “After
Call to Police, 2 Cambridge Worlds Collide in an Unlikely Meeting,”
New York Times, Monday July 27, 2009, A13.

For a discussion of one effective model of such training, see Laurie
A. Rudman, Richard D. Ashmore, Melvin L. Gary, “‘Unlearning’
Automatic Biases: The Malleability of Implicit Prejudice and
Stereotypes,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 81, 5
(2001): 856—868. The authors insist that to be effective, programs
must incorporate techniques that target implicit (unconscious)
material. They identify and include such techniques in their recom-
mended practices. Programs to confront such material may reduce a
negative consequence of affirmative action programs that Glenn C.
Loury’s and others have found. Loury suggests that such programs
may increase employers’ negative feelings about disadvantaged work-
ers; the more aggressive affirmative action programs are, the wider
searches for candidates will be, and (rightly or not) employers begin
to believe they are being forced to select unqualified candidates.
Therefore, aggressive affirmative action programs may increase the
privileged’s denigration of subordinated others. See Roland G., Jr.
Fryer and Glenn C. Loury, “Affirmative Action and Its Mythology,”
betp://www.economics.havvard.edu/faculty/fryev/files/fryer_ for a
useful discussion of this issue. In this article, the authors also care-
fully dismantle many myths about affirmative action, including the
claims that simply passing laws ensuring equal opportunity will rem-
edy asymmetric distribution of valued social goods and that color-
blind policies are as efficient as color-sighted affirmative action. The
authors conclude that, while affirmative action programs entail some
negative consequences, no alternative offers equal or better remedies
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for the consequences of systemic inequalities. I do not mean to sug-
gest that any training approach can eliminate all effects of our past
or the political unconscious, just that there are some effective ways to
better manage it. On the limits of interaction, see Katherine Cramer
Walsh, Talking About Race; Community Dialogues and the Politics of
Difference (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).
Katznelson, When Affirmative Action Was White, 172.

Ibid., 172.

Judge Gladys Kessler of Federal District Court for the District of
Columbia, August 17, 2006. Quoted in Philip Shenon, “New Limits
Set over Marketing for Cigarettes,” New York Times, Friday, August
18, 2006, Washington section.

Sources for this information include material from the Bureau of
Justice Statistics, United States Department of Justice summarized in
DrugWarFacts.org., “Get the Facts,” http: //www.drugwarfacts.org/
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June 7, 2009; and Pew Center on the States, “One in 100: Behind
Bars in America 2008,” www.pewtrusts.org, 2009.
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Ali H., Mokdad, PhD, James S. Marks, MD, MPH, Donna F. Stroup,
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Association 291, 10 (March 10, 2004): 1238, 1241. On the other
hand, according to Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime
Reports, in 2007, police arrested about 872,720 persons for canna-
bis violations in 2007, the highest annual total ever reported in the
United States. An American is now arrested for violating these laws
every 38 seconds. Reported in DrugWarFacts.org., “Get the Facts.”
John Tierney, “Lighting Up in Amsterdam,” New York Times,
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The Sentencing Project, “Young Black Americans and the Criminal
Justice System: Five Years Later,” http://www.sentencingproject.org/
pdfs/9070smy.pdf, April, 2001.
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Welfare Queen (New York: New York University Press, 2004); and
Julia S. Jordan-Zachery, Black Women, Cultural Images and Social
Policy (New York: Routledge, 2009).

Quoted in Tierney, “Lighting Up in Amsterdam,” A 25.

Urban farming is a movement initiated by Will Allen and others to
reclaim unused urban land for community farms. These movements
are interested in urban farming as a means not only to address inequi-
ties in the availability of good food and environmental issues but also
to change citizens’ practices of subjectivity and citizenship. Public
gardening requires, among other practices, patience, cooperation,
and reworking our relationships to the environment and other sub-
jects. The “edible” classroom is a movement started by Alice Waters,
a Berkeley chef. Her foundation helps schools, especially in poor
neighborhoods, to create gardens. Children then garden, cook, and
eat together. Beyond nutrition and environmental awareness, such
programs intend to facilitate different relationships among children
and enlarge the scope of education. The hope is to offer children new
tools to better manage themselves and their relations with others.
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Cose, Ellis, 172n16
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The, 135

