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WHITENESS STUDffiS 

Peter KOLCHIN * 

Ovcr the past two dccades, scholars in the social sciences and humanitics have increasin-
gly focuscd on « whitcness » as a new way of exploring race and racism in America. 
Thcse Iwo articles cvaluale the way historians have approachcd the subjcct. The first 
article, originally publishcd in the Joumal of A111erica11 fli sto1y iu 2002, examines the 
developmcnt of whitcncss studies in the 1990s, and the second, which appears hcrc for 
the firs t timc, provides an update on more recent trends. The articles find considcrable 
potential in whiteness studies, but also point to serious conceptual and methodological 
problems that deserve attention. [Key words: whiteness, whiteness studies, race, racism.] 

Études sur les Blancs. Au cours des deux dernières décennies, les études sur les Dianes se 
sont multipliées en sciences sociales et humaines et apparaissent comme une nouvelle 
voie d 'accès à la question des races cl du racisme aux Étals-Unis. Les deux textes 
présentés ici font un bilan de la façon dont les historiens ont traité le sujet. Le premier 
d'entre eux, publié initialement dans le Jo11mal of A111erica11 Histo1y en 2002, concerne 
le développement des études sur les Blancs dans les années 1990 ; le second, inédit, est 
une miseùjour sur les tendances les plus récentes. Tous deux montrent que les études sur 
les Blancs ont un potentiel analyt ique important, mais il s attirent également l'attention 
sur les difli cultés conceptuelles et méthodologiques du domaine. (Mots-clés: Blancs, 
études sur les Blancs, race, racisme.] 

Est11dios sobre los bla11cos. Durante los ùltimos dos decenios, especiali stas de ciencias 
sociales y humanas han concentrado cada vez mas su atencion sobre los cstudios 
dedicados a los blancos como una nueva via para cxplorar los temas de las razas y del 
racismo en los Estados Unidos. Los trabajos aqui presentados hacen un balance de la 
mancra en que los historiadores han tratado ese problcma. El primero de ellos, 
publicado inicialmente en el Joumal of A111erica11 History en 2002, concierne el desar-
rollo de los cstudios sobre los blancos durante los alios 1990, micntras que el segundo, 
inédito, da cuenta de las evoluciones màs recicntes. Si esos trabajos enseiian el gran 
potencial de este tipo de cstudios, llaman al mismo tiempo la atcncion sobre algunas 
difi cultades conceptuales y metodologicas que mcreccn scr tomadas en consideracion. 
(Palabras claves: blancos, cstudios sobre los blancos, razas, racismo.] 

• Henry Clay Reed Professor of History at the Uni1•crsit y of Delaware, Department of History, 
University of Delaware, Newark, DE, 19716 (pkolchin@udel.edu]. 

Joumal de la Sotiété des Américanistes, 2009, 95-1, pp. 117-163. © Société des Américanistes. 
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l. THE NEW HTSTORY OF RACE IN AMERICA 1 

Suddenly whiteness studies are everywhere. The rapid prolifcration of a genre 
that appears to have came out of nowhere is litt le short of astonishing: a rccent 
keyword search on my university library's electronic catalog yiclded fift y-one 
books containing the word « whitencss »in their tilles, almost ail publishcd in the 
past dccade and most published in the past five years 2. Ali a round us, American 
historians and scholars in related disciplines from sociology and law to cultural 
studies and education are writing books with titles such as The white scourge, How 
the Iri sh became white, Maki11g ll'liit e11ess, The possessfre ù11•est111e111 in ll'hiteness, 
and Criti cal ll'hite studies 3. Although the tcrm « whitencss studies » might at fir st 
glance suggest works that promote white identity or constitute part of a racist 
backlash against multiculturalism and « political correctness », virtuall y ail the 
whiteness studies authors seek to con front white privilege - that is, racism - and 
virtually ail identify al some lcvel with the political Lcft . Most of them see a 
close link between their scholarly efforts and the goal of creating a more humane 
social order. 

Whiteness studies authors manifcst a wide variety of approaches. In many of 
the disciplines outside history, prescriptive poli cy goals assume a central positi on; 
writing on whiteness in education, for example, N elson M. Rodriguez call s for the 
creation of « "pedagogies of whiteness" as a counterhcgemonic act » predicated 
on the need to « refigure whiteness in antiracist, antihomophobic, and antisexist 
ways » (Rodriguez 1998, p. 33). Although such didacticism is far from absent in 
the work of whiteness studies historia us, their focus has been on the co11stmctio11 
of whiteness - how diverse groups in the United States came to identify, and be 
identified by others, as white - and what that has meant for the socia l order. 
Starting from the now widely shared premise that race is an ideologica l or social 
construct rather than a biological fact, they have at least partially shifted atten-
tion from how Americans have looked at blacks to how they have looked at 
whites, and to whitencss as a central component of Americans' racial idcology. ln 
doing so, they have already had a substautial impact on historians whose work 
does not fall fully within the rubric of whiteness studies but who have borrowed 
some of the field's insights, concerns, and language 4. 

This essay represcnts an effort by a sympathetic but criti cal outsider to came 
to grips with this burgeoning fi eld. 1 will deal primarily with historical literature, 
although 1 will refer to works in other disciplines, and 1 will pay particula r 
attention to t wo books that are among the best and most influential of the 
whiteness studies works: David R . Roediger's The ll'ages of ll'liit e11ess and Mat-
thew Frye Jacobson's Wliit e11ess of a d(Oèrent color 5

• Because the two books 
diflè r from each othcr in important respects, they reveal both the cli versity within 
and thecommon assmnptions behind whiteness stuclies, and they suggest some of 
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the insights and potential pitfall s of the genre. My aim is to produce not so much 
a fin al cvaluation of a fini shed project as a tentative progress report on a lit eraturc 
still very much in evolution 6. 

One of the earliest of the historical whiteness works, The ll'ages of white11ess 
(1991) focuses ou how white workers in the antebellum United States came to 
identify as white. Roediger's essential starting point is that because the white 
working class in the United States emerged in a slaveholding republic, its mem-
bers came to defin e themselves by what they were not: slaves and blacks. Building 
on Al exander Saxton's analysis of the« ambivalent stance» of white workers in 
a racist society, Roediger pays particular attention to the efforts of Iri sh immi-
grants - who faced such extreme prejudice that « it was by no means clcar that 
the[y] were white » - to differentiate themselves from black slaves, establish their 
own whiteness, and thereby prove their Americanness. (This argument receives 
further elaboration in Noel Ignaticv's suggesti vely titled book, Holl' the Iri sh 
became white) 7. 

Roediger combines the emphasis on class that one would expect of a labor 
historian with some decidedly nontraditional - postmodern - to uches. He dis-
plays a p articular sensiti vit y to the significance of language, from metaphorical 
attacks on Briti sh « slavery » by American revolutionaries to use of the terms 
« wage slavery » and especiall y « white slavcry » to describe the condition of free 
white workers; in rejecting the word «servant » in favor of« hand » or « help », 
he suggests, « farm and household workcrs ... wcre becoming white 111orkers who 
identifi ed their freedom and their dignity in work as being suited to those who 
were " not slaves" and "not negurs" ». He also provides an intriguing if highly 
spcculativc psychological argument that as the country ind ustriali zed, the 
increasingly controlled and disciplined white population came to view blacks as 
thcir former, uninhibited selves, a perception highlighted in the « acting out » 
evident in the newly popular blackface and minstrelsy, in which participants 
could « both display and reject the " natural selr' ». And, in a practice he sha res 
with many other whiteness studies authors - especiall y those working in discipli -
nes other than history - Roediger foregrounds himself and his subjective reaction 
to his subject, beginning the book with a persona! narrative of his own route from 
a racist past (Roediger 1999, pp. 49, 116, 3-5). 

Although Matthew Frye Jacobson's overall subject is the sa me as Roediger's 
- how people came to « be» white - his subjects are European immigrants to the 
United States over the long period from 1790 to 1965, and his focus is on how 
other Americans perceived thosc immigrants, not on their self-perception. Jacob-
son's broad scope enables him to depart from a binary (black/white) view of race 
and to explore the close, troubling, and troublesome relationship among race, 
ethnicity, and nationality 8• Revealing the extraordinary malleability of Ameri-
can conceptualizations of race, Jacobson outlines a three-stage chronological 
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progression of racial categorization. From the l 790s to the l840s, in an era of 
relatively few immigrants, Americans saw people as either white or black. 
Bel ween the l 840s and the l 920s, a period of massive foreign immigration and 
pervasive prejudice against various immigrant groups, there emerged a pattern of 
« variegated whiteness » in which some groups appeared better - whiter - than 
others. Finally, beginuing in the l 920s, with immigration restriction, color again 
triumphed as a badge of race, and Americans came to see - and celebrate the 
diversity of - a « Caucasian » race that encompassed diverse nationalities pre-
viously deemed racially deficient. « To trace the process by which Celts or Slavs 
became Caucasians », Jacobson writes, « is to recognize race as an ideological, 
political deployment rather than as a neutral, biologically determined element of 
nature» (Jacobson 1998, p. 14). 

Although sharing Rocdiger's intercst in the construction of race, his didactic 
goal in exposing that construction, and his belief in the centrality of race - and 
racism - to American history, Jacobson differs from Roediger in approaching the 
pas! almost entirely in cultural terms. Indecd, he suggests that in focusing loo 
heavily on « class and cconomics », Roediger is overly deterministic and misses 
« the full complexity of whiteness in its vicissitudes». Dealing principally with 
perceptions of immigrants rather than with the immigrants themselves, Jacobson 
is more concerncd with images and representations than wit h actual social 
relations. (This« American studies » approach is even more pronounced in Grace 
Elizabeth Hale's book Jvfaking wliit eness, which delineates the emergence of a 
southern «culture of segregation » in the late nincteenth and carly twentieth 
centuries). Neverlheless, the difference between Jacobson's approach and Roedi-
ger's is more one of degrce than of essence: despit e his focus on the working class, 
Roediger pays careful attention to cultural manifestations and is hardly an 
economic determinist. Indeed, as 1 will suggest below, if both Roediger and 
Jacobson start from the premise that race is artificial, constructed, and without 
inherent meaning, in some ways Roccliger appears cven less inclined than Jacob-
son to see race as a fonction of concrete - class - relationships 9. 

One's fir st reaction to Roediger's and Jacobson's books - and to the fi eld of 
whiteness studies in general - is likely to be excitement. Tndeed, even after 
repeated readings of these books (in conjunction with using them in gracluate 
seminars), l still find myself sharing in the students' typical feelings of discovcry 
and deli ght in a promising new way to look at history. But a vague yet persistent 
sense of unease is also a predictable response. Although the precise nature of the 
unease rnay emerge only gradually, it centers on the elusive, undefined nature of 
whiteness and on concern about overreliance on whiteness in explaining the 
American past. 

ln approaching both the excitement and the unease generated by whiteness 
studies, it is useful to begin with an understanding that underlies the entire genre. 
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Whiteness studies authors build on what is now a historical (and biological and 
anthropological) commonplace: race is a « construct » rather than an objective 
way of explaining differences among human beings. There are varying versions of 
this process: historians typically refer to either the «social », « historical », or 
« ideological » construction of race; according to the anthropologist Edgar T. 
Thompson, « races a re made in culture, not found in nature»; the biologist 
Stephen Jay Gould rebuts what he tenus « biological determinism » - the belief 
that « sharecl behavioral norms ... arise from inheritecl , inborn distinctions». But 
ail the versions mean essentially the same thing: race is « macle » by humans; how 
humans have assignecl people to one race or another bas varied clramatically over 
time and space; and racial categorizations have no intrinsic meaning or valiclity 
asicle from the parti cular social circumstances that engencler t hem 10

. 

An almost infinit e number of examples illu strate the constructecl nature of 
race- and of whiteness in particular. Although the well-known « one-drop rule » 
clictates that in the United States anyone with the sli ghtest bit of black« bloocl » 
be categorizecl as black, there is no particular logic to labeling people black who 
are part white and part black, and in some places they arc not so labeled. Two 
possibly apocryphal stories drive home the arbitrary character of such racial 
categorization. According to one, the Haitian dictat or Papa Doc Duvalier insis-
ted that the Haitian population was 98 percent white. Asked by a puzzled 
American how this could be, he responded with a question:« How do you define 
black in your country?» « Receiving the explanation that in the United States 
anyone with any black blood was considered black, Duvalier noclded and said, 
"Weil , that's the way wc define white in my country"». Equally tellin g is a story 
about the Mexican War: « When Americans marched into the Mexican city of 
Saltillo in 1847, they werc grceted by a woman from New Jersey, who worked in 
a Mexican textil e mill. "Americans 1 am glad to see you", she exclaimecl. " I have 
secn but one white man in eight months, a negro from New Orleans"» 11

• 

But perhaps the most striking example of the arbitrary and changing nature 
of race, cited by Jacobson, is to be found in Benjamin Franklin 's remarkable 
classification of the world's population in 1751: 

Ali Afri ca is black or tawny; Asia chieny tawny; America (exclusive of the newcomers 
[that is, the English]) wholly so. And in Europe, the Spaniards, ltali ans, French, 
Russians, and Swcdcs arc gcncrally of what we call a swarthy complexion; as are the 
Germans also, the Saxons only excepted, who, with the English, make the principal 
body of white people on the face of the earth. 

