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 C H A P T E R  5 

 Racial Politics and the Racial State 

 “[H]istorical reality is completely obfuscated in the myth of an all- inclusive contract creat-
ing a sociopolitical order presided over by a neutral state equally responsive to all its colorless 
citizens.” 

 — Charles W. Mills 1  

 Introduction 
 Race is consummately political. The instability of the race concept and the contro-
versies it generates are emblematic of the racially contradictory society in which we 
live. In the United States, a system of racial rule has always been in place, operating 
not merely through macro- level, large- scale activities, but also through micro- level, 
small- scale practices. The racial regime is enforced and challenged in the schoolyard, 
on the dance ! oor, on talk radio, and in the classroom as much as it is in the Supreme 
Court, electoral politics, or on the battle" eld of Helmand province. Because racial 
formation processes are dynamic, the racial regime remains unstable and contested. 
We cannot step outside of race and racism, since our society and our identities are 
constituted by them; we live in racial history. 

 Race is a vast and variegated theme. Any racial theory is a work- in- progress. Race 
is a factor not only in politics and history, but also in economy, culture, experience#…; 
it is a fully- fledged  social fact  like class or gender. Like those other large markers 
race is an unstable set of  collective representations  as well. 2  We focus here on racial 
politics and the racial state because through politics, through struggles over power 
and freedom, we can see race and racism being remade both social structurally and 
experientially. What we call racial projects have interacted over half a millennium to 
build up the  social structures  of race and racism. A parallel  experiential dimension  exists 
as well: The short- term, present-tense experience of racial subjectivity, in which new 
racial projects are being launched and interacting all the time. 3  

 Looking at racial politics in general and the racial state in particular also allows us to 
consider the state–civil society distinction: The state may represent the core of a given 
racial regime, but no state can encompass all of civil society. People conceive of, operate, 
and inhabit their own racial projects (within broader constraints) and “experience” race 
in distinct and varied ways.  

 To theorize racial politics and the racial state, then, is to enter the complex terri-
tory where structural racism encounters self- reflective action, the radical pragmatism 
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of people of color (and their white allies) in the United States 4  It is to confront the 
instability of the U.S. system of racial hegemony, in which despotism and democ-
racy coexist in seemingly permanent conflict .  It is to understand that the boundary 
between state and civil society is necessarily porous and uncertain where race is con-
cerned .  Emphasizing the political dimensions of race and racism allows us to discern 
the contours of the racial system, to understand what racial hegemony looks like, to 
specify its contradictions, and to envision alternative scenarios. 

 Racial politics are bigger than the state. They involve civil society, political social-
ization and thus race- consciousness, racial identity- making (both individual-  and 
group- based), and group boundary formation (Barth, ed. 1998 [1969]) as well. The 
enmeshment of the state in our everyday lives means that all racial identities are 
contradictory and “hybrid”; it means that uncertain group boundaries are regulated 
and often tightened and enforced by the state. We make our racial identities, both 
individually and collectively, but not under conditions of our own choosing. 

 Racial formation theory approaches politics as an uneasy combination of despotic 
and democratic practices, of self- reflective action undertaken both with and against 
established social structures. Why, for example, are racial attributions so prone to vio-
lence, so “hot,” so fiercely upheld and contested, so necessary in the modern world as 
components of both self and social structure? Why is race so available as a “scaven-
ger concept”: a default variable on the basis of which so many disparate phenomena 
are supposedly explained? 5  How can a social distinction be both so determining— of 
life chances and status, of freedom, of economic, political, and social institutions, 
and indeed of identity itself— and at the same time so undetermined, inchoate, and 
indeed unreal on so many levels? 

 The modern state makes use of ideology— racial ideology in this case— to “glue” 
together contradictory practices and structures: despotism and democracy, coercion 
and consent, formal equality and substantive inequality, identity and difference. 6  The 
racial state does not have precise boundaries. Although based in formally constituted 
institutions and grounded in a contentious historical process, the state extends beyond 
administrative, legislative, or judicial forms of activity. It inhabits and indeed orga-
nizes large segments of social and indeed psychological identity, as well as everyday 
life. Internalizing and “living out” a particular racial identity, for example, is in some 
ways internalizing the state; post- structuralist theorists might describe this in terms 
of “governmentality” (Foucault 1991, 1997). From a Freudian point of view, we might 
understand the racial state in terms of “introjection”: another form of internaliza-
tion in which rules and constraints become mechanisms of psychological self- defense. 
Still another way in which the racial state casts its net over our identities, our everyday 
experiences, is through the process Althusser called “interpellation”: the way the state 
“notices” us, “hails” us. In Althusser’s account, a police officer calls out “Hey! You 
there!” and we instantly flinch; we turn to face the state that is already within us: 

 [I]deology “acts” or “functions” in such a way that it “recruits” subjects 
among the individuals (it recruits them all), or “transforms” the individuals 
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into subjects (it transforms them all) by that very precise operation which I 
have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be imagined along the 
lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or other) hailing: “Hey, you 
there!” 

 Assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place in the 
street, the hailed individual will turn round. By this mere one- hundred- and- 
eighty- degree physical conversion, he [sic] becomes a subject. Why? Because 
he has recognized that the hail was “really” addressed to him, and that “it was 
really him who was hailed” (and not someone else). 

 (Althusser 2001 [1971], 174; see also Butler 1997a) 

 By  despotism  we refer to a familiar series of state practices: deprivation of life, 
liberty, or land; dispossession, violence, confinement, coerced labor, exclusion, and 
denial of rights or due process. The contemporary United States, and the colo-
nial societies that preceded it in North America, were founded on these and related 
forms of despotism, all organized according to race. Although racial oppression has 
lessened over the years, and although some of these despotic practices have been sig-
nificantly reduced if not eliminated (slavery is a good example here), others continue 
unabated and in some cases have even increased. For example, carceral practices 
today rival or exceed any previous period in both the proportions and absolute 
numbers of black and brown people held in confinement. The little- noticed devel-
opment of a whole gulag of specialized immigration prisons has no precedent in 
U.S. history. 

 All right then, how about the  democratic dimensions  of the racial state? Though 
it is a constant and prominent feature of the racial state, despotism is not the only 
story that the state tells about race. “Freedom dreams” (Kelley 2003) rooted in 
racial politics are among the most enduring contributions to the foundation of 
democracy in the modern world; these “dreams” have constantly challenged the 
state, most famously in Martin Luther King, Jr.’s August 1963 speech, but on 
numerous other occasions as well. In fact the persistence and depth of social justice- 
oriented movements has been the chief source of popular democracy and indeed 
popular sovereignty in the United States. What W.E.B. Du Bois called “abolition 
democracy” is a clear instance of that movement challenge. In Du Bois’s view, 
the American Revolution of 1776–1781 was only a partial and incomplete anti- 
imperial transformation, since it was dominated by elites and left slavery intact. 
The Civil War, and Reconstruction, abortive as it was, were the second phase of 
the American Revolution, based upon the expansion of the rights that abolition 
implied: the achievement by all of complete democracy and full citizenship (Du 
Bois 2007 [1935] 186; see also Lipsitz 2004; Davis 2005, 73–74). 