Crash (film), 6,42, 55-67, 148,
186-187n14

creativity, 104, 111, 112

crime, 36, 63—-64, 103, 109;
see also police; prisons and
incarceration
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186-187n14

Cruikshank, Barbara, 146,
181nl6

Davis, David Brion, 7, 73, 78
Davis, James F., 166n15
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Deal, Carl, 186n2
death penalty, 43, 45
Deep End, The (film), 6,
42-55,57
democracy, 32, 76, 78, 83, 87,
118-119, 127
paradox of, 98-101, 104, 144
race/gender impact statements
and, 144-146
refabrication of citizenship in,
146-152
demonization, 81-82, 134
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10-11
citizenship and, 76, 81
defined, 155n19
diversity and, 56
case of, 103
egalitarianism and, 76
gender and, 12-13
grief vs. grievance, and, 20-21
individualism and, 102
original position and, 87, 90, 95
white vs. black women and, 55
denigrated or subordinated other,
14, 20, 40
democracy and, 99
fantasy of impossible perfection
and, 176n53
fear of falling into position of, 17,
50, 187n14
films and, 45, 50-51, 57-58,
63-64
manic defense and, 80, 82
object-centered politics and, 104,
115,132, 137, 151
subject-centered politics and, 121
denigration (degradation), 3, 9,
15-16, 37, 40, 78
films and, 45, 47, 63
resisting process of, 103, 114,
125,126, 131-132, 134, 137
slavery and, 21, 24
splitting and process of, 19
desire, 14, 93, 151
“best” self and, 119
democracy and, 100
for exclusivity, 100
to maintain control, through
disguise, 103
object-centered practices and,
122, 124-125
white women and, 55
detachment, 104, 114, 118, 121,
123,125-126, 147
devaluation, 4, 17, 21, 82, 102; see
also denigration

deviancy, 15-16, 103, 109
Dewey, John, 182n17
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130-131, 135, 149-150,
184n57
diaspora, 117
difference principle, 93, 136,
178-179n95
disadvantaged, 32-33
acquiescence of, in democracy, 99
object-centered practices and
reducing harm to, 128
“reverse racism” and, 38
see also denigrated or
subordinated other
disappointment, 64, 98-100
disciplinary practices, 102, 104,
109-110
discourse, see dialogue on race/
gender; public discourse
disempowerment, 181n17
disenfranchisement, 34-35, 69
dishonor (disrespect), 21-22, 24
internalized, 36
distribution of socially valued
goods, 4-6, 12,101, 103, 118,
129, 131-132, 169n44
citizenship and, 81
democracy and, 99
economic or material, 9, 16,
32-34,80-81
political unconscious and, 105
problems in, as pathologies, 79
race/gender impact statements
and, 144-146
Rawls and “accidental,” 93-94
diversity, 56-58, 100-101, 121,
178n93
divorce, 62
domesticity, 49-55
domestic labor, 60
domestic violence, 36, 64
domination, see race/gender
domination
double bind, 20, 45
Dovidio, John F., 157n21
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138-144, 188n23
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education, 9, 30, 109, 136-137,
139, 147-148, 189n29; see
also colleges and university
education; schools
egalitarianism, 76, 101
Eichmann trial, 159n38
Emancipation Proclamation (1863),
9,79
emasculation, 22, 53, 54, 61-63
emotion, 14, 17,26, 42,47, 52, 59,
65,72,100-102
affirmative action and, 136
Gates-Crowley incident and,
187n14
object-centered practices and,
118-119, 122
political unconscious and, 105,
118, 159n40, 178n85
“public identity” and, 159n38
empathy, 42, 55, 62, 67,71,
114, 126
employment, 35, 109
empowerment, 5, 28, 36, 48, 94,
97,103,107, 118, 127, 150,
167-168n25, 181n17
enemy, loss of international, 80
engagement, 104, 114, 118,
124-126
entitlement, 9-10, 53-54, 78
blinding effect of, 36-38, 40
citizenship and, 77-78, 82,
99-100, 149-150
public policy and, 169n44
slavery and, 21, 23-24
unfreezing race/gender
melancholia and, 132, 136
envy, 81, 99-100, 151
equality, 7,9, 11, 70, 77-78, 80-81,
87-88,98-100, 117-121, 123
essentialism, 19, 106, 110, 117
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exile, 117
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externalized threat, 81-82
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41-67,157n22, 174n25
citizenship and, 146-151
construction of race/gender and,
12,24-29
Crash and, 55-67
Deep End and, 49-55
Monster’s Ball and, 43—49
practice and, 117
Faces of Injustice, The (Shklar),
184n64
Fairbairn, W. Ronald D., 39
Fair Deal, 29-30, 135
fairness, 83-89,91-92, 99, 100,
103, 145
Family Bonds (Feder), 181n16
family values, 50, 82, 103
Fanon, Franz, 19, 159040, 160n47
fantasy (fantasies), 147
active management of, 72
Africanist presence and, 18, 77
about black men, 54
domesticity and, 54
drug policy and, 142-143
films and, 42
imagining self outside power
grids as, 114
Katrina and, 131