What clearer eviclence could current Americans need of the subjectivity of race 
than Franklin's insistence that Germans and Swedes were nonwhite? (Jacobson 
1998, p. 40) 

Whereas the immediatc cxcitement about whiteness studies stems from their 
new way of unclerscoring the subjectivity of race, the accompanying unease 
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relates to the version of that subjectivit y that the whiteness studies autho rs 
propound. The seminal historical statement on the construction of race, of which 
the construction of whiteness is a variant, is to be found in Barbara J. Fields's 
influential essay « ldeology and race in American history » (1982). Noting that 
« ideas about color, like ideas about anything else, derive their importance, indeed 
their very definition, from their context », Fields warned against reifying racial 
«attitudes», which have no meaning aside from their concrete historical setting. 
« An understanding of how groups of people see other groups in relation to 
themsclves must bcgin by analyzing the pattern of their social relation », she 
explained , « not by enumerating " attitudes" which, endowed with independent 
life, a re supposed to act upon the historical process from outside ». Suggesting 
that there can be no such thing as a generalized « white » attitude toward 
« blacks» (or, one might add, toward « whites »), she argued that race is shaped 
by concrcte human interactions, particularly by class relations. Because race is a 
subjective ideological coustruct whereas class « can assert it self independently of 
people's consciousness » - that is, class can be an objective category - « class and 
race arc concepts of a dilferent order; they do not occupy the same analytical 
space, and th us cannot constitute explanatory alternatives to each other »(Fields 
1982, pp. 146, 149, 150). 

Fields's formulation of the construction of race frames a set of tricky 
problems centering on the realit y, pervasiveness, and permanence of whiteness 
and especiall y its relationship to concrete historical conditi ons. Scholars 
approach the problems in different ways. Sorne explain whiteness as a direct 
function of dominant economic interests. According to the historian Theodore 
W. All en, for example, the «white race» was invented by the« plantation bour-
geoisie » in order to facilit ate its oppression of African slaves. Simi larly, the 
anthropologist Karen Brodkin maintains that in the United States Jcws were 
treated as racially different so that they could be exploited as industria l laborers. 
« Initially invented to justify a brutal but profitable regime of slave labor », she 
ex plains, « race became the way America organized labor and the explanation it 
used to justify it as natural » 12

. 

Leery of an approach that they see as overly dcterministic, Jacobson and 
Roediger - a long with many other whiteness studies authors - go to the other 
extreme, no t only denying that race is a direct function of dominant class interest, 
but coming close to portraying race as a ubiquitous and unchanging transhisto-
rical force rather than a shifting and contingent «construction ». Reflecting a 
broad-based , ongoing shift in the historical profession from socia l to cultural 
history, they are more comfortable discussing « tropes» than actual social rela-
tions, and they display notable unease about coming to grips with class, interest, 
and power. Jacobson explains that class has received enough attention from 
othcrs and that he will thcrefore emphasize « other a reas ». Hale, in her delinea-
tion of the« culture of segregation », almost totall y ignores class- indeed, power 
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relations of any sort - speaking broadly of the attitudes of« whites », « souther-
ners », and « Americans » as if these had generalized meaning divorced from 
their specific environment. Even Roediger, who identifies himself as a Marxist, 
firmly rejects the view that race is superstructural. Specificall y contesting Fields's 
assertion that whereas race is entirely constructed, class has both objective and 
subjective components, he maintains thal neither race nor class has meaning 
aside from people's consciousness of them. Roediger recognizes the problem: 
« To set race within social formations is absolutely necessary », he writes, « but to 
reduce race to class is damaging ».True enough, but in positing race and classas 
cqual - and equall y constructed - he backs away from examining race« within 
socia l formations » and impli es that it has intrinsic meaning apart from specifi c 
relations of power 13

. 

In short, there is a persistent dualism cvident in the work of the best whitcness 
studies authors. At times, race- and more specifically, whiteness - is treated as an 
artificial conslruct with no real meaning aside from its parlicular social selling; at 
olher limes il becomes nol only real, but omnipresent and unchanging, deserving 
attention as an independent force. Race appears as both real and unreal, transi-
tory and permanent, ubiquitous and invisible, cvcrywhere and nowhere, every-
thing and nothing. Many of the whilcness studies authors are aware of this 
dualism and sec it as a reftecli on of a similar dualism in whiteness it selC « Whi-
leness is everywhere in US. culture», notes one, « but it is very hard to see »; « no 
one at this point really knows exactly what whiteness is », assert two others, even 
while discussing its pervasiveness. Observi ng that the white women she inter-
viewed in California did not feel white so muchas« normal » or« regula r », the 
sociologist Ruth Frankenberg call s whitcness «an unmarked marker of others' 
differentness »; just as many people consider lheir own speech - unlike the 
accents they hear ail around them - standard, whiteness, evcn while omnipresent, 
appears unrecognized exceptas that which is normal. Jacobson apologizes for not 
putting « race», «white», and other racial « fabrications» in quotation marks 
but then asserts that « race and races are American history ... ; to write about race 
in American culture is to exclude virtuall y nothing ». The all-and-nothing cha-
racter of race challenges ail the whiteness studies authors, who must decide 
whether race is-and ex plains - everything or nothing 14

• 

The central question one must con front in evaluating whiteness studies is the 
sali ence of whiteness as an explanation for exploitation, injustice, and, more 
generally, the American past. In addressing that question, the malter of context 
becomes crucial. Simply put, in makiug whiteness omnipresent, whiteness studies 
authors risk losing sight of contcxtual variations and thereby undennining the 
very understanding of race and whiteness as socially constructed. 

Nonhistorians are particularly prone to deprive whiteness o f historical 
context. As Roediger notes in pointing to « tensions » within the field of white-
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ness studies, « much cultural studies work in the a rea lacks historical grounding 
and ignores or misconceives the emphasis on class relations common among 
historians of whiteness ». In Scenes of s11bjectio11, for example, the lit erary scholar 
Saidiya V. Hartman portrays white racism as a constant unaffected by any change 
in the social order, including « the nonevent of emancipation »,and sees vir tually 
everything done to or for Afri can Americans as an expression of that racism. 
A similar inattention to context underli es Ilrodkin's attribution of American 
prejudice against Jews (their « temporary darkening ») to the desire to exploit 
them as industrial laborers, wi thout bothering to place that prejudice in the 
framework of the long European history of anti-Semit ism - an anti-Semit ism 
that was not always rooted in economic interest and did not always require that 
Jews be seen as nonwhite. Writing as if racism were a uniquely American illn ess, 
the American studies scholar George Lipsitz muses that « it must be the content 
of our character » 15

. 

Dut inattention to context bedevil s many of the historians as well . In White 
1110111e11's rights, for example, one of the few historical works to examine the way 
whiteness shaped the experiences and behavior of wo111e11, Louise Mi chele New-
man too often strays from her intriguing exploration of the impact on feminism 
of a particula r fonn of evolutiona ry racism and generalizes about the views of 
« white women », who resisted patriarchy for themselves but sought to impose it 
on « inferior » races. Pushing far beyond the sensible observati on that most white 
feminists shared the racial prejudices common among whites in the late nine-
teenth and earl y twentieth centuries, she understates the range and complexity of 
feminist thought and argues that racism was «an integral, constituti ve element » 
of feminism itself, or as she puts it , « feminism developed ... as a raciali zed theory 
of gender oppression » (Newman 1999, esp. 8, 183, 21). 

Such overgenerali zation is espcciall y prevalent among historians who rcly 
heavil y on image, representation, and lit erary depiction. Grace Eli zabeth Hale's 
densely written but fascinating book, Atfaking 111/Jiteness, has the rare advantage 
among whiteness studies works of deali ng with that part of the country where 
race has most pervasively shaped social relations: the South. But Hale !oses much 
of that advantage by paying virtuall y no attention to socia l relati ons and confu-
sing what is southern with what is more generall y American until the reader is 
unsure whether she is deseribing southern whiteness or American whiteness, or 
whether she thinks that it does not make any difference. The South, she concludes, 
« li es not sou th of anywhere but inside us». Never reall y explaining what she 
means by « whiteness » (which at times she equates with segregation) or whose 
interests it served, she is on equall y slippery ground in confronting chro110/ogical 
context. « Whites [ail ? most? some?] created the culture of segregation », she 
proclaims, « in la rge part to counter black success ». This thesis is perfectl y 
plausible, if undemonstrated. But in a rguing that the myths of the happy slave 
and o f criminal Reconstruction were products of the late-nineteenth-century 
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imagination, Hale la rgely ignores earli er versions of those myths propounded by 
protagonists in the struggles over slavery and Reconstruction; the arguments that 
she treats as new were approp riations and modifi cations of arguments previously 
forged in real socia l relations. Indiscriminately m.ixing fic tion and nonfict ion as 
documentati on, she confuses description (al which she is very good) with expla-
nation and almost to tall y ignores interest and politi cs in ber delineation of the 
« ma king» of whiteness 16

• 

A lthough Jacobson pays more attention to contextua l variation, he too can 
paint with a very broad brush, in the process placing a heavy explanatory burden 
- 1 beli eve too heavy - on whiteness. His focus on image and representation 
makes it difti cult to judge the preva/ence of particular ideas, because in quoting 
extcnsively from racist stereotypes, be makes no effort to give equal time to the 
opponents of such views. Brilli antly exploring racia l depictions of diverse immi-
grant groups that Americans would later consider ethnie rather than racia l and 
thereby showing the subjective character of race, he too often blurs a crucial 
distinction between «race» on the one hand and « nation »,« nationa lity »,and 
« ethnicity »on the other. For if both race and nation a rc constructcd (imagined) 
communities, they are d(Oèrently constructed : whereas race implies inherent, 
immutable characteristics, national and ethnie identity con be conceived of as 
inherent but need not be. Throughout much of American history, Americans 
have promiscuously combined racial and nonracia l thinking in differentiating 
among groups; sometimes they assumed that diffe rences were inherent, someti-
mes not, and oft en they fail ed to articulate clcar positi ons on the question (no 
doubt because they had not formulated such positi ons). Jacobson himself notes 
in passing that discriminati on was not always based on color or race - «The 
loudest voices in the organized nativism of the l 840s and l 850s harped upon 
matters o f Catholi cism and cconomics, not race» - but he tends to assume the 
biological nature of a rguments that could as easil y be interpreted as cultural. 
(See, fo r example, his ci tation of the assertion in the 1911 publicati on A dictionary 
of races or peoples that « the savage manners of the last century a re still met with 
amongst some Serbo-Croatians of today » as evidence for emphasis on the 
« physical properties »of race) 17

. 

T he role of whiteness in this process of distiuguishing among groups remains 
murky. O n one hand, Jacobson portrays the l 840s-l 920s as a period of « varie-
gated whiteness » in which white Americans saw some whites as whiter than 
others, warns us not to « reify a monolithi c whiteness »,and speaks of a« system 
of "difTerence" by which one might be both white and raciall y distinct from other 
whites ». On the other, he speaks of the« process by which Celt s or Slavs became 
Caucasians ».The unresolved issue here is the extent to which Americans concei-
ved of whiteness (rather than other criteria such as reli gion, culture, ethnicit y, and 
class) as the main ingredient separating the civili zed from the uncivili zed (Jacob-
son 1998, pp. 6, 14). 
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There can be no doubt, for example, that many antebellum Americans viewcd 
the Iri sh as a degraded and savage people, but whether they saw lack of whiteness 
as the key source of this inferior stat us is dubious; to most Americans, for whom 
Protestantism went hand in hand with both republicanism and Americanism, the 
Ir ish immigrants' Catholicism was far more alanning than their color. lndeed, 
some abolitionists managed to combine a passionate belief in the goodness and 
intellectual potential of black people with an equally passionate conviction of the 
unworthiness of the Irish, and in the l 850s many nativists saw litt le diflïculty in 
moving from the anti-lrish Know-Nothing party into the antislavery Republican 
party, a trajectory that would have been tnily remarkable had their dominant 
perception of the Iri sh been that they were nonwhite. And as Jacobson points out, 
the 1790 law that limited naturalization to « free white persons » « allowed Iri sh 
immigrants entrance as " white persons" »; in what sense, then, should one speak 
of their subsequently « becoming » white? This can make sense if whiteness is to 
be understood metaphorically, meaning « acceptable», but Jacobson and other 
whiteness studies authors clearly intend the term to serve as more than a meta-
phor; indeed, if it is understood 0 11/y metaphorically, mueh of their analysis 
collapses 18

. 