 To be sure, democratic movements have often been foreclosed by state- based 
coercion, as well as by reactionary practices based in civil society: mob violence and 
lynching, for example. Only under some circumstances has open and “free” political 
mobilization for democratic reform been possible for people of color: The two great 
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moments of this mainstream political upsurge were, of course, the Reconstruction 
period (1865–1877) and the post- World War II civil rights period (1948–1970). At 
other times democratic political action had to take shape quite autonomously, beneath 
the radar of the state (and often beneath the social scientific radar as well). This sug-
gests the subaltern character of racial democracy. 7  

 * * * 

 In order to understand racial politics and to grasp the contradictory relation-
ship between racial despotism and racial democracy, it is necessary to situate the 
racial state historically and account for its development over time. Here, we accom-
plish this by discussing the transition from  war of maneuver to war of position.  Next, 
we address the  racial body politic,  the corporeal or phenomic dimensions of raciality. 
Race and racism politicize the body, subjecting it to state control, surveillance, and 
violence. In the next section,  The Radical Pragmatist Politics of Race,  we consider the 
micro–macro linkages that operate in racial politics. We examine such matters as the 
way individuals and movements “navigate” in unstable and uncertain racial condi-
tions, and the contradictions between racial despotism and racial democracy that 
continue to shape and reshape the racial state. We draw once again on the theories of 
the Italian neo- Marxist politician, theorist, and anti- fascist leader Antonio Gramsci. 
In the next section, we introduce the concept of  trajectories of racial politics.  Trajec-
tories are shaped interactions, taking place over historical time, between the racial 
state and race- oriented social movements. Finally, we reflect upon racial politics in 
everyday life, discussing the  politicization of the social  that took place in the United 
States during the post- World War II years. We argue that anti- racist movements 
greatly expanded the political “space” available in the country, achieving an enor-
mous deepening and broadening of political awareness. From (and within) race this 
“politics of identity” went everywhere: into personal relationships, family, sexuality, 
and “micro-political” interactions of all types. Prior to the 1970s, these identities and 
relationships were seen as mostly private matters, located outside the political sphere. 
Since the black movement challenge, they have “gone public”; awareness of racism, 
sexism, and homophobia cannot be removed from the public sphere. 

 From War of Maneuver to War of Position 
 There has been a racial system in North America since the earliest days of contact 
with and conquest by Europeans. This system has linked political rule to the racial 
classi" cation of individuals and groups. The major institutions and social relation-
ships of U.S. society— law, political organization, economic relationships, religion, 
cultural life, residential patterns— have been structured from the beginning by this 
system. 

 Clearly, the system was more monolithic, more absolute, at earlier histori-
cal moments. Despite its epochal revolutionary origins, the early U.S. maintained 
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many of the residues of the absolutist system of monarchical rule from which it had 
emerged. Empire, slavery, and patrimonialism were some of these “birthmarks.” 
Having thrown off the shackles of the British empire, “the first new nation” (Lipset 
2003 [1963]) proceeded to establish itself as an empire of its own, seizing the land and 
labor of native peoples of North America (Kaplan 2005; Stoler, ed. 2006;).  Having 
declared itself subject to a natural law in which “all men [sic] are created equal,” the 
United States quite comprehensively disobeyed that law in practice: not only through 
its support for hereditary chattel slavery, but also through its severe restrictions on 
democratic participation. 8  The American Revolution was in many respects triggered 
by trade restrictions imposed by the “mother country”; 9  the insurgent colonies were 
merchant capitalist, not yet industrial capitalist. They were patrimonial systems that 
were still marked by feudalism (Adams 2005). Not only did romantic racist ideol-
ogy justifying slavery develop out of this political- economic complex— the plantation 
owner as the father, the slaves as children— but also the chattelization of both slaves 
and women was operating here (Pateman 1988; Mills 1999). Furthermore, because 
there was very little industrial production in the early decades of the nation’s exis-
tence, property- less white men were uncertain about their status. The main “workers” 
were slaves, and white men, unwilling to accept the quasi- feudal status of “servant,” 
were determined to distinguish themselves from slaves at all costs. David Roediger 
(2007 [1991]) finds deep roots for later U.S. racism in this unstable and conflictual 
situation. What about the slaves themselves? The 1790 census— the first ever taken 
in the country— counted roughly 20 percent of the U.S. population as enslaved (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 1791). In Virginia, the principal slaveholding state of the time, 
the enslaved population was around 40#percent of the total. 

 Thus policing and controlling the enslaved population was a particular concern, 
especially in the South, where slaves were concentrated and represented the main 
source of labor. The U.S. Constitution reflected extensive experience in the surveil-
lance and punishment of slaves, experience that had been acquired by Europeans 
over 250 years of colonization before the Constitution was even promulgated. Protec-
tion for “the peculiar institution” was provided by the document in numerous ways: 
notably in its provision for the return of escaped slaves, and in its ignominious “three- 
fifths clause,” whereby the enslaved population, though obviously unrepresented in 
the legislature, could yet be counted as a component of the population for purposes 
of legislative enumeration. 

 For most of U.S. history, state racial policy’s main objective was repression and 
exclusion. Congress’ first attempt to define American citizenship, the Naturalization 
Law of 1790, declared that only free “white” immigrants could qualify. A persis-
tent pattern of disenfranchisment targeted people of color. Before the Civil War, 
“free persons of color” were stripped of their right to vote— the key to citizenship 
 status— in many states. The extension of eligibility to all racial groups has been slow 
indeed. Japanese, for example, could become naturalized citizens only after the pas-
sage of the McCarran–Walter Act of 1952. 10  
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 The state plays a crucial part in racialization, the extension of racial meaning to 
a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice or group. Throughout 
the 19th century, many state and federal laws recognized only three racial categories: 
“white,” “Negro,” and “Indian.” In California, the influx of Chinese and the debates 
surrounding the legal status of Mexicans provoked a brief juridical crisis of racial 
definition. California attempted to resolve this dilemma by classifying Mexicans and 
Chinese within the already existing framework of “legally defined” racial groups. 
After the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), Mexicans were accorded the political- 
legal status of “free white persons,” a fig- leaf placed by the U.S. conquerors over the 
realities of Mexican  mestizaje  and slave emancipation. State racialization of Asians 
was even more baroque: In 1854 the newly established California Supreme Court 
ruled in  People v. Hall  (CA Supreme Court 1854) that Chinese should be considered 
“Indian”[!] and denied the political rights accorded to whites. 11  

 But even at its most oppressive, the racial order was unable to arrogate to itself 
the entire capacity for the production of racial meanings or the racial subjection 
of the population. Racially  defined “others”— people of color— were always able 
to counterpose their own cultural traditions, their own forms of organization and 
identity, to the dehumanizing and enforced “invisibility” imposed by the majority 
society. As the voluminous literature on black culture under slavery shows, black 
slaves developed cultures of resistance based on music, religion, African traditions, 
and family ties, among other political technologies. By these means they sustained 
their own ideological project: the development of a “free” black identity, a sense 
of “peoplehood,” and a collective dedication to emancipation. 12  Similar processes 
of cultural resistance developed among Native Americans, Latin@s, and Asians. 13  

 Without reviewing the vast history of the U.S. racial order, it is still possible to 
make some general comments about the manner in which this order was historically 
consolidated. Gramsci’s distinction between “war of maneuver” and “war of posi-
tion” will prove useful here. In his account,  war of maneuver  is the form of politics 
appropriate to conditions of dictatorship or despotism, when no terrain is available 
for opposition inside the system. Resistance to the regime mobilizes outside the polit-
ical arena, in the hinterlands, the slums and barracoons, the places of worship, the 
fields and mines and other workplaces, everywhere the subaltern strata are gathered. 
Once it has acquired the necessary force, resistance moves to the key locus of power, 
the capital, and seizes the key redoubts (the Bastille, the Winter Palace) from which 
oppressive power has been exercised. 