object-centered practices and, 126

political unconscious and, 6, 12,
14-19, 26, 78-81, 100, 105

Rawls and, 85, 87, 89-90, 92-95

“reverse racism and,” 38

fantasy of impossible perfection, 85,
90, 92-95, 102, 114, 126, 134,

151, 176n53
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father-son relationships, 42-48,
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181nl6
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(Cheng, et al.), 13
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dangerous, 48
political rights of, 74-75
slavery and control over, 22-23
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femininity, 13,48, 52-54
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184n61
food, 144, 189n29
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foreigners, 51, 57-58
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Foucault, Michel, 27, 79, 88, 98,
102, 104-108, 110-115,
118, 124, 126-27, 129, 135,
141, 147-148, 165n4, 165n9,
175n33, 181-182nn, 183n41,
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founding narrative, 4, 9,
72-78,119
Rawls and, 83, 89-93
revision of, 133-134
Fraser, Nancy, 169n44
free/determined binary, 102
freedom
American narrative of, 3—-4, 7, 9,
11,133
diasporian subjectivities and,
117-118
individualism and, 102
liberalism and, 119-121
object-centered practices and,
124,126-128
Rawls and, 91, 94-95

slavery and unfreedom and, 7, 22,
24,69,70,72,75-79, 145
technologies of the self and, 104,
110-111, 113, 116-117,
126, 148
Freedom and Its Conditions
(Flathman), 166n16
Freud, Sigmund, 8, 13, 18-19, 105,
132, 181nl7
Fryer, Roland G., Jr., 186n9,
187n15

Gaertner, Samuel, 157n21
Gary, Melvin L., 187n15
Gates, Henry Louis, 136,
186-187n14
gay marriage, 15, 101
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Constitution and, 74
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164-165n6
construction of race and, 26
disciplinary power and, 165n4
Foucault and, 181n16
psychoanalysis and, 12-13
slavery and, 22-23
as “woman problem,” 78
Gender Talk (Cole and Guy-
Sheftall), 171n7
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genitalia, 13-14, 164n6
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G.IL Bill, 29-30, 135, 137, 169n44
Gilroy, Paul, 8, 90, 117, 160n54,
169n48, 177n85
Gingrich, Newt, 167n24
Glenn, 27,70
Gordon, Linda, 169n44
Gordon, Teddy B., 56
Gotanda, Neil, 31
government, 102, 130-131
governmentality, 27, 79, 80,
108-111, 119, 138-143, 146
grandiosity, 21-22, 78, 125
Greco-Roman classical world,
112-113
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guilt, 20,93, 103
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Guy-Sheftall, Beverly, 171n7

Habermas, Jurgen, 98, 100, 124, 126

habits, 104, 113, 114, 134, 135,
182n17

Hancock, Ange-Marie, 159n38,
175n42,178n85, 188n27

Harris, Cheryl I., 10

Hartman, Saidiya, 160n50

hate, 17, 39, 44, 47-48, 80

Head Start, 139

health care, 35, 60, 64-66, 109,
139, 168n39

Hegel, GW.E., 160n54

Hekman, David R., 168n40

Hermeneuntics of the Subject, The
(Foucault), 183n41

heterogeneous practices, 105, 124

heterogeneous subject, 93-94, 123

heterosexuality, 13-14, 54, 162n3

highway funding, 144

Hirschman, Albert O., 184n58

Hispanics, 25, 35, 58, 59

history, see past

HIV-AIDS, 79, 141, 142, 168n39

Hobbes, Thomas, 35

Holland, Katherine A., 74, 85

Holland (Netherlands), 140

home ownership, 30, 33, 136, 137

homicide, 63

homogeneity, 125

homophobia, 55

homosexuality, 50-51, 57-58,
162n3

Honig, Bonnie, 76, 91, 117

honor (respect, esteem), 3, 12, 17,
22-24, 32, 35-37, 66, 117,
118, 131, 133
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(Modell), 177-178n85
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115-116