The overworking of whiteness is especiall y noteworthy in the work of David 
Rocdiger, for he professes greater interest in specific social relations than many 
whiteness studies authors. Nevertheless, his argument too oft en depends on 
blurring important distinctions among whites, thereby belying the commonality 
of the« wages of whiteness » he outlines. Hi s starting point is promising: living in 
a slavebolding republic, white workers in the (northern) United States increasin-
gly defined themselves by what they werc 110 1 - blacks, slaves. But definin g oneself 
as not-blaek and as not-slave are not at ail the same, and Roediger's fudging on 
that crucial point is especially striking coming from someone who usually pays 
such careful attention to language. The « not-slave » formulation led to the 
elaboration of a « free-labor » ideology that combined an emphasis on the 
dignity of tabor with a condemnation of chatte! slavery as the antithesis of frce, 
republican (that is, American) values; the« not-black »variation led to a racist 
denigration of nonwhites and the insistence that the United States was a « white 
man's country». The two views could go together, but often they did not, and 
Roediger's argument that whiteness was an essentia l element of free-labor ideo-
logy is un persuasive. If some tabor radicals took what amountcd to the proslavery 
position that slaves in the South were better off than « free »white workers in the 
North, others did not, and the argument in any case rested less on the degree of 
whiteness than on the degree of exploitation. Similarly, Roediger's thesis that in 
rejecting the term «servant » in favor of« hired hand » and « help », working-
men were « becoming » white conflates two very different forms of resistance to 
dependence that cou Id be, but were not always, combined. The uppity domestics 
who tormented Frances Trollope in Cincinnati expressed littl e or no concern for 
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ll'hiteuess as they asserted their American equality, and they contrastcd thcir 
rights, no t with black dependence, but with that stemming from Euglish hierarchy. 
Responding disdainfull y to Trollope's expectation that she would eat in the 
kitchen, one servant typically « turned up her pretty lip, and said, " I guess that's 
cause you don' t think l 'm good enough to eat with you. You'll find that won' t do 
here" » 19

. 

The question is not whether white racism was pervasive in antebellum Ame-
rica - it was - but whether it ex plains as muchas Roediger and others main tain. 
T n an argument further developed by lgnatiev, Roediger asserts that « it was by no 
means clear that the Iri sh were white ». They present litt le evidence, however, that 
most Amcricans viewed the Irish as 1101111'/iite. (To establish this point one would 
have to analyze the « racial » thought of Americans about the Iri sh, a task that 
ncithcr Roediger nor lgnatiev undertakes.) Indeed, the whiteness studies authors 
often display a notable lack of precision in asserting the nonwhite status of 
dcspised groups. Roediger suggests that Iri sh whiteness was « by no meaos 
clear »; Ignatiev speaks of« strong tendencies ... to consign the Iri sh, if no t to the 
black race, then to an intermediate race located between white and black»; Neil 
Foley, in discussing prejudice against poor whites in central Texas, proclaims that 
« not ail whites ... were equally white» and suggests that landlords felt that their 
tenants« lacked certain qualities of whiteness »; Brodkin states that «for almost 
half a century, [Jews] were treated as racially not-quite-white ». What is at issue is 
not the widespread hostility to and discrimination against the Iri sh, Jews, poor 
whites, and multiple other groups, but the salience of whiteness in either explai-
ning or describing such hostility and discrimination. The status of southern poor 
whites is especially telling, for despite persistent « racial » stereotypes of them as 
shiftl ess, slovcnly, and dcgradcd, such stereotypes did not usually include denia ls 
of their whiteness. Americans have hacl many ways of looking clown on people 
without questioning thcir whiteness 20

. 

A brief consideration of the ideology of four prominent nineteenth-century 
Americans - the Confederate vice presidcnt Alexander H. Stephcns, Illinoi s's 
D emocratic senator Stephen A. Douglas, Abraham Lincoln, and Ohio's Repu-
blican senator Benjamin F. Wade - illu strates the risk o f ovcrcmphasizing white-
ness. Like most white Americans, ail four were in some sense committed to 
whiteness. In his famous speech hailing the secession of the southern states, 
Stephens boldly identifi ed as the « cornerstone » of the new government « the 
grcat truth that the negro is not equal to the white ma n; that slavery, subordina-
tion to the superior race, is his natural and moral condition ». ln the Lincoln-
Douglas debates of 1858, Douglas mercilessly denounced his Republicao chal-
lenger as a supporter of black equality and boasted that « this government was 
made on the white basis ... It was made by white men, for the benefit o f white men 
and their postcrity for evcr, and 1 am in favor of confining citizenship to white 
men». Lincoln responded that he did not favor « political and socia l equality 
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between the white and black races»; noting the « physical difference » between 
the races, he proclaimed that « in as much as it becomes a necessity that there 
must be a difièrence, I, as well as Judge D ouglas, am in favor of the race to which 
l belong, having the superior positi on ». Upon his arrivai in Washington, DC, in 
1851, Wade complained that « the Nigger smell I canno t bear », adding that the 
food was « ail cooked by N iggcrs until 1 can smell and taste the Nigger » 21

. 

Yet any treatment of those four men that stopped at their common commit-
ment to whiteness would be so incomplete as to be totally misleading. Stephens 
was an ardent Confederate whereas the othcr three were conunitted Unionists. 
Their diftèrences on slavery and black rights were even more notable. Stephens 
was a defender of slavery and black racial subordination. Douglas saw slavery as 
a minor issue whose fate should be left to local (white) control. Lincoln believed 
that slavery was morally wrong as well as socially degrading, eschewed the 
race-baiting that Douglas and many other white Americans took for granted, and 
in his debate with Douglas immediately qualified bis support for white supremacy 
with the ringing assertion that whether or not « the negro » was equal in ail 
respects, « in the right to eat the bread, without leave of anybody else, which his 
own hand earns, li e is 111y equal and the equal of Judge Douglas; and the equal 
of e1•e1y lil'ing 111m1 ». Wade was an ardent opponent of slavery, who became 
one of the most enthusiastic proponents of a radical Reconstruction policy 
designed to remake the South and provide equal rights for the former slaves, as 
well as a sturdy champion of the rights of women and of tabor. In short, what is 
most significant about the careers of the four men li es, not in their shared 
expressions of whiteness, but in the sharply divergent positions they took on the 
major issues of their era. Whiteness turns out to be a blunt instrument for 
dissecting the nuances - or even the major outlines - of their political ideology 
and behavior 22

. 

One of the most striking features of many whiteness studies works is their 
subjecti ve character, their postmodern accentuation of self. Often the authors 
supplement analysis and prescriptive proposais with personal anecdotes, recol-
lections, and ruminations - sometimes, but by no means always, confined to an 
introduction or conclusion. George Lipsitz, for ex ample, provides a long personal 
account beginning with his reacti on as a child living in New Jersey to the murder 
of a civil rights worker in 1963 and moving on to his current determination, as an 
adult in Cali fornia, to resist « racist attacks on cornmunities of color » abetted by 
« the mendacit y and meanness of Governor Pete Wilson ». Ruth Frankenberg 
begins her book with an autobiographical discussion of how as a white feminist 
she struggled with charges of racism. In detailing how Jews became white, Karen 
Brodkin not only discusses her own childhood and the question of Jewishness in 
an autobiographical int roduction, but throughout the volume writes expli citly as 
a Jew (noting, for example, tha t « prevailing classifi cations ... have sometimes 
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assigned us to the white race»). Roediger bcgins The wages of whiteness with an 
account of how he came to reject the racism he had taken for granted as a child. 
« Until very recently », he observes, « I would have skipped ail this autobiogra-
phical material, sure that my ideas on race and the white working class grcw out 
of conscious rcfiection based on historical research. But much of that rcfl cction 
led back to what my early years might have taught me ... My own youthful 
experiences ... could have given me the central themcs of this book» 23

. 

Even whcn they do not engage in such autobiographical cxercises - a nd 
historians arc usually the most reticent of the whiteness studies authors in this 
regard - virtually ail of these a ut hors display a highly didactic tone and a 
tendency to blend policy proposais with historical analysis. Of course, they are 
hardly alone in producing present-minded o r partisan work; as Peter Novick and 
others have shown, even the most avowedly «objective» works of history have 
been ideologicall y laden. Few historians have been so eager openly to mix 
scholarly ana lysis with prescriptive advice, however, or to proclaim their political 
goals so bluntly as those engaged in the study of whiteness. Thus, Jacobson, the 
most restraincd of the authors under review, suggcsts that « perhaps the most 
far-reaching ambition » of Whiteness of a d({jèrent colori s « to help loosen the 
grip of race», and Hale, asserting that « integration ... is our only future», 
proposes « a newly imagined integration [that] would incorporate black auto-
nomy, authority, and subjectivit y ». Ending The i11ve11tio11 of the white race with a 
hope for the future, Allen declares that « perhaps in the impending renewal of the 
struggle of the "common people" and the "Titans", the G reat Safety Valve of 
white-skin privil eges may finall y come to be seen and rejected by laboring-class 
European-Americans as the incubus that for three centuries has paralyzed their 
will in defcnse of their class interests 1•is-à-vis those of the ruling class ». These 
authors wear their hcarts on their sleevcs 24

. 

Those present-minded concerns help explain why it is in the 1990s that there 
has been such an explosion of work on whiteness. As in other fields, that work is 
in part self-propelling: once a signifi cant body of schola rship on a topic appears, 
it acquires a li fe of its own. But underlying the new interest in white power, 
privilege, and identit y there is evident an intense discouragement over the persis-
tence of racism, the unexpected renewal of nationalism, and the coll apse of 
progressive movements for social change that characteri ze the current era. Jacob-
son points to the « ethnie revival » in America among groups that deny white 
privil ege and sec themselves as victims and concludes that « racism now appears 
not anomalous to the working of American democracy, but fundamental toit ». 
Noting the« chastened and disspirited mood of contemporary American li bera-
li sm », Roediger observes that «the absence of a liberal tabor vote- both because 
so few workers are now organized and because a majorit y of those in white 
households containing a union member have voted for Reagan and Bush over 
the last three elections - makes prospects for an ongoing mildly progressive, 
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class - based alliance inauspicious ». A sense of political disillusionment and a 
conviction that class-based efforts to remake the world have been tried and found 
wanting li nk Roediger's perception of the bleak current situation with bis unders-
tanding of the past: « the historical record of anti racist achievements of coali -
tions for economic reform », he laments, « is quite modest ». Jn whiteness, 
Roediger and othcr authors see the latesl answer to the oie! question (and its more 
modern variants) posed by Werner Sombart in 1906, « Why is there no sociali sm 
in the United States?» Only through a confrontation with whiteness, they sug-
gest, cana rcvitalizcd Amcrican Left emcrge 25

. 

Because their work is so heavily prescriptive, important clues to the whiteness 
studies authors' understanding of whitcness emerge from what thcy suggcst 
should be clone aboutit. Pushing the logic o f its constructed nature toits ultimate 
conclusion are thosc, Roediger and lgnatiev forcmost, who call for the« aboli-
tion » of whiteness. Asserting that « whiteness, like royalty, threatens to a rrange 
human socicty by the rules of animal breccling », l gnaticv and John Garvey, who 
since 1992 have served as coeditors of the journal Race traito1; proclaim that « the 
key to solving the socia l problems of our age is to abolish the white race ... Treason 
to whiteness is loyalty to l11mu111ity ». Central to this abolitionist goal is belief in 
the moral cmptincss of whiteness: « There is Italian culture ... but there is no 
"white culture" - unless you mean Wonderbread and television game shows», 
pronounces Race traito1: « Whiteness is nothing but the expression of race 
privi lege ». Distinguishing sharply between whiteness and blackness- hc capita-
lizes « Black » and « Blackness » but nol « white »and « whiteness » - Roediger 
agrees with Ignatiev on the emptiness of whiteness: « lt is not mercly that 
whiteness is oppressive and fa Ise», he ex plains;« it is that whiteness is 11ot'1i11g but 
oppressive and false ». N oting that « we spcak o f African American culture and 
community, and rightl y so », Roedigcr exhibits some momentary unease at 
celebrating « Blackness » white conclemning « whiteness » - « ncither whiteness 
nor Blackness is a scientific (or natural) racial category » - but in the end insists 
that « the former is infinit ely more false, and prccisely because of that fal sity, 
more dangerous, than the latter ». As a result , even lhough ail race is socially 
constructed, the ovcrriding need is « to atl ack whiteness as a destructive ideology 
rather than to attack the concept of race abstractly ». Hale agrees. « Would 
America be American without its white people?» she asks at the end of Afaki11g 
111hite11ess. « No. lt would be something better, the fulfiJlm ent of what we post-
pone by calling a drcam » 26

• 

Precisely what « abolishing whiteness » means is open to question, however, 
in part because the meaning of « whitencss » is similarly open. lgnatiev argues 
that the word « racism » is « useless » because it has too many meanings, but one 
cou lei suggest that there is a lso a hierarchy of mcanings for abolishing whiteness 
(based on a hierarchy of meanings for whiteness itself) from rejecting white 
privilege (or racism), to rejecting white« identity » (that it matters whcther one is 
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white), to claiming that there is no such thing as being white, to seeing whiteness 
as an evil to be combated. On a practical level, there is a need to be clear on what 
one is being asked to reject (Jgnatiev 1995, p. 178). 

