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Foreword
Jean Ishibashi

T

SOCIAL JUSTICE IS “RECONFIGURING POWER:
Challenges for the 21st Century.” Its goal is to provoke discussion of what
we believe to be the central issues our society must grapple with in the
coming century. The proximity of the end of the 20th century and the political
justice we seek in the United States demand reflection as part of our action.
We attempt to address equity and power issues as they are being reconfigured
by transnational corporate interests and worker and community interests. In
particular, the positions, perspectives, and categories of immigrants, females, and
people of color are examined in light of the post-civil rights, feminist, and
immigrant rights movements. In this postmodern era, all of these categories
overlap and are both multidimensional and multicultural in the broadest sense.
They are dynamic, not static, categories that are constantly being reconfigured,
given a particular set of power contexts. The sites of reconfiguration are also in flux
and leave room for new possibilities as language, identity, and equity issues are
debated and acted out in our daily lives.
As in the Reconstruction Era, the post-Civil Rights Era has been accompanied
by a backlash manifested through reactionary, racist, and violent laws aimed at
subverting the effects of extending the democratic project to groups of people
who have been historically discriminated against and excluded from the provisions of American democracy. There are many clear signs of that struggle for
shared power in this democratic project: passage of Proposition 13, which
undermined the tax base for public education in California and created an unfair
tax advantage for older home owners; the advent of the lottery, or legalized
gambling, which amounts to another tax on the poor on an official state scale; the
“three strikes and you’re out” laws to criminalize low-income communities and
justify building more jails and prisons; Proposition 187, which criminalizes
immigrant status and denies health and education services to families; “welfare
reform” for low-income families that eliminates the remainder of the social safety
net while leaving in place subsidies for the rich; and, most recently, the passage
of Proposition 209, which removes one of the few remedies available to provide
limited opportunity in education and employment on the basis of race and gender.
HE THEME FOR THIS ISSUE OF

JEAN ISHIBASHI is a Guest Editor of this issue and is a graduate student in the School of Education, 4501
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These laws and accompanying policies especially hurt the poor, people of color,
and women and children.1
As California becomes a majority minority state in the year 2000,2 or a state
where no one racial group holds a majority, a shift in power must occur. Will
California lean toward an apartheid state, as in formerly apartheid-ruled South
Africa, where the minority group of whites ruled the majority group of Blacks
through unbridled force and coercion? Or will California lean toward a situation
like the emergent post-apartheid South Africa, where the majority rules and seeks
out ways to combine peace and social justice. In California, this nation’s trendsetting state, the majority will include many different minority groups, among
them Asians, Southeast Asians, Africans, Caribbeans, Latinos, Natives, Pacific
Islanders, and more. No one ethnic or racial group, including whites, will hold the
majority. How will these changing demographics influence who wields power and
how complex issues are addressed? Will groups struggle to build alliances, or will
they compete with each other for jobs and contracts in the transnational, global
marketplace? Will they scapegoat one another for social ills, or cross borders of
mainstream representations and individual and group identities to form new
sources of power and resistance to unjust forms of the “new world order(s)”?
All of these positions are examined in the articles in this issue of Social Justice.
They address these issues as they are lived out in our different, intersecting, and
common habitats and spaces. In North America, California, or the edge of Turtle
Island, where we work and live, we face possible changes in the rules and
assumptions by which we live, a fundamental transformation of ourdoxa (see
Giddens, Bourdieu, and Foucault). Language has been the site of contestation for
centuries in California and the U.S. as a whole. At the turn of the 20th century,
English became the official language, although German was a close second.
Another site for this debate is our educational institutions, where issues of
access, immigration, labor, gender, and language acquisition and use are contested. Hegemonic dynamics of English as official and Spanish as remedial or
private are played out at the school site. Although Spanish is included in the
school curriculum, it is relegated to a subordinate position by school officials and
by those students who have internalized this language-use hierarchy. Gilberto
Arriaza, Rebecca Benjamin, and Regina Martinez address this issue in their
respective articles.
In “Grace Under Pressure,” Arriaza describes the relationship between language, identity formation, and the nation-state. He argues that assimilationist
national U.S. policies privileging English and subordinating languages such as
Spanish destroy the culture and identity of origin. Keeping one’s language and
culture of origin do not contradict the nation-state project. In “Si Hablas Español,”
Benjamin argues that subordinating Spanish in linguistic minority children
adversely affects their identity formation. She believes that students will never be
on an equal footing with English-speaking students because of the racism inherent
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in our national institutions. Devaluing their language of origin devalues who these
children perceive themselves to be. In “Beyond Mexico’s Woman,” Martinez
looks at how gender, race, and language can be counterhegemonic through
narratives that break national and dichotomous constructions, i.e., Mexican or
“American” (U.S.). All three authors center on Mexican immigrants, with Arriaza
and Martinez focusing primarily on women’s narratives and Benjamin on students’ narratives. The possibility of struggling together to overcome such hierarchical and colonial constructions are described as complex, yet not impossible,
because dominant ideological constructions permeate all of our institutions and
consciousness levels. Their work hints at hope in recognition of:
1. Past constructions that continue to control our relations with one another
and institutions such as the school; and
2.

New constructions in the voiced narratives of the immigrant and refugee
communities. That recognition allows us to see beyond historical,
dichotomous, and hierarchical constructions and allows new spaces for
overlapping and cross-border identities and alliances to grow.
The exploration of alliances between and among minority groups is a theme
addressed by Jorge Klor de Alva and Cornel West through dialogue around the
possibilities of ethnic and racial alliances. Kim Geron describes institutional
alliances taking place in the transnational landscape. The challenges described in
the Klor de Alva and West conversation, “Black and Brown Alliances,” intersected, ran parallel to, and departed in different directions. West argues that the
racial paradigm, however destructive, must be recognized and tackled. Klor de
Alva argues that the cultural paradigm must be recognized and tackled before
long-lasting alliances can be built or created. They intersect in their critique of the
role of class and the labor movement. Beverly Robinson, the respondent, adds her
hope that such an alliance would be a powerful response to hegemonic forces as
we enter the 21st century. In “The Local/Global Context of the Los Angeles HotelTourism Industry,” Geron puts forth the notion of social movement unionism as
a response by labor unions and community groups to the internationalization of
their economic institutions. All four scholars look at these possibilities in Los
Angeles, where the 1992 uprising/rebellion occurred over the beating of Rodney
King and where the multinational Kajima Corporation refused to allow its workers
to become unionized only to subsequently concede to a community and labor
alliance composed primarily of Asian and Asian Pacific workers.
Anthony Platt’s historical analysis of affirmative action in “End Game: The
Rise and Fall of Affirmative Action in Higher Education” reviews U.S. “government-supported interventions” to stop and prevent systemic injustices in the last
century. Platt provides examples of interventions: entitlement programs that
included Civil War veterans’ benefits, World War II G.I. Bill benefits, welfare
benefits from 1910 to 1920, and the New Deal public works job-creation program.

4
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These programs, according to Platt, were all precursors to affirmative action
policies that had “roots in the civil rights and feminist struggles...from the early
1950s to the mid-1970s.” Platt discusses the expansion of benefits under affirmative action, including higher education, from the almost exclusive domain of
Anglo men to the inclusion of African Americans and other previously excluded
racial and ethnic groups as well as women. To stop a period of contraction in the
late 20th century, Platt recommends a renewal of the Civil Rights Movement
constituted by a more complex set of alliances and issues.
In an effort to realize the notion of “leveling the playing field” in the last part
of this century, and to achieve public spaces on the job and in the schools free of
discrimination based on race, gender, income, ability, age, etc., affirmative action
policies were implemented. Lily Wong Fillmore and Eric Rofes, David Keiser,
Tony Smith, and Matt Wray articulate their perceptions of the state of equity,
Wong Fillmore from the position of an educator and Rofes et al. from the position
of white men trying to do the right thing.
In “Equity in the Age of New Racism,” Wong Fillmore argues that biological,
racially based theories have returned to the main stage of public discourse in the
form of Herrnstein and Murray’s Bell Curve. She argues that in documentaries
such as “School Colors,” segregation and tracking remain enduring practices in
the public schools. She looks at ability groupings and IQ tests as justification for
differential treatment. The author sees multiculturalists offering culturally and
internationally distinct alternatives to such inequitable educational policies. She
considers the challenges in racially based initiatives like California’s 187 and 209,
which scapegoat the victims of economic transnational shifts, and argues that the
U.S. democratic project must be a multicultural and equitable one in order for it
to be realized. In “Affirmative Action and White Men,” Rofes et al. reveal issues
regarding economics, class, privilege, fear, and the daily practice of challenging
one’s own attitudes and those of one’s own group members (white men, a.k.a.
liberal white men).
The question still remains: Can we look at affirmative action as a tool to
seriously engage a wide body of knowledge and experiences? Can we honor the
legacies and ways of being of many peoples and cultures rather than through a
hierarchy of mainstream established dichotomies — good/bad, male/female,
white/people of color, able/disabled — that stratify and stigmatize? Can affirmative action be rearticulated as recognizing the whole elephant of knowledge and
experience, rather than only the pieces individual groups can see, touch, hear, and
feel?
Finally, Pedro Noguera and Bernard Schissel look at the damage of social
constructions of group identities, one in a predominantly white context, Canada,
and the other through a comparison of Blackness in U.S. and Caribbean societies.
In “The Crisis of the Black Male in Comparative Perspective,” Noguera cautions
against focusing on race and gender without historical social and economic
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contexts. He argues that if these contexts are ignored, we will continue to reify,
marginalize, and subordinate Black males and not, as institutions believe they do,
“save lives.” Schissel, in “Youth Crime, Moral Panic, and the News,” examines
the role the media play in scapegoating youth and of manipulating or
decontextualizing the perception of youth by the public. This “blaming” is found
in historic constrictions, according to Schissel, and can be intervened with
postmodern conceptions of power and its relation to knowledge. Schissel credits
Foucault with looking beyond the event’s meaning to the more relevant question
of what makes it possible. Like Noguera, he argues that the failure to look at the
social structures that construct these identities and the failure to ask the question,
“Who controls and who benefits,” will prevent us from meeting the challenges of
the 21st century.
The challenges of the 21st century include the need to question the dominance
of socially constructed identities that prescribe our places in the “new” world
order. One of the ways to do this is to build alliances based on new conceptions of
who we are that invalidate old stereotypic, essentialist objectifications of who we
have been and who we will be in the future. Such a task is essential for those
concerned about the kind of future we will create for the sake of all our children
and seven generations henceforth.

NOTES
1. “At least one-fourth of the nation’s children under six years of age live in poverty, a rate
that is significantly higher than those for children in Canada and Western Europe. The rise in single
motherhood is often blamed for the nation’s increasing child poverty rates, but it is not as simple as
that. European nations have much higher out-of-wedlock birthrates than the United States but lower
child poverty. The European social welfare system may account for this difference.” Citation is from
the National Center for Children in Poverty, as reported in the San Francisco Chronicle (December
11, 1996).
2. Based on 1990 Census data and demographic trends.
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Grace Under Pressure: Immigrant
Families and the Nation-State
Gilberto Arriaza

The night was pitch black. Here we were the pollero, my two children,
and I walking on that desolated road. I couldn’t even see the palms of my
hands. At one point the pollero took one of the children and walked away,
ahead of me. I finally caught up with him. Suddenly, we saw light
beaming over our heads and immediately we ducked underneath an
abandoned truck. I then tucked my two kids under my body, against the
dirt. The reflectors were passing very near to us. And there I was with the
little one under me, squeezing him so that no sound would come out. I
almost suffocated him. But they found us. They took me with the kids to
the women’s detention center. There we all slept on the floor.1

T

ANGELICA, A WOMAN CROSSING THE
United States-Mexico border. Terrified and tired of her husband’s abuses,
she quit her two full-time jobs and crossed the border. The trip cost her
more than one thousand dollars, paid to a network of polleros. She came to the Bay
Area, hoping to start a new life with the help of a cousin. Five years later, her oldest
son became one of the few Mexican students accepted at the prestigious Bridge
High in the Bay Area,2 and the youngest was also a top student who wanted to be
a football star.
Although extraordinary, Angelica’s story is not unique. There are countless
women who have defied all odds to reinvent themselves and to open up new
possibilities for their children. Contrary to the myth of first-generation immigrants’ drive for success, Angelica’s narrative weaves the multiple threads of a life
of struggle for physical and cultural survival. Angelica encounters tremendous
limitations and, at the same time, great possibilities for a new life in the process
of becoming part of California’s social environment. While she becomes acquainted with this society, she also becomes more rooted in her role as a mother
and a Mexican woman living in a predominantly Mexican and Central American
neighborhood in the Bay Area of Northern California.
HIS FRAGMENT OF TESTIMONY IS FROM

GILBERTO ARRIAZA (1084 Tevlin Street, Albany, CA 94706, e-mail: arriaza@uclink2.berkeley.edu) is
a Ph.D. candidate at the University of California, Berkeley, and a coach in the Bay Area Coalition of
Essential Schools (BayCES). This article would not have much to say without Angelica’s open doors
and heart. Thanks to her and her family. Thanks also to Dr. Pedro Noguera and Dr. Susan Weinberg
Katz for their editorial comments.
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I propose that immigrants, in Angelica’s circumstances, will continue to form
social networks that will eventually sustain the cultural and linguistic foundations
that contribute to their ethnicization, while participating in the building of the
United States as a nation. In other words, no contradiction exists between the
willingness of immigrants to keep their language and cultural attachments and
their full participation as new members of U.S. society. I wish to explain my
position by answering three questions: In what sense will Angelica, both as
individual and as family, develop an ethnic identity? How will they become part
of a Mexican-American/Latino community? Can they articulate their lives to the
U.S. nation-state project?3
Angelica’s narrative runs through the entire article, and I go back and forth
between the theoretical implications and her voice. Thus, I first begin by talking
about integration and assimilation as the two main approaches that have given
form and content to the debate on national identity formation in regard to
immigrants. This section ends with a discussion about the role of language and the
political tensions around it. Second, Angelica’s narrative again illustrates the
process of ethnicity and the different survival strategies that first-generation
immigrants invent. The article ends with a series of conclusions on some of the
implications of this ethnographic study.
Integration, Assimilation, and Ethnic Identity Formation
According to Brass’ (1991) national formation theory, the hegemonic control
of a social group over the other peoples that share a common territory derives from
the political and economic power of the leading elites of such a group. In Brass’
framework the state becomes a mediating agent and a subordinating instrument.
The state is neither simply an arena for group conflict nor an instrument for class
domination, but instead a relatively autonomous entity that tends to favor some
classes and ethnic groups at particular points and times and also to develop its own
interests. “Every state,” Brass (Ibid.: 255) argues, “tends to support particular
groups, to distribute privileges unequally, and to differentiate among various
categories in the population.”
The formation of the United States as a nation-state illustrates Brass’ theory,
particularly when examining the treatment non-Anglo-Saxon immigrants have
received throughout its history. Indeed, the antecedent of today’s debate about the
place of immigrants in society is found in the treatment that non-Western
Europeans received from the Anglo-Saxon dominant group in the formative years
of the United States as a nation-state (Crawford, 1992; Borjas, 1996; Kennedy,
1996). Referring to the need to assimilate non-British European immigrants,
Calvin Stowe, a leading assimilationist at the beginning of the 19th century,
summarizes the assimilationist view this way:
It is altogether essential to our national strength and peace, if not even to
our national existence, that the foreigners who settle on our soil, should
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cease to be Europeans and become Americans; and as our national
language is English, and as our literature, manners, and institutions are
of English origin, and the whole foundation of our society English, it is
essential that they become substantially Anglo-Americans (in Olsen,
1995: 60).