Hull, Gloria T., 154n14

Human Condition, The (Arendt),
184n62

humiliation, 44, 45, 60-63, 65, 67,
122,137

humility, 71, 114, 115

“I,” sovereign abstract, 119, 122
idealization, 11, 13, 19, 49
citizenship and, 81-82
dynamics of denigration and,
4,115
resisting, 114, 125
unmarked self and, 117
identification, 12-13
with idealized object, 81
with wounding other, 39
identity, 13-14, 24, 81-82, 102,
105-107, 116, 119, 124
identity politics, 119-120
ideology, fantasy vs., 17
imago, 20-21
immigration, 15, 28, 29, 82,
103, 109
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156-157n21, 169n42
incest taboo, 14
inclusion, 181n17
incomes, 32—-34, 49, 80, 103,
136, 137
India, 56
individual
ability of, to resist grids, 28
confessional practices and, 110
entitlement and, 36-37
psychological disposition of, and
race/gender, 16-17
Rawlsian, 120
success of, and post-racial society,
30-31
individualism, 2-3, 6, 11, 39-40,
76-82,93-94, 99-100,
102-103, 147
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11-12
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see also distribution of socially
valued goods; race/gender
domination; race/gender grids
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injustice, 94-95, 114
policy to reduce, 135-151
inner city, 19, 141, 144
innocence, 78,91,92, 114, 125,
127,133,134
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interest group politics, 119-120,
122,123
interiority, 105-106
internalization, 12, 18-19, 137, 149
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Irish immigrants, 29
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irresponsibility, 54, 121
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Jacobson, 28, 29
Janara, Laura, 99, 100
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Jemima identity, 53
Jezebel identity, 23, 62, 153n1
Jim Crow, 1, 9, 11, 30, 60
repeal of, 35-36
judicial system, 44
juridical subject, 119
Juridical Unconscious, The
(Felman), 159n38
justice, 11, 133, 136
Foucault and, 118-128
Rawls and, 83-88,92,92-95,
117,121
Justice as Fairness (Rawls), 87,
172n3, 178n95
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134, 144, 185n2
Katznelson, Ira, 29, 30, 33, 49,
135-137, 167n20
King, Desmond, 29, 49
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kingdom of ends, 85, 88
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power and, 88
self-, 112-113
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Kristeva, Julia, 79

labor, wage, 9, 74-76
labor law, 29, 135
Lacan, Jacques, 13, 14, 158n28
“lady, the” identity, 161n65
law, 33, 69, 70, 78-80, 94, 98, 100,
105, 118, 119
Lawrence, Charles R., ITI, 103,
169n49, 186n11
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liberalism, 6, 69-71, 85,92,
123,147
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and, 77-82
race/gender contracts and, 163n3
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liminal phenomena, 5, 154n16
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as, 76
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mourning and, 18-19, 131-132
Rawls and, 83-84
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Macpherson, C.B., 74-75
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54-55
slavery and, 22, 75-76
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Mama, Amina, 183n55
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out-of-group, 25, 48, 158n33
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slavery and, 9
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Deep End and, 52, 53
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Monster’s Ball and, 43, 45
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motherhood, 45, 46, 53-55, 116

mourning, 7-8, 18-19, 41, 67, 99,
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multiethnic society, 25,42, 56-58
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narcissism, 21, 23,44, 113, 124,
126-127
narco-terrorism, 141
narrative
dominant American, 9-11
state and, 154n9
natal alienation, 21-22
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as category, 28
as problem, 78
see also blacks
neuroscience, 177-178n85
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New Deal, 29-30, 135
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118,120, 131, 141-142,
181n17

noumenal mind or self, 85, 89, 91,
94, 177n85
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153n1, 166n18, 167n22
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obesity, 168n39
object, loss of, and memory, 18-19
object-centered politics or practices,
118-128, 133
refabricating citizenship and,
149-151
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Ocdipus, 14
“one drop rule,” 3, 28, 153n14,
166n15
original position, 78, 84-89, 91,
93-95,134
other
complexity of desires and, 186n69
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New Orleans as, 131
as problem, 23
social consciousness and, 10
see also denigrated or subordinated
other