Therc is also a practical political issue that, given the policy concerns of so 
many of the whiteness studies authors, demands consideration. ln the revised 
version of The wages of whiteness, Roediger expresses dismay at charges lhat he is 
« clown on white people» and counlers that « there is, of course, not the sli ghtest 
animosity toward people who are categorized as white in wages of whiteness ». 
True enough, but there is a thin line between saying that whiteness is evil and 
saying that whites are evil , and il is easy to see how Roediger and Ignatiev can be 
misunderstood on this score. They make a legitimale distinction between black 
and white as nonparallel lerms, painting out that there is a black (and an Asian 
American and an Italian American) culture but not a white culture. This argu-
ment holds, but only up Io a point: there is no one black (or Asian American) 
culture, nol every black persan is cullurally « black», and as Jacobson shows, the 
distinction between cultural and racial definilions of ethnie identity is so lenuous 
that at times il appears nonexistent. Equally important, there is a serious politi cal 
problem with first proclaiming that race is arbitrary and then arguing that lo 
identify as white is reprehensible but Io identify as black is virtuous. Indeed, such 
an argument is Jess likely lo dampen white racism than to fuel a sense of white 
ethnie identit y - and victimhood - of the type that the journalist Tony Horwitz 
describes so graphically in his recent book, Co11federates in the attic (Roediger 
199 l , p. 186; Horwitz 1998). 

The most obvious solution to this problem is Io challenge the desirability of 
a11y racial identification, black as well as white. The British sociologist Paul Gi lroy 
suggests that il is time to abolish « race» itself, not just whiteness, and the 
historian Mia Bay, raising the question of « anti-racisl racism », suggests that 
«the concept of race is virtually inseparable from the idea of a hierarchy among 
the races» 27

. Many of the nonhistorian whiteness studies authors, ｨ ｯｷ･ｶ･Ｑｾ＠
reject the notion of abolishing whiteness in favor, not of a more general abolition 
of racial identification, but of the substitution of a new, « good » whiteness for 
the old racist version. « If whiteness is emptied of any content other than that 
which is associated with racism or capitalism », suggests Frankenberg, « this 
leaves progressive whites apparently without a genealogy ».George Yùdice, who 
teaches cultural studies, agrces that Whites need some fonn of white ethnie 
identification. Suggesting that the abolitionist position « seems more wishful 
thinking than carefully thought-out strategy », he argues that « declaring 
nonwhiteness ... is not really an option for many Whites in precarious positions» 
and proposes instead « a rearticulation of whiteness » based on « imagining 
nonracist and nonnonnativist ways of being white». Warning of conser-
vative efforts lo capitalize on feelings of white victimhood, Joe L. Kincheloe 
and Shirley R. Steinberg, scholars whose interests span education and cultural 
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studies, assert « the nccessity of creating a positi ve, proud, attractive, antiracist 
white identity » 28

. 

If it is easy Io see why many of these scholars are uneasy about asking whites 
to renounce their whitencss white celebrating everyone else's multicultural ethnie 
diversit y, there are reasons why encouraging people to identify with a reconfigu-
red « good » whiteness scems even more problematical. To begin with, this 
approach implies that racism stems primarily from misunderstanding and igno-
rance, and that the solution to it therefore lies more in changing minds than in 
confronting intercsts. Equally important, bccause positing the goal of creating a 
new and better whiteness implicitly accepts the legitimacy of racial identification, 
it cornes close to vitiating race's constructed character itself. And finally, since, as 
Bay points out, every racial identification implies a negati ve judgment of outsi-
ders-feeling that it is « good » to be white (or black or Asian) inevitably implies 
there is something less good about being non-white (or non-black or non-
Asian) - encouraging a renewed sense of whiteuess is unlikely to promote a more 
equitable or harmonious social order. In short, neither the goal of abolishing 
whiteness atone nor that of promoting a more positive whiteness seems especially 
promising. The different meanings of whiteness and its abolition are once again 
pertinent. Repudiating white pril •ilege is one thing, but it is hard to imagine a 
successful assault on whiteness in the sense of people's self-identification as white 
except within the broader context of brcaking down racial identification in 
general. 

Because the whiteness lit erai ure is so diverse, summing up il s contributions is 
by no means easy. Nevertheless, several conclusions seem justified. First, this 
rapidly growing body of works has provided insights that coll ecti vely help us 
refine our interpretation of race in America and al la rge. These works have built 
on and solidifi ed our understanding of how race is constructed. At their best, 
they have underscored the historical process of racial construction, showing how 
assumptions about race and races have changed over lime and exploring human 
agency in the making of race. They have reminded us that race ma king applies to 
whites as well as nouwhites; in Neil Foley's words, « whites a re raced » (Foley 
1997, p. 11). They have demonstrated that racial categories are not always cons-
tructed as binary opposites, although that insight is partially obscured in the 
effort to portray nonprivil eged groups as of necessity nonwhite - that is, to fit 
complex racial thought into a binary mold and make whitencss atone the defining 
racial concept. And perhaps most important, they have found a new way to 
cmphasize the absurdity - and oppressiveness - of race as a system for categori -
zing humans. 

The contribution of whiteness studies to our understanding of actual social 
relations is Jess clear. In viewing whiteness as an independent category, many 
whiteness studies authors came close to reifying it and thereby losing sight of its 
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constructed nature; in assigning whiteness such all-encompassing power, they 
tend to ignore other fonns of oppression, exploitation, and inequality; and in 
focusing so heavily on representations of whiteness, they too often ignore the 
lived experiences-as well as the perceptions - of those perceived as nonwhite or 
« not quite »white. In moving beyond a binary treatment of race, it is important 
to keep in mind that African Americans' experience of race diftèred qualitatively 
from that of other ethnie groups because of the involuntary nature of their immi-
gration, their enslavement, and the unparalleled virulence of the racism directed 
against them. Applied properly, a multiracial approach can underscore thedistinc-
tiveness of African Americans' racial history, but without attention to concrete 
social conditions that distinctiveness is more likely to be obscured than clarified. 

In short, we are back to the question of context. One of the most striking 
features of the whiteness studies works is their assumption - sometimes asserted 
and sometirnes unspoken - that the racism they describe is uniquely American 
and that American whiteness can be understood in isolation, without considering 
anything abroad. In this respect, they dilTer markedly from the best of the« old » 
works on race; in Race (1963), for example, Thomas F. Gossetl placed American 
racial thought in European context and portrayed American racism as a particu-
lar manifestation of a broader intellectual phenomenon. Despite Roediger's 
persuasive argument that the virulence of white racial identification stcnuned 
from the particular circumstances of living in a slaveholding republic, white 
racism has by no means becn a peculiarly American phenomenon, and grounding 
the study of American whiteness in broader international context can help 
accentua te the particular nature and features of race making in the United States. 
In an account that should sound familiar to students of the nineteenth-century 
United States, Suc Pcabody argues that eighteenth-century France produced 
antislavery sentiment and racism-both « derived from the sa me ideological origin: 
the tension between colonial slavery and the cuit of liberty in France». The 
current debate over the European experience of empire and the role of race in 
constructing the colonial « other » and work on race and racism in places as 
diverse as modern England, eighleenth-century France, and twentieth-century 
French West Africa are surely pertinent to the study of whiteness in America, as 
is the long European history of racial thought and anti-semitism 29. 

Historical works on whiteness could also benefit from more historiographical 
context. Before whiteness studies, historians of race debated the emergence and 
evolution of white racism in the southern colonies, suggested that the American 
Revolution promoted a sharp increase in white racial consciousness, and studied 
the rise of segregation in the post-Civil War South 30

. They, too, argued that 
racial understanding and categorization evolved - that is, that race was «cons-
tructed » (although they did not use the tenn) - and noted, in a manner foresha-
dowing Jacobson's treatment, the rise of racial prejudice against immigrants in 
the second half of the nineteenth ccntury. « By a little judicious tampering, the 
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historians and polit ical scientists could adapt racial theory to the nceds of the 
moment », noted Gossett. « The fact that race has no precise meaning has made 
it a powerful tool for the most diverse purposcs » (Gossett 1997, p. 118). In some 
ways, what is newest in the historical works o n whiteness is a new language, a new 
way of saying something that is not all that different from what many historians 
have been saying for some time. Indeed, despite appcarances, whiteness studies 
represent less a radical new departure than an evolution of a historical scho-
la rship that has long bcen preoccupied wi th the changing ways of making race. 
The focus on whitencss represents a new way of addressing old questions, but the 
central concern of the new schola rship - how, under diverse conditi ons, Ameri-
cans conceptuali zed and rcconceptua lized race - is very much in line with the 
historical lit erature of the past four decades 31

• 

As it builds on the old history of race, the fi eld of whiteness studies has 
- despite its current limitations - considcrable unfulfill ed potential. It is not 
surprising that authors in the fi eld have sometimes claimed more for whiteness 
than the evidence will support or that thcir work is often characteri zed more by 
boldness than by fi nesse, for such is typicall y the nature of new disciplines o r 
approaches. M any of the same strengths and weaknesses can be noted in works 
that burst upon the historical profession in the 1970s emphasizing « the» slave 
community and « the» sisterhood of women 32

. Indeed, just as la ter historians 
buil t upon and refin ed those excit ing but overargued works, one might suggest 
that whiteness studies authors in the future will reach in new directions even as 
they continue to fi ll in and revise the outli nes set by their predecessors. A lthough 
it would be presumptuous to predict the exact nature of this future scholarship, 
I would hope it s characteristies would include greater attention to historical and 
geographical context, more precision in delineating the multiple mcanings of 
« whiteness », continued effort to move beyond a strictl y binary approach to race 
even while emphasizing the distincti ve ways A fri can Americans experienced race 
and racism, continued exploration of the complex relationship between race and 
nation, closer consideration of the South's role in shaping American notions of 
race, more sustained lreatment of actual livcd relations, and more inclusive 
examination of the way nonwhites and whites-in-the-making have perceived 
whiteness (and nonwhiteness) 33. In its prcscriptive mode, whiteness studies 
scholarship will need to confront the disagreements dividing those who would 
aboli sh whiteness, those who would reconfigure whiteness, and those who would 
aboli sh race in general and to confront whether in ma king pronouncements about 
such goals they are not - like Kin g Canule commanding the waters to stop -
considerably overestimating their own influence. 

The accelerating pace of publications on whiteness suggests that we will be 
sceing a great deal more work in this a rea over the coming years. Perhaps it is not 
too much to hope that ten years from now, we will be able to conclude that it was 
in their second decade that whiteness studies reall y came of age. 
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I would like Io thank Margaret L. Andersen, Anne M. Boylan, Lori Ginzberg, and the gra<luate 
students in my advanced seminar (Tracey Birdwell , Evelyn Causey, John Davies, Karen Ryder, and 
Christine Sears) for helpful comments on an earl ier draft of this essay. 

1. This fir st part was originally published in Tite Jo11mal of A111erica11 History, 89 (June 2002). 
pp. 154-173, and appears here unrevised except for minor corrections and changes in format. 1 am 
grateful Io the Jo11mal of A111erica11 History for permission Io reprint it. 

2. DELCAT scarch, <http:f/www.l ib.udel.edu/databases/delcat.html> (Sept. 26, 2001). Of the 51 
till es, 3 have publication datc.s bcforc 1990, 3 from 1990 to 1993, 12 frolll 1994 to 1997, and 33 frolll 1998 
to September 2001. The figures do not rcprcsent a precise and ail-inclusive total of whitcness studies 
books: a fcw, including the oldest (a 1943 work on visual perception), are unrelated Io the field, and 
other whitencss studics books arc not on thc li st bccausc the word « whitcncss » does not appear in their 
till es. Whiteness articles are vastly more numerous: an onlinc scarch of Expandcd Acadcmic ASAP 
(publishe<l by Gale Group) yieldcd 373 refcrenccs to works publishcd since 1985 containing « whitc-
ness » in their till es, citations, or abstracts. 
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essay by Eric Arnesen (2001) with responses (also lllO stly criti cal) by six historians. For a perceptive 
evaluation that focuscs on works by nonhistorians, sec Andersen (2003). 

7. Roedigcr (1999b, p. 134); Saxton (1990); Ignatiev (1995). 
8. See a lso Foley (1997). For the suggestion that « adding lndians to the picturc changes our view 

of the history of race in the South », sec Gross (2001, p. 681). Roediger has recently praised the effort 
Io move beyond the black/white racial fralll ework of Tite ll'ages of ll'ltiteness; see Roe<liger (1999a, 
csp. 592-600). 

9. Jacobson (1998, p. 18); Hale (1998). In criticizing Roediger for focusing too heavil y on econo-
mics, Jacobson also targets Theo<lore W. All en's account of the ri se of white racia l consciousness in the 
Engli sh mainland Amcrican colonies (A ll en 1994-1997). 

10. Thompson (1975, p. 325); Gould (1981, p. 20). See a lso Graves (2001). For a prominent 
historian's recent assertion that « historical construction » of race is more accuratc than «social 
construction», sec Derlin (1998, p. 1). 

11. For the fir st story, sec Fields (1982, p. 146); for the second, see Montgomery (2000, p. 15). 
12. All en (1994-1997, vol. li , p. 97); Brodkin (1998, p. 75). Sec a lso Saxton (1990). 
13. Jacobson (1998, p. 21); Hale (1998); Roediger (1991, p. 8). For Roediger's <liscomfort with 

Barbara J. Fields's formulation of the relationship between race and class, sec Rocdigcr (1994, 
pp. 25-27). !ver ll crnstcin (1992, p. 1120) has suggested that Roediger's approach « take.s its eue from 
the recent critical writings of George M. Fredrickson urging greater consideration of race as an 
independent psychological category of analysis and, likc Frcdrickson's work, calls Io mind W E. B. Du 
Bois's dissatisfaction with the materialist treatment of race by American Marxists during the 1930s ». 