  War of position,  by contrast, is the political form appropriate to hegemonic sys-
tems of rule that operate by incorporating their opposition, at least up to a point. 
Modern mass societies of both the fascist and the democratic type are the kinds 
of political systems Gramsci has in mind. Resistance to fascism combines the two 
forms of politics. Democratic states may be quite restrictive, but they still generally 
provide some space for challenge from within: legislative, electoral, or judicial pro-
cesses, for example. In such societies the state is fortified (Gramsci calls it a system 



 Racial Politics and the Racial State 143

of “trenches”) 14  by structures of legitimation and consent against insurrection or 
other direct challenges. The task faced by any oppositional movement engaged in a 
“war of position” is to delegitimate the hegemonic system and to erode or under-
mine consent. By rearticulating political and cultural “common sense” in such a 
way that the excluded, oppressed, and exploited sectors of society can achieve their 
own legitmacy, their own inclusion, the opposition develops  counter- hegemony.  It 
seeks to attain the rights, justice, and political power that its supporters had earlier 
been denied. “War of position” is thus a prolonged struggle for the adherence of the 
general population and the achievement of political power, generally without insur-
rection or armed struggle. 15  

 For much of American history, no political legitimacy was conceded to alterna-
tive or oppositional racial projects. The absence of democratic rights, of material 
resources, and of political and ideological terrain upon which to challenge the mono-
lithic character of the racial order, forced racially defined opposition both outward, to 
the margins of society, and inward, to the relative safety of self- defined communities. 
Slaves who escaped to the North or Canada, or who formed maroon communities 
in forests and swamps; Indians who made war on the United States in defense of 
their peoples and lands; Chinese and Filipin@s who drew together in Chinatowns 
and Manilatowns in order to gain some measure of collective control over their 
existence— these are some examples of the movement  outward,  away from political 
engagement with the racial state. 

 These same blacks, Indians, Asians (and many others), banned from the political 
system and relegated to what was supposed to be a permanently inferior sociocultural 
status, were also forced  inward  upon themselves as individuals, families, and com-
munities. Tremendous cultural resources were nurtured among such communities; 
enormous labors were required to survive and to develop elements of an autonomy 
and opposition under such conditions. These circumstances can best be understood 
as combining with the violent clashes and necessity of resistance (to white- led race 
riots, military assaults) which characterized these periods, to constitute a racial war 
of maneuver. 

 War of maneuver was gradually replaced by  war of position  as racially defined 
minorities achieved political gains in the United States. 16  A strategy of war of position 
can only be predicated on political struggle— on the existence of diverse institutional 
and cultural terrains upon which oppositional political projects can be mounted. To 
the extent that you can confront the racial state from within the political system, to 
the degree that you possess political “voice” (Hirschman 1971), you are fighting a war 
of position. Prepared in large measure by the practices undertaken under conditions 
of war of maneuver, black movements and their allies were able to make sustained 
strategic incursions into the mainstream political process during the post- World War 
II years. “Opening up” the state was a process of democratization which had effects 
both on state structures and on racial meanings. The postwar black movement, later 
joined by other racially based minority movements, challenged the dominant racial 
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ideology in the United States, insisting upon a more egalitarian and democratic con-
cept of race. The state was the logical target for this effort. 

 The Racial Body Politic 
 Race and racism both de" ne and disrupt the body politic of the nation- state. 17  As we 
saw in  Chapter 3 , concepts of the  nation  like “the American people” or “the French 
people” presuppose a degree of inclusion and commonality that is impossible to 
achieve in practice. States occasionally become the instruments of necessarily geno-
cidal attempts to attain that level of uniformity (“purity”), which is usually framed 
in racial terms. 18  But more often they must manage the heterogeneity of the body 
politic, operating on the continuum of despotism–democracy that we have discussed. 
Therefore racial di. erence and racial inequality are fundamental dimensions of social 
organization. This is something that reductionist theoretical approaches to race and 
racism  just can ’ t explain.  There is a persistent tendency to recur to other, suppos-
edly more fundamental social forces like class and culture/ethnicity, in the e. ort to 
explain the persistence and breadth of race. Such accounts always neglect or dismiss 
the embeddedness of race in the modern world. 

 Foucault’s concept of “biopower” 19  addresses some of the problems of this sort 
of management. Though he developed it in his later work on sexuality, Foucault also 
applied this term to issues of race and racism, especially in regard to colonialism and 
empire. The biopower concept is useful here because it allows us to see the normal-
ization and comprehensiveness of race and racism in the modern world (and most 
certainly in the U.S.). With Foucault, we challenge the idea— found everywhere in 
both scholarly work and common sense— that human differentiation according to 
race is somehow aberrant, and that racism is an irrational deviation from such immu-
table principles as individualism, “ liberté, égalité, fraternité, ” or the law of supply and 
demand. Foucault labels such accounts “scapegoat theories” of race. As Ann Laura 
Stoler writes, 

 Scapegoat theories posit that under economic and social duress, particular sub- 
populations are cordoned off as intruders, invented to deflect anxieties, and 
conjured up precisely to nail blame. For Foucault, racism is more than an  ad hoc  
response to crisis: It is a manifestation of preserved possibilities, the expression 
of an underlying discourse of permanent social war, nurtured by the biopoliti-
cal technologies of “incessant purification.” Racism does not merely arise in 
moments of crisis, in sporadic cleansings. It is internal to the biopolitical state, 
woven into the weft of the social body, threaded through its fabric. 

 (1995, 69) 

 From this standpoint the “scavenger concept” of race also acquires new focus and 
emphasis. The ready availability of race as an “explanation” for deviance from some 
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attributed norm becomes more intelligible when we recognize both the ease with 
which racial distinctions are made— their “ocularity”— and when we simultaneously 
admit the breadth and depth of racial awareness in American society. With these 
political tools in view, with an awareness of biopower handy and Foucault by your 
side, consider once again the raciality of the body politic: the endless list of attributed 
variation by race that pervades the United States, and much of the rest of the world 
as well. Variation by race in scores on the SAT test? In evacuation rates by race from 
hurricane- ! ooded New Orleans? In di. erent racial groups’ commitments to “hard 
work”? In criminal propensities? How about in common- sense beliefs about sexual 
proclivities across racially de" ned groups (consider the word “vanilla” in this con-
text)? This list can go on for days. 

 The phrase “body politic,” of course, refers not only to the collective body, 
the “nation” or its equivalents; it also refers to the politicized body. Here we are 
arguing that the phenomic dimensions of race are among the central components 
of this phenomenon. Race and racism not only politicize the social but render up 
the human body into the burning heart of the state as material for the social control. 
State racial policy is directed against the racial body, in such forms as surveillance, 
profiling, policing, and confinement. This racial body politic is also gendered and 
classed: State violence against black men— against poor, dark, mainly male bod-
ies— is one of the most continuous and seemingly central aspects of the U.S. racial 
system. Women of color are also targeted, especially by violence, discrimination, and 
assaults on their reproductive rights (Harris- Perry 2011); profiling is everywhere 
(Glover 2009). 