paranoia, 82
past or history, 25, 116
affirmative action and, 38
citizenship and, 98
Crash and, 57, 63
effects of, across time, 4, 29, 31,
60, 66
fantasy of disappearance of, 4,
41, 60
Monster’s Ball and, 47
object-centered practices and, 123

original position and, 84-85,
88,120
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127,131
unmourned, 6, 11, 41
see also specific events
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173n10
pathological culture, 103
patriarchy, 42, 51
Patterson, Orlando, 21-24, 72
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perceived threats, 15
perfection, 20, 49, 52-53, 55-56,
67,78,102, 126, 131; see also
fantasy of impossible perfection
phenomenal world, 87-92, 94
Pitkin, Hanna, 184n62
Plato, 24
Playing in the Dark (Morrison),
183n55
pleasure, ambivalence toward, 142
police, 35, 36, 58, 64-65, 67, 141
policy recommendations, 134-151
affirmative action, 135-138
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race/gender and, 149-150
drug legalization, 138-143
education, 146-148
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reward, 143-146
refabricating citizenship and,
146-151
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159n40, 178n85
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179n6
political unconscious, 4-6, 16-18,
37,40, 42, 149, 151, 159n40,
160n47
Foucault and, 105, 186n14
liberalism and, 77
new rules of law and, 135
object-centered practices and,
118-119
Rawls and, 71, 93, 97, 172-173n3
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slavery and, 8
“politics of disgust,” 175n42
Politics of Disgust, The (Hancock),
159n38, 175n42, 178n85
popular sovereignty, 98
postcoloniality, 117, 181n16
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29-32
post-Reconstruction era, 9
poverty, 34, 59, 79
power and power relations
blinding to systemic, 36—-37
citizenship and, 82
clearing space for different, 135
Crash and, 55-56, 63—-64
Deep End and, 52
distribution of, 3, 12, 32,
34-35,103
domination and, 11-12, 64,
67,111
fabrication and, 25
Foucault and, 111, 175n33,
181In16
juridical subject and, 119
knowledge and, 88
liberalism and, 71, 72
Monster’s Ball and, 45, 47
object-centered practices and,
123-125
race/gender and, 26-27, 165n4
Rawls and, 71, 91-93
resistance and, 111-112
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slavery and, 21-24
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technologies of self and, 104, 111
see also biopower; race/gender
domination; technologies of
power
Power (Foucault), 175n33
power games, 126-127
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117, 186n14
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45,52
prejudice, 10, 16
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166n15
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43-44,109, 138-142
privatization, 81
privileges (unearned), 4, 8, 10-12,
19-20, 40, 82, 87,99, 131, 150
affirmative action and, 38,
135-137
blindness to, 37, 40, 90-92
citizenship and, 80, 149
giving up, 47, 132
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progressives, 30, 56
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projection, 12, 16, 19, 39, 55, 78,
81,102, 116, 132, 147, 151,
176n53
property, in whiteness, 10
property rights, 9, 74-76
protection, 55, 59-60, 63, 109,
171n5
psychic numbness, 43, 55, 58
psychic processes, 12, 40,
177-178n85; see also political
unconscious
psychoanalysis, 12-17, 110,
181-182n17
psychological energy, absence of
doubt and, 37
psychosis, fantasy vs., 17
public discourse, 3, 99, 133, 149;
see also dialogue on race/
gender
public health, 79, 109-110, 141, 144
“public identity,” 159n38
public spaces, 98, 118-119,
122-124, 127, 149
public sphere, 80, 82
public transportation, 144
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as “extrinsic” to whites, 78
Foucault on, 181n16
gender and, 26
meaning of, 25
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psychoanalysis and, 12-13, 15
see also race/gender domination;
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Research Center), 167-168n25
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(Stoler), 181n16
race/gender bias, 168-169nn
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47-48
race/gender contracts, 162-163n3
race/gender domination
colonialism and, 181n16
Crash and, 57-67
democratic paradox and, 98-101
dimensions of, 2, 4, 10-17
drug policy and, 138-143
entitlement and, 36
games of power minimizing,
125-127
governmentality and, 110
immigrants and, 29
indication of existence of, 32
Katrina and, 130-131
liberalism and law of shadow and,
77-82
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object-centered politics and
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persistence of, 37-38, 103, 129

policy recommendations to
reduce, 6, 131, 135-146
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power, 111-112, 117
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psychic registers of, 15