Opposing the drive for cultural homogeneity and English-language hegemony
of public discourse, other non-Anglo-Saxons (i.e., Germans, Jews, the French, and
Nordic peoples) debated the merits of plurilingualism and cultural diversity. In
this context, the debate over the legitimacy and usefulness of bilingual education
in public instruction, for instance, became a point of contention in political debates
and governmental policy. Thus, throughout U.S. history the struggle for language
rights in a way synthesizes peoples’ aspirations for cultural representation, and the
institutions of the nation-state have been the arena where this tension has been
unleashed. As such, the state apparatus has always been a contested rather than
fixed entity, in Brass’ terms.
The debate on the social, cultural, and linguistic makeup of the country
emerged from divergent conceptions of the participation of immigrants in the
state-building project and the nature of the country as a nation — one that proposes
the notion of integration as the sine qua non basis for the nation-state building
project, and another that conceives such a project as total assimilation. I use
integrationism as a synonym for pluralism. Social commentators such as Babad
(1983) have defined pluralism as the social organization in which peoples of
different ethnic, religious, and linguistic backgrounds share equal political power
in a common territory, respectful of each other. Thus, I use assimilationism as the
exact opposite — the imposition of the language and culture of the majority upon
the minorities.
Integrationism differs from assimilationism in that the former proposes the
incorporation of immigrants as a dual process — educating immigrants in the
English language and into the majority host culture while letting these peoples
maintain their cultural and linguistic differences. Assimilationist approaches,
however, propose the obliteration of linguistic and cultural differences, homogenizing immigrants through English and imposing the hegemony of the host
majority culture.
Integrationism and the Unified Multicultural Society
Integrationism suggests that immigrants’ English-language development constitutes an ongoing process where students maintain the culture and language of
their place of origin, while gradually becoming educated in the English language
and introduced to the ways of the host culture. Thus, the project of a multicultural
society would be possible because it allows people to preserve their languages and
cultures while living within the boundaries of a singular and indivisible country
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as a political project, with the English language as the glue sustaining the whole
social fabric.
In the contemporary United States, no language other than English, with
perhaps the exceptions of Spanish and Chinese, is spoken by a significant
numerical group. Although some distinctive neighborhoods of European descendants still remain alive in their use of the language of origin and some cultural
traits, the cultural and linguistic assimilation of all Europeans was completed by
the end of the first half of the 20th century. Distinctive accents, food and dietary
traditions, taste, music, the arts, and family names compose some of the few social
markers left of these peoples’ origin — markers that constitute surviving evidence
of the social struggles fought by non-Anglo-Saxon peoples “over classifications,
over the monopoly of power” through time (Bourdieu, 1982: 221). Language and
cultural loss might perfectly be one of the first historical losses for U.S. society.
The nation-building schema of the past century did not include as full citizens
either Native American or African-American peoples, even though both constituted two pillars of the economic power the country attained in the 20th century.
They were systematically marginalized and segregated to specific geographies,
and yet, in the realm of the culture, both peoples became centers of the definition
of what is American (Zinn, 1980; Klor de Alva, 1992; Oboler, 1995).
With the incorporation first of most of today’s Southwest and later of the
immigration waves from Latin America and Asia (particularly China), throughout
this century the project of a homogeneous society took a different spin. By the
1940s, the hegemonic axis of a Caucasian and Protestant society was already
moving toward a new point of balance: a multicultural and multilingual society.4
Slave traders and owners could never have thought of their victims as potential
participants in their nation-state project, other than as a labor force, when
delivering Africans to the plantations in Virginia. In the same way, the occupying
forces of today’s southwestern part of the country and the labor merchants who
brought in Chinese workers could not have foreseen these populations as full
members of U.S. society. From the end of the Civil War in 1865 to the Civil Rights
Movement in the 1960s, it took about 100 years for African-American, Latino/
Chicano, Asian, and other peoples to make their own spaces in the national cultural
and political discourses, and only after considerable mobilizations and suffering.
From this point on, the dominant discourse had no option but to yield the hardearned space to those “Other” discourses. This is particularly true in the realms of
the culture, i.e., multiculturalism and language or bilingual education. Given the
centrality of language in the codification of cultures and the role cultural traits take
in the process of social classification, multiculturalism and bilingual education
have been two of the most hotly debated issues.
In the last quarter of the 20th century struggles for representation in the mosaic
of the majority culture have crystallized in what is called multiculturalism.
Certainly, there seems to be an agreement among integrationists that
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multiculturalism, as a movement, seeks an equal representation of all cultures
within the framework of the state and its educational system. Turner (1993: 425)
puts it this way: “it is a demand for the dissociation (decentering) of the political
community and its common social institutions from identification with any one
particular cultural tradition.” Multiculturalism is rather a movement for inclusion
and actual political and cultural representation in the structures of the state
apparatus. In the long run, this movement will more likely strengthen the project
of the nation-state, rather than lead to what some critics fear — the dismantling and
substitution of the nation-state by a group of fragmented multiethnic, polylinguistic,
and fragile societies.
What was intended as a means to advance the right to representation of nonEuropean communities quickly became transformed into a new divide and
conquer strategy. Indeed, the more widespread notion of multiculturalism is
apparently one that emphasizes difference and offers little space for inclusion and
the building of alliances based on commonalties among people. Difference-based
multiculturalism builds on the notion that negating others is what defines a
community. This notion does not assert difference as a means to reach out to
others, but rather as a device for distancing one from the other. Consequently,
celebrating difference without building a common ground separates people who
otherwise could be together. Difference politics also conveys an oppressive
notion of aesthetic values, and what is denominated a “higher form of art” is
elevated to the position of high aesthetic form (Turner, 1993) held by the host,
majority culture. Therefore, the construction of a canon of biographies, narratives, artifacts, and art forms from the “Other” is placed in a position of supposed
equality with the Western European canon, thus dismissing the complexity,
richness, tensions, and struggles within non-Western cultures. Ultimately, this
difference-based multiculturalism reproduces the same asymmetrical relations
of power within such cultures. As Turner (Ibid.: 41) notes, this form of
multiculturalism:
has ironically led many academic multiculturalists, even as they call for
a decentering of the dominant, Eurocentric notion of high culture, to
adopt much of its schematic content as the form of their own, oppositional conceptions of minority cultures.5
Assimilationism, Language, and Political Tensions
The notion of one homogeneous nation has opposed integrationist thought
throughout the history of the United States. According to Portes and Rumbaut
(1990), homogeneity was perceived by white settlers and their ideological heirs as
the foundation of national unity. Language was perceived as especially important.
“In a country lacking centuries-old traditions and culture and receiving simulta-
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neously millions of foreigners from the most diverse lands, language homogeneity
came to be seen as the bedrock of nationhood and collective identity” (p. 184).
The rationale of the assimilationist view is simultaneously socioeconomic and
ideological. It equates social mobility and acceptance in the mainstream society
with the degree of adoption of the majority culture, including English
monolingualism. For Native American peoples, this process has meant the
systematic application of restrictive regulations prohibiting the use of their
languages even in their own schools6 in their own territories. For non-Englishspeaking Europeans, this process has meant the abolition of bilingual programs
organized by these communities.7 For Asian and Latino/Chicano communities,
this process has meant aggressive punitive actions against them for using their
mother tongue in schools and public spaces. As for the African languages, they
were among the first great losses at the hands of slavery.
Language, more than any other cultural trait, has played a powerful role in the
homogenizing of this society and in the constitution of the American nation-state.8
Classical assimilationist theory argues that once primary language is gone among
immigrant communities, their articulation into mainstream society is certain and
irreversible (Park, 1950).
This assertion raises a two-part question, which I attempt to answer below.
First, what are the forms that such articulation takes (and what is the actual
meaning of this articulation in the collective identity of ethnic communities)?
Second, what is the role played by the state and the extent of its intervention in the
process of language loss?
The actual degree of participation in the production and control of mainstream
culture is not guaranteed by the action of immigrant communities, or by the speed
or level of English-language competence.9 According to the available literature,
the state has played a central role in ensuring the hegemonic power of the majority
culture’s political class and elites. This hegemony, in turn, is perpetuated and
nurtured through and by the English language.
Embedded in the notion of assimilation is the social stratification of languages.
With regard to the status of the Spanish and English languages in the United States,
for instance, Escamilla (1994: 22) asserts that schools “have traditionally perpetuated the unequal relationship between the two languages and has maintained the
dominance of English.” She concludes:
thus, it might be feasible to assume that the larger school environment
must consciously take on the task of equalizing the status of Spanish and
English, if the dominance of English and subordination and eventual
elimination of Spanish is to be avoided (p. 22).
To become politically viable, Escamilla’s vision would necessarily imply a
change in mindset of a nation educated on the virtues, false or real, of monolinguism
and the enormous and indisputable international privilege the English language
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today enjoys. This paradigmatic change cannot be achieved without challenging
fundamental political and social structures, as well as undertaking substantial
change in the international exchange of technology, science, and trade.
Wong Fillmore (1991) and Hernandez-Chavez (1993) have pointed out in their
respective work that children who entered school speaking Spanish often come out
speaking only English at the end of their formal schooling. Delgado-Gaitan (1993:
423) asserts that “not only had English become the first language in one generation, but Spanish language loss was significant in most cases, where its use was
restricted to conversation with family elders.”
Furthermore, in their extensive study comparing highly concentrated immigrant
communities in South Florida’s Dade and Broward Counties, Portes and Schauffler
(1994) found that children overwhelmingly preferred English over the parental
language (over 80% of the sample). In their multivariate study the researchers found
that there was a continuous and persistent primary language loss and the progressive
predominance of English in the long run. They concluded that, contrary to nativist
fears, English is very strong even in communities heavily affected by immigration,
such as Dade and Broward Counties. The authors state that:
only in places where immigrant groups concentrate and manage to
sustain a diversified economic and cultural presence will their languages
survive past the first generation. In the absence of policies promoting
bilingualism, even these enclaves will be engulfed, in all probability, in
the course of two or three generations (1994: 659).
Whether as groups or individuals, past and present immigrant populations
daily experience the drama of the cultural and linguistic negotiation described thus
far. Angelica’s story reenacts the lives of previous generations of women who
migrated to the United States seeking better futures. Yet, when she decided to
emigrate north, along with unknown thousands of others, she never thought she
would inadvertently enter the debate on cultural and linguistic assimilation and
integration. The next section follows Angelica’s settlement process as the thread
for explaining how the issues just discussed are played out in one woman’s
narrative. Her story embodies the struggle and resilience lived by immigrants
adjusting to their new environments.
The Baptism of Ethnicity
Angelica was sent back to Tijuana along with the other women captured that
day. Yet she was determined to come north and immediately went to the house of
the man in charge of the network of polleros. She told him what had happened.
That same day he arranged a new try, using a different method. Angelica had to
cross the border alone and meet another woman on the other side. However, her
two children traveled separately in two cars.
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A woman took one of the children and another woman took the other one.
Then I met this other woman who was already on the other side, right next
to the immigration checkpoint. She called me and once I was with her she
asked me to go to her home and to act normal. Meanwhile I had no idea
where my children were.10
Angelica did not have problems with the border patrol this time, but not
knowing her children’s whereabouts made her feel anxious and lost. She repeatedly asked herself: What if they stole my kids?
She took me to a house in National City. There I saw my kids and felt
greatly relieved. Both crossed the border in cars with a family, with false
names and papers. That was June 29, 1990, six days after the border patrol
had caught us.11
The same day they crossed the border the pollero took them to Los Angeles and
from there to the Bay Area. That was a lucky day; they had no problems on the road.
Once at her cousin’s studio Angelica felt safe, but to her surprise, there were
already eight adults living together. Now, with her family, 11 people were sharing
a small bedroom, one bathroom, and a tiny living room/kitchen. “My cousin
helped me a lot. The day after my arrival, I went to a job interview he had arranged
in a restaurant, but I did not get the job since I had no legal documentation.”12 In
exchange for her stay and food, Angelica became the cook, housekeeper, and maid
for the working men in the house. Jobs were scarce and the lack of documentation
made things worse. For the first months, fear of persecution and of being stopped
in the street and asked for documentation made her and the children sleepless. In
her dreams Angelica was chased and captured by immigration officers, sent to
Tijuana, and left without sight of her sons.13
Angelica was born and raised in a border state, and although she had never been
in the United States before immigrating, she had information about life there. Her
extensive network of relatives and paisanos14 from Los Angeles to the Bay Area
operated efficiently once it was known that she wanted to emigrate. The network
gave her the pollero contacts, helped raise some of the money to cover the pollero’s
fee, and provided her with food and shelter for several months. Once in the Bay
Area, this network facilitated the necessary information about schools, jobs,
immigration, and the police, and provided a good supply of clothing, shoes for her
and the children, and some initial cash to survive. What they had worn crossing the
border constituted their only material possessions.
Before emigrating Angelica had had two full-time jobs and worked 12 hours
a day as a pharmacist. Her first husband disengaged himself from the essentials
of life. He almost never came home, rarely provided economic support for the
children, and thus did not help in the daily chores that raising a child entails.
Angelica’s parents lived nearby and fortunately played a central role in providing
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her with logistical help throughout. Coupled with instinctual entrepreneurial
skills, her experience as a single mother, and a strong drive to overcome
difficulties, Angelica had the determination to build a new life for herself and the
children.
Angelica repeated the social pattern of thousands of immigrants who had
walked the road of immigration before her. In his ethnography of undocumented
immigrants, Chavez (1992) established the immense role that networks of friends,
country folk, family, and neighbors play in guiding immigrants to residential and
working areas in California. The author underlines the frequency with which these
networks are activated by those wishing to go north, giving migration its “social”
character. Chavez notes that “when recent migrants join more established immigrants, they are provided with a place to stay and their host often helps them find
work” (p. 136). These networks render great benefits to the migrant worker by
filling the need for a family and alleviating the uncertainties and despair created
by the new environment. This social network simply extended Angelica’s immediate family, particularly because she came to the Bay Area to stay. By migrating
with her children, Angelica stated her will to reside in and re-create her life in a new
place. At this point she had no ties to Mexico, other than to her parents and her
memories.
The second half of 1990 was a hectic period for the family. Besides looking for
a job, Angelica’s main priority was her children’s schooling. Through her cousin’s
friends she learned about schools in the area and got her two children enrolled at
the beginning of the school year. Julian, Angelica’s oldest son, said:
They kept me in the same grade I had completed in Mexico, because I
didn’t speak English. So, instead of fifth grade they put me in fourth. I was
assigned to an ESL class for one year. Later I was placed in an Englishonly class.15
Throughout the year he made not a single friend whose native language was
English, due to his limited English skills and his social isolation from most of the
school’s population. During his first middle school year Julian’s social life did
not change substantially. He only met students who shared the same English as
a Second Language (ESL) program. Once he was placed in a course for bilingual
and native English speakers, he came into contact with native English speakers
and developed some friendships outside the ESL group. His brother Mario
repeated this experience almost exactly, with the difference that Mario played
basketball and quickly learned American football. Sports made it possible for him
to socialize more quickly with a wider population in the fifth and sixth grades. In
this sense Mario never felt the same degree of isolation experienced by his more
bookish brother.
Once a student is placed in a bilingual or ESL class, shedding ethnic markers
becomes practically impossible. This fact actually adds one more label to the
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ethnic markers. Bilingual or ESL students face not only the social isolation
described by Julian and, to some extent, Mario, but also are placed in an academic
track that will remain with them all the way through high school and college.
Transferring to the regular English curriculum requires, on the part of parents, a
certain degree of familiarity with the workings of the education system and often
demands a proactive teacher or counselor to redesignate a student to the regular
English program.
Piecing Life Together
Angelica met Alfredo at her house. He was her cousin’s friend and almost daily
visited their dwelling. They became friends and Angelica received from him great
support for her children’s school assignments. Alfredo was born in California, but
at a very early age his parents took him back to Jalisco, Mexico, their place of
origin. He did not return to the United States until he was 15 years old. Alfredo
went to a high school in his neighborhood where, not knowing English, he was
placed in an ESL class. He dropped out of school the following year due to
boredom and a need for money. He got a job fixing car bodies in a neighbor’s shop.
Earning money and learning manual skills gave him a sense of accomplishment
and independence, something he says he never would have gotten in the classroom. Of course, he never went back to school.
Among other things, not being called by his full name bothered Alfredo. “In
Mexico, I’m Alfredo Ramírez Ruiz, but here I’m only Alfredo Ramírez. In some
cases I’ve even been called Al Ramirez, can you imagine?”16 This last name
change annoyed him. “Everybody always calls me ‘Al.’ ‘No, no,’ I say to them,
‘it’s Alfredo’! Many people call me by phone and ask: ‘Is Al Ramirez there?’ ‘Oh,
no. No Al Ramírez lives here,’ I say. Oh yea! Many times this has happened to me
everywhere. ‘Al? No Al Ramirez lives here! Here lives Alfredo Ramírez’”! He
said his mother’s name was no longer in his name, but that was fine with him. But
“Al” for his name was unacceptable. By clinging to the original Spanish spelling
and sounding of his name, Alfredo was making a point — assimilating his name
to the English spelling and sounding meant the disappearance of an identity he
considered to be fundamental. He wanted to integrate himself into society, but not
to become invisible.
Eventually, Angelica and Alfredo became romantically involved. Her previous experience in Mexico made Angelica cautious this time around. “He [Alfredo]
drank a lot and I didn’t want that; the experience with my children’s father had
taught me. But Alfredo was changing until he stopped drinking completely.”17
Angelica found in Alfredo not only some economic relief and support for her
children, but also, and more importantly, a solution to her immigration status. In
October 1990, they got married. Then they had to move out of the cousin’s studio
and get a place of their own. Marrying Alfredo was perhaps one of the most
important strategic steps in Angelica’s new life. She realized that through him she
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could take care of her legal problems, as well as find support and affection for
herself and the children. Soon she and the kids became documented residents and
the haunting fears of deportation stopped.
Crossing the border then became a routine for Angelica. Four years after her
immigration experience she created a small business. She bought used clothes and