 Much recent scholarship has properly been devoted to “performing race” (Kondo 
1997). In parallel fashion, critical studies of racism tend to see it as something that can 
be “performed’ or not; for example we are urged to “interrupt” racism, or to “ally” 
against racism. We consider that both these dimensions of race— race as “perfor-
mance” and race as “phenomics”— must be synthesized if we are to conceive fully of 
the racial politics of civil society. To be sure there is no easy separation of the racial 
state from the racial dimensions of identity and everyday life. 

  The body is the person.  It is not news that racism derives much of its energy 
from the effort to control racially marked bodies. Nor is it surprising that des-
potism operates on the racial body, assaulting it, confining it, and profiling it. 20  
Whether traditional or modern, whether religious or corporate, whether super-
exploiting immigrant workers, profiling “suspicious” persons (“stop and frisk”; 
“show me your papers”), whether enforcing the boundaries of neighborhood seg-
regation, policing school hallways in neighborhoods of color (Nolan 2011)— again 
the list is long— the convergence between despotism and the racial body is com-
prehensive. For this reason— as well as for reasons of gender and sexuality— the 
right of all human beings to control their own bodies is a fundamental democratic 
demand. 
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 The Radical Pragmatist Politics of Race 
 Racial formation theory draws a great deal from the pragmatist philosophical tradi-
tion. Pragmatist concepts of self and society are based on the core idea of  self- re! ective 
action.  This term means that both individually and collectively we are self- consciously 
cognizant of the social forces in which we are immersed, and through which we steer 
our individual and collective selves. 21  Consider racial formation as a continuous pro-
cess of this type. It is not only a struggle over the meaning of one’s own racial identity 
within a particular social context and de" ned set of relationships; it is also a con! ict 
over the terms of collective self- de" nition carried out in the shadow of the state and 
its biopolitical capabilities. In the post- World War II period, these struggles have 
taken place in explicitly political terms, as an ongoing “war of position” between 
racial despotism and racial democracy. 

 A radical pragmatist approach allows us to analyze the interaction of the racial-
ized self and the racialized social structure. At the “micro- level,” each racial self 
engages in a certain amount of sociopolitical “navigation,” so to speak. This activity 
takes place in everyday life and in political life, and requires what might be called 
racial “intelligence.” When one acts self- reflectively in respect to race, she or he links 
the racial conditions of everyday life with those of the overall social structure. Often 
this racial intelligence is taken for granted, but it is also self- conscious much of the 
time, especially for people of color. 

 At the “macro- level,” the radical pragmatism of racial formation theory allows us 
to understand why even in the present— in the post- civil rights, neoliberal era— racial 
politics are so intractable, why they consist of simultaneous advances and setbacks. At 
some moments and during some periods, projects for collective self- definition assume 
the utmost importance, while at others they are in relative abeyance. Under some 
conditions, when mobilization is sufficient— say in 1963  Birmingham, Alabama— 
movements and organizations are able to intervene politically and act strategically on 
behalf of insurgent groups of color. More often, self- reflective political activity is dif-
fused and sporadic, less frequently concentrated in mass political undertakings. The 
Birmingham campaign or the August 1963 March on Washington were exceptional 
moments of collective mobilization. But self- reflective action is always present to 
some degree. 

  The state also operates this way.  Indeed a radical pragmatist approach to racial 
politics also allows us to see the “life of the state” as Gramsci describes it, as 

 a continuous process of formation and superseding of unstable equilibria … 
between the interests of the fundamental group and those of the subordinate 
groups— equilibria in which the interests of the dominant group prevail, but 
only up to a certain point, i.e., stopping short of narrowly corporate economic 
interest. 

 (1971, 182) 
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 The framework here is Marxian class analysis, but if we think about this processual 
notion of “the life of the state” from a racial point of view it closely parallels the 
pragmatist concept. The “fundamental group” may be seen as whites— or more#prop-
erly whites and others who bene" t from white supremacy and racism— while the 
 “subordinate groups” are people of color and their allies who are incorporated 
into the “unstable equilibrium,” but only “up to a point.” Racial politics are unstable 
because state and opposition are both the targets and operators of intersecting racial 
projects. In the old days, the racial state could be more overt and violent. In the 
“post- civil rights” era, the racial state cannot merely dominate; it must seek  hege-
mony.  It does this in two related ways; " rst by incorporating “subordinate” groups: 
the “sub- ” others, in other words the  subaltern;  and second by creating and embody-
ing racial “common sense,” as we have discussed. Yet state violence, con" nement, 
and aggressive and repressive policing of people of color all continue; this is how 
hegemony and subalternity are maintained: though a combination of repression and 
incorporation. 

 What is despotic, and what is democratic, about the U.S. racial state? Despite sev-
eral historical “breaks”— when abolition of slavery, decolonization, and large- scale 
extensions of citizenship and civil rights took place— the contemporary world is still 
mired in the same racial history from which it originally sprang. The U.S. state was 
born out of white supremacy and still maintains it to a significant degree. Yet the 
state has been forced time and time again to make concessions to the racial “others”: 
people of African descent, subjects of imperial conquest, indigenous people, and 
immigrants. The racial state has been transformed over and over in unending efforts 
to deal with its fundamental contradictions: Its concept of “freedom” included slav-
ery. It is a racial despotism that also claims to be democratic. It is an empire that arose 
out of an anti- imperial revolution. It is a settler society (based on immigration) that 
is also exclusionist. 

 Colonial rule and slavocracy were systems whose fundamental political charac-
ter was despotic. By seizure of territory, by kidnapping and theft, by coercive and 
authoritarian rule, Europe- based imperial regimes destroyed countless lives and sen-
sibilities. No amount of rationalization, no invocation of themes of development and 
uplift, no efforts at historical relativization can justify these predations or deodorize 
their moral stink. So, racial politics and the racial state have their origins in the ravag-
ing of the globe, in the consolidation of European rule, and in the classification of all 
humanity along racial lines. It is a bleak picture. 

 But not in every way. Racial politics also embody self- activity, resistance, and 
“situated creativity” (another pragmatist phrase; see Joas 1996). For the past half- 
millennium, refusal of slavery, resistance to colonialism, noncompliance with racial 
domination, fidelity to oppositional cultural traditions and alternative concepts of 
group and individual identity, and belief in racial solidarity have been some of the 
most crucial sources of insurgency, some of the central passions underlying eman-
cipatory and democratic politics, both in the United States and around the world. 
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 Trajectories of Racial Politics 
 What happens in racial politics when huge crises and racial “breaks”— matters of 
global and not just national signi" cance for the most part— are  not  on the horizon? 
The 17 years of the Civil War/Reconstruction (1860–1877) and roughly 22 years 
(1948–1970) of the post- World War II racial “break” were exceptional periods. The 
brief and heroic latter period is now receding historically. As President Obama has 
noted— speaking about himself as well as other present- day black leaders— the 
“Moses” generation of Dr. King and his contemporaries has now been succeeded by 
the “Joshua” generation (Bobo and Dawson 2009). What do “normal” racial politics 
look like today? 