Rawls and, 71, 87-89, 94-95
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refabricating citizenship to
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remedies for, 97-98, 127-128
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self-replicating, in subjective and
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sexuality as site of, 14

slavery and, 3,7, 9-10, 21-24

subject-centered politics and, 121

use of term, vs. inequality, 11-12

see also power and power
relations; race/gender grids
and position; race/gender
melancholia; slavery; and
specific issues

race/gender grids and position, 6

affirmative action and, 38, 137

American fantasy about past
and, 4

assigning, to marked other, 40,
102, 116-117

biopower and governmentality
and, 108-109, 111

blindness to, 37, 94-95
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from, 81-82

class and, 162n3

constraints of, ongoing, 28-37

construction of political subjects
and, 37-38

Crash and, 42, 55-67
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to, 31

Deep End and, 42, 49-55

democratic practices and, 83

diasporian subjectivities and, 118
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41-42

fantasy and understanding of,
17-18

Glenn’s categorization of, 27

Monster’s Ball and, 42—49
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and, 123

Rawls and, 87-89, 92-95

recession and, 32

slavery and, 9-10, 21-24

social fabrication of, 25-29,
164-165n6

Sotomayor and, 170n50
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to, 12
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144-146
race/gender melancholia

affirmative action as “reverse
racism” and, 38

affirmative action policies to
undo, 135-138, 144

contemporary American politics
and, 2-6

defined, 10-21

democratic paradox and, 98-101

domination and, 7-24

drug policies to undo, 138-144

films and, 6, 42-67

Foucault’s subjectivity and care of
self, as approach to, 102-115

genealogy of, 25-40

governmentality and, 110

importance of acting on, 15-16

individualism and, 6, 102

liberalism and, 69-95

Morrison on, 18

mourning required to overcome,
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object-centered practices to undo,
118-128
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of, 6, 8,40, 129

INDEX 4 219
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undo, 24, 101
see also race/gender domination,;
race/gender grids and position;
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“race neutrality,” 90, 92-93
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97,100, 119-120, 123-124,
134, 136, 172-173n3,
175-176n47, 178-179nn
Reagon, Bernice Johnson, 184n59
reason and rationality, 6, 17, 82, 86,
100, 103, 97, 119, 124, 149,
179n97
fantasy of impossible perfection
and, 90-95
sadomasochistic relationships
and, 39-40
unconscious processes and,
178n85
recession of 2008-10, 32,
167-168n25
Reconstruction, 2, 34, 74
redistribution, 99, 131, 133,
135-138



220 % INDEX

reflection, 126

resentment, 100, 132, 151

resistance, 14, 47, 50, 63, 103-104,
108, 110-113, 125

respect, practice of, 114-115, 117,
120-121, 131, 133; see also
honor

responsibility, 124

ressentiment, 81, 82

Revels, Hiram, 34

revenge, 65-66

“reverse discrimination” or
“racism,” 38, 81,92, 166n18

rights, 69-70, 72-75

Roberts, Justice John G., 167n24,
178n93

Roberts, Kimberly Rivers, 186n2

Roberts, Scott, 186n2

Robinson, Desmond, 155n10

Room of Her Own, A (Woolf), 36

Rorty, Richard, 182n17

Roseneil, Sasha, 184n65

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 127

Rudman, Lauriec A., 187n15

sadomasochistic relationships,
39-40
Sambo identity, 22
Sandel, Michael, 86
Sapphire identity, 53, 153n1
schools
desegregation of, 56—57, 167n24,
178n93
tracking, 19
see also colleges and universities;
education
Scott, Patricia Bell, 154n14
Seattle school case, 167n24, 178n93
Second Treatise of Government
(Locke), 75
segregation, 146
end of legal, 4, 10, 103
residential, 57
self-hate, 20, 24, 39
self-interest, unconstrained, 71
self-made individual, 79-80