other artifacts in the Bay Area, transported them in her mini-van to Baja California,
and brought back a whole array of industrial goods (from tequila and rum to toilet
paper and cookies) that, for her Mexican customers in the neighborhood, were less
expensive than buying them from the store.
Until this day, however, finding a steady, full-time job has proven an
impossible task and her attempts at learning English have failed more than five
times. “I’m too old to learn a new language,”18 she tells me, and admits being
already behind her sons’ schooling. This fact, though, is a source of both great
pride and concern. She believes her children can become professionals, but in the
meantime she knows her academic limitations in helping them with homework
might affect their school performance. “I always tell my kids to work hard at
school, since there is no choice for them.”19 The echarle ganas20 is a daily
remainder, the family’s mantra.
Making Spaces and the Quest for Survival
Angelica profoundly believes that her two sons must make it in society through
good education. She undertakes any kind of personal sacrifice to assure that they
will be at school on time, finish their homework assignments, and be in good
standing with all their instructors and school administrators. At least twice a month
she travels to Baja California to sell used clothing. Then, upon returning home to
the Bay Area at five or six in the morning, and after driving the entire previous day
and night, she takes both youngsters to school that same morning. Taking her sons
to and from school daily is part of her routine. She wants no distractions for them.
In the same way, she reduced their home chores. The two boys only take care of
the tiny room they share. Everything else is done by Angelica, and again her
explanation is that she wants both boys to fully concentrate on their school work,
nothing else. Her attitude mirrors what Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba (1991: 131)
concluded in their study of families in Secoya, Northern California. One of their
findings was that “all parents” in their study “believed that education was
important. The importance of schooling differed for the families only in emphasis.
Generally they expected their children to take advantage of every day of their
schooling so that they could find a good job.”
Although Julian and Mario became totally fluent in English, they only
occasionally use it to speak among themselves or with Alfredo at home. Spanish
dominates the conversation. It is the transmitting nerve of culture, of tradition.
After living in the United States during five important formative years, their
spoken Spanish proficiency remains well up to their schooling level. However,
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their literacy in the Spanish language remains at least two years behind their grade
level.
In the same way, they feel proud translating or interpreting for neighbors. Both
youngsters feel great about helping their mother in multiple tasks as “cultural
brokers,” i.e., dealing with the landlord, taxes, and with the English-speaking
world in general, and as sophisticated communicators, i.e., translating English and
Spanish, informing their mother about paperwork at school, the traffic laws, the
physician’s advice, answering phone calls, filling out forms, etc. Benjamin (1993:
243) established that families like Angelica’s help children to articulate their
thoughts and feelings and to “relay important information and experiences, and
guide their thinking and actions through self-talk,” and that this process does not
affect their English competence. On the contrary, the author concludes, the role of
parent education at home needs to be strengthened particularly in what concerns
the transmission and maintenance of the home language, since this is directly
linked to ethnic identity.
Families such as Angelica’s also seem to provide a social basis for their
children to claim their membership in a culture and a linguistic community. During
one of the interviews with Julian and Mario (which they chose to do in English),
they compared life in their Bay Area neighborhood and their former Mexican
home. “Here people are nicer,” said Julian. He continued:
Food in Mexico is more homemade. It is being passed from generation
to generation. While here, you know, pasta is Italian, and so is pizza; most
restaurants offer food from other countries: China, Japan, France, Mexico,
and stuff. In Mexico no, everything is Mexican. But here or there I like
it the same.
Both asserted that buying food and other daily staples remained almost the
same in their Mexican town of origin and in their Bay Area neighborhood. They
saw a difference only in music, dancing, and style. “Say that if you dye your hair
orange, like punks, people over there [Mexico] will make fun of you,” Mario
asserted. However, wearing baggy, sagging pants has become popular among
youth in Mexico as a result of the United States influence. Youngsters in Mexico
“love la quebradita, banda music, some heavy metal rock and rap in Spanish.”
“The difference I see,” Julian continued, “is that here there are lots of shootings,
drive-by shootings (not near my house), more homeless people.” Mario interjected: “It’s dirty here, trash in the streets, more drugs in the streets.”
While they readily identified themselves with Mexico’s traditions and as
Mexicanos, Mario and Julian showed great pride in their bilingual competence and
a keen awareness of the difference between the immigrant first generation and
those born on this side of the border. According to Mario, two features constitute
the main difference. First generation immigrants “know more about [Mexico’s]
holidays, religion, the independence, and the traditions. They also know the
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language.” Julian put this last element of difference more categorically: “If you
don’t speak Spanish, you are not Latino.”21
The Mexicano and Latino categories seem to represent little difference to
Angelica’s family. This suggests that the construction of a panethnic identity —
that is, the leap from identifying oneself as “Mexicano(a)” to “Latino” —parallels
keeping their country of origin as an essential piece of the family’s imaginary,
symbolic nostalgic denominator, rather than an expression of political loyalties.
Along with keeping the authenticity of personal names — such as the case of
Alfredo — and Spanish-language fluency as identifiers, the connection of people
from different places in Latin America creates a sense of group. From sharing
language traditions and the immigration experience springs the ties of a common
culture. In Angelica’s family, no definite transition exists regarding an ethnic
name, i.e., from calling themselves Mexicanos to Latinos, or Mexican Americans
to whatever denomination they might choose. It remains in a fluid state and
perhaps will stay as such, as part of the cultural attachments characteristic of firstgeneration immigrants.
In the meantime, while Angelica’s sons have a great possibility of attaining
high school and even college educations, doubts remain about their immediate
economic survival. This latter variable can change the prospects for the children’s
education and thus in the long run might determine their prospects of moving up
the social scale. For the time being, however, having a sense of ethnic identification might give Angelica’s sons an edge. Schauffler (1994: 39) argues that
“classical assimilationist theory would predict that the best course for immigrants
is to shed their ethnicity as quickly as possible, but [recent research is showing that]
ethnicity can be a positive resource.” In any event, certain cultural and linguistic
markers will be perceived as relevant by the majority culture, for purposes of
stratification, for a long time.22
Although Angelica and Alfredo somehow know they won’t be able to advance
beyond their current socioeconomic position, Julian and Mario know they have an
entire life to build. In an interview about aspirations and goals in life, Mario said
with no hesitation that he wanted to become an American football star, like one of
the San Francisco 49ers. Julian wanted to be a Navy pilot. Their dreams of a better
future have nothing to do with the recognition that their cultural roots lie in
Mexico, or with their status as immigrants. For them, no conflict exists by virtue
of these seemingly contradictory elements of identity. Those aspirations were
consistent with comments in an earlier interview with them about heroines and
heroes. Mario’s ideal person was a 49er’s player, while Julian’s were their mother
and maternal grandparents.
Conclusion
As I have tried to show, the process of ethnicity formation, nationality, and
citizenship overlap and are extremely complex and contradictory. Perhaps under-
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standing the way in which immigrant families articulate their lives with the larger
nation-state context will arise from the specific and limited features of every group
within every community. In the case of immigrant children with Angelica’s drive
and will, becoming a member of the host society is more an issue of time than one
of language and culture. She will probably only become identified with major
features of the host culture, but her children have definitely positioned themselves
in such a way that articulating their lives with the life of the host culture is not out
of reach. Yet, effecting change in such a culture remains in doubt, even if the trend
of demographic change proves to be correct — in about two decades Latinos will
constitute the numerical majority in California.
There is no way back to Mexico for Angelica and her family. She will probably
keep traveling back and forth, for business or family reasons. Yet that continuous
crossing does not imply a return to the culture of her origin. The culture back there
changes while she changes. She is not and probably will never again be an abused
Mexicana wife, for instance, in the same way that her children will probably
embrace a Mexican-American/Chicano ethnic membership rather than that of a
Mexicano, while becoming full citizens of the United States.
The network and the ethnic enclave remain a viable source of support. As a new
member, Angelica adds to that network’s ability to help other newcomers. Her
sons are and will remain, in all probability, part of the network when the time
comes for them to help others. This social network constitutes what Chavez (1990)
calls the “first line of defense” against the economic and political limitations on
the lives of undocumented immigrants. However, beyond defense this network
forms a social response that benefits not only the immigrant community, but also
the host society.
In the history of most communities,23 social networks of support for new
immigrants have stopped with the second generation. However, given the
ongoing migration from Mexico to the United States, the loss of such networks
seems impossible, even if first-generation immigrants alone continue to nurture
them.
Social networks of support become strategically important in light of the
confusion and inconsistencies of immigration law and policy, the political climate
of hatred against immigrants, and the uncertainties of employment. This is
particularly true for people coming from countries with large numbers of potential
immigrants, such as Mexico, the Philippines, and Central America. Getting legal
residency is practically impossible for them, given the extremely long backlog at
the Immigration and Naturalization Services offices.
As was the case with Angelica, networks often provide not only possible
solutions to the problem of legal status, such as marriage with immigrant citizens,
but also vital survival information and new ways to reunite missing pieces of their
families. As Fernandez-Kelly and Schauffler (1995: 686) suggest, “once established, immigrant networks acquire a degree of relative autonomy from market
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forces, reducing the cost and risk of migration and promoting the flow of
information.”
As for immigrant children, research shows that bilingual education helps them
to become fluent in the English language and knowledgeable of the host culture.
The price of this success has been the erosion, and often the loss, of these children’s
primary language and their low academic tracking. Although recent research
shows that ethnicity can contribute to immigrant children’s resilience (Rumbaut,
1994), the role of bilingual programs in reproducing ethnicity remains a subject for
an in-depth investigation.
The use of the Spanish language, social networks, continuous crossing of the
border, food, and family relations have had a positive effect in Angelica’s family
cultural negotiation with the host society. Angelica’s family undoubtedly feels
Mexicano at this point in their immigration experience. Being Mexicano is a
source of immense pride. This pride, in turn, anchors their daily experiences as
they negotiate their cultural hybridization. Besides his English fluency, Mario
wishes to become a star in a sport not even played in Mexico, American football,
an activity that nonetheless has become the bridge between his two sources of
cultural identification. Moreover, both youngsters are emerging with a definition
that only the power of the U.S. majority culture could have created: Latino.
Ultimately, their school success and noninvolvement in youth gangs has to do
not only with their mother’s zealous advocacy and their sense of Mexicanness (and
to certain extent, Latino identity), but also with their ability to transition into and
become part of the majority host culture and society. In other words, becoming
Americanized has not necessarily implied losing their original cultural identity.
Both Julian and Mario maintain Spanish almost intact. They migrated with a
high literacy level. The daily echarle ganas of their mother, their Spanishspeaking social networks, and their travels to Baja California contribute to their
keeping and developing Spanish. Yet, English is increasingly becoming the
language they communicate in as they work their way through the larger society,
as cultural brokers for their mother and neighbors and as individuals in their
personal, social relations.
In closing, what Angelica’s experience shows is that the insertion of immigrant
families in the host culture is an ongoing, endless process, where individual agency
and social networks play a central role. These could also play an important role in
articulating schools and communities, particularly for the inclusion of the languages and the cultures of these communities into the making of both their
communities and the nation-state.
NOTES
1. Hereafter my translation of Angelica’s oral testimony. Interview series January to December
1995. “La noche estaba muy oscura y aquí estábamos el pollero, mis hijos y yo, caminando por esos
caminos desolados. Ni siquiera me podía ver las palmas. En algún momento, el pollero se llevó a uno
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de mis hijos bien hasta adelante. Finalmente lo logré alcanzar. De pronto, vimos luces sobre nuestras
cabezas y nos tiramos todos al suelo, debajo de un camión abandonado. Yo me metí a los dos niños bajo
el cuerpo, en la pura tierra. Los reflectores nos pasaban cerquita. Yo con el más pequeño de los niños,
apretándolo debajo de mí, para que así no hiciera ningún ruido. Casi se me ahoga. Pero nos
descubrieron. Me agarraron y nos llevaron con ellos a una cárcel de mujeres. Allí durmieron ellos en
el suelo.”
2. All names in this article are pseudonyms.
3. Lind (1995: 4–5) asserts that the United States is a “liberal and democratic nation-state,” and
that “a real nation is a concrete historical community, defined primarily by a common language,
common folkways, and a common vernacular culture.” He then concludes that “most Americans, of
all races, are born and acculturated into the American nation, most immigrants and their descendants
will be assimilated into it.”
4. Lind (1995: 97) argues that there have been three republics: an Anglo-Saxon one that ends
by 1850, before the Civil War, a Euro-American republic that ends by the mid-20th century, and a
multicultural society whose “legal and political underpinnings were assembled in the late 1960s and
early 1970s.”
5. Interestingly enough, in a recent study conducted by the Multicultural Collaborative in
Southern California (January 1996), it was found that interethnic conflict among Latino and African
American youth explodes around February, the Black History Month, and in May, around the Cinco
de Mayo Celebration. Racist epithets, fist fights, and animosity fill many high school campuses at the
end of both events. The fact that most multicultural school curricula seem to be based on difference
politics, rather than on a critical engagement of culture, might yield some explanation as to the reasons
for such confrontations.
6. According to Jon Reyhner (1992: 42, 44), “Secretary Schutz issued regulations in 1880 that
‘all instruction must be in English’ in both mission and government schools, under threat of loss of
federal funding” as a reaction against the successful use of the indigenous languages in some teaching
experiences by missionaries. It is important to note that missionary efforts to educate the Native
population were an orchestrated effort, cheaper than war, “to pacify the frontier [and] convince [the
Indians] that reducing the size of their land holdings and moving farther west was in [their] best
interest,” as Reyhner states. In fact, after independence, settlers moved aggressively into the Native
American lands, since now they did not have the restrictions the British government had imposed to
slow down the settlers’ takeover of native lands.
7. See excerpts from a letter by Benjamin Franklin to Peter Collinson (in Crawford, 1992: 18,
19). Also, see Shirley Brice Heath’s discussion about a national language in her article “Why No
Official Tongue” (in Crawford, 1992: 20–31). At the beginning of this century, the German community
had created one of the most effective organizations (the German-American Central Alliance) in the
country to fight for their own rights as a community. Portes and Rumbaut (1990: 107) quote Theodore
Roosevelt’s angry remark that synthesizes the political resentment at that time about GermanAmericans’ ability to re-create their culture of origin and the use of their mother tongue:
The men of German blood who have tried to be both German and Americans are no
Americans at all, but traitors to America and tools and servants of Germany against
America. Hereafter we must see that the melting pot really does not melt. There should be
but one language in this country — the English.
8. Current school reform initiatives, among other things, consider the teaching of English to be
a central organizing principle. Top state administrators (governors included) plan, for instance, to
create a set of evaluation instruments and procedures to assure that students will not need “remedial
English or mathematics” once in college. See news clips from The Chronicle (October 30 and 31
editions). This is a recurrent theme in national politics, like the most recent meeting on education
between the president and governors of the 50 states during the third week of March 1996.
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9. In the same way, a certain degree of economic prosperity does not necessarily lead to state
and national political and economic arenas. For instance, according to a recent publication of the Glass
Ceiling Commission, a low participation rate of ethnic minorities and women was found in the top
management tiers of the country’s large corporations. (The Commission is a bipartisan effort dedicated
to studying the situation of ethnic minorities and women in U.S. corporations.)
10. “Una mujer se llevo a uno de los niños y otra al otro. Entonces me junte con otra mujer que
ya estaba del otro lado, cabal junto a la garita de la migra. Me llamo y cuando llegue a donde ella me
dijo que me fuera a con ella a su casa y que actuara normal. Mientras tanto yo no sabia donde estaban
los niños.”
11. “Me llevo a una casa en National City. Allí vi a mis chiquillos y sentí un gran alivio. Los dos
cruzaron la linea en un carro diferente, con familia, nombre y papeles falsos. Esto pasó el 20 de junio
de 1990, seis días después que nos agarro la migra.”
12. “Mi primo me ayudo muchisimo. Después de mi llegada me fui a una entrevista de empleo
a un restaurante, pero por no tener papeles no pude conseguir el empleo.”
13. Angelica’s account coincides with a number of written and taped testimonies I have collected
from immigrants who entered the country without inspection. Massive INS raids in the workplace,
residence areas, and entertainment centers reinforce this collective paranoia.
14. The concept “paisano” means in Angelica’s version not only the immigrant from the same
country of origin (who therefore shares a similar history, values, and experiences), but also those who
offer help and support.
15. “Me retuvieron en el mismo grado porque no hablaba ingles. En lugar de 5to me pusieron en
4to. Me pusieron en una clase de ESL por un año. Luego después en una clase de puro ingles.”
16. “En México soy Alfredo Ramírez Ruiz, pero aquí soy solo Alfredo Ramírez. En algunos casos
hasta Al me han llamado, imagínate!”
17. “Tomaba mucho y yo no quería eso, ya que la experiencia con el papa de los niños me había
enseñado. Pero él fue cambiando hasta que de una vez dejo el trago.”
18. “Estoy muy vieja para aprender un nuevo idioma.”
19. “Yo siempre le digo a ellos que le echen ganas, pues no les quedan de otra.”
20. “Echarle ganas” is a difficult expression to translate into the English language. It implies
giving one’s best, putting one’s heart, energy, and dedication to accomplish a task or desire.
21. I heard this last statement among many middle schoolers I interviewed. These students
complained that they knew more about Malcolm X, Harriet Tubman, Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa
Parks, and much more biographical data concerning Afro-American heroines and heroes, than they did
about their own people’s history. That includes the history of immigration and of Mexicano/Chicano
men and women who contributed to the building of the United States and who, like Cesar Chavez, have
contributed to the betterment of Mexicano/Chicano people.
22. Two recent cases illustrate this last issue. First, commenting on the duration of the O.J.
Simpson trail, Senator Alfonso D’Amato (San Francisco Chronicle, Thursday, April 6, 1995: A2)
attempted to portray Judge Lance Ito as inept, and imitated what he believes is a Japanese-American
English accent, to underscore his remarks. Second, in the San Francisco Examiner’s “Sunday
Magazine” (November 26, 1995: 19–61) staff writer Iby Jane Ganahal’s portrait of world-class
ballerina Evelyn Cisneros talks about the famous dancer’s difficult beginnings. “Her back, [Cisneros’]
broad from years of playing boyish sports like basketball and softball, was slightly rounded, because
she got serious about her dancing so late in life (at 14), her muscular legs were not yet properly turned
out. And because she was Hispanic, her olive skin clashed with the whiteness of the legions of girls
at the ballet school” (p. 20). Here it is not English accent but physical appearance. The writer equates
complexion with ethnic labels and establishes a relation based on negation. Because Cisneros was
Hispanic, she had olive skin pigmentation; therefore, she clashed with the whiteness of the legions of
girls in the ballet school. Perhaps the dancer does not even care to define herself in such terms. What
does Hispanic mean in the specific context of the San Francisco Ballet?
23. The Jewish experience is a remarkable example of continuity beyond the second generation.
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Si Hablas Español Eres Mojado:
Spanish as an Identity Marker in
The Lives of Mexicano Children
Rebecca Benjamin