14. Lipsitz (1998, p. 1 ); Kincheloe an<l Steinberg (1998, p. 4); Frankenbcrg (1993, p. 198); Jacobson 
(1998, pp. ix-x, 11 ) . One of the first whitcnc.ss studics works Io note this « everything-and-nothing 
quality » was an analysis of film ; sec Dyer (1988, p. 64). 

15. Roe<liger ( l 999a, p. 580); Hartman (1997, p. 116); llrodkin (1998, p. 76); Lipsitz (1998, p. 213). 
« Somc Europeans who bclicved in race classified Jews as whites or even Aryans, e1'en if for the most 
part they were considered the enemy », according to Mosse ( 1978, p. xii). ln discussing «tensions» 

135 



JOURNAL DE LA SOCIÉTÉ DES M IÉRICANISTES Vol. 95-1 , 2009 

wit hin whitcncss studies, Roedigcr (ibid., p. 580) also points to historians who « disdain cultural studies 
approachcs, and e1'en inquiries into race and cult ural rcpresentati on more gcnerall y, as cthcreal and 
fri volous ». 

16. Hale (1998, pp. 295, 21, 43-84, passim). For a study that approachcs the ma king of scgrcgation 
and whitcness in a southern sta tc historical/y, sec Dailcy (2000, esp. 132-154). See also Gilmorc (1996). 

17. Jacobson (1998b, pp. 69, 79). For a persuasive distinction bctween a « civic » American 
nationalism rooted in equalit y and universalism and a «racial » nationalism that assumes inherent 
national characteristics, see Gcrstle (2001). For nation as « imagined community », sec Anderson 
(1991) . O n the close historical links between race and nation (and betwccn racism and nationalism), see 
also Holt (2000, pp. 41-56); Bali bar and Wallcrstcin (1991); and Gross (2001, p. 681 ). For an interesting 
synthctic study of American attitudes toward fo reigners tha t rccognizes but al limes fudges the 
distinction between racia l and culture« diffcrcnce »arguments, sec Jacobson (2000). T he promiscuous 
mixture of racial and non racial depictions of « nationaliti es » ha sa parall el in the mixture of racial and 
nonracial arguments in dcfcnsc of slavery; sec Kolchin (1993, pp. 184-197). 

18. Jacobson (1998, p. 51). On the anti-Catholi c heart of Amcrican nativism, sec Billington (1938). 
On the« Paddy» stcrcotype, see Knobcl (1986). On the li ves of I ri sh immigrants, sec Mill er (1985) and 
Handlin ( 1991). On the antislavcry character of northern Know-Nothingism, sec Anbindcr ( 1992). 

19. Roedigcr (1991, p. 49); Trollope (1993 (1832), p. 33). The essential starting point on frec-labor 
thought is Foner (1970). 

20. Roediger (1991, p. 134); lgnatiev (1995, p. 76); Foley (1997, pp. 5, 70); Brodkin (1998, p. 56). 
For an antebell um vicw of poor whitcs, sec Hundley (1860); for a historical study, sec Dollon (1994). A 
powcrful E ngli sh « racia l » prcjudice against the Iri sh existed in the sixtecnth and sevcntecnth centu-
ri es, in a world far removed from a slaveholding rcpublic; sec Canny (1973, pp. 575-598) and Brown 
( 1996, pp. 33-37). 

21. Gicnapp (2001, pp. 7 1-72); Delbanco (1992, pp. 107, 115); Trcfousse (1963, p. 311). 
22. Del banco ( 1992, p. 115). For a nuanced view of the antebcll um Republicans and race, see Foncr 

( 1970, pp. 261-300). 
23. L ipsitz ( 1998, pp. viii -xx, csp. xviii ); Frankcnbcrg (1993, p. 205); Brodkin ( 1998, p. 1); Roediger 

(1991, pp. 3-5, esp. 5). For highly persona! autobiographical musings, see Berger (1999). See also Folcy 
( 1997, pp. xiii -xiv); many of thccssays i11 Cuomo and Hall (1999); and those in K incheloce/ al. (1998). 

24. Jacobson (1998, p. 10); Hale (1998, pp. 11, 296); All en (1994-1997, vol. Il , p. 259). See Novick 
( 1998). 

25. Jacobson ( 1998, p. 12); Rocdiger (1994, pp. 7-8); Sombart (1976 (1906]). 
26. Ignatiev and Garvey ( 1996, pp. 2, 10, 288-289). T his volume reprints Race tmitor's first li ve 

issues, dating from 1992 to 1996. Roediger (1994, pp. 13, 12, 3); Hale ( 1998, p. 296). 
27. G ilroy (2000); Bay (2000, pp. 224, 225). Thomas C. Holt (2000, p. 122), by contras!, call s on 

J\frican Americans both to cmbrace and to transcend their blackncss, noting that « thcrc is a diftè rence 
between bcing nourished by our histo ry and being consumed by it ». 

28. Frankenbcrg (1993, p. 232); Y ùdice (1995, pp. 271, 261, 259); Kincheloc and Steinberg, (1998, 
p. 12). Nelson M . Rodrigucz (1998, pp. 33, 34) notes that it is « difiic ult » to say « what would 
constitute a [positi ve) pedagogy o f whiteness » but warns that « asking white students to renouncc their 
whitcness in some total scnse is doomed for failu re ». 

29. Gossctt ( 1997); Peabody (1996, p. 71); Said (1978); Cannadinc (2001); Gilroy (1991); White 
(1999, esp. 93-123); Al exander and Halpern (2000); Mosse ( 1978). 

30. Sec, inter alia, Handlin Oscar and Mary (1950); Jordan (1968); Breen (1973); Morgan (1975); 
Vaughan (1989); Robinson (1971); Macl eod (1975); Stanton (1960); Frcdrickson (1971); Woodward 
(1955); Rabinowitz ( l978); and Williamson (1984). 

31. I am not the first to make this suggestion. See Gerber (1999, p. 436); and David \V. Stowe 
(1999a; 1999b, p. 1359). 

32. For histori ographical treatment of these subjects, sec Kolchin (1983; 1985), Parish (1989, 
esp. 64-96); Hcwitt (1985), Kerbcr (1988), and M cycrowitz (1992). 
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33. For writings by Afri can Americans on whitcs and whitcness, see Roedigcr (1998). Thcrc is 
considcrabledisagreement over black perceptions of whiteness. The poet bell books, for examplc (1992, 
p. 341), gcneralizes (on the basis of childhood rccollcctions) that « white people wcrc rcgardcd as 
tcrrorists », whereas the histori an Mia Il ay (2000, pp. 168, 226-227), noting that « black folk culture 
challcnged racial stereotypes rather than rcvcrsing thcm », suggests that the black masses rcjcctcd 
racial catcgorization and recognized white variability far more than intellectua ls did. 
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III AN UPDATE ON THE NEW IDSTORY OF RACE IN AMERICA 

In 2002, I published a preliminary evaluation of« whiteness studies »,a new 
genre of scholarly analysis that had emerged in a number of humanistic and 
social scientific disciplines in the l 990s. Focusing on historians' use of whiteness 
and paying particular attention to two inftuential historical studies, 1 found much 
to praise but a lso much to criticize in the new field. On the one hand, whitencss 
studies represented an innovative new way to emphasize the social construction 
of race in America and to attack the absurdity of white racism; on the other, they 
typically suffered from Jack of precision in defining « whiteness », an exaggera-
tion of whiteness's universal salience, and an inattention to both historica l and 
historiographical context. I concluded by offering some tentative suggestions for 
where the field might go in the future and exprcssing the hope that « ten years 
from now, we will be able to conclude that it was in their second decade that 
whitencss studies really came of age» (Kolchin 2002, p. 173). 

Since the completion of this article, studies on whiteness have continued to 
proliferate. Indecd, a keyword search reveals thcir accelerating rate of publica-
tion: whereas t wenty-two books wi th « whitcness » in their tilles appeared during 
the five years 1997-2001, twenty-eight such volumes were publishcd during the 
period 2002-2006. As before, these volumes cover a broad range of disciplines 
from philosophy and art to education and literature, and works of history have 
more than held their own 34

. 

In many ways, these ncw works resemble their whitcness studies forebears 
- and display the sa me weaknesses as well. Aiming to combat unconscious as well 
as conscious white racism, they typically employ persona! anecdotes, raise 
present-minded concerns, and show a heavy dose of didacticism; as Jennifer 
Guglielmo observes in her introduction to a co-edited volume entitled Are 
Jtalia11s wlii te?, « this coll ection teaches us about the power wc have as individuals 
to take action against oppression in ail its forms » (Guglielmo 2003, p. 5) 35

. As 
before, « whiteness » appears everywhere and nowhere, a concept reified and 
frequently poorly-defined: one author declares that « whiteness is not, yet we 
continue for many reasons to act as though it is », while another sees in Princess 
Diana « not just an elevated feminine whitcness, but a reinscribed one, a repre-
sentation of the cultural and affective power of the West » (L6pez 2005, p. 1; 
Roberts 2005, p. 32). Too often, in their efforts to combat the evil of white racism, 
whiteness authors continue to offer strained and exaggerated arguments on the 
sali ence of whiteness, seeing it as underlying virtually ail oppression and discri-
mination. Insisting that « Americanness has always undeniably meant white-
ness »,Linda Frost suggests that to the Confederatc rebels during the Civil War, 
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« to be non-American or Yankee meant occupying the space of the raciali zed, 
othered alien »; corrcctly noting Confedcrate portrayals of Yankees as « liars, 
beasts, and demons », she provides no evidence al ail lin king this view to a 
perception of their being non-white (Frost 2005, pp. xii , xi v, 115) 36

. 

Perhaps most striking is the extent to which recent « whiteness » scholarship 
appears to exist in a vacuum. My JAH essay was hardly a tone in raising serious 
conceptual questions about the whiteness studies of the l 990s. ln the fall of 2001, 
historian Eric Arnesen published a far more slashing critique of the existing 
whiteness literature, attacking its imprecisio n, Jack of empirical evidence, and 
strained reasoning and concluding that « the category of whiteness has to date 
proven to be an inadequate tool o f historical aualysis »; Arnesen's critique was 
accompanied by comments from six prominent historians, most of whom a lso 
expressed considerable cliscomfort with the current state of whiteness studies. 
Two years later, sociologist Margaret L. Andersen published a more restrained 
essay that subjected the sociological whiteness lit erature to criticisms that were 
in some ways remarkably similar to those T raised about the work of David 
R . Roediger and Matthew Frye Jacobson, especially deploring the reification of 
whiteness and the tendency of its authors to ignore material reality. And many 
book reviewers raised simil ar questions, although in necessaril y abbreviated 
format 37

. For the most part, however, whiteness studies authors have continued 
to write as if their previous works had gone unchallenged, la rgely ignoring 
critici sms and even questions from without. Rarely has a scholarly discipline 
seeking to broaden horizons appeared qui te so insular as whiteness studies. 

Nevertheless, there are signs of hope. New works on whiteness are starting to 
appcar that demonstrate a more sophisticated approach, both methodologicall y 
and interpretively, whi te existing whiteness scholars are partiall y retreating from 
exaggerated d aims and grappling with new ways of exploring the subject. The 
recent evolution of « whiteness studies » - at least as practiced by historians -
can be highlightecl by examining three new books: Thomas A. Guglielmo, 
White 011 arri11a/: Jtalia11s; race, co/01; a11d power in Chicago, 1890-1945, David 
R. Roediger, Worki11g toward wliite11ess: /10w A111erica's i111111igra11ts beca111e white, 
and Matthew Frye Jacobson, Roots too: white ethnie re11fral i11 post-cMI rights 
America. The first of these, a remarkable book by a young scholar, represents the 
most impressive work to date on whiteness, and suggests that in the right hands 
the field bas a bright future. The second and third - by « founding fathers »of the 
discipline - show both the continuecl weight of past approaches and serious but 
only partially-successful efforts to overcome them (Guglielmo Thomas A. 2003; 
Roediger 2005; Jacobson 2006). 

Focusing on Italian immigrants in Chicago from 1890 to 1945, White 011 
arri vai displays meticulous rescarch and innovati ve analysis, in the process calling 
into question the standard narrative of an immigrant group « becoming » white. 
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As the number of Italian immigrants in Chicago surged from 552 in 1870 to 
59,215 in 1920, writes Gugli elmo, they suffered from «extensive racial discrimi-
nation and prejudice », but primarily as Italians (or southern Italians), not as 
non-whites. Viewed by native-barn Arnericans as inferior, « they were still gene-
rall y accepted as white »; despite sporadicefforts in the earl y twentieth century to 
question their wbiteness, « color challenges were never sustained or systematic ». 
Meanwhile, in terms of self-identification, regional and local loyalties at fir st 
remained paramount: while ltalian-American newspapers such as L'Italia spoke 
of « la razza italiana » (no! bia11ca), most ltalian immigrants « clung instead to 
family and town loyalties » and « many newcomers seem to have treated "colo-
red" and "white" groups similarly ». Rather than see themselves as white, non-
white, or even ltalian, they were more li kely to identify as southern Italians 
(meridionalt) or Sicilians. Tf Americans generally accepted thern as white «on 
arrivai », to the immigrants themselves color seemed of little significance 
(Guglielmo Thomas A. 2003, pp. 7, 27, 28, 37) 38. 