September 11, 2001 (9/11), 133
sexism, 59
sex selection, 164-165n6
sexual contract, 162n3
sexual exploitation, of black women,
9, 23,46, 60-63, 65
sexuality, 142, 161-162n3
confessional practices and, 110
fantasies about black men’s, 54
New Orleans and, 131
psychoanalysis and, 13-14
slavery and, 9, 23
white female and, 50, 55
shame, 20, 63
Shelby, Tommie, 149
She’s Not There (Boylan), 164n6
Shklar, Judith N.; 80, 184n64
Silent Covenants (Bell), 166n19
skepticism, habit of; 114, 115, 123
slave master, 21-24
slavery, 63, 102, 129-131, 145, 149,
172n15
abolition of, 9-10, 60, 74, 78
Black Atlantic and, 118
Constitution and, 9, 73
freedom and, 7, 69, 99
property rights and, 74-75
as “shadow at heart” of America,
1-3,7-11
trauma of, 21-24
white immigrants and, 29
Smith, Barbara, 154n14
Smith, Rogers M., 76-78, 82,
93,100
social, “the,” 124, 184n62
social construction, 9, 16-17,
25-26, 28,106, 153n1,
159n39, 162n3
social death, 37, 75, 131
social esteem, see honor
social facts, 26-28, 94
socially valued goods, see
distribution of socially valued
goods
social security, 29-30, 135, 136,
169n44



social status, 80-82, 99
social welfare programs, 30, 80
“Society Must Be Defended”
(Foucault), 181n16
Solberg, Andy, 56
solidarity, 39, 62
Sotomayor, Justice Sonia, 31, 115,
116, 166n18, 167nn, 170n50
soul service, 102, 111-113, 147,
181n17
South, 24, 29-30, 73
South Africa, 44, 56
space, clearing or opening new,
102-104, 123-124, 135, 148,
149; see also public spaces;
transitional space
split, noumenal vs. phenomenal
selves and, 94, 119
splitting, 10-11, 37, 55, 67,
126, 151
ascriptive beliefs and, 76-77
defined, 19, 155n19
drug policy and, 142
fantasy of impossible perfection
and, 176n53
identity politics and, 119
liberalism and, 70
manic defenses and, 81
original position and, 87, 89-90,
94-95,173n3, 178-179n95
overcoming, 131-134, 147
unmarked self and, 117
white women and, 55
state, 9, 109-110, 119, 154n9
Stoler, Ann Laura, 181n16
“structural /materialist” approaches,
analyzing power relations, 16
structure/subject dichotomy,
104-105, 107
subject-centered politics,
119-122, 124
subjectivity, 6, 98
deep, or unitary, 101,
119-120, 122
fabricated, see under fabrication of
subjectivity

INDEX 4 221

Foucauldian approach to, 102,
104-110, 114-128, 135,
181-182n17

individual vs. collective
dispositions and, 16-18

liberal individualism and,
70-72, 102

metaphors of disapora and, 117

psychoanalysis and, 12-15,
181-182n17

slavery and, 9, 21-22

urban farming and, 189n29

subject/object binary, 107

subordination, see denigrated
or subordinated other;
denigration; race/gender grids
and position; race/gender
domination

surveillance, 110, 138

survivalist cults, 82

Swan Lake, 51-52, 54

Swinton, Tilda, 49

taboos, 13-14, 46, 158n33

Taliban, 141

Talking to Strangers (Allen),
169n47

Taub, Richard P., 155n13

“Tea Party,” 4

technologies of power, 108,
110-111, 146; see also
biopower; governmentality

technologies of production, 108

technologies of signification, 108

technologies of the self, 104-105,
107-108, 110-113, 115-116,
124,126-127, 141, 144