 Racial politics should be understood in terms of  trajectories.  In the post- World 
War II civil rights era and its aftermath, there have been a rising and a declining phase 
of this political trajectory. The trajectory proceeded from the relative abeyance of 
racial justice movements before the war; it was initiated during the war with the 1941 
desegregation of the defense industries, and continued with the desegregation of the 
armed forces and the 1954  Brown  decision; it reached its apogee with the upsurge 
of the civil rights, black power, and their allied movements in the 1960s. It began its 
decline after the adoption of civil rights reforms in the mid- 1960s. A victim of its own 
(partial) success, the movement confronted the onset of racial reaction at the hands of 
the new right from about 1970 onward. 

 Applying Gramsci’s approach, let us consider the U.S. racial system as an “unsta-
ble equilibrium.” The idea of politics as “the continuous process of formation and 
superseding of unstable equilibria” has particular resonance in describing the opera-
tion of the racial state. The racial system is managed by the state— encoded in law, 
organized through policy- making, and enforced by a repressive apparatus. But the 
equilibrium thus achieved is unstable, for the great variety of conflicting interests 
encapsulated in racial meanings and identities can be no more than pacified by the 
state. Racial conflict persists at every level of society, varying over time and in respect 
to different groups, but ubiquitous. Indeed, the state is itself penetrated and struc-
tured by the very interests whose conflicts it seeks to stabilize and control. 22  

 Disruption and restoration of the racial order suggest the type of reiterative 
movement or pattern we designate by the term “trajectory.” Both racial movements 
and the racial state experience such transformations, passing through periods of rapid 
change and virtual stasis, through moments of massive mobilization and others of rel-
ative passivity. While the movement and regime versions of the overall trajectory are 
independently observable, they could not exist independently of each other. Racially 
based political movements are inconceivable without the racial state, which provides 
a focus for political demands and structures the racial order. The racial regime, in 
turn, has been historically constructed by racial movements; it consists of agencies 
and programs which are institutionalized responses to racially  based movements of 
the past. 
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 Our concept of the trajectory of racial politics thus links the two central actors 
in the drama of contemporary racial politics— the racial state and anti- racist social 
movements, the “dominant” and “subordinate” groups in Gramsci’s account— and 
suggests a general pattern of interaction between them. Change in the racial order, in 
the social meaning and political role played by race, is achieved only when the state 
has initiated reforms, when it has generated new programs and agencies in response 
to movement demands. Movements capable of achieving such reforms only arise 
when there is significant “decay” in the capacities of pre- existing state programs and 
institutions to organize and enforce racial ideology. Contemporary patterns of change 
in the racial order illustrate this point clearly. 

 Taken as a whole, the anti- racist movements of the post- World War II period con-
stitute a broad democratic upsurge, whose goals were a wide aggregation of “freedom 
dreams” (Kelley 2003) that ranged from moderate (voting rights) to radical (socialist 
revolution, national liberation). The state response to this challenge sought to contain 
it through reforms that would substitute a system of racial  hegemony  for the previ-
ous system of racial  domination.  The various civil rights acts and court decisions of 
the 1960s incorporated movement opposition. This involved making tangible conces-
sions without altering the underlying structural racism that was characteristic of the 
United States. It also meant the marginalization and in some cases destruction of 
those sectors of racial opposition that were unwilling to accept limited (aka “moder-
ate”) reforms. 

 After the dust had settled from the titanic confrontation between the movement’s 
radical propensities and the “establishment’s” tremendous capacity for incorporative 
“moderate” reform, a great deal remained unresolved. The ambiguous and con-
tradictory racial conditions in the nation today result from decades- long attempts 
simultaneously to ameliorate racial opposition and to placate and sustain the  ancien 
régime raciale.  The unending reiteration of these opposite gestures, these contra-
dictory practices, itself testifies to the limitations of democracy and the continuing 
significance of race in the United States. 

 Where are we located today on this trajectory? Were the incorporative reforms 
effective in defusing the anti-racist movement? Of course, they were; let’s not have 
any illusions about that. But the political processes we are discussing here proceed 
forward in time, driven in part by the very limitations of the reforms that shaped them. 
The trajectory of racial politics continues. Perhaps perversely, or at#least ironically, 
the reforms which curtailed racial inequality and injustice’s most despotic features 
have worked to reinforce the production and diffusion of “colorblindness” as the 
hegemonic U.S. racial ideology in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. In  Chap ters#7  
(Racial Reaction: Containment and Rearticulation) and  8  (Colorblindness, Neoliberal-
ism, and Obama), we consider the rise to hegemony of colorblind racial ideology, as 
well as its contradictions and vulnerabilities. 

 This is the racial crisis of the early 21st century. “[C]risis,” Gramsci wrote, “con-
sists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born: in this 
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interregnum, a great variety of morbid symptoms appear” (1971, 276). The significant 
advances made since World War II in overcoming the entrenched systems of U.S. racial 
despotism coexist with a system of ongoing racial stratification and injustice that man-
ages to reproduce most of the conditions that have supposedly been abolished. 

 The Politicization of the Social 
 The race- based/anti- racism movements that arose after World War II were the " rst 
 new social movements  (Laraña, Johnston, and Gus" eld, eds. 1994; Goodwin, Jasper, 
and Polletta, eds. 2001). They were the " rst systematically to expand the concerns of 
politics to the social sphere, to the terrain of everyday life and emotional life. 23  New 
social movement politics would later prove “contagious,” leading to the mobilization 
of other people of color, as well as other groups whose concerns were principally social. 
The new social movements were inspired by the black movement— particularly in the 
United States but all around the world as well (Mullings 2009). These movements 
challenged the more limited notions of politics that had shaped “mainstream” under-
standings. They vastly enlarged and qualitatively transformed the classical de" nition 
of politics: “Who gets what, when, and how” (Lasswell 1950 [1936]). 

 What distinguishes the post- World War II racial regime, and the anti- racist initia-
tives of the mid- 20th century, from previous periods of racial despotism and earlier 
attempts to create racial democracy? Of course, no historical period is completely 
different from those that preceded it; all political systems, all racial projects, bear the 
“birthmarks” of their epochs of origin. Even a radical “break,” like the one described 
by Du Bois in  Black Reconstruction,  or the post- World War II upheaval in racial 
dynamics— which was a worldwide phenomenon, not just a U.S. one— preserves 
within itself substantial components of what went before. 

 How could it be otherwise? Enslaved people of African descent may have sought 
freedom, and indeed fought and died for it with all their hearts, but they nevertheless 
remained wounded and brutalized by the system they succeeded in overthrowing. 
And that system, however much it had been laid waste by Sherman’s armies, and 
however much it had been chastened by Lincoln’s poignant warning in his Second 
Inaugural Address (1864) that 

 if God wills that it [the War] continue until all the wealth piled by the bonds-
man’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and 
… every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn 
with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said, 
“The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether…,” 

 would still not emerge from the carnage and su. ering of the Civil War as a truly free 
society. 