Gradually, in the 1920s and 1930s, in the face of growing anti-immigranl 
sentiment (and restrictive legislation), the immigrants developed a growing sense 
of their Italianness - It alia11ita - but whiteness itself still meant litt le to them; 
« When Italians looked down on African Americans, it was ... because they 
thought Italians - not whites - were " the best " ... », Guglielmo ex plains. « Italia-
11ita and not whiteness was becoming most Italians' identity of choice ». Other 
Americans, meanwhile, white looking down on the ltalians as « horrifyingly 
violent, lawless, treacherous, depraved, and immoral », continued to regard them 
as white; indeed, Italian-American gangsters such as Al Capone were seen as 
« white mobsters »,notas black or non-white. Significantly, even as many of the 
immigrant-ltalians revealed their sense of Jtalia11ita by expressing admiration for 
fascism in the 1930s, African-American spokesmen condemned the Ttalian inva-
sion of Ethiopia as an example of white colonization of black Africa; in short, 
« African Americans insisted more on ltalian whiteness than did Italians them-
selves »(Guglielmo 2003, pp. 57, 88, 77, 125). 

Only in the 1940s did Italian-Americans increasingly identify as white, in part 
as they strove during World War Il to stress their pat rio tic Americanness and play 
down their Ita/ia11ita, and in part as they sought to takc advantage of homeow-
ning opportunities and preserve property values. As this happened, thcrc finally 
occurred both «a melding of race and color »and «an unmistakable declining 
significance of European race and a rising salience of Americanness ». For 
Ttalian-Americans, as for other Americans in the post-World War II era, «race» 
came to signify color, and distinctions that had once seemcd racial came to be 
understood as «ethnie» (ibid., 2003, p. 162). 

White 011 a/'/'il'a l represents a n advance on several levels. Far more than 
previous whiteness studies, it is based on careful documentary research rather 
than clever supposition; rather than asserting the way Italians saw themselves, 

146 



Kolchin \VHITE NESS STUDI ES 

Gugli elmo shows it. Carefully distinguishing between « race »and color, he also 
shows that although race could be color-based , it often was not: both native-boru 
Americans and ltalian immigrants themselves saw the existence of a distinctive 
Italian race (or nation), but in neither case was it based on their non-whiteness. 
While shariug with other whiteness authors an unfort unate tendency to blur 
precise attribution of behavio r through use of the passive voice (« Were lt ali an 
immigrants and their children readily accepted as whites? »)(ibid., 2003, p. 4), he 
goes much further than most in disentangling self-perception from the views of 
others, thereby compli cating the question of what it meant to « be» or 
« become » white. If most Americans saw lt alian immigrants as white from the 
start, whi teness meant litt le in ltaly, and most of the immigrants identified fir st by 
village or region and then by race or nation (as Jtalians), only much later coming 
to consider themsclves whites (or Americans). In separating «race» from color, 
Guglielmo both acknowledges existing criti cism of mainstream whiteness scho-
la rs and comes doser than others to raising an important question implicit but 
strangely ignored in the work of otherwhiteness scholars: Itali ans in America saw 
themselves as part of« la razza italiana », which cou Id variously be translated as 
the Jtalian race, nation, or people, but what exactly do thcse terms mean, and 
what is the relationship among race, nation, ethnicit y, and people? 39 

A ltho ugh David Rocdiger does uot accept Gugli elmo's distinction betwcen 
race and color, in a number of ways he edges away from al lcast some of the 
positi ons put forth in The wages of whiteness, toward a more refined understau-
cling of whiteness itself. Introducing a coll ection of essays that stresses the 
continuecl sali ence of « race» and ubiquity of white racism, for example, he 
warns against « so defensively insisting on the continuing relevancc of race as to 
miss tremendous changes» that have occurrecl. Becausc « the props have been 
kicked from under much old-style racism » (i ncluding formai segregation, dis-
franchisement, and color-based immigration-restriction), he continues, the point 
is « not that struggles for racial justice must continue on the sa me terrain, but only 
that they must continue». In short, racism - and presumably therefore whiteness 
as well - has changcd (Roediger 2002, p. 15). 

Even more important a re hints of new thinking in Worki11g toward whiteness. 
ln many ways, this book is vintage Roediger. Di splaying the sa me strong intcrest 
in language - a lthough much less in class - as in The wages of whiteness, he also 
addresses the same basic problem: « becoming » whi te. This time, ｨｯｷ ･ｶ･ Ｑ ｾ＠

borrowing a leaf from Matthew Frye Jacobson's Wliiteness of a d!Oèrent co/or, 
Roediger focuses on the whitening not of the nati ve-born working-class or the 
Iri sh immigrants of antebellum years, but of the« new » Europcan immigrants 
who came to the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
At first, he argues, in an accouut partially reminiscent of G ugli elmo's, the 
immigrants did not consider themselves «white», but quickly - « so quickly ... as 
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to be virtually W[hite]O[n]A[rrival] » - they came to appreciate «the clear advan-
tages of being white». As the new immigrants« learned » whiteness (i.e., became 
racists), they gradually came to seem white to other Americans. Inunigration 
restriction in the l 920s made them appear less threatening, as did the increasing 
ftow to northern cities of Mexican immigrants and southern blacks. Home 
ownership played an important role in this process of whitening, as upwardly-
mobile immigrants turned to restrictive covenants to keep African-Americans 
out of their neighborhoods and thereby protect property values. «New immi-
grant identification with whiteness », writes Roediger, « would eventually turn on 
the defense of home and neighborhood ». By the end of World War II, « the 
ghetto had unequivocally become black, and eastern and southern Europeans far 
more securely a part of the master race» (Roediger 2005, pp. 119, 169, 244). 

Lacking theexcitement that novelty afforded The ll'agesofw/Jite11ess, Working 
toward 111'1ite11ess is in some ways a more sophisticated book than its predecessor. 
Roediger makes a greater effort than previously to distinguish between the 
self-perception of his subjects and their categorization by others (although the 
concept of « becoming » white continues to invite conflation of the two). Par-
tially retreating from the idea that the inunigrants were not (quite) white, 
Roediger now tenns them « inbetween nationalities », a formulation that 
represents a modes! improvement over « not white » but still suftèrs from the 
ambiguity of in between what? (Recognizing the problem, Roediger muses 
that « " in-among" may be a more api, if cumbersome, term than inbetween ».) 
In fact, much of his evidence - although not his argument - indicates that 
rather than viewing new inunigrants as in between white and black, many 
Americans saw them as inferior w/Jites (a point that Jacobson established in 
Wliiteness of a diflèrent color). « Yes, they're white but they're not our kind 
of white », commented a Texas planter in objecting to the intermarriage of 
« Bohunks » (a term variously applied to Bohemians, Hungarians, and other 
central Europeans) and native white Americans. Roediger's solution to this 
problem is to suggest a diflèrentiation between official and everyday categoriza-
tion of new immigrants: whereas « in conunon speech » (and prcsumably, com-
mon thought) the new immigrants were less than white, academic experts and 
government oflicials accepted their whiteness. «The comts, Roediger concedes 
[ ... ], consistently allowed new immigrants, whose racial status was ambiguous in 
the larger culture, to be naturalized as white cit izens and almost as consistently 
turned down non-Emopean applicants as nonwhite »(ibid., 2005, pp. 45, 50-51, 
43, 59, 60) 40

. 

Althougb this formulation represents an improvement over ils predecessor, 
because it does not totally ignore evidence that Americans - at least officiall y -
accepted the immigrants' whiteness, Roediger continues to see discrimination 
against or hostility to particular categories of people (in this case, new immi-
grants) largely as a reflection of color prejudice, even when the evidence suppor-
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ting such a position is scanty. Occasionally he is able to cite racial epithets that 
may in fact have implied color judgments - it is plausible if not self-evident that 
the term « Guinea » (applied to Italians) suggested an African connection - but 
more often he assumes or asserts such an implication rather than showing it; he 
provides no evidence, for example, that « Greaser » (for Mexicans, and later 
Italians and G reeks) or « Hunky »(for Hungarians) indicated darkncss or non-
whiteness. As before, Roediger continues to see virtually ail discrimination 
through the Jens of whiteness and non-whiteness, and thereby to reify race by 
insisting on its true meaning (ibid., 2005, esp. 37-45). 

lndeed, Roediger seems curiously uncomfortable with what he terms the 
« messiness » or« lack of clarit y »of racial categorizations, which (as Jacobson 
showed so well ) were sometimes based on biological and sornetimes on cultural 
assumptions and which have changed dramaticall y over time; some « experts », 
Roediger notes, saw the workl divided into three or four major races, whcreas 
others listed dozens, including Jews, Iri sh, and English-speaking peoples. 
Although at times he seems to recognize this messiness as a function of the 
arbitrary and subjective character of race - a fundamental insight of whi teness 
studics - too often he steps away from this insight by insisting that race is (or 
should be) really about whiteness, as if race could have a real meaning aside from 
the social relations that engender it. In approaching the messiness of race, 
Roediger flirt s with but ultimately misses an opportunity to probe a subject 
lurking in the background of ail whiteness studies - the relatio nship among 
« race », « nation », and « ethnicity » as overlapping, constructcd systems of 
categori zation. If the ori ginal whiteness books by Rocdiger and Jacobson (The 
1Pages of wlii teness and Whiteness of a d(Uèrent color) had never appeared, 
Working toward whiteness would no doubt seem a pathbreaking contribution, 
but it contains tao littl e that is new and comes too close to embracing an 
« essentialist » undcrstanding of race to fulfill it s potential (ibid., 2005, esp. 33-
55, pp. 35, 51). 

Matthew Frye Jacobson's Roofs too rcprcsents more of a new departurc than 
Working loll'ard whiteness. Focusing on white Americans' rccent (re-)discovery 
- and celebration - of their ethnic roots, Jacobson turns from how the Iri sh, Jews, 
and ltalians « became » white to how whites became (and are becoming) Iri sh, 
Jewish, and It alian. As this shift suggests, in contrast to his previous attention to 
how others saw and categorized immigrants, Jacobson's focus in this volume is on 
white ethnies' self-id entifi catio n, a self-identifi cati on with strong political impli-
cations since it enables whites to deny their white racism by saying, « I'm not 
white; l'm Italian » ... or Iri sh, or Jewish. But « however appealingly draped in a 
celebratory rhetoric of cliversity and inclusio n », Jacobson asserts, the new 
American ethnie nationalism « is founclecl in large part on white primacy » 
(Jacobson 2006, pp. 1, 9). 
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In a series of often compelling chapters, Jacobson describes a growing ethnie 
identification, beginning in the 1960s with « the group-based mobilization of the 
Civil Rights movement », accelerating in the l 970s with academic celebration o f 
« diversity »and « multiculturalism », spreading to mass society in the l 970s and 
1980s with the emergence of the « new ethnicity » on television and an ethnie 
revival (from Port11oy 's comp/ai11t to The godfatlwr) in American lit erature, and 
culminating in a pervasive celebration of « hyphenated » Americanism in the 
l 990s. The new interest in nationa l heritage was embraced by - and served the 
purposes of - both Righi and Left: if conservatives cou Id rebut charges of 
anti-black racism by promoting a model whereby immigrants were able, tluough 
ha rd work and faith in America, to overcome prejudice and gain popular accep-
tance, radicals and feminists welcomecl multiculturalism as a way Io subvert a 
traditional order that thcy saw as run by and for rich white males. Suggesting that 
a sense of malaise and « national decline » underlies the new ethnie revival, 
Jacobson emphasizes the extent to which an apparently to lerant and accepting 
celebration of diversity in fact has reflected a continued - if muted - form of 
white racism: in the new celebrati on of hyphenated Americanism, he ex plains,« it 
must be the right kind of hyphen ». In short, the search for roots represents not 
the retreat from whiteness that it appears but rather a shift from « Plymouth Rock 
whiteness to Ellis Island whiteness »(Jacobson 2006, pp. 20, 314, 396, 7). 

T his determination to place the ethnie revival within the context of a com-
mitment to whiteness represents not only the most sali en! theme but also the most 
problematical feature of an interesting book that grapples intelligently with a n 
important subject. Of course, Jacobson is correct in asserting that white ethnie 
identifi cation left plenty of room for hostility to blacks, and could enable conser-
vatives to establi sh their own non-racist credentials by pointing to immigrants as 
role models for dissatisfi ed blacks. Ilut his argument obscures the extent to which 
the new ethnicity represents a step mvay from whiteness. After all , the search for 
ethnie roots was by no means limited to white Americans: black Americans, too, 
embraced hyphenated Americanism (evident in the terms « Afro-American »and 
then « African-American »), sought to trace their African origins (an effort 
popularized in the wildly popular novel- turned-television-miniseries Roots), and 
displayed a new ethnie/racial pride (expressed in the idea that « black is beauti-
ful » and the movement for « Black Power») (Haley 1976; Carmichael and 
Hamilton 1967). Equally important, in its broaclest sense the new ethnie pride 
implied a retreat from whiteness (if a lso from common humanity): rather than 
identifying as whites, in implicit opposition to blacks or « non-whites », Ameri-
cans were choosing to see themselves as ltali an-Americans, Iri sh-Americans, 
Jewish-Americans ... and African-Americans, setting themselves off from eve-
ryone else, white or black. 