terrorism

race/gender, 9, 30, 60, 82, 121
threat of foreign, 80, 101, 141

Thee-Brenan, Megan, 154n15

Theory of Justice, A (Rawls), 87,
172n3

There Goes the Neighborhood
(Wilson and Taub), 155n13

Thernstrom, Abigail, 166n18



222 4 INDEX

three-fifths clause, 73

timocracies, 24

tobacco, 139

Tocqueville, Alexis de, 10, 78, 99

tolerance, 124

“topographical” model of
mind, 105

totalitarianism, 121, 123

“transformative order,” 76-78,
93,101

transitional space, 12, 17-18,
159n42

Trouble the Water (documentary
film), 186n2

trust, 118, 119, 135, 144

truth, 106, 113, 120-121, 130,
141-142

Turner, Kennedy, 186n13

unconscious meaning systems,
103-104
unconscious processes, 12, 15-17,
72,71,90-91, 97, 100, 135,
178n85; see also political
unconscious
unemployment, 167-168n25
unfreedom, projection of, 79-80
Uniform Crime Reports (FBI),
188n23
uniformity, 125
U.S. Congress, 73-74
U.S. Constitution, 9, 73-74, 84,
173n13
Amendments XIII-XV, 73-74
Amendment XIX, 76
U.S. Senate, 34,73, 115
U.S. Supreme Court, 34, 56, 57,
74,115, 158n33, 167n24
universalizing principles, 119-120
ethical action without, 184n64
universal pragmatics, 98, 126
“‘Unlearning’ Automatic Biases”
(Rudman, Ashmore, and
Gary), 187
unmarked, neutral subject, 78, 82,
102, 115-117, 119, 127, 132

urban farming, 144, 189n29
U.S.S.R, as enemy, 80

veil of ignorance, 85, 89-90, 94,
97,123-125, 178n95
violence, 17, 21, 37, 39, 44
black communities and, 63,
171n7
Crash and, 60
Deep End and, 52
drug policy and, 141
fantasies about black men and, 54
Monster’s Ball and, 42—44, 47
subject-centered politics and, 121
“Vital Signs” (Bakalar), 168-169n40
voting rights, 4, 74-76
Voting Rights Act (1965), 9

Walsh, Katherine Cramer, 184n57,
186n67, 188n15
Walton, Jean, 41
Washington Post, The, 35, 145
Waters, Alice, 189n29
wealth (assets, net worth), 3, 12,17,
30, 32-34, 80, 136, 137
welfare policies, 82, 109, 159 n38,
169144, 178n85
“welfare queen,” 159n38
Weston, Drew, 159n40, 178n85
We Won’t Go Back (Lawrence and
Matsuda), 169n49, 186n11
When the Levees Broke (documentary
film), 130
white/black binary, 117
white family, 32-33, 50
white female (women), 3, 13,
22-23, 29, 32-35, 49, 50,
53-54, 64,75
white flight, 57
white guilt, 132-133
white male (men)
care of selfand, 115
economic and social advantages
of, 29, 32-33, 35
film depictions of, 43, 47-50,
52-53, 55, 60-61, 64-65



idealized versions of, 13
original position and, 94-95
slavery and, 24
whiteness, 18
biopower and, 108-109
blackness as reciprocal twin of, 10
citizenship and, 72-74
Deep End and, 42, 51
fantasies of, about blacks, 18
meanings of, as unstable and
contested, 27-29
psychoanalysis and, 12
purity and, 23
white/patriarchal order, abuse of
black women and, 61-62
whites
blindness to race/gender and, 8
Crash and, 58—-64, 66
economic and social advantages
of, 29-30, 35, 49
illusion of being unraced, 78
mourning and, 134

INDEX 4 223

racism and, 18

school desegregation and, 57
“white supremacist order,” 76, 101
Who Is Black? (Davis), 166n15
willed blindness, 47, 54
Williams, Linda F., 29, 31, 33, 49
Williams, Patricia J., 173n6
Will to Empower, The (Cruikshank),

181nl6

will to power, 82, 92,100, 127
Wilson, William Julius, 155n13
Winnicott, D.W.,; 17, 159n42
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 103, 180n11
Wolin, Sheldon, 84
Woolf, Virginia, 36
World War 11, 74
Wright, Jeremiah, 153n1

Zerilli, Linda M.G., 101, 180n11
Zernike, Kate, 154n14

zero sum situation, 88, 123
Zizek, Slavoj, 17






	Coverpage
	TItle
	Copyright
	Dedication
	Contents
	Series Foreword
	Acknowledgments
	Introduction We Aren’t There Yet
	1 Shadow at the Heart: Race/Gender Domination andthe Melancholia of American Politics
	2 Melancholia: A Genealogy
	3 Fabricating Subjectivity: Monster’s Ball, The Deep End, and Crash as Enactments of Race/Gender in the Contemporary United States
	4 Paradise Lost: Race/Gender Melancholia and the Limits of Political Liberalism
	5 Politics for Fallen Angels: Subjectivity, Democratic Citizenship, and Undoing Race/Gender Melancholia
	6 In-Conclusion: Remedies and Constraints
	Notes
	References
	Index