Introduction

E

VERY TWO OR THREE WEEKS, THE CHILDREN IN THE FIFTH-GRADE TEAM OF SOUTH

Alamo school were assigned to new groups for language arts, social
studies, or science assignments. This was done because the teachers
wanted the children to know how to work cooperatively. Indeed, there was a great
deal of cooperation among some of the children. As they worked they could be
heard to argue, explain, question, gossip, sing, and complain. A notable aspect of
this group talk was that a great deal of it was in Spanish. In particular, there was
a group of eight children who, although they all spoke English fluently, maintained
Spanish as the primary language of their social group.
In this article I discuss the functions of Spanish in the school lives of these
children. I document this discussion through the experiences of five children,
members of a friendship group that I followed.
As I came to know the children better, I realized that while Spanish served to
unify them, it also served to keep others out. Looking more closely at their
dynamics, other divisions between them and their peers became evident. How had
these divisions come about? What role had the children themselves played in
creating these divisions? Were these configurations the result of deliberate
attempts by the adults in the school to segregate the children? Or were they more
a result of an unconscious enactment of societal behaviors and beliefs that are held
about language minority children? These questions are critical in examining the
lived experiences of language minority children in public schools. Their perceptions and the choices they make for themselves must be understood in light of the
complex and reflexive interactions between public school policy, the curriculum,
their teachers, and the values and beliefs of their families. In this article, I will
REBECCA BENJAMIN is an Assistant Professor in Bilingual Education and ESL at the University of New
Mexico (College of Education, Education Office Building 221, Albuquerque, NM 87131; e-mail:
rebeccab@unm.edu). She received her Ph.D. from the University of California, Berkeley, in 1993. An
immigrant from Mexico, she has focused her research on issues of language retention in both immigrant
and indigenous communities. Her dissertation (Benjamin, 1993) won the 1995 National Association
for Bilingual Education dissertation contest.
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explore these questions to some extent, by examining the developmental needs of
the children in light of the socio-historical and political context in which their
schooling took place.
Language Minority Children and the Search for an Ethnic Identity
Adolescence, particularly at its earliest stages, is a critical time for children to
begin the search for an identity (Santrock, 1993). For those who are minorities, this
is an especially critical search because in essence, their task is to develop, at the
very least, a bicultural identity — one for their interactions with white society and
one for interactions with their own group (Sue and Sue, 1981; Gibbs, 1989;
McAdoo and McAdoo, 1985).
Much of the work that has been done on minority children’s identity development comes from the field of cognitive developmental psychology. Consequently,
there has been a great deal of emphasis on the developmental stages children go
through in their identity formation (Phinney and Rotheram, 1987b). In particular,
African American children’s experiences have often been used as the basis for
studying and theorizing about other minority children (Phinney and Rotheram,
1987b; Hatcher and Troyna, 1993; Sue and Sue, 1981). Generally, most of these
models start with children showing little or no self awareness of ethnicity or race,
at ages two or three, then moving to awareness and the beginnings of racial
attitudes, at about four or five, to own group preference at about eight, and then to
attitude crystallization at about age 10 (Ramsey, 1987; Vaughn, 1987; Katz, 1987;
Aboud, 1987).
Later, in adolescence (and adulthood) many minority students may follow
Cross’ model of Black racial identity development (Tatum, 1992; Sue and Sue,
1981; McAdoo and McAdoo, 1985). These stages include: pre-encounter, where
the person attempts to assimilate because of the unconscious internalization of
stereotypes from mainstream society; encounter, often brought on by an experience that forces the individual to reassess her ability to assimilate in a racist
society; immersion/emersion, where the person immerses herself in her own
culture, while turning away from whites; and internalization, where the individual
has achieved a healthy sense of racial or ethnic identity and can now transcend
racial and ethnic boundaries (in Tatum, 1992; Sue and Sue, 1981). This identity
formation process may be ongoing, and anyone may revisit these stages at
particular points in their life (Tatum, 1992).
It is difficult to know how closely these models may reflect children’s own
conceptions of race and ethnicity. To a great extent, these models are based on
experimental research in which children were forced to choose among stimuli that
had been preselected on the basis of physical characteristics, such as skin color,
thus confounding children’s perceptions with those of the researchers (Hatcher
and Troyna, 1993). By positing a white/black dichotomy, the researchers have
made evident their own views of the salient characteristics of identity. Further-
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more, within each group, ethnic identity has been treated as if it were uniform,
across all members. However, these neither reflect the reality of a multiethnic
society, nor do they allow us to understand minority children’s own perceptions,
as they live in a multiethnic world.
This understanding must be based on the reality of children’s lives, from
different ethnicities, at different ages. Furthermore, it must be informed by an
examination of the sociocultural and political contexts in which the children, their
families, and their schools exist. This broader view will allow us to see the
complexity of their lives — the interactions between children’s culture, their
parents’ notions of ethnicity, and the ways in which schools conceive of ethnicity,
both implicitly and explicitly — and to make sense of the choices they make. In
this way, we can also examine individual or subgroup conceptions of ethnicity
within one ethnic group, and in comparison with other minority groups.
Language and Ethnicity
Language appears to be salient as an ethnicity marker for both majority and
minority children. In Hatcher and Troyna’s (1993) ethnographic study of nine and
10 year olds, white British children frequently mentioned the languages of their
Asian and Caribbean classmates as one aspect of their identities. African American adolescents have been especially aware of their own styles of speaking as a link
to their identity (Labov, 1982; Fordham and Ogbu, 1986). For minority children
who speak a language other than English, their lack of English has often been the
basis for school, classroom, and ability assignations. Some of the more common
practices have included placing students in grades lower than their age cohorts,
retention, placement in special education classes, and restricting access to advanced academic subjects and intramural activities (Crawford, 1989). This
differentiation on the part of the school has been keenly felt by language minority
children who have responded by selecting and maintaining their own friendships
on the basis of native language use (Benjamin, 1993).
Public schools in the United States have played a critical role in assimilating
millions of children to American beliefs and behavior (Tyack, 1974). Although the
curriculum in the last 160 years was overt in its capitalist and Protestant messages, in
the last 30 years, schools have used notions of psychology, convenience, and the job
market to push assimilation (Adams, 1988; San Miguel, 1987; Tyack, 1974). One of
the most significant outcomes of these policies has been the eradication of languages
other than English from countless communities. Through punishment, embarrassment, and emotional blackmail, millions of children came to understand that the
languages their parents spoke were undesirable and even harmful (San Miguel, 1987;
Crawford, 1989; Hakuta, 1986; Fillmore, 1992; Adams, 1988). Despite the schools’
efforts before World War II, many minority languages persisted.
In the late 1960s, with the passage of the Bilingual Education Act, the federal
government finally acknowledged the existence of languages other than English
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as an educational issue for public schools. Unfortunately, in both letter and spirit
the Bilingual Education Act judged these languages as impediments to school
success and pushed for a rapid transition to all-English study (Lyons, 1990). The
effect of this view has been the fortification of English as the only legitimate
language of instruction (Lyons, 1990; Spener, 1988).
In New Mexico, before World War II other institutions like the Catholic
Church and the local governments of small communities continued to use Spanish
publicly, thus supporting its maintenance. For the most part, many of the
Nuevomexicano1 communities were relatively self-sufficient and isolated, even
within larger cities like Albuquerque and Santa Fe, insulating them from the
schools’ efforts (Institute, 1990; Benjamin, 1993).
For hundreds of years, people have spoken Spanish in South Alamo. Like most
of the Nuevomexicano communities of the past century, both in and outside
Albuquerque, South Alamo was populated by families who were involved in
farming and weaving. In the early 1900s, when the Santa Fe Railway established
a freight yard and tie-treating plant close to South Alamo, there was a great
economic transformation. The opportunities for better employment and education
attracted many new arrivals from the surrounding mountain communities. This
large influx increased the size of the community. However, South Alamo, like
many other Nuevomexicano communities surrounding the city, did not become
incorporated into Albuquerque until the 1940s (Simmons, 1982). Thus, it was able
to maintain an insulated village-like atmosphere, where residents had close ties,
and Spanish remained as the primary language of communication.
In the mid-1960s, a bilingual education law was passed in New Mexico that
attempted to respond to the needs of communities like South Alamo. The focus of
this law was those students whose families had lived in New Mexico for many
generations, namely Nuevomexicanos and American Indians. It provided for the
teaching of the heritage language of these students, the incorporation of their
cultures into the curriculum, and the development of English-language abilities.
State funding was provided to districts that made applications to the state
delineating the delivery of these services.
Mexicano Migration to South Alamo
It appears that a considerable number of Mexicanos migrated to South Alamo
at the time of the railroad expansion. Indeed, this expansion had a tremendous
influence generally on Mexicano migration to the U.S. (Cardoso, 1980, in Massey
et al., 1987). In South Alamo, the area in which many Mexicanos settled was
known as La Barcasita, after the town in Jalisco (La Barca) where many of them
came from (personal communication, 1994). Oral history projects conducted in
adjoining neighborhoods corroborate the presence of Mexicanos since the time of
railroad expansion. These neighbors cite past and continuing celebrations of Cinco
de Mayo and fiestas that pay homage to the Virgen de Guadalupe, neither of which
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are celebrated widely by Nuevomexicanos, as proof of the Mexicano presence
(Institute, 1990).
Life-long Nuevomexicano residents of South Alamo have been aware of the
presence of Mexicano families in their neighborhood. Some of these immigrants
became their friends and neighbors. Many of the Mexicano children, after a few
years, were indistinguishable from their own. In fact, it was during my research
that some South Alamoans realized that one or another classmate they had played
with in the past had come from a Mexicano family. This was especially true for
those adults over the age of 40.
Nevertheless, although local Nuevomexicano South Alamoans recognized
many positive attributes in the Mexicanos, i.e., the cohesiveness of their families,
the respect for age, their work ethic, and maintenance of Spanish, at times they
were also ambivalent about their presence, joking about getting a “mojao”
(mojado or wetback) to do some work cheaply. These feelings can be traced back
to the middle part of the last century, and through the struggle for statehood when
Nuevomexicanos were forced to distance themselves from Mexicanos, because of
American racism. At the same time, as they were incorporated into the nation,
there was a need for Nuevomexicanos to establish an identity that acknowledged
their heritage and their attachment to Nuevo México as their place of origin
(Acuña, 1988; González, 1994).
In South Alamo this ambivalence seems to have grown over the years. As
increasing numbers of Mexicanos came and the differences between younger,
more English-speaking Nuevomexicanos became more pronounced, divisions
between the two groups grew. Adult Nuevomexicanos, under 40, discussed the
often negative relations that had existed between themselves and the Mexicano
children in school. Those Mexicanos who did not quickly assimilate by changing
their dress, hair, and language were shunned by the Nuevomexicano native-born
children. Over the years, as more Nuevomexicano children have shifted to English,
the distance between the two groups has widened. The shift to English can be
observed in many of the small businesses in the neighborhood. Spanish is used by
Nuevomexicanos only with elders or with monolingual Mexicano customers.
South Alamo has maintained a Hispanic2 population of between 85 and 83.1%
of the total population. Since 1980, U.S. Census questionnaires have incorporated
subethnic breakdowns under the Hispanic Origin question that included Mexican,
Puerto Rican, Cuban, and Other Hispanic categories. In that year, of those who
claimed they were Hispanic, 2,019 (55%) declared they were Mexican. In 1990,
2,210 (64%) declared they were Mexican, a nine percent increase (1980 and 1990
U.S. Census). Given local Nuevomexicano identification as Hispanic or Spanish
as a way of distinguishing themselves from Mexicans, the claim of Mexican
ethnicity would seem to indicate the presence of some individuals who were either
born in Mexico or who still maintain ties with that country.
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The School
The South Alamo Elementary School serves most of the families with
elementary school-aged children in the neighborhood. Ethnically, the school
population was overwhelmingly Hispanic. Of the 91.9% who were Hispanic,
roughly one-fifth were Mexicano. Anglos made up 4.0%, African American 2.1%,
Native Americans 1.4%, and Asian Americans .5%.
Within the school staff, out of a total of 60 full-time staff, 40 were Hispanic,
19 were Anglo, and one was African American. Only three of the 40 Hispanics
were from outside the state. The rest were born and raised within the state. Two
teachers and two support staff members were born and raised in the South Alamo
neighborhood.
In the main office, the teacher’s lounge, the library, and various resource
rooms, the main language among the staff was English. Some of the teaching
assistants would speak Spanish to each other, and some code-switching went on
among all of the Nuevomexicano staff. Yet socializing and work was primarily
conducted in English, following the practice of many schools for language
minority children (Skuttnab-Kangas, 1995).
The ambivalence felt by Nuevomexicanos toward Mexicanos and the Spanish
language, as a public language, described earlier, was exemplified by the language
behavior of most of the teachers in the school. The same ambivalence could be seen
at the district and state levels. The use of Spanish in state-funded bilingual
programs was relegated to a one– or two-hour Spanish-enrichment class designed
for the Nuevomexicano children who no longer used Spanish as a predominant
language of communication (New Mexico State Department of Education, Bilingual Program guidelines). For immigrant students, state bilingual programs
emphasized the acquisition of English. Thus, state policy implicitly favored
English as the official language of schools, especially when large numbers of
immigrant children were present.
At South Alamo a state-funded Spanish-language enrichment program was
present in the school, as well as English as a Second Language classes for
monolingual Spanish speakers. Nevertheless, there was no explicit language
policy vis-à-vis the use of Spanish and English to guide teachers, students, and
staff overall. Given the presence of the state-funded program, perhaps both
teachers and administrators felt there was no need for such a policy. However, by
ignoring this issue, both teachers and administrators were in fact ignoring the
reality of many of the students’ lives. By ignoring this reality, the leadership of the
school was condoning the status quo, the use of English as the only official
language (Stubbs, 1995).
One possible exception to the implicit English rule was the bilingual room,
where the two Spanish-language resource teachers did most of their planning. In
their case, one was likely to hear a great deal of sustained, more formal Spanish
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conversation. As the only officially designated Spanish teachers in the school, they
were more conscious of maintaining Spanish publicly.
As in the case of many of the small businesses in the neighborhood, Spanish
was spoken in the main office mostly with the Mexicano parents. A very few
instances were witnessed where Nuevomexicano grandparents initiated conversations with the school staff in Spanish, but these remained minimal, throughout the
six months of the study. In the halls and out on the playground, especially before
and after school, one could see many small groups of Mexicano parents (mostly
mothers) waiting with toddlers for their older children. While they waited, they
visited with each other in Spanish.
On any given week, one could find at least one bulletin board decorated in
Spanish in some public place, i.e., the hallways, the cafeteria, etc. Generally, these
had been provided by the bilingual resource teachers. However, in the classrooms,
the most one would see written in Spanish was the pledge of allegiance and the
class rules. An exception was one first-grade classroom where all of the students
were limited English speakers. Similar situations seem to exist in other schools in
the city (Ortiz and Engelbrecht, 1986).
The Fifth-Grade Class
What functions did Spanish serve in the lives of Mexicano children once they
had learned English well enough to function in an all-English environment? To
answer this question, I followed the daily experiences of a group of five Mexicano
children, who were all friends, in a fifth-grade team. The team consisted of two
fifth-grade classes that were combined and whose teachers shared teaching
responsibilities for both classes. All five children came from families where the
parents were Mexican nationals who were settled migrants (Portes and Bach,
1985). Three of the children had been born in the United States, one had come as
an infant, and the other had migrated at age five.3 Of their classmates, 22 of the 46
children came from homes where Spanish was the primary language. Almost all
of these families had at least one parent who was Mexicano. Of the remaining 26
children, 24 were Nuevomexicanos.
The two teachers, Mr. Gutiérrez and Ms. Chávez, worked together sharing
responsibilities for both of their classrooms. This allowed them to capitalize on
their teaching strengths. Mr. Gutiérrez taught the high-achieving math students
and those with difficulties in language arts. Ms. Chávez taught the high-achieving
language arts students and those with difficulties in math. By sharing the barrack
that housed their team, teachers and students moved easily back and forth, from
one class to another.
Despite this apparent fluidity, the students grouped themselves into six
cliques, reflecting to a great extent the values and hierarchy of the school. These
cliques were observed on the playground, during self-selection activities, in the
cafeteria and library and were confirmed by the students in conversations held over
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six months. Interactions between some of these cliques were quite congenial.
Between other groups there was tension. However, during teacher-assigned group
work sessions, the children were forced to interact with each other. It was only out
of the teachers’ hearing reach that these frictions became apparent. Conversations
with the focal children and with their classmates revealed that the children were
well aware of these tensions.
The children with the greatest status were the high achievers. These were
followed by those who were popular with the opposite sex. The next group was
made up of the athletic children, primarily boys. This group and the popular group
held the same status within this hierarchy, and there were some children who were
members of both groups. The fourth group consisted of several pairs of friends
who were average students who were not athletically inclined.
Within the lower ranks of this hierarchy were two groups. The first group was
made up of troublemakers, both boys and girls, who caused trouble among their
classmates as well as with the teachers. The lowest status group consisted of the
monolingual Spanish speakers whose access to advanced study and some of the
social life of the class was limited. The monolingual Spanish speakers were
integrated for math work according to their abilities; however, for other parts of
the curriculum, such as language arts and reading, they worked separately with
Spanish-language texts, when they were available. When Spanish materials were
not available, they used primary-grade English materials, which caused some of
their classmates to ridicule them for doing “baby work.” Their embarrassment,
lack of English, and lack of understanding about American culture further isolated