Curiously, Jacobson ignores the criti cal question of how people determine 
- or choose - their ethnicity; in the process, like Roediger in Working toward 
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white11ess, he comes close to rcifying categories that are subjective and arbitrary. 
Large numbers of Americans - probably a majority - have multiple origins; in 
choosing to cal! themselves « Iri sh-American », « ltalian-American », or 
« African-American », they are creati11g an ethnie identification for themselves 
rather than recog11izi11g something rea l: ethnicity is invented, not discovered 41

. 

M any Americans sec themselves as« multi-ethnic »and/or « multi-racial »,and 
- in an implicit recognition of the subjective nature of any system of classifi ca-
tion - the Census Bureau now allows Americans to li st more than one racial and 
ethnie category to describe their identity, which millions of them choose to do 42

. 

The essentia lizing and reification of « race» and « ethnicity » by both 
Roediger and Jacobson represent an unfortunate fonn of backsliding by scholars 
whose focus on« whiteness » originally aimed to subvert establi shed categories 
and show their arbitrary character. Jacobson comes closer than Roediger to 
coming to grips with the complex, constructcd nature of iclentity, and the 
relationship among race, ethnicity, and nation(ality) in shaping it , but ultimately 
he too shies away from the task of confronting how groups choose to define 
themselves - i.e., what makes a« people». How whiteness studies can break out 
of their current limit ations is a subject worthy of debate, but (as 1 wi ll suggest 
below) 1 believe that one solution li es in placing both whiteness and the search 
for roots in a broader, multinational context. American whiteness, ethnicity, 
and identification a re best understood not in isolation, but as part of a world-
wide process. 

Although both Roediger and Jacobson seem stuck between their old versions 
of whiteness and the demands of a new, more historically-based approach, other 
authors a re likely to adopt at least some of G ugli elmo's understanding. Jndeed, 
this is already occurring. In a just-published article, for example, Carlos 
K. Blanton specifi call y notes criti cisms of the dominant whiteness schola rship 
and examines the career of Mexican-American civil rights leader George 
1. Sanchez in order to test whether in fact Mexican-Americans consciously chose 
to « become »white - i.e., whether they uscd white racism as a tactic to distinguish 
themselves from African-Americans and thereby raise their own status. Blanton 
concludes that in fact « Sânchez's civi l rights career rebuts claims that Mexican 
Americans could not and did not cooperate with African Americans because the 
Mexican Americans had internali zed whiteness » (Blan ton 2006, p. 603). 

Dut perhaps the most interesting revision of the traditional whiteness narra-
ti ve, next to G ugli elmo's, is to be found in Eric L . Goldstein's new book on the 
evolution of American Jewish identity. Although reluctant to repudiate the 
ge11eral concept of immigrants« becoming » white - he accepts at face value the 
validity of this process for Iri sh and Itali ans - Goldstein finds that it does not 
apply to Eastern European Jews, who from the bcginning « were overwhelmingly 
seen as white». Crucial here is the d ifference that G uglielmo stressed between 
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race and color: although it was common in latc-nineteenth and early-twentieth 
century America to consider Jews a distinctive race, most Americans did not see 
Jews as non-white. (Praising the « noble civili zation » of Jews, the virulent 
anti-black racist Thomas Dixon criti cized what he considercd misguided efforts 
to equate the lynching of blacks with Russian anti-Jewish pogroms.) The concept 
of a « Jewish race» was a lso evident in Jews' self-perception: although Jewish 
identification evolved over timc, before the mid-twentieth century - when 
«ethnie» and religious identification increasingly supplanted racial - Jcws as 
well as gent il es typically accepted the notion of « Jewish distinctiveness » as 
« rooted not in cultural particularity but in biology, shared ancestry, and blood ». 
1 n short, the narrative of Jews' « bccoming »white does not work, and Goldstein 
sees his story as« one that explores how Jews 11egotiated thcir place in a complex 
racial world » in which whiteness was not the only sali en! characteristic. 
Goldstein does not always fully appreciate the significance of his own evidence: 
he undervalues the importance of the distinction between race and color and - in 
a reaction reminiscent of Roediger's to the « messiness » of race - he seems 
bothered by the indeterminate and changing meaning of« Jew » (to both Jews 
and gentiles) rather than seeing such variation as inherent in the subjecti ve nature 
of « race». Still , The price of wliit e11ess represents a major improvement over 
Karen Brodkin's ahistorical approach to Jewish identity, and indicatcs- together 
with Guglielmo's work - a new maturity in whiteness studies (Goldstein 2006, 
pp. 17, 46,11,S;Brodkin 1998). 

Indeed, there is reason to hope that the basis is being laid for whiteness studies 
to move toward their potential of advancing our understanding of how Ameri-
cans - and other people - see both themsclves and others, what circumstances 
shape these perceptions, and how « race» and « whiteness » relate to other 
ingredients in this process. Although this is not the place for a full analysis of 
« what is to be clone», the following comments, queries, and speculations are 
designed to suggest some possible avenues for further exploration as the field 
matures. They should be regarded not as full y-developed arguments so much as 
tentative thoughts for discussion. 

1 would begin by reiterating the importance of placing American whiteness 
- and « race» in general - in broad international context. Although whiteness 
authors have usually written about developments in the United States as if they 
occurred in a vacuum, it should be evident that many of the central questions of 
concern to these authors - « racial » prejudice, the self- identification of immi-
grants, the relationship between color and race, the tension between integrating 
into mainstream society and maintaining one's own identity (however defined) -
are problems besetting other countries as well as the United States. What is more, 
they do not represent an entirely new phenomenon. Although whiteness studies 
have focused on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and it has become part of 
the accepted orthodoxy that racism is a recent curse that bas reached ils full 
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fruiti on only in modern egalitarian societies, Benjamin Jsaac's detailed explora-
tion of « proto-racism » in the Ancient world raises important questions about 
the roots of racial thought, and whether prejudice against « non-whites »cons-
titutes simply one stage and one fonn of a pervasive chauvinism that has bcen 
endemic to human history (Isaac 2004) 43. 

An essential question that whiteness authors have largely ignored is 111/ty we 
are now witnessing growing racial, ethnie, and national identification in both the 
United States and much of the world, and what the relationship is bctween this 
new trend and apparently similar developments in the past. Among the wide 
variety of overlapping ways that people have categorized both others and them-
selves - religion, class, occupation , geography, intellect, gendcr, race, color -
some have seemed particularly sa lient in certain eras, only to fade into obscurit y, 
whi le others have proved surprisingly enduring after appearing for a time to be of 
diminishing concern. Il ecause Jacobson pays little attention to the relationship 
between ethnie and other fonns of identifi cation, he cannot establish whether 
ethnie pride has, in fact, eclipscd those other forms as fully as he believes. What, 
one might ask, of the almost-ethnic consciousness of white southerners, forged in 
regional hostili ty to both « Yankees» and a strong central government, a cons-
ciousness recently explored by journalist Tony Horwitz in his fascinating book 
Co1!/èderales iu //te allie (Horwitz 1998) 44

. T he immigrant-ethnie identifi cation 
that Jacobson emphasizes, while important, can be seen as part of a larger process 
of growing particularism, whethcr based on national origin, region, or reli-
gion 45

. Mil li ons of Amcricans, for example, no matter what their « roots », now 
identify more strongly as evangelical Christians than anything else, while for 
others a conunitment to Islam is primary, cutting across any ethnie or racial 
identity. Here, once again, placing the American developments in broader inter-
national context would be useful. 

There are no doubt many reasons for the recent rise in ethnie tensions and 
nationa l consciousness, including the unprecedented scope of international 
migration that has brought together diverse nationalities in numbers unpreceden-
tcd as well. 1 believe, however, that just as a profound sense of poli t ical disillu-
sionment helps explain the emergence of whiteness studies as a discipline 
(Kolchin 2002, p. 167), so too a declining belief in the possibilit y of progressive 
social change (resulting in part from the coll apse of a world socialist movement 
and the virtually-unquestioned hegemony of market capitali sm) underli es a 
major reordering of human aspirations, one element o f which is an accentuation 
of ethnie/national identifi cation. For mo re than two centuries - since at Jeast the 
last quarter of the eightccnth century - « enli ghtened » thought has accepted the 
notion of human progress, and people have struggled to remake the world (or 
their worlds) on behalf of a social vision informed by belief fir st in republicanism, 
and then in varying versions of democracy, sociali sm, and fcminism. Now, in an 
era when for the first time in modern history there appears to be li tt le potential for 
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such progressive change, people who al one lime would have put their hope in the 
strugglc fo r socia l justice are turning to a rencwed emphasis on cthnicit y, natio-
nali sm, local or rcgional attachments, and reli gion (others, yielding to the logic of 
the market, see their salvation in acquisiti on of material goods). T would propose 
that the American search fo r roots can best be understood in this context as wcll . 

As whiteness scholars stri ve to make sense of the evolving ways in which 
Am ericans (and non-Americans) have categori zed themselves and others, more 
sustained attention to the relationship among race, ethnicit y, and nation - ail 
of which a rc concepts that have been described as« constructed », « invented », 
and « imagined » - woukl seem Io be in order 46. Roediger 's emphasis on the 
« messiness » of race is surely pertinent here: Americans' understanding of race 
has no t only evolved over lime, but has often overlapped with or even approxi-
mated what in other limes was seen not as race but as ethnicit y or nationalit y. 
Becausc even as they a rgue for its constructed nature Roediger and to a lesser 
extent Jacobson essentialize race by insisting that il s trne essence is related to 
color and that whiteness lurks behind ail other prejudice, the works of G uglielmo, 
Goldstein, and Isaac are important as correctives; they revcal what should have 
been self- evident ail along, that there have been many ways to oppress or 
discriminate against humans, and that - despite the virulence of whi te racia l 
prejudice - whitcness has not always been at the center of such oppression and 
discrimination 47

. 

Hclpful in unraveling some of the complexity of racia l terminology in the 
United States is a recent essay by Donna Gabaccia, who points out the um1sual 
way that Americans have conceptuali zed « nation ». Whereas Americans have 
generall y developcd a « civic »concept of nationhood, using the term « nation » 
to mean « nation-state » or «country» composed of volunta ry citi zens (« the 
U nited States is a great nation » ), in lta ly, Germany, and much of central and 
eastern Europe« nationali sts helped to make race and nation loosely interchan-
geable tenns »; both signi fied a people or « descent group » rooted in bio logy. 
Largely unaware that «for speakers of other languages, nations thernselves are 
ethnie groups (and sometimes are still call ed races) ... or that nationa lism itself 
can be suspect as a form of racism », Amcricans frcquently find it puzzling that 
« (o]utsiders commenting on the hyphenated identit ies so common in the Engli sh-
speaking world are often expli cit in labeling them racia l expressions » (Gabaccia 
2003, pp. 46, 59, 58) 48

. 

In fact, some of these overlapping meanings of race and nation are a lso 
evident in the U nited States, des pite the supposedly clear distinctions among race, 
ethnicit y, and nation. When Itali an-Americans spoke of« la razza italia11a » they 
were expressing this widespread, « un-American » view of peoplehood: ltali ans 
- wherever they li ved - were part of the lt ali an race or nation. Simil a r « racial » 
identi fication has been evident among other inunigrants groups, from Latinos to 
Chinese (as has « national » identifi cation among Afri can-Amcricans, who 
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supposedly constituted a « race»). But the « messiness » of both Arnerican 
categori zatio n and self-id entifi cation is perhaps most clearly evident among Jews, 
who as Goldstein shows once appeared (to thcmselves and olhcrs) to constitute a 
race but now are almost never so described. If most Americans t/1i11k they 
see Jewishness defined by either religion or (cultural) ethnicity - it would be 
unacceptable, « racisl », Io describe Jews as a race - they bclie this perception by 
continuing to categori ze as Jews those who lack religious or cultural manifesta-
tions of Jewishness; the concept of a non-reli gious Jew is incompatible wit h a 
reli gious definilion of being Jewish,just as the concept of a totally « assimilated » 
Jew (who does not « act » Jewish) is incompatible with an ethnie (i.e., cultural) 
definition. Most Americans (and mosl American Jews) continue unconsciously 
to apply a racial understanding to Jewi shness, seeing anyone with Jewish 
parents (or, for followers of ofiicial Jewish doctrine, mother) as Jewish 
(Goldstein 2006) 49

. 