 The achievement of civil rights reforms was a great triumph, despite the limi-
tations and compromises built into the reform legislation and the Supreme Court 
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decisions involved (the  Brown  decision’s “all deliberate speed” equivocation on 
desegregation was but one example of this). Yet the passage of civil rights laws in the 
mid- 1960s was no more the creation of racial democracy than was the passage of civil 
rights laws in the late 1860s. The Supreme Court overturned the 1868 Civil Rights 
Act and other emancipatory Reconstruction- era measures, just as it has eviscerated 
the 1960s civil rights laws in the decades since their enactment. 24  The achievement 
of slavery’s abolition was at best a hint of what “abolition democracy”— that quasi- 
revolutionary ideal that Du Bois identified as the heart of slaves’ auto- emancipation 
during the Civil War— would have involved: redistribution of land, severe punish-
ment for rebellious Confederates. Civil rights are not the same as democracy. They 
do not spell the end of racism; indeed they are marked by racism’s continuity, not its 
elimination. 

 Yet the post- World War II racial upheavals in the United States, the anti- racist 
movements of that epoch, did indeed achieve something new and unprecedented. 
This was the  politicization of the social:  the overflow of political meaning and aware-
ness into the arena of everyday and emotional life, which had up to then been a largely 
“private” and depoliticized sphere. This terrain had previously been seen as largely 
irrational, disembodied, unrelated to politics, unconnected to power, and outside the 
purview of the state. 

 Emerging from the territory of the everyday, lived experience of racism, and indeed 
embedded with that experience, the anti- racist movement was all about the ways race 
was conceived, constructed, and practiced at both the macro- level of institutional 
arrangements and social structure and the micro- level of everyday social relation-
ships. The modern civil rights movement, and its allied anti- racist movements, were 
struggles over these concepts, practices, and structures; they were conflicts about 
the  social meaning of race.  It was their incursion into the nation’s political life, and 
their achievements within it, that created what we call The Great Transformation— 
the shifts in racial awareness, racial meaning, racial subjectivity that were brought 
about by the black movement. Race is not only a matter of politics, economics, or 
culture, but operates simultaneously on all these levels of lived experience. It is a 
pre- eminently social phenomenon that suffuses each individual identity, each family 
and community, and that also penetrates state institutions and market relationships. 

 After World War II, the black movement  politicized the social.  It asserted the “fact 
of blackness” (Fanon 1967), a realization that erupted like a volcano onto the sleeping 
village below. The village of American social life— that is, the white “mainstream” of 
segregated American society— was turned inside  out by this “social fact” (Durkheim 
2014) after centuries of white obliviousness and dormant racial insurgency. The rise 
of the black movement eclipsed the ethnicity- based model of race and instituted a 
new model based on new understandings— what we call  rearticulations — of key socio-
political pillars of U.S. “common sense”: democracy, state, and identity. 

 Because it represented a critical upheaval in the meaning of race and a far more 
profound understanding of the dynamics of racism, the politicization of the social 
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was linked to the two challenging paradigms of racial formation that we have dis-
cussed here: the class- based paradigm and the nation- based paradigm. But it was 
only linked in part. Yes, the class- based and nation- based approaches to race and 
racism shared a rejection of the “moderate” orientation of the ethnicity paradigm. 
This drew them together in their quest for a more radical anti- racist position, and it 
suggested a deeper critique of race and racism in everyday life. For example, some 
class- based theories of race focused on the  experience  of inequality and superex-
ploitation (Oppenheimer 1974). Cultural nationalist politics and theory focused on 
community, customs, and  peoplehood.  

 But the challenging paradigms could not grasp the larger significance of the racial 
politics of everyday life, the social psychological and experiential dimensions of the 
politicized social. The class- based and nation- based paradigms of race, though critical 
and radical, relied on more traditional forms of politics— on economic determinism 
and anti- colonialism respectively. Because they were limited by their reductionism 
of race, even the radical varieties of the class- based and nation- based paradigms— 
Marxist accounts and internal colonialism accounts in particular— could not fully 
embrace the autonomy and  self- activity  of the new social movements. 

 We do not argue that the politicization of the social was a purely spontaneous 
phenomenon. Indeed it was  crafted  in part by movement activists and theorists, for 
example by Bayard Rustin (Rustin 2003 [1965]; D’Emilio 2004). We draw special 
attention, however, to the movement’s ability to pay attention to its base, to “learn from 
its followers.” This derived from its profound commitment to the complexities of race 
itself. This recognition of black “self- activity” (James et#al. 2006 [1958]) bore a strong 
resemblance to the “situated creativity” highlighted in Dewey’s political philosophy. 
We have discussed this  radical pragmatism of race.  The movement’s immersion in the 
black religious tradition, its embrace of direct action, and its heteronomous adoption 
of such political tactics as the “sit- in” (based in the labor movement) and  satyagraha /
nonviolence (based in Gandhi’s anti- colonial struggle in India; see Chabot 2011) 25  all 
undermined the racist barriers that had for so long separated the thoroughly racial-
ized social life of American society from the exclusive white politics of the Jim Crow 
regime. A notable feature of the black movement’s politicization of the social was the 
active role that youth, especially black youth, played in this transition. The willingness 
of young blacks to expose their bodies to the brutality of white racism— particularly in 
the South— was itself a rearticulation: a practical reinterpretation of the significance 
of the black body, as well as a defiance of the inherent violence of lynching. 26  

 In short, racial identity, racial experience, racial politics, and the racial state itself 
were deeply transformed after World War II by the black movement and its allies. 
They were so profoundly reinvented and reinterpreted that the racial meanings estab-
lished during this period continue to shape social and political life, even in the current 
period of reaction. 

 Furthermore, the politicization of the social spread across all of American life, 
highlighting the injustices, inequalities, and indignities that pervade U.S. society. The 
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taken- for- granted unfreedom of women as a result of their sexual objectification and 
assumed unsuitability for the public sphere— in other words, the whole panoply of 
sexist practices and social structures— now became visible and a matter of conten-
tion, not only in the legislatures and courts but in the workplace and bedroom. 27  The 
assumed abnormality, perversion, deviance, and criminality of homosexuality— in 
other words, the unquestioned homophobia, ostracism, and discrimination expe-
rienced as a matter of course by anyone recognized as gay— now became a public 
political conflict, not only for those stigmatized as a result of their sexual identities, 
but for  everyone,  for the whole society. 28  Of course, these shifts did not take place 
overnight; they required years to unfold; indeed they are still very much sociopoliti-
cal battlefields and are likely to remain so, just as race and racism itself will remain a 
political “war zone,” a field of profound conflict. But our point here is not that that 
these were “problems” that were “solved” in political life and everyday life. Indeed 
it is quite the opposite: that racism, sexism, and homophobia— and other society- 
wide conflicts as well— were  revealed and politicized  by the anti- racist movement 
that succeeded World War II. Henceforth these and related dimensions of injustice, 
inequality, and exclusion became public issues, ceasing forever to be relegated to the 
private and personal sphere, or worse yet, to be utterly denied and suppressed. 