them, thereby reinforcing the tracking patterns created by the organization within
the classroom.
The five focal children were members of the cliques at the upper end of the
hierarchy. Three of the children were excellent students, one was very popular,
and the fifth child, while an average student, was very well liked by both boys and
girls. However, because of their consistent use of Spanish, the five focal children
interacted with the other Spanish speakers in all six groups. The use of Spanish
allowed them to ignore the tensions between some groups and socialize freely
with other Spanish-speaking children across all groups. This included socializing
with and helping the monolingual Spanish speakers. This difference in behavior
set the focal children apart from the other groups, in a sense creating a seventh
group. At the same time, their insistence on speaking Spanish became the source
of other tensions.
Mr. Gutiérrez and Ms. Chávez had been at South Alamo school for nine and
10 years respectively. Mr. Gutiérrez was born and raised in South Alamo and
continued to live in the southern part of the neighborhood, next to his grandparents
who had raised him. Ms. Chávez was raised in another New Mexican city and came
from a similar working-class background. Both teachers were deeply committed
to their students. They often spoke to the children about the difficulties they
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themselves had experienced in school as minorities and encouraged them to
persevere in their education.
Despite this commitment, Mr. Gutiérrez and Ms. Chávez, following the
implicit rules of the school, only used Spanish to speak to the monolingual Spanish
speakers. This might occur in a small group activity or in front of the entire class.
However, they neither instructed the class as a group in Spanish, nor did they use
Spanish to speak to the bilingual children in any official way. The teachers’
language behavior was in no way unusual for South Alamo or generally for the
district. Like Mr. Gutiérrez and Ms. Chávez, most Hispanic teachers at South
Alamo were concerned that students succeed academically, and for them English
was the language of success. The use of Spanish was a temporary fix until students
could function in an all-English curriculum. In their eyes, Spanish-language
instruction was not a part of the regular curriculum. Rather, it was an “extra” or
special program and was the responsibility of the bilingual resource teachers.
The only regularly scheduled, official use of Spanish by a teacher was by Ms.
Black, the bilingual resource teacher, when she taught the bilingual class twice a
week for 30 minutes. She conducted her lessons using both English and Spanish.
For the most part, the content of these lessons consisted of short presentations on
Spanish or New Mexican history. For example, several weeks were spent on the
contributions of the Moors to Spanish culture and language. Although Mr.
Gutiérrez and Ms. Chávez were present during these classes, they did not
participate in any of Ms. Black’s activities. Occasionally, the focal children
responded to Ms. Black’s questions in Spanish. For the most part, however, the
focal children also followed the implicit rules of the school. They did not use
Spanish for any public or official purposes. Clearly, for them Spanish was a private
language used among themselves and with certain individuals outside their
immediate group.
The children used Spanish among themselves for a wide variety of purposes:
for accomplishing their school work, for thinking through new subject matter, for
maintaining social relationships, for talking about their lives outside school, for
play acting in imaginary worlds, for sustaining conversations, and for keeping on
track through self-talk. The frequency with which each of these functions was used
was tied to classroom structure, peer group memberships, and individual personalities. Through this language, the children were able to express individual
interests and characteristics. One child provided himself with constant self-talk.
Another was able to play out her soap opera fantasies. A third child was able to
display her flirtatiousness. Each one was able to speak about those aspects of their
lives or their persons, which were a part of their inner selves. Spanish was not only
an expression of their identity as Mexicanos. It was the vehicle for exploration and
expression of themselves as individuals, a means to the construction of self.
However, even across ability groupings, work groups, and schedules, all five
focal children interacted mostly with the other Mexicano children in the class.
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Spanish seems to have acted as a social cohesion for all of the Spanish speakers.
The consistent use of their mother tongue throughout the school day by the focal
children further reinforced their identities as Mexicanos within the class. Their
continued use of Spanish also served to identify the children with the larger
Mexicano population living in South Alamo, setting them apart from a large group
of their classmates and neighbors. For the focal children, and others who chose to
continue using Spanish after learning English, it would appear that their sense of
ethnicity was tied to the continued use of their first language (Smolicz, 1981).
Indications from other studies are that ethnic identity may play an important role
in the maintenance of a first language (Smolicz, 1981; Herman, 1972; Johnson,
Giles, and Bourhis, 1983; Benjamin, 1990).
At the same time, the focal children’s identification as Mexicanos made them
the target of much hostility by some of their peers, who frequently called them
mojados and taunted them with threats to call la migra (either the Immigration and
Naturalization Services or the Border Patrol, which are viewed as one and the same
entity). In reality, these remarks held no real threat since all of the children were
either born in the United States or held resident status. They could have ignored
them. Instead, these taunts were taken for what they were — racist slurs that
denigrated the children’s heritage and their own emerging identities as Mexicanos.
The response to these fighting words often resulted in some kind of physical
altercation as the focal children attempted to defend themselves. Rather than yield
to the pressure to give up their Mexicano identity, as several children in the class
had done, the focal children persisted by maintaining Spanish as their in-group
language. In this sense, then, the use of Spanish served as an opposition strategy
to the prejudice that was directed at them. Its use effectively excluded all nonSpanish speakers, including most of their Nuevomexicano schoolmates.
These racist insults may well have been used as the quickest and easiest way
to hurt Mexicano classmates. Hatcher and Troyna (1993) found that white children
most often used racial insults for instrumental reasons, i.e., for gaining the upper
hand in conflict situations, or achieving a desired outcome in their interactions
with children of color. Only infrequently did these remarks reflect true beliefs.
Similarly, in the present study, Mexicano children were often insulted during some
kind of disagreement — for example, when fighting over someone’s affection. As
in the classrooms described by Hatcher and Troyna (1993), the Nuevomexicano
children echoed the slurs that were directed at Mexicanos in South Alamo.
Whether the Nuevomexicano children actually believed their classmates were
inferior is difficult to know. What these insults do show, however, is the distance
perceived between Nuevomexicanos and Mexicanos, both in the school and in the
neighborhood.
As young adolescents, there is some evidence that both Nuevomexicano and
Mexicano children in this fifth grade were beginning to consciously choose an
ethnic identity. During the week of standardized testing, one of the Nuevomexicano
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children, Jesse, complained to Mr. Gutiérrez that it was foolish to fill out the
ethnicity question of the test form, saying that it made no sense since everyone in
the class was Chicano. It could be argued that Jesse’s intent was to be inclusive of
all of his classmates. However, his remark effectively denied the mexicanness of
some of his classmates. As he was speaking, Jesse caught one of the Mexicano
children’s eye. Immediately after that, Jesse told Mr. Gutiérrez to forget his remark
and a long, uncomfortable silence filled the room. Clearly, Jesse had broached a
taboo topic. Neither the teachers nor the students were prepared to speak openly
about this issue.
In another example, I discovered quite by accident that Julio Antonio, one of
the focal children, refused to have any dealings with the children who had at any
time insulted the Mexicano children. This refusal included working with particular
people in a group, talking to them, or even passing them a paper. In perhaps one
of the sadder examples of emerging identities, Jessica, whose mother was
Mexicana and whose father was Nuevomexicano, frequently bragged to her
classmates that even though her mother spoke Spanish, she did not. Moreover, she
made sure that everyone knew she was Spanish and not Mexican.
Like so much of the rest of the children’s culture, these battles occurred out of
the earshot of teachers. If teachers were aware of these problems, they rarely
mentioned them. For the most part, teachers and administrators would get
involved only when there had been a physical fight. In many of those cases, the
Mexicano would be told that name calling was not a reason for fighting and he
would get punished. As in the case of language, school leaders refused to deal
directly with issues of racism. By turning a blind eye to the racist slurs, the
leadership in the school was effectively condoning their use. Furthermore, by
punishing children who defended themselves against these verbal assaults, the
implicit message became that their identity choice was a mistake.
This behavior on the part of the school often upset the parents of the focal
children who would say, “Maestra, yo estoy de acuerdo que castiguen a mi hijo(a),
pero ¿por qué no le dicen al otro niño, que no debe de insultar a los demás?”
(Teacher, I am in agreement with my child’s punishment. But why don’t they tell
the other child that he should not insult his classmates?)
In fact, the parents may have been contributing unknowingly to these tensions.
Their explicit messages to their children of maintaining Spanish and remaining
true to one’s identity as a Mexicano was in direct conflict with the school’s implicit
policies.
This seems to have put many children in a bind. On the one hand, their parents
were telling them to maintain ties with their roots and their ethnic group; on the
other, the school’s unspoken policy about the desirability of English over any other
language and of an assimilated ethnic identity challenged their families’ identities.
The effects of this bind were beginning to show — in fights, in some children’s
refusal to speak Spanish, and in other children’s maintenance of it in the class. In
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the middle school, where the search for identity becomes one of the major tasks
of an adolescent, these tensions appear to have become critically intensified, often
erupting into violence. The older siblings of the focal children recounted the
terrible experiences they had had in middle and high school. For those who were
unwilling or unable to shift to English or conform to a more assimilated identity,
the consequences were frequently rejection, suspension, and even expulsion
(Weinberg, 1994).
Schools and the Assimilationist Agenda
Unfortunately, these tensions are not confined to the small community of
South Alamo, or even to New Mexico. In Chicago, where I once lived, conflicts
between Puerto Riqueño and Mexicano adolescents often revolved around who
was more assimilated. Among Chinese American school children, the ABC,
American-born, often discriminate against the FOB’s, those Fresh Off the Boat
(Kingston, 1989; L. Wong Fillmore, personal communication, 1994). Across the
nation and among many different groups, young people have internalized the
belief that it is wrong to preserve linguistic or cultural identities.
This intolerance for differences is reflected at many different levels in
American society — at the ideological level, where definitions of being American
are generally restricted to English-speaking white Europeans, at the political level,
where access to a political voice was limited to English-speaking white Americans
for many years, and at the social level, where the benefits of living in American
society have only been available to those who acquiesce in the American legacy
of the “melting pot,” in exchange for a mythical common heritage (Crawford,
1989; Takaki, 1993; Skuttnab-Kangas, 1995). Public policies and institutions
have enforced this sociopolitical reality, coercing both immigrant and indigenous
peoples to give up their ethnic and linguistic identities.
As public institutions, the schools have been an important mechanism for
driving this assimilationist agenda. The criteria used for classifying students, both
overtly and covertly, the rewards for those who conform to English and an
assimilated identity, and the punishments, including expulsions, for those who
won’t are all part of the ways in which schools play an important role in
reproducing racist and unequal structures (Fine, 1991; Sleeter, 1993; Cummins,
1992). In so doing, they serve all groups badly, both the privileged and the
marginalized. In this study, neither group was getting the support they needed for
a healthy identity.
Although both teachers and students in the school were overwhelmingly
Nuevomexicano, this was hardly reflected in the curriculum. In fact, there was little
discussion by the teachers or the principal about how to make the curriculum more
culturally relevant. South Alamo, as most schools in the district, was in the process
of becoming a site-based managed school. Most discussions in the various
administrative and curricular committees dealt with the “at-risk” characteristics of
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the families they served. The teaching staff and the administrator were very
conscious of the poverty and “dysfunctional” aspects of some of the families, i.e.,
crime, gangs, drugs, etc. In their meetings and conversations, the focus was usually
on helping students to conform to the expectations of the school, such as
homework, returning library books, and raising test scores. During certain
holidays, such as Christmas and Easter, particular aspects of Nuevomexicano
culture were highlighted, but these were not a part of the everyday curriculum.
Most adults in the school believed that the bilingual program took care of the
cultural and linguistic needs of both Nuevomexicano and monolingual Spanishspeaking Mexicanos. However, this was limited to the two 30-minute Spanish
classes that the bilingual resource teachers delivered weekly. Even in these
classes, for many of the children it was difficult to make the connection between
Spanish history and most aspects of Nuevomexicano history or culture that
mirrored the children’s background. The Spanish curriculum was completely
isolated from the rest of the course of study, having been added after the “regular”
curriculum had been designed. As such, it had a very low status, and the message
that sent to the children was clear — their culture and their language had no real
place at school. Given this situation, is it any wonder that some of the
Nuevomexicanos sought an identity by disparaging others?
For the Mexicanos, the message was even more destructive. By disregarding
their considerable skills in the Spanish language, and offering Spanish lessons
that were infantile and overly simple, the school was effectively ignoring their
knowledge and barring the Mexicanos from making any contributions to the
school, until they could be made in English. In addition, the focus on Spain in the
Spanish curriculum further underscored the negative perceptions about Mexico
and Mexicans. The Mexicano children also had a need for a curriculum that
reflected their reality. Although in some respects they had enjoyed more cultural
support at home because of their frequent trips to Mexico, they did not have
access to more formalized knowledge about their language and culture available
through texts.
This school could have played a critical role in helping children to form healthy
identities. By acknowledging their languages and placing them on an equal footing
with English, as well as by explicitly teaching children about their cultures and the
elements shared by the two groups, the children would have been freer to make
more positive identity choices (Skuttnab-Kangas, 1995). Yet there was little
awareness on the part of teachers and administrators of their role in the children’s
identity development. Until administrators and teachers acknowledge this responsibility and have an opportunity to study and reflect on the ways in which schools
have perpetuated these differences, there is little hope that things may change in
South Alamo or in other schools like it. Moreover, this may not happen until
changes occur in the ways in which teachers and administrators are educated.
Colleges of education, professional educational organizations, and other educa-
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tional networks must acknowledge the role they have played in reproducing racist
and linguicist structures (Ibid.).
Conclusion
The children in this study were using the information that was available to them
to engage in their search for an identity. As such, they used the overt messages and
behaviors they saw in their homes, their neighborhood, and the school. They also
used the implicit messages around them, especially those in the school, to help
them try to make sense of the differences among them (Hatcher and Troyna, 1993;
Matute Bianchi, 1989). Unfortunately, as has been stated, there seemed to be little
understanding among the adults in the schools that this was a need they had.
For linguistic minority children, the maintenance of an ethnic identity is
critical. Certain groups can never really assimilate because of history, color, or
physical characteristics. As educators, we need to acknowledge that for many,
assimilation is not an option. Most importantly, there needs to be a recognition of
the role the schools have played in children’s identity formation.
The children at South Alamo were lucky, in one sense. They had teachers who,
for the most part, looked like them and had had very similar experiences in school.
Ironically, even with these similarities most teachers at South Alamo, regardless
of their ethnicity, were unwilling to examine how their practices confirmed racist
and linguicist structures.
Increasingly, as the student population in the United States becomes more
diverse, the teachers are becoming increasingly white (Sleeter, 1993). This poses
a problem to colleges of education. How can teachers be made aware of racism and
the ways in which schools reproduce racist structures? Sleeter’s study of a group
of white teachers does not give us much cause for optimism (Ibid.). She found that
white teachers were very uncomfortable acknowledging the salience of race.
Moreover, it was very difficult for teachers to accept the notion of institutional
racism because they could not distinguish between the educational rhetoric about
equality and the practices that are often predicated on inequality (Ibid.). According
to Sleeter, the best solution to this problem is to recruit minority teachers since their
experiences of institutional racism might lead them to be more critical of current
school practices.
Though minority teachers might more easily acknowledge the possibility of
racism, I also believe they will have difficulties critiquing their own and the
schools’ practices. Many minority teachers, like those at South Alamo, have
survived their academic and professional training by ignoring or repressing their
experiences of racism while in school and at the university. Many language
minority teachers were forced to give up their languages in favor of English (Ada,
1995). Worse yet, many minority teachers, like some of the children in this study,
at some point in their lives were forced to make the choice of leaving their own
ethnic and linguistic identity in favor of assimilation and English. Now, some of
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those same teachers find themselves in the position of having to use that discarded
language in school (Ibid.).
This history puts many language minority teachers in a very difficult position.
After having accepted the idea that their languages and cultures had no place in the
school, they are now given the message that they must use these languages, but
with certain caveats: it applies only to monolingual ethnic language speakers and
only until they learn English. These conflicting messages are very confusing, to
say the least. To suggest that Ms. Chávez or Mr. Gutiérrez need only have used
more Spanish in their classes to improve their practice is to deny their own
schooling experiences. Mr. Gutiérrez and Ms. Chávez were good teachers, but
they, too, had been denied the opportunities to know about their own language and
culture. Moreover, they had been silenced by a university and professional system
that viewed minority language children as “problems” to be solved and that sought
Band-Aid solutions to those “problems,” while failing to take responsibility for
their part in the creation of those problems. Ada suggests that for minority
language teachers to provide creative education to students, they themselves must
first “experience the liberating force of this type of education” (Ibid.: 241).
Mr. Gutiérrez and Ms. Chávez wanted their students to learn to work cooperatively — a worthy goal. However, cooperation can only truly happen when all
parties are on an equal footing. The five focal children in this study, their Spanishspeaking classmates, and most minority language students in this country are not
on an equal footing with their English-speaking white classmates. Moreover, they
can never be on an equal footing until this fact is recognized by educators at every
level, and until we understand and accept our responsibility in helping children
develop healthy identities.