The thin line separating American understandings of race and ethnicity 
received graphie illustration recently in the New York Times J\tlagazine. Writing in 
the weekly advice column, «The Ethicist », Randy Cohen responded to a rea-
der's questi on concerning whcther the reader's brother, who hadjust learned that 
he was not - as he had previously believed - « part Indian », was morally obliga-
ted to repay an education grant earmarked spccifi call y for Native Americans. 
Taking the rejection of racial categori zation toits logical cxtreme, Cohen replied 
that being Tndian was (like bcing white for Rocdiger) a malter of choice, not 
gcnetics: « When invoking ethnicity, universiti es are - or should be - concerncd 
not with gcnctics but with culture, with life as it 's actually lived. If a DNA test had 
shown your brother to be 20 percent Chcrokee, so what? He did not li ve as a 
Cherokee. His Cherokee forebears did no t aftèct his behavior. And so hc ought 
not check the Cherokee box on any applicati on ». My guess is, however, that most 
Americans would not agree wit h this judgment. They may have advanced to the 
stage where they would allow people to choose their ethnicity from among va/id 
options (i.e., somcone with German, ltalia n, and African ancestry can lcgitimate-
ly choose whether to « be» Gennan-Amcrican, Itali an-Amcrican, African-
American, mixed race, or simply American) but not from an open-endcd li st; 
someone with German, Italian, or African anccstry cannot claim to be« French-
American » jus! because he o r she has a keen appreciation of French culture 
(Cohen 2006) 50. 

The question of the relationship bctween a racial/ethnie/national understan-
ding of idcntity and one provided by religion is both important and largely 
ignored by Roediger and Jacobson. Here, countervailing trends are in evidence. 
On the one hand, religion has frequently fostered national or ethnie identifica-
tion. In the nineteenth-century, most Amcricans saw themselves as a Protestant 
people - and indeed, saw the United States as a Protestant nation. Throughout 
the world, reli gion has sometimes served as a unifying national force, providing 
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political cohesion in struggles for national independence (as in Poland or Ireland) 
but then (at lcast sometimes) becoming less salien! o nce that independence is 
achieved. Where countries have been based on super-national federations, confe-
derations, or empires - the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, Iraq - religion has often 
served as a dividing force, fomenting secessionist movements and nationalist 
divisions. In such cases, religion comes close to constituting a basis for ethnicity. 
Recently, the New York Times has started referring to those whom it used to call 
« Sunni Muslims » as « Sunni Arabs », suggesting that in fact they fonn a 
separate ethnie group (nation? race?) rather than jus! a religion, and referring as 
well to « secular Suu ni Arabs » (the counterpart of non-observant Jews) 51

. But 
on the other hand, religion can clearly eut across racial, ethnie, or national 
identification, as is evident in tllose Americans for whom evangeli cal Christianity 
provides a stronger basis of identification than national origin, color, or occupa-
tion, or people elsewhere for whom being a Muslim (or the right kind of Muslim) 
is more important than anything else. Should one regard this kind of religious 
identification as itself essentially ethnie, or even racial, in nature? lt is common 
now for evangelical Christians to speak of anti-evangelical « bigotry »as the Jast 
socially-acceptable (« politically-correct ») fonn of prejudice in the United Sta-
tes,just as Muslims sometimes speak of anti-Muslim « racism » - a concept that 
implies the existence of a Muslim «race». Once again, we are back to the 
subjective character of race itself. 

Finally, even as we move away from an exclusive emphasis on whiteness and 
non-whiteness in the making of « race», it is important to acknowledge and 
address the distinctiveness of both the African-American experience and of 
anti-black racism. Unlike mosl other Americans, the great majority of African-
Americans are descended from people brought Io the New World against their 
will and held as slaves, and there has been a particular intensity to the racism 
directed at African-Americans, an intensity that goes far toward explaining why 
some scholars see whiteness lurking behind almost ail American racism. There is, 
of course, a lengthy historiography to anti-black racism and the chicken-or-egg 
question of its relationsllip to slavery, and it is impossible Io revisit that issue here, 
excepl to note that it remains contested 52

• The slave experience of African-
Americans was distinctive, but at particular points in time other groups - most 
obviously Native Americans - suffered treatment that was equally barbarous, 
and elsewhere in the world the hostilit y meted out to Jews defi es an casy situa-
tional explanation of racism as rationalization of self-interest. As whiteness 
authors continue their effort to ex plain the evolving nature of race and racism in 
America, they must continue to confront in anti-black prejudice a particular 
manifestation of racism that is simultaneously unique and part of a broader 
phenomenon, and to work toward clarif ying the relationship between the Iwo. 

The field of whiteness studies appears to be al a turning point, on the verge of 
producing major new contributions Io our underslanding of how Americans 
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have related to one another, but only if its practiti o ners a re prepared to move 
beyond some of its original limit ations. These include, among others, a lack of 
empiri cal research, an exaggeration of the universal salience of color in human 
catcgori zation and self- identi fication, a concomitant tendency to reify whiteness 
(and race itself), and an insularit y manifested both in a lack of attention to 
cri t icism and in a lack of attention to broad internationa l context. Still , signs of 
growing sophistication among whiteness schola rs provide grounds for cautious 
optimism. Therc is no guarantee thal whiteness studies will fulfill the hope that 
I expressed at the end of my JA H article, but it remains a real possibilit y. * 
* Manuscrit reçu en septembre 2007, accepté pour publication en janvier 2008. 

NOTES 

34. Reprcsentative ti ll es outsidc of history includc Sullimn (2006 - phil osophy), Berger (2005 
- art), Wray (2006- sociology), Taylor (2005), Frost (2005) and Trnbcr (2007- lit craturc). Sec a lso the 
« rcviscd and expanded » edition of the 1998 book by American studies scholar George Lipsit z (2006). 
Before 1997, thcre wcrc very fcw « whitcncss » til les: 1992-96--6; 1987-1991- 2; 1982-86- 1; and 1977-
81--0. 

35. ln this coll ection's first essay, litcrary scholar Louise DeSalvo (2003, p. 28) focuses on her 
grandmother's naturalizati on, bcginning wit h a detailcd account of hcr own interaction with her 
father, who did not properly appreciate the value of family documents that shed li ght on how in 
Ameri ca her grandmothcr bccamc « somconc not truly white». Sec, also, the introductory chapter to 
a new set of essays by David R. Roediger(2002, p. 16), in which he notes his « crnphasis ... on idcntifyi ug 
not a "usablc past" but a "usable present" ». 

36. Simil arly, Matt Wray's catcgorizati on of antcbcllum southcm poor whites as « not quite 
white » depends on his redefiniti on of« white as a social category, nota racia l category »(Wray 2006, 
p. 139). For an cssay that subsumes anti-Gypsy prcjudice under the whiteness banner, see Imre (2005). 

37. See« Scholarly controversy: whiteness and the historians' imagination», fllt em11tio1111/ /11bor 
ami 1rorki11g-class /iistory, 60, 2001, pp. 1-92, including Eric Arnesen, « Whiteness and the historians' 
imagination », pp. 3-32, with commcuts by James R. ll arrctt (pp. 33-42), David Drody (pp. 43-47), 
Barbara J. Fields (pp. 48-56), Eric Foner (pp. 57-60), Vi ctoria C. Hattmn (pp. 61-68), and Adolph 
Rccd, Jr. (pp. 69-80), and a fin al response by EricArnesen (pp. 81-92). See Andersen (2003) and Gerber 
( 1999). See, also, Eric Arncscn's cssay-revicw (2002) of David R. Roedigcr's Colom/ 11'/iite, Wickbcrg 
(2005), and book re1•iews cited in Kolchin, « Whiteness Studies 1 ». 

38. Most Jtalian immigrants to the United States came from the South, where regional and local 
identities were strong, a scnse of /1a/i1111ita was weak, and only the cducatcd or landowning clitc was 
likcly to speak Jtalian. On the persistence in Ita ly of negati ,•e stereotypes about the « backward » 
South, see Gribaudi ( 1997) and Dickie (1997). For rcccnt comparative investigations, sce Dai Lago and 
Halpern (2002) and Doyle (2002). 

39. Politically-act i1·e Latinos in the United States have referred to themselves, simil arly, as members 
of « la mza ».See Garcia (1999). 

40. «At the level of legal and academic experti se ... », Roediger (p. 50) observes« there was broad 
agreement that castern and southcrn Europeans wcre white». 

4 1. For two somewhat diffcring versions of the invention (or construction) of cthnicity, sec Soll ors 
(1989) and Conzen et ni. (1992). 

42. The changing policics of the Ccnsus ll urcau can be traccd in a se ries of arti cles in the Nell' York 
Times. Noting tha t « the Governmcnt has found a new way to classify it s people virtuall y every 
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dccadc », reporter Feli city Uarringer ( 1993) obscrvcd that «in 1990, about 28 percent of th ose 
answering an open-endcd "anccstry" question li stcd two or more ethnie groups, like "Iri sh and 
Ukrainian". But some children of white-black or white-Asian parents idcntify simply as "mixed", and 
the y want the cens us tolet thcm do this ofti cially ».The 2000 cens us expandcd the number of « races» 
from four to five (white, black, American fndian/Alaskan Native, Asian, and Natil·e Hawaii an IPacifie 
lslander), categorized « Hispanie» as an ethnie group rather than a race, and all owed respondcnts to 
choose any combination thcy wanted, « resulting in 63 racial classifications for non-Hispanies and 63 
for 1-Iispanics »;as the dircctor of the Office of Management and Budget put il ,« we're allowing people 
to express that multiracial hcritage in whatcvcr way they view themsclves ». At the samc lime, the 
Census Bureau dccidcd that those who chose to call themselves both « white » and membcrs of a 
minority group should be counted in the lattcrcategory (Holmes 1997; 2000). For earli er ccnsus policy, 
see Anderson (1988). 

43. On the lin k bctween egalitarian modernity and rncism, sec Fredrickson (2002, passim, 
esp. 11-12). 

44. Therc is, if course, a long history to such southern identifi cation: see Kolchin (2003, pp. 7-38). 
45. ln hcr comment on the earli cr version of this article, delivered at the confercnce on « "Race", 

"ethnie" el "communauté" aux Amériques » (EHESS, Paris, 15 Dcccrnber 2006), Stefania Capone 
notcd the effort Io fonn a« Yoruba-Ameri can identily » dcscri bed in her book (2005); « Blackness », 
she observed, « is thus but one step towards the acquisition of an "ethnie" identification 1•ia a reli gious 
identifi cation ». 

46. For major works emphasizing the constructed nature of « nations», sec Ucnedict Anderson 
(1991); Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983); Hobsbawm ( 1990); and Gcary (2002). 

47. The term « racism » is of relatively recent origin, emerging in the fir st half of the twenticth 
century Io describc bcli ef in the superi orily of« Nordic » races; it was al fir sl a pp l ied for more often to 
Nazi anti-semitic ideology than to an li-black thought or action. Only in the 1960s, George Fredrickson 
ex plains, did racism « come into gcncrnl use to describc attitudes toward African Amcricans » (Fre-
drickson 2002, p. 167). 

48. For a similar obscn•ation on the frequent connati on in English of 11atio11 and srnte, see Wceks 
(1996, pp. 4-8). On the tension betwcen civi c versus racial versions of American nationalism, see 
Gerstle (2001). For studics that place American nati onali sm - and understandings of « nation» - in 
broad international contexl, sec Parish (1995); and Doyle and Pamplona (2006). 

49. « Jews oftcn defincd themsclves publicly ;is a religious group », writes Goldstcin (ignoring the 
sizable number of non-observant American Jews), « while privately pursuing Jewishness as a tr ibal 
phenomenon » (Goldstein 2006, p. 206). For a recent historical work exploring - and stressing -
African-Americans' sensc of nationality or pcoplchood, see Hahn (2003). 

50. On the continuing controversy over who qualifies to be considcrcd a Cherokee, the role of 
« blood » in this dctermination, and a rcccnt effort Io excludc black and« mixed race» descendants of 
those long acccpted as membcrs of the Cherokce Nati on, see Nieves (2007). 

51. A « ProQuest » databasc scarch reveals that the fir st Nell' York Tim<'S refcrence Io « Sunni 
Arnb » occurred on 7 January 1980 (p. A 3). but the term rarcly appeared until rcccntly: during the 
21years1980-2001, the '/ïmesuscd « Sunni Arab » 21 times, foran ;werageof once a year, but in the Iwo 
ycars 2002 and 2003 the paper used the tcrm 37 times, avcrnging 18.5 limes per ycar. The shift Io more 
frcqucnt usage began on 191\fay 2002. Allhough the ProQuest databasc does not covcr ycars la ter than 
2003, an impressionisti c survcy suggesls that during the past year - foll owing a period during which 
both terms were uscd - « Sunni Arab » has completely or almosl completely replaccd « Sunni Mus-
lirn » in the Times. Reccntly the paper bas ta ken titi s practice one step further, referring to « cach 
ethno-rcligi ous group- Ku rd, Sunni Arab, and Shiitc A rab»;« Shiite »and « Sunni » have gone from 
being religious to bcing « cthno-religious » dcsignations, on a par with « Kurd » (which bears no 
reli gious connotation). See Cooper (2007). 

52. For early cnuneiation of the argument that slavery lcd Io racism in the Amcrican colonies, see 
Handlin Oscar and Mary F. (1950). Others countcred that racial prcjudice against blacks prcccded 
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- and made possible - the enslavement of Africans; sec Degler (1959); and Jordan (1968). Much of the 
debate is covered in Vaughan (1989). In the most recent contribution to this question, Davis (2006, 
csp. 48-102) puts forth a largely cultural explanation of racism, and placc.s the American South in 
broad international perspecti ve. 
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