 The radical upsurge of the anti- racist movement during the post- World War 
II years succeeded in disrupting white supremacy. It discredited the European 
immigrant- based model of race that had grounded ethnicity theory and had ratio-
nalized the racial “moderation” and complacency of white liberals. Anti- racist 
mobilization incentivized class- based and nation- based theories and analyses of 
race— the challenging paradigms we have discussed in  Chapters 2  and 3. But although 
the movement launched a new political trajectory of conflict and reform, neither of 
the two challenging viewpoints could achieve hegemonic status. They suffered from 
serious deficiencies, largely because (as we have argued in  Part I ) of their reduction 
of race to other phenomena. The subsequent waning of the class- and nation-based 
viewpoints and organizations, grounded in challenging paradigms left a vacuum in 
racial theory and politics. This vacuum permitted the racial state to adopt new tech-
niques of violence and repression, working under the “law and order” ideology of 
the new right. This vacuum also created the political space for the rearticulation and 
containment of movement demands under the ideology of colorblindness. 

 Despite these serious setbacks, the depth and breadth of “the Great Transforma-
tion” can hardly be exaggerated.  The forging of new collective racial identities during 
the 1950s and 1960s has been the single most enduring contribution of the anti- racist move-
ment.  It is a set of political resources that endures today as a central component of the 
struggle for democracy in the United States. Today, the gains won in the past have 
been rolled back in many respects. Many anti- racist movement organizations have 
been forced onto the defensive: Rather than demanding increased racial justice, they 
have had to fight to uphold welfare state policies and liberal reforms— affirmative 
action is perhaps the best example— that they once condemned as inadequate and 
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tokenistic at best. The trajectory of racial politics continues, but now in a prolonged 
downturn. Amidst these reversals, the persistence of the politicized social, the con-
tinuity and strength of the new racial identities forged by the anti- racist movement, 
stands out as the most formidable obstacle to the consolidation of a repressive racial 
order. Apparently, the movements themselves could be fragmented, many of the poli-
cies for which they fought could be reversed, and their leaders could be coopted or 
even assassinated; but the racial subjectivity and self- awareness that they developed 
have taken permanent hold, and no amount of repression or cooptation can change 
that. 

 Notes 
  1. Mills 2008, 1389. 
  2. Durkheim’s theoretical claims about social facts and collective representations are conve-

niently assembled and discussed in Durkheim 2014. 
  3. Concepts of the subject, subjection, and subjectivity are usefully deconstructed in Butler 

1997a. The experience/structure framework parallels Mills’s “sociological imagination” 
(2000 [1959]), and also Levi- Strauss’s (1966) concept of social structure as simultaneously 
synchronic and diachronic. All three of these accounts share central pragmatist tenets as well. 

  4. The concepts of “situated creativity” and “self- re! ective action” are core ideas in the 
radical pragmatism of John Dewey (1933, 1948 [1919]). A parallel concept can be found 
in C.L.R. James’s idea of “self- activity” and in Grace Lee’s early work. The term “self- 
activity” was introduced into the political lexicon in  Facing Reality , a theoretical text by 
C.L.R. James, Grace Lee, Martin Glaberman, and Cornelius Castoriadis that appeared 
in the 1950s. Because “self- activity” cannot be delegated to others, it embodies radical 
democracy. The authors write: 
  The end toward which mankind is inexorably developing by the constant over-

coming of internal antagonisms is not the enjoyment, ownership, or use of goods, 
but self- realization, creativity based upon the incorporation into the individual 
personality of the whole previous development of humanity. Freedom is creative 
universality, not utility. (2006 [1958], 58) 

  The radical pragmatist (and arguably Deweyan) framework here is quite palpable. See also 
Rawick 1972; Lawson and Koch, eds. 2004. Lee (later Grace Lee Boggs), still active today 
at age 95, remains a leading anti- racist radical activist and author. She received her Ph.D. 
in 1940 with a dissertation on George Herbert Mead and has written on Dewey as well. 

  5. The notion of racism as a “scavenger ideology” was " rst elaborated by George Mosse 
(1985, 213). It is also noted in Collins and Solomos 2010, 11; Fredrickson 2002. 

  6. On Gramsci’s concept of ideology as “glue,” see Gramsci 1971, 328. 
  7. In U.S. race studies the subalternity argument goes back through Robin D.G. Kelley to 

the “hidden transcripts” of James C. Scott. Scott in turn drew on the “subaltern stud-
ies” school of Ranajit Guha, Partha Chatterjee, and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, among 
others. The term “subaltern” comes from Gramsci. In our view, it pairs domination and 
“otherness,” and thus addresses key race/racism issues. In important part of subalternity 
theories is the argument that it is di/  cult to govern subaltern peoples “all the way down.” 



 Racial Politics and the Racial State 155

Implicitly, “below” normal politics there is a level of autonomy available to such groups 
and individuals, an “infrapolitical” terrain beneath the radar of white supremacy, colonial-
ism, slavocracy, or other authoritarian regimes. This theme relates to the theme of race/
racism as the “politicization of the social” that we discuss later in this chapter. 

  8. The American Revolution was a bourgeois revolution, in the sense that it overthrew a feu-
dal system and established a system of rule by a property- holding class of “commoners.” 
The revolution thus repudiated not only absolutism and “divine right” but also nobility 
and aristocracy. But because it occurred in the early stages of capitalism’s development, 
it initially recognized only the democratic rights of established (male, white) property- 
holders. The founding fathers’ distaste for the “rabble,” the masses, even those who were 
white and male, is well- known. Later, as capitalism developed, political rights could be 
extended (gradually to be sure) to the “middling sorts”: small (white, male) property- 
holders. See Beckert 2001. 

  9. This is true of almost all the American anti- colonial revolutions: Beginning in the early 
19th century, local (“creole”) elites— Bolivar, Juarez, San Martin— sought to throw o.  the 
restrictive commercial practices demanded by colonial administrations based in Europe. 
They wanted to control their own exports— largely primary products— and sell to the 
world market, a form of “free trade” much encouraged by the superpower of that century: 
Great Britain. The one exception here is Haiti and even that epochal struggle was partially 
trade- based. 

 10. The ideological residue of these restrictions in naturalization and citizenship is the popular 
equation of the term “American” with “white.” The emergence of the “birther” phenom-
enon in the aftermath of Barack Obama’s election in 2008 has been cited as evidence of 
this. As pundit Andrew Sullivan writes: 
  The demographics tell the basic story: a black man is president and a large major-

ity of white southerners cannot accept that, even in 2009. They grasp conspiracy 
theories to wish Obama— and the America he represents— away. Since white 
southerners comprise an increasing proportion of the 22% of Americans who still 
describe themselves as Republican, the GOP can neither dismiss the crankery nor 
move past it. The fringe de" nes what’s left of the Republican center. (Sullivan 
2009; see also Parker and Barreto 2013; Fang 2013) 

 11. For a comparative analysis of Mexican and Chinese experiences in 19th- century  California 
see Almaguer 2008 [1994]. 

 12. A brief selection of sources: Lester 1968a; Harding 1969; Rawick 1972; Gutman 1976; 
Aptheker 1983 (1963); Thompson 1983; Hahn 2003; Du Bois 2007 (1935). 