NOTES
1. The term “Nuevomexicano” will be used in this article to refer to those of Spanish-speaking
descent who have lived continuously in New Mexico for several centuries and who, while sharing some
cultural characteristics with those from Mexico, identify primarily with their patria chica, Nuevo
Mexico (González Velásquez, 1994).
2. The U.S. Census refers to all people with Spanish in their background as Hispanic. As such,
it is an inclusive term. This should not be confused with the way in which Nuevomexicano is used in
this article.
3. The five focal children were chosen after observations revealed that they continued to speak
a great deal of Spanish with each other, in spite of the fact that the school considered them fluent in
English. None of these children attended ESL classes, and they were not designated as Limited English
Proficient.
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Beyond Mexico’s Woman:
Negotiating Gender and Race
In Dominant Narratives of Nation
Regina L. Martinez

I

N HIS SEARCH FOR HOME, RUBÉN MARTÍNEZ (1993: 5) WRITES: “...I MUST BE MUCH MORE

than two. I must be North and South in the North and in the South.” In doing so,
he reveals one of the dichotomies under which he lives, yet the statement suggests
also that his location cannot be so neatly packaged. Martínez realizes, for example,
that representations of both North and South operate concurrently, and that the two
are not always distinct categories.
Attached to the geopolitical border that divides the United States from Mexico
— North from South — are hegemonic representations of each nation and the
people that occupy them. Such representations collide with the lived experiences
of marginalized people and serve as the foundation on which racial, gender, and
other forms of oppression operate. This collision is key to understanding that
narratives of the nation and individual and group identities are not rigid and static,
but rather, interrelated processes that allow for constant renegotiation and
rearticulation. With global economic and demographic shifts, the people that cross
national borders bring with them experiences and perspectives that call into
question their own identities as gendered and racialized members of communities
and nations. The ways they negotiate these identities have further implications for
the manner in which nations themselves are configured — the ways that power is
distributed in and among nations and the degree to which nationalisms are salient
forces in shaping people’s decisions and practices. In this article, I examine the
narrative of a young Mexican immigrant woman who confronts this collision
along the lines of gender and race. Her experiences, like those of Martínez, indicate
that dichotomous constructions such as North/South or U.S./Mexico are illequipped to represent the complexity of identity in the context of global movements of capital and people. As such movements continue, recognizing national
narratives and identity as complex, entangled processes becomes increasingly
significant for possibilities of shared struggles against multiple hegemonies.
R EGINA L. M ARTINEZ (820 26th Street, No. 5, Sacramento, CA 95816; e-mail:
ginam@uclink3.berkeley.edu) is a doctoral student at the University of California, Berkeley, in Social
and Cultural Studies in Education. Her areas of research are feminist perspectives on immigration and
(trans)nationalisms, Chicana/o critical theory, education, and Americanization.
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Mother-Country: Gender in Nation-Building Projects

National narratives — dominant notions of what “America” means, for
example — are generally based on a linear historicism that relies on the idea of a
“pregiven...historical origin or event” (Bhabha, 1990: 257). Although women’s
voices are often silenced in the authority of national narratives, women themselves
serve an important function in nation-building projects and nationalistic perspectives. Woman as Mother, for example, is often taken up as both the representation
and bearer of the nation and its character. Thus, national discourse often takes on
female overtones as in references to the “Mother country” and the “Mother
tongue.” Similarly, women themselves are often portrayed as the bearers of the
national culture, not only by giving birth to future citizens, but also by rearing
children and providing homes in accordance with the ideals of patriotism and
nationalism.
During periods of national crisis such as wars or revolutions, women are often
called upon to participate more fully in the nation-building project, either at home
in the labor force, or on the front lines of combat. Such calls to patriotic duty are
often articulated to implied assurances of women’s full citizenship and participation in the nation. After the crisis, however, too often these same projects seek to
return women to their subservient domestic roles. In the U.S., this was most
explicitly illustrated by women workers who filled the labor vacuum during World
War II, but who, after the war, were discouraged from continuing their careers and
pushed back into their domestic roles. This phenomenon is not unique to the U.S.,
however; in fact, women throughout the world experience it in numerous ways,
depending on their specific historical and contemporary locations within (or
outside) the nation (Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1993; Kandiyoti, 1994; McKinley,
1996). Such specificity of location is critical in understanding the persistence and
flexibility of patriarchy as it intersects with other forms of domination. For
example, although World War II opened up the U.S labor market for the first time
for many white middle-class women, most women of color had long, often
difficult histories in the lowest paid, most exploitative segments of the U.S. labor
market. Thus, although patriarchy affected all women during this period, it
operated unevenly as the hierarchical racial narrative of the U.S. mediated the
opportunities made available to white women and women of color.
This flexibility of patriarchy, however, generally ensures that when it comes
to actually defining national ideals, women continue to be silenced. Thus, the role
of the “Virginal Mother” is ultimately the only legitimized role for women in
most national narratives. Those women who do not meet this ideal are said to
occupy the other side of the dichotomy of Womanhood: that of whore. The
Virgin/Whore binary is not unique to any particular nation, however. In the
national narrative of Mexico, it is explicitly invoked in the images of the Virgin
of Guadalupe and Malinche.
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Salvation and Betrayal in Mexican Womanhood
The Virgin of Guadalupe appeared in a vision around 1531 at Tepayac, the site
of worship of the indigenous goddess of the earth, Tonantzin. A dark-skinned
figure, Guadalupe was embraced by the new mestizo people and ultimately
“emerged triumphant as the national patroness of Mexico, and her banner was
often carried into battle” (Alarcón, 1994: 110). Moreover, she represents the
salvation and legitimation of the Mexican nation — the nurturer, the protector, the
idealized Virginal Mother. This image is evoked not only in struggles that
legitimate the nation and encourage patriotism, but also as the ideal to which
women themselves are often summoned to embody.
Represented in popular discourse as Guadalupe’s “monstrous double” is
Malinche,1 the Indian slave given to the Spanish conqueror Cortés. She became
Cortés’ translator and bore his children — roles that would respectively come to
symbolize the conquest of Mexico and the birth of the mestizo race. Her representation is monstrous because she is thought to have sold out and betrayed her people
to the conqueror. Her language skills and her role as Cortés’ translator earned her
the title “traitor,” while her role as Cortés’ mistress represented the rape of all
Mexico, and the subsequent emasculation of Mexican men. Like Guadalupe, her
image is invoked in popular discourse; anyone who steps outside the traditional
parameters of Mexican culture is deemed a malinchista, or a sellout. For women
who do not follow rigid gender roles, this has the negative effect of proclaiming
them traitors to the race, and daughters of Malinche. Though these two archetypes
of Mexican womanhood are often portrayed as incompatible, polar opposites, and
real women are given the dictum to emulate Guadalupe and to destroy any trace
of Malinchisma, some contemporary analyses show that they actually emerge
from the same myths and that “Guadalupe and Malinche [are] two sides of the
same coin” (Bartra, 1992: 112). These two images became the cornerstones on
which an essentialized Mexican female identity developed: “She is both tender
and violated, a protectress and a bawd, sweet and treacherous, a maternal virgin
and a woman of Babylon” (Ibid.: 158).
Several writers have reinterpreted the figure of Malinche outside the simplistic
version of treacherous translator and mistress. For example, Paz (1985) attempts
to portray Malinche as a victim — as a raped mother. In effect, he removes the
blame from Malinche and recasts her as a victim. As the mother of the mestizo race,
her offspring, too, become victims of conquest and rape. Several Chicana writers,
in their own search for subjectivity, have vindicated and revised Malinche by
representing her not as merely a sexualized victim, but as a speaking subject, an
intentional actor in the formation of a new race and nation, and a redemptress of
her contemporary daughters (Del Castillo, 1977; Gugliotta, 1989; see also
Alarcón, 1994). Despite such reinterpretations, she remains, in popular contemporary discourse, the traitor by which Mexican women are often judged.
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The representation of the Mexican woman according to the virgin/whore
binary does not stop at the geopolitical border that separates the U.S. from Mexico.
Rather, the representations permeate the border and establish themselves in the
U.S., as do people, taking on a significance that makes its way into popular and
political discourse. Moreover, representations of the Mexican woman have
significant implications for the male-gendered Mexican national narrative.
The Mexican as Omission: A (Male) National Narrative of Mexico
In Mexico, the dominant national narrative takes on a specifically male
gendered form, thereby legitimizing and reinforcing patriarchy. In addition, by
subjugating the “common” Mexican, such a narrative serves to justify the power
and status of the privileged and elite of Mexico. “Mexicanness,” for example, is
characterized by Octavio Paz as a dissimulated Nobody,
the blankness in our looks, the pauses in our conversations, the reserve
in our silences. He is the name we always and inevitably forget, the
eternal absentee, the guest we never invite, the emptiness we can never
fill. He is an omission, and yet he is forever present. He is our secret, our
crime, and our remorse (Paz, 1985: 45, emphasis added).
Paz’ depiction follows from his characterization of Malinche as victim. In his
view, Malinche’s rape symbolized the emasculation of all Mexican men and
therefore their status as “Nobody.” Similarly, Roger Bartra, in The Cage of
Melancholy (1992), argues that the characteristic of melancholy is common to all
depictions of Mexicans. Moreover, he states that the Mexican national character
is an imaginary construct that merely serves to legitimate the oppression of
Mexicans by the modern nation-state. Thus, he identifies the stooping pelado —
“a kind of urban peasant..., half-asphyxiated by the city, who has lost the rural
paradise and has not found the promised land” (Bartra, 1992: 33) — as the symbol
of Mexicanness. Importantly, however, he recognizes that such depictions deny
Mexican subjectivity — the Mexican is always defined by someone else’s myths,
thereby converging with Paz’ portrayal of the Mexican as “omission.” These
images send the message to the non-elite majority that they are incapable of
making the important national decisions and therefore must leave such activity to
the elite, who are, “by nature” distinct from the masses and their characteristics.
Challenging the Nation
Mexican immigrant women living in California must contend with a complex
and flexible system of subordination that weaves together narratives of
Americanness, Mexicanness, American Womanhood, and Mexican Womanhood
(among other hegemonic narratives). Although increasing numbers of women are
migrating from Mexico to the U.S., their migration clearly does not ensure their
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release from the vice grip of dominant characterizations of Mexican womanhood
(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). These characterizations are taken up by a racialized
American narrative that confines people of color to the lower rungs of the racial
hierarchy and is used as the counterpoint to define the U.S. as a nation. They are
also often embraced by patriarchy in the U.S. — both Mexican and American —
thereby ensuring the persistence of male domination. For example, current antiimmigration sentiment — focused primarily on Mexican migration to California
— has ushered in a time when these representations are blatantly taken up and
embraced by the nation-state to justify the (mis)treatment and scapegoating of
Latinos in California. The flow of U.S. capital into Mexico and elsewhere in the
world precipitates a depressed U.S. job market, declining wages, and a restructuring of the labor market, but it is the flow of people from Mexico to the U.S. that
is targeted as the force threatening a stable American middle-class identity.
Importantly, it is this use of the Mexican character as Other that helps to define
U.S. national identity. In this case, the Mexican serves as an imagined, yet
threatening, counterpoint against which the American can identify himself.
Because of the long historical overlap between Mexico and the U.S., the Mexican
national character plays an important role in contributing to the American national
character.
Although each of these national discourses justifies the power of the elites, in
each nation the experiences of the disenfranchised disrupt the master narratives.
Thus, one’s status outside the elite ranks is often determined by group affiliation
— by gender, race, ethnicity, etc. For example, feminist movements, the U.S.
Civil Rights Movement, and the Chiapas Rebellion in Mexico all challenge(d) the
very legitimacy of the elites that the master narratives work to maintain.
However, such challenges often do not simply demolish dominant narratives, but
rather rearticulate them to make room for the consideration of different positions.
Indeed, an important issue for such movements is whether the desired outcome
is increased, leading to equitable representation within the existing system, or a
radical alteration or destruction of the system altogether through such means as
revolution.
Thus, national, gender, and racial identities become linked to national narratives in the event of unequal power relationships, where the marginalized are
assigned identities consistent with the needs of elites to legitimize their power. Yet
the lived experiences of the marginalized often interrupt dominant narratives and
call them into question. Therefore, we must come to view national narratives and
identity as intimately linked phenomena and processes that take on a necessary
flexibility in struggles over power and social justice.
Mothers, Machistas, and Monsters: Negotiating Gender, Race, and Nation
The linked nature of these processes is illustrated in the narrative of Celia
Morales, a young Mexican immigrant woman living in Oakland, California, who
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proudly claims a “pure one hundred percent” Mexican identity at the same time
that she exclaims that she “ain’t Mexican!” when it comes to Mexican womanhood. With few exceptions, the traditional body of scholarly discourse on
immigration tends to view it as a linear, developmental progression toward
assimilation (Park, 1950; Sowell, 1981; Murguía, 1989), while current official and
popular discourses tend to represent immigrants as a threat to the nation’s
economic and social stability (see, for example, Hernandez, 1996; La Ganga,
1996; The New York Times, June 22, 1996). Implicit in each body of discourse is
the assumption that identities are for the most part fixed and stable. Thus, an
identity that is at once “Mexican” and “not Mexican” does not sit well with logic
and reason. However, none of these discourses consider either the complexity and
multiplicity of forces with which young immigrants must contend as they
negotiate their own national identities, or the extent to which this negotiation
renders characterizations of the nation-state ambiguous. As such, while these
struggles over meaning are played out in Celia’s own life, narratives of the nation
— what it means to be “American” or “Mexican” — get rewritten, rearticulated,
and reiterated based on her experiences at the crossroads of multiple locations
within national culture(s).
Between her 16th through 19th years, Celia was a research participant in a large
study of young people of color in the fast food labor market. The in-depth, life
history interviews I conducted with her during this time provided the groundwork
for this analysis. During the research, Celia lived in a small house with her parents,
three brothers, and two sisters. The household supported itself through the labor
of Celia and her mother in fast food jobs and of her father, who laid asphalt and
held a nighttime janitor’s job during the rainy season. Several years after her
father’s arrival in the U.S., Celia, her mother, and two brothers (her other siblings
were born in the U.S.) joined him in Oakland after what Celia, then five years old,
remembers as a long, tiring, and dangerous trek across the Mexican and Southern
California landscapes.
In Oakland, a strong sense of (Mexican) nationalism, and, in particular, strong
(Mexican) state pride exists within the Mexican immigrant community. Although
these immigrants might participate in an informal rivalry based on state of origin,
when it comes to a national identity, they often remain loyal to the idea of
mexicanismo (a specifically male gendered ideology). Likewise, Celia insists with
great pride that she is “Mexican” and will never be “American.” Her place of birth
and her subsequent departure from it serve to highlight an idealized national
identity performed from afar. Yet her experiences with immigration also serve to
question the mexicanismo she insists on celebrating. Her immigration to the U.S.
has allowed her to interact with a variety of cultures and to pursue her education,
thereby allowing her to question oppressive gender and racial ideologies. Thus,
immigration both strengthens and challenges Celia’s Mexican national identity,
depending on the particular configuration of issues cross-cutting it. Similarly, this
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influence operates unevenly and incompletely. Although, for example, gender
issues challenge Celia’s national identity, they do not go so far as to encourage an
“American” identity.
Celia implicitly recognizes the hegemonic national messages she receives
through the media, political discourse, public policy, and education. She is not,
however, a passive receptacle that idly takes in these messages. On the contrary,
she takes on these messages in a critical and insightful way. As she confronts them,
she is refashioning the discourse on nationhood — sometimes in complete
opposition, and sometimes not, but always rearticulating the elements of dominant
narratives of “the nation.” By examining these elements in light of her own life,
she is, in a sense, sorting and resorting them according to whether they speak or
fail to speak to her experiences, and thereby disrupting official versions of national
identity.
Celia’s views on womanhood have been shaped by the nationalistic dichotomy
of Guadalupe/Malinche and by her own sense of class and geographic differences.
She describes the Mexican women she knows — virtually all from poor rural areas
in Mexico — as submissive, timid women with downcast eyes, a representation
consistent with that of Guadalupe. Beyond this rather simplistic characterization,
however, she recognizes the circumscribed role assigned to women and the
patriarchal power dynamics embedded in it:
all the Mexicans...are machistas.... They think that...they’re the ones
with the pants and we [women] can’t be superior to them.... And they
think of us as just mothers, you know. That’s it, you can’t be anything
else...because if we do, then we’re gonna think more than them, and we
might get over their heads. And they don’t like that.
The idea that she “can’t be anything else” besides a mother has been problematic for Celia from very early on, however. As her family made the transition from
poor ranch hands in Mexico to urban workers in Oakland, they faced new
opportunities and obstacles that, coupled with Celia’s own assumptions about
poor and/or rural Mexican women, influenced her attitudes toward women’s roles.
Her position as the eldest child in a family of migrants required that she take on
many more roles than that of “mother.” As the first in her family to enter the U.S.
public school system, where she learned English, she quickly became adept at
maneuvering her way through the school bureaucracy. As her siblings followed
her into this system, she helped ease their ways. Similarly, even at a very young
age, she became translator and liaison with U.S. culture for her parents as they built
their new lives in California. These roles neatly correspond with the popular
Malinche package, as do the consequences with which Celia must contend as she
confronts familial responsibilities beyond those she defines as typically Mexican.
Subsequent experiences in Celia’s life further complicated the role Celia
would be designated in her community. At the age of 15, Celia left her parents’
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home to live with her (Mexican) boyfriend and his family. Although they were
not officially married, she nonetheless considered herself his wife and tried to live
according to his expectations. Generally, this meant staying home, quitting
school, and attending to his needs. When she voiced her desire to finish her high
school education, he became verbally abusive. Celia describes the moment that
she fully realized she would not live under these oppressive circumstances. When
he saw her dancing with her male cousin at a family gathering, his abuse turned
physical:
...after that hit he gave me, which was the first and the last, I hated him....
I don’t know, but I was 15 and...I would do anything he would say. But
after that slap, everything changed.... I guess I opened my eyes.
Since this turning point in her life, Celia is determined not to be the submissive
woman idealized by Guadalupe. However, because the patriarchal Mexican
national narrative allows women only two choices, Celia found herself defined as
the treacherous malinchista. Although her parents accepted her back into their
home, they made it clear that she had crossed the line — she was no longer to be
trusted, and her actions had cast the entire family in an ill light. Similarly, after this
episode, Celia refused to become romantically committed to any particular man,
and she became known as a “shameless flirt” among her friends. As a result, they
nicknamed her La Player and La Orgullosa,2 thus placing her once again on the
“wrong” side of conformist Mexican gender representations.
Celia is very aware that she is upsetting the patriarchal expectations imposed
on her and she rejects these expectations just as consciously. She attributes her
insight to her American education:
I’m not gonna live [the Mexican] lifestyle. Because...I’m being educated
right now. And I’m being educated the American way, and I like that way.
I don’t like the way that my mom [or her] friends...live their life, because
it’s really bad. They let the guys just walk all over them — their husbands.
But if Celia refuses to identify as a Mexican woman, then she is, according to
“logic” and “reason,” saying that either she is not Mexican or not a woman. She
does not feel compelled to “explain” this apparent contradiction in her identity, but
when pressed, she makes an important distinction between “being” something and
“living” a lifestyle. Regarding issues of gender, she lives an American lifestyle,
which, in her perception, illustrates more (if not completely) equitable power
dynamics between the sexes. Thus, she is able to retain her identity as a Mexican
woman who lives, at least partially, an American lifestyle, but who, because of her
race and immigration status, will never be American. Such an identity is not
without risk; by embracing this lifestyle, she risks being cast as a sellout or traitor
to her culture.
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Although part of her lifestyle is American, her identity remains squarely
grounded in Mexican culture, as she proudly embraces Mexican traditions, music,
dance, etc. Far from disassociating herself from Mexican culture, then, she
celebrates her Mexican identity and actually takes it a step further by politicizing
it. Particularly in light of immigration politics in California and across the U.S.,
Celia feels a desire and a responsibility not only to cling to her Mexican identity,
but also to use it to join Mexicans, Latinos, and other allies in California to fight
against anti-immigrant legislation and its accompanying rhetoric that sends
explicit or implicit messages about who counts as full participating members of the
nation. She publicly denounces this legislation and rhetoric by participating in
mass demonstrations and speaking out against the anti-immigrant backlash at a
school assembly. In doing so, she is inserting her own narrative into a hegemonic
U.S. national narrative that on the surface embraces diversity, but in practice
excludes certain people from full national subjectivity.
In the specific case of California’s Proposition 187, any undocumented
immigrant would, among other things, be denied public services such as health
care and education. However, Celia recognizes that Latino immigrants — and
Mexicans in particular — were the specific targets of this piece of legislation. As
such, all Mexicans become criminalized and, according to Celia, “treated like
some sort of monster...that was not allowed in a certain area.” As with gender
identities, the good/bad dichotomy reappears in Celia’s life, this time as American/un-American, and she, as a Mexican immigrant, is again cast to the “bad”
side. Just as Malinche is cast as Guadalupe’s monstrous double, this binary
represents the Mexican immigrant as the American’s monstrous counterpart.
Thus, Celia is again caught up in a national narrative that demands she be “good”
— speak English, work hard, pay taxes, etc. (all of which she does) — yet
nonetheless deems her to be inherently “bad,” or “un-American” based simply on
her life experiences and who she is.
Celia also recognizes that this dilemma is not new or unique to Mexicans and
that social, political, and economic benefits and privileges in the U.S. have always
been distributed according to race: “What they’re doing right now to us, trying to
take the health care and all the rest of the other stuff from us...it’s what [African
Americans] couldn’t have when they were slaves.” Such practices and the
knowledge thereof contribute to the process of racial formation as various groups
become defined by the dominant group in specifically racial terms and struggle
against such domination as racial groups (see Omi and Winant, 1986). In the case
of Proposition 187, Latinos are targeted for expulsion from the nation and fight
against this threat on politicized racial terms. This process opens the door for Celia
and others to rally behind their racial identities to disrupt the dominant narrative
of race and nation. In such struggles, racial identity itself is continually redefined
as dominant forces find new ways of asserting control over disenfranchised groups
and as disenfranchised groups find new ways to react against these forces and to
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engage in proactive struggles that insist on new ways of articulating race and
national identity.
Celia complicates matters even more by suggesting that a class analysis is
integral to the issues of race, national subjectivity, immigration, and other forms
of politics. She argues that:
The people...that voted are the wealthy people. The people with good
jobs, with a good family, you know, and I think that that’s the white
people.... They don’t put [themselves] in our position, right? I mean,
they’re elite, they’re citizens, and they have everything...they need. And
to them, we don’t mean nothing, right? So I guess for them [Proposition
187] was like a chance...to get rid of all the other...people.
Although voting patterns indicate that people of all racial groups and social
classes voted both for and against Proposition 187, statistics from the November
1994 election reveal that approximately 80% of the voters were white, 50% were
college graduates, and 61% earned more than $40,000 per year (McDonnell,
1994). Thus, Celia’s analysis is telling in light of the increasing economic gap
between rich and poor in the U.S., particularly because it illustrates the polarization behind racial and social class meanings and assumptions. As the shrinking
middle class finds it increasingly difficult to maintain its lifestyle in the face of
global economic shifts, popular discourse looks to immigrants and the poor, whom
it accuses of running the nation’s economic health into the ground by abusing
public services, as the source of these economic difficulties. In this way, definitions of the poor, the middle class, immigrants, citizens, etc., become fashioned as
us/them confrontations, while the global practices of capitalism too often remain
unquestioned. The segregated social geography of Oakland, where middle– and
upper-class homes in the hills are for the most part occupied by white residents,
while poor inner-city flatlands are filled with people of color, highlights this
polarization and exacerbates the economic and social gap between rich and poor.
Thus, it is no wonder that Celia assumes that largely white middle-to-upper class
people cannot relate to the plight of the largely minority urban poor. In this
scenario, racialized class binaries serve to divert attention from the shifting flows
of capital that precipitate such economic crises. Even while Celia implicitly
acknowledges the prevailing socioeconomic crisis and the injustice of official and
popular responses to it, she is complicit in perpetuating polarized divisions based
on race and class because the dominant narrative has defined the debate precisely
in these terms. However, by rearticulating the meanings behind the dichotomies
into which she is cast, Celia imagines at least a shared understanding, and at most,
a common political struggle among the poor:
I guess the people that really didn’t want [Proposition 187] to pass were
the Mexicans or the people that know or that live around the communities
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we live in and know what people go through.... See, what I think is that
a person that is low income, if their family is just getting destroyed...of
course they voted against it...no matter...what race you are...; [but] if you
voted...for it,...it seems like then you’re...a wealthy person.
Again, voting patterns do not completely bear out Celia’s analysis. However,
her interpretation nonetheless illustrates the process she goes through to negotiate
the terms and meanings of the hegemonic national narratives that have inscribed
her within rigid binaries. Although she recognizes the pressure to conform to the
“right” sides of the binaries, her responses to racial and gender oppression place
her on the “wrong” sides. Rather than accepting the derogatory meanings of labels
such as malinchista and “un-American,” Celia renegotiates the meanings and
resists the binaries. In other words, her nonconformance to the rigid gender roles
represented by Guadalupe does not mean she is a traitor to her people. Indeed, she
joins the political struggle of Mexican immigrants in California and embraces her
Mexican identity all the while interjecting new meanings in the terms of the
American/un-American binary. As Celia redefines “America” as a hostile place,
the label “un-American” becomes something to be celebrated rather than denigrated. The way that Celia negotiates her identities in light of a California economy
dependent on immigrant labor, the immigrant backlash, and patriarchal state and
cultural policies and practices reminds us that although they are often multiple,
identities cannot be simplistically pried apart from one another, or from the social,
economic, and political forces that shape them.
Theoretical Interpretations of Identity and Nation
Celia’s experiences highlight the need to find new ways of thinking about
identity and its implications for the nation-state. Retheorizing identity and nations
as processes that are woven together recognizes the intricacies and uncertainties
of lived experiences that accompany new configurations of late 20th-century
capitalism. In response to such configurations, individuals and nations expand and
contract the parameters of their identities, all the while redefining themselves and
each other.
Rethinking Identity
Only when we view identity as a linear, dichotomous phenomenon does
Celia’s insistence that she is not a Mexican woman become problematic. Her
experiences have led her to question the dominant and dichotomous categories
within which she is placed. Her status as a young person, a woman, and an
immigrant makes the gateway to both U.S. and Mexican national identity fraught
with obstructions. Moreover, the issue of national identity for her is not so
dichotomous as American/not-American — that is, the issue is not played out
within an isolated U.S. context. Rather, she must contend with two sets of national
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narratives — that of Mexico and the U.S. — that attempt to (de-)inscribe her within
or outside the reaches of nationhood, particularly in light of the two nations’
historical and contemporary relations. The experience of migration has played a
central role in opening up possibilities for contesting these dominant narratives.
Recent scholarship on transnationalism3 recognizes that:
By living their lives across borders, transmigrants find themselves
confronted with and engaged in the nation-building processes of two or
more nation-states. Their identities and practices are configured by
hegemonic categories, such as race and ethnicity, that are deeply embedded in the nation-building processes of these nation-states (Basch et al.,
1994: 22).
Scholars of transnationalism recognize that migrant identities are “configured” by at least two dominant national narratives and that migrants themselves
build social spaces that cannot be interpreted according to rigidly bounded senses
of space and place (Basch et al., 1994; Rouse, 1991 and 1992). Rather, transmigrants’
identities, experiences, and practices are informed by their nation of origin as well
as by any subsequent nations to which they have migrated. Thus, migrants and
those they leave behind form transnational communities, which although geographically separated by national borders, remain intricately linked through
continuous exchanges of goods, remittances, and information. Such flows create
new social spaces that mediate migrant identities. In these spaces, hegemonic
national discourses continue to influence identities, but as people, goods, and
information cross national borders, identities are no longer confined by the limits
of master narratives of a single nation. Celia’s own narrative shows how both
Mexico and the U.S. bear upon who she is and who she wants to be. It is her
negotiation of this process that interrupts either or both national narratives. As a
Mexican immigrant in a U.S. fraught with anti-immigrant sentiment, Celia insists
on her and other migrants’ rights to live here and to participate fully, thereby
challenging dominant notions of what it means to be American.
But Celia’s migration has provided her another opportunity to refashion
national narratives. Specifically, she attributes her ability to insist upon gender
equality and justice in her own life to her distinctly American education — an
education she would never have received had her family remained in Mexico. As
Celia notes, an educated woman does not accord with the idealized Mexican
woman. Compulsory education in the U.S. collides with this notion and enables
Celia to stretch intellectually and to question the gender and racial hegemonies that
would forbid her to do so otherwise. Yet questioning and resisting these hegemonies is similarly contrary to the idealized Mexican woman, so Celia faces the
consequences of being cast as a malinchista once again. The irony of schooling for
Celia is that while it inspires and provides a space for her to question “common
sense” assumptions of race and gender, its institutional practices are often contrary
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to this spirit of social criticism. For example, Celia recounts repressive school
practices, such as the omission of meaningful study of Mexican history and
culture, reprimands for speaking Spanish at school, and comments such as “Go
back to Mexico!” by school staff. For young Mexican immigrants who, along with
their families, often significantly contribute to the national wealth by, for example,
consuming goods and services, providing difficult low-wage labor, and paying
taxes, such institutional practices enforce a dominant, exclusionary narrative of
who counts as “American.”
As with her experience of immigration, Celia’s experience of schooling
conveys the need to think about identity in very complex and nuanced ways.
Transmigrants and others who negotiate more than one culture have long known
that identities formed in this fashion are not fixed and stable, but rather are
constantly redefined and shifting. Viewing nationalist discourse and identity as
processes, particularly in light of emerging transnational theories, allows us to see
possibilities for grappling with social and cultural conflicts. Gloria Anzaldúa’s
concept of the borderlands reveals the space of convergence of the multiple forces
that shape identities. In these borderlands Anzaldúa (1987: 22) finds “the freedom
to carve and chisel [her] own face” and to build “a new culture — una cultura
mestiza — with [her] own lumber, [her] own bricks and mortar and [her] own
feminist architecture.” Only through this kind of mestiza culture can women of
color find a collective political consciousness that transcends rigidly bounded
dualisms. Such a consciousness necessarily is grounded in the ability to negotiate
ambiguity and supposed contradictions that emerge from the ambiguous and
contradictory experiences of women of color (Mohanty, 1991). In carving out her
own identity in the in-between spaces where nations, classes, genders, and races
intersect, Celia politicizes her identity and often rejects hegemonic discourse that
defines her according to rigid categories, at the same time that these discourses
bear down upon her, her family, her peers, and the institutions within and around
which she must maneuver.
Celia’s experiences highlight the entanglement of her racial and gender
identities with hegemonic national discourses, but the strategies she uses to resist
racial and gender hegemonies differ in their degrees of collective struggle.
Although organized forms of resistance might not be the only vehicles for resisting
hegemony, a sense of collective struggle is vital to overcoming far-reaching
systems of domination and control. Celia participates in such a collective struggle
against anti-immigrant sentiment in California. Although this participation is
informed by gender issues, she does not engage in similar collective struggles
against patriarchy and sexism.
Certainly, patriarchy in the U.S. continues to exert control over women
through policies, practices, and discourses that curb women’s rights and opportunities; since white women and women of color in the U.S. occupy distinctly
different historical and contemporary locations relative to dominant groups, their
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experiences of patriarchy are also distinct. Because of their white skin privilege
and their intimate relationship with white male patriarchs, white women often
experienced and portrayed gender oppression in intimate, private terms. In
contrast, women of color experienced a more public form of patriarchy due to their
positions as servants to and workers for white male patriarchs, and to restrictive
citizenship and immigration laws that denied them access to official opportunities
for national belonging.
Today, women of color in the U.S. are disproportionately affected by poverty
and discrimination and are most often the targets of repressive state policies that
attempt to control women’s health, reproductive rights, economic well-being, and
political participation. For example, relative to white women, Black women are 10
times more likely to face prosecution referrals for substance abuse during
pregnancy (despite comparable rates of drug use among women of both races), and
all women of color are more likely to face punitive birth control measures (Scott,
1992). Similarly, immigrant women face particular exploitation in the job market,
where they often are paid wages well below the legal minimum and are compelled
to work hours without clearly defined limits (see Carvajal, 1996).
Although Celia is relatively well versed on the structural foundations of racism
in the U.S., knowledge of which creates an avenue for her participation in
collective action against such structures, she does not seem to have an equivalent
language toward an avenue of collective action against the structural foundations
of sexism. The alienating effects of Western feminism have been felt by many
women of color, who argue that this brand of feminism does not speak to their
experiences. Western feminism has yet to succeed in engaging women of color to
any significant degree, and fails especially at reaching out to young women of
color. This dilemma points to the need for accessible works and actions, particularly by feminists of color, that articulate race and gender in collective struggles
and that might serve as mobilizing agents for young women of color to engage in
collective struggles that can envision possibilities and forge alliances with other
struggles for social justice. In a similar vein, alliances that form around issues of,
for example, immigrant rights or racism must take up issues of gender, and how
they shape specific experiences of immigration and racism.
Conservative political appeals continue to define the nation and its members
in narrow, dichotomous terms. At the same time, however, the very social and
geopolitical borders they attempt to fortify are continually permeated, shifted, and
blurred. Although these shifts affect people at the level of individual and group
identity, they also emerge out of broad political and economic forces that must be
challenged on a collective level. Such collectivities, however, must remain
flexible and must embrace ambiguity and contradiction if they are to make
significant progress in disrupting hegemonic narratives. Accordingly, individual
and group identities are not the only issues at stake.
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Rethinking the Nation-State
In the course of negotiating their identities, immigrants and other disenfranchised groups reframe constructions of the nation-state itself. Changing demographics that result from changing global economies bring conflicts over what
constitutes “America” to the forefront of U.S. national discourse. Reactionary
responses to such changes often take the form of adherence to the notion of a
coherent, unified collective national identity. In the U.S., this takes the form of
“America” as a white, English-speaking nation that embraces the ideologies of
freedom and individualism. As Celia and other migrants bring their own interpretations of “America” and of their own countries of origin to bear on this national
identity, however, the dominant narratives of the U.S. are challenged and
rearticulated. To understand the complexities of such a rearticulation, new ways
of thinking about the role that marginalized groups play in defining the nation-state
are needed in conjunction with a retheorizing of place itself. In these new
theoretical contexts, certain Mexico-U.S. relations become more lucid and illustrate how movements of people affect not only individual identities, but also
nation-states themselves and international relations.
In his essay “DissemiNation,” Homi Bhabha (1990) problematizes the linear
“pedagogical” national narratives that authoritatively present national development in terms of linear progress originating from a historical origin. Bhabha
juxtaposes such pedagogical national narratives with “performative” narratives,
which “demonstrate the prodigious, living principle of the people as that continual
process by which the national life is redeemed” (Ibid.: 297, emphasis added).
Bhabha’s splitting/doubling of the national narrative into pedagogical and
performative allows for intervention in and contestation of hegemonic, historicist
narratives by the lived and unequal experiences of people. Such intervention
challenges the authority of the pedagogical and renders national narratives
processual and therefore ambiguous.
Bhabha rejects the idea that this process is purely contradictory or dialectical.
In other words, the minority does not simply overturn or negate pedagogical
narratives. Rather, it disrupts these narratives by:
Insinuating itself into the terms of reference of the dominant discourse,
[thereby] antagoniz[ing] the implicit power to generalize.... [I]ts force
lies...in the renegotiation of those times, terms, and traditions through
which we turn our uncertain, passing contemporaneity into the signs of
history (Ibid.: 306).
Thus, the “times, terms, and traditions” do not simplistically cease to exist, but
are contested and renegotiated. The historic events that define critical junctures in
the genesis and development of the nation remain as the markers of the national
character, but are subject to reinterpretations and rearticulations based on lived
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experiences and daily struggles. Bhabha, then, is interested in the “slippages” of
pedagogical narratives. Those individuals and/or groups whose experiences are
not consistent with the predetermined historical origin of “the nation” represent
the heterogeneity of national life that nonetheless remains inscribed in a homogeneous narrative. The slippages in master narratives that Bhabha refers to, then,
often emerge from these group experiences.
As Mexicans continue to migrate to the U.S., their experiences, interactions,
and confrontations in the context of global capital bring new issues to bear upon
the national stage. In the context of domestic economic crises, the very presence
of immigrants sends waves of fear that American society is “increasingly alien
(literally) and uncontrollable” (Schuck, 1995: 90). In recent years such fears have
resulted in attempts to reclaim America in linear, historicist terms, such that
familiar power structures — gender, racial, and class hierarchies — remain intact
and restore control. Yet these efforts are unrealistic, since immigrants use their
own agency to redefine the distribution of power in the U.S., thereby redefining
America itself.
This struggle continues to be played out in California around Proposition 187
and subsequent national legislation that would specifically deny immigrants —
documented and undocumented — the use of public services. Immigrants in turn
use their agency in a number of ways: they mobilize