 13. The examples of Geronimo, Crazy Horse, and other Native American leaders were passed 
down from generation to generation as examples of resistance, and the Ghost Dance and 
Native American Church were employed by particular generations of Indians to maintain 
a resistance culture (Geronimo 2005 [1905]; Powers 2011; see also Snipp 1989). Rodolfo 
Acuña has pointed out how the same “bandits” against whom Anglo vigilantes mounted 
expeditions after the Treaty of Guadalupe  Hidalgo— Tiburcio Vasquez and  Joaquín  
Murieta are perhaps the most famous of these— became heroes in the  Mexicano commu-
nities of the Southwest, remembered in folktales and celebrated in corridos (Acuña 2011 
[1972]; see also Peña 1985). Chinese immigrants con" ned at Angel Island in the San Fran-
cisco Bay carved poetry in the walls of their cells, seeking not only to identify themselves 
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and their home villages, but also to memorialize their experiences and to inform their suc-
cessor occupants of those same places of con" nement (Lai, Lim, and Yung 1991; Huang 
2008). We do not o. er these examples to romanticize repression or to give the air of revo-
lutionary struggle to what were often desperate acts; we simply seek to a/  rm that even in 
the most uncontested periods of American racism, oppositional cultures were able, often 
at very great cost, to maintain themselves. 

 14. “The massive structures of the modern democracies, both as State organisations, and as 
complexes of associations in civil society, constitute for the art of politics as it were the 
‘trenches’ and the permanent forti" cations of the front in the war of position: they render 
merely ‘partial’ the element of movement which before used to be ‘the whole’ of war” 
(Gramsci 1971, 503). 

 15. Gramsci’s elliptical language, required by imprisonment in fascist Italy, makes concise 
citation di/  cult. For more details of his approach to the war of maneuver/war of position 
concepts, see “State and Civil Society,” in Gramsci 1971, 445–557. The entire work (itself 
an edited selection) is useful for the student of race and racism. 

 16. Our treatment here is necessarily very brief. The contemporary con" guration of racial 
politics is a major subject later on in this work. 

 17. We con" ne ourselves here to the issue of political uses of the racial body, which is what 
we mean by “the racial body politic.” Originally the phrase “body politic” referred to 
absolutist political frameworks, in which the sovereign’s body was conceived as dual. A 
mortal individual, the sovereign’s political body was also divine. As a result of divine right, 
it incorporated (note the bodily etymology of this term) his or her people as well. Only 
because sovereignty embodied the divine in the mortal, only because of “the king’s two 
bodies” could it exercise absolute power (Kantorowicz 1957; see also Allen 2004, 69–84). 

 18. Eric D. Weitz (2003) has traced a whole series of 20th- century genocides back to the 
attempt, which he calls “utopian,” to achieve racial (or quasi- racial) homogeneity in par-
ticular nations or empires. 

 19. This term refers to the making of political distinctions among human bodies. This hap-
pens according to gender and race most centrally, but in respect to other phenomic 
characteristics as well. Such distinctions are not merely imposed from outside, but are 
seen as intrinsic by their bearers; they thus become essential to the political- economic and 
cultural self- discipline Foucault calls “governmentality.” He refers to biopower as a politi-
cal technology— that is, an apparatus of rule and subjection— that took the shape of “an 
explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugations of bodies 
and the control of populations” (Foucault 1990 [1978], 140). See also Butler 1997a. 

 20. Similar patterns can be discerned in e. orts to control the gendered body and the queer 
body: abortion restriction, gay- bashing, and numerous other repressive practices are clear 
examples. 

 21. This de" nition imperfectly renders some organized principles of pragmatist thought, 
notably its democratic currents. These proceed from Dewey 1933; see also Joas 1996. 

 22. The main means available to the state for the equilibration of con! icting interests is pre-
cisely their incorporation into the state in the form of policies, programs, patronage, etc. 
Gramsci argues that various forms of hegemony ! ow from this process of incorporation: 
“expansive” hegemony if state– society relations display su/  cient dynamism and are not 
inordinately plagued by crisis conditions; or “reformist” hegemony (what he calls “trans-
formism”) if political stability requires continuing concessions to competing forces. 
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 23. This is not strictly true, of course. From the onset of racial slavery there has always been 
a ferocious social critique not only of slavery itself, but of racism too, although that term 
was not yet used. This is evident in the writings and speeches of Douglass, Wells, Cooper. 
“First- wave” feminism also possessed a social critique: It was about women’s lives, not just 
about the vote. 

   Yet our claim holds, because by and large the earlier movements were far more con-
strained by the very laws, customs and conventions that they sought to oppose, than were 
the post- World War II movements. The appeal that the modern civil rights movement 
exercised, its penetration into the everyday, its appeal to youth, its institutional base 
(“resource mobilization”) were unprecedented in earlier cycles of protest. We address this 
topic at greater length in Chapter 6. 

 24. This may be yet another example of Myrdal’s “cumulative and circular development.” 
On the SCOTUS annulment of the 1960s civil rights laws and the undoing of the Warren 
Court’s own liberal race jurisprudence, see Kairys 1994; Alexander 2012. On the undoing 
of the Radical Republican civil rights laws of the 1860s, see Kaczorowski 1987. 

 25. The movement’s early assertion of nonviolent resistance linked it to anti- colonialism well 
before civil rights and antiwar politics fused in the later 1960s. 

 26. Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote: 
  In 1960 an electrifying movement of Negro students shattered the placid surface 

of campuses and communities across the South. The young students of the South, 
through sit- ins and other demonstrations, gave America a glowing example of dis-
ciplined, digni" ed nonviolent action against the system of segregation. Though 
confronted in many places by hoodlums, police guns, tear gas, arrests, and jail sen-
tences, the students tenaciously continued to sit down and demand equal service 
at variety store lunch counters, and they extended their protest from city to city. 
Spontaneously born, but guided by the theory of nonviolent resistance, the lunch 
counter sit- ins accomplished integration in hundreds of communities at the swift-
est rate of change in the civil rights movement up to that time. In communities like 
Montgomery, Alabama, the whole student body rallied behind expelled students 
and staged a walkout while state government intimidation was unleashed with a 
display of military force appropriate to a wartime invasion. Nevertheless, the spirit 
of self-  sacri" ce and commitment remained " rm, and the state governments found 
themselves dealing with students who had lost the fear of jail and physical injury. 

   The campuses of Negro colleges were infused with a dynamism of both action 
and philosophical discussion. Even in the thirties, when the college campus was 
alive with social thought, only a minority were involved in action. During the sit-
 in phase, when a few students were suspended or expelled, more than one college 
saw the total student body involved in a walkout protest. This was a change in 
student activity of profound signi" cance. Seldom, if ever, in American history had 
a student movement engulfed the whole student body of a college. 

   Many of the students, when pressed to express their inner feelings, identi" ed 
themselves with students in Africa, Asia, and South America. The liberation struggle 
in Africa was the great single international in! uence on American Negro students. 
Frequently, I heard them say that if their African brothers could break the bonds of 
colonialism, surely the American Negro could break Jim Crow (King 2001, 137–138; 
see also MLK Jr Research and Education Institute n.d.). 
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  It is also vital to note the key role of Ella Baker in the emergence of the student- based com-
ponents of the movement: in the 1960 Greensboro sit- ins and the Student Non- Violent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC). In the 1964 Freedom Summer, students were the key 
activists (Carson 1995 [1981]; Ransby 2005). 

 27. The origins of “second- wave” feminism have been linked to the analyses and practice of 
key women activists in the civil rights movement. See Echols 1989; Curry 2000; Breines 
2007. 

 28. Here too Bayard Rustin must be acknowledged. As a gay man Rustin was marginalized 
and discriminated against in the movement he did so much to found. See Rustin 2003; 
D’Emilio 2004. 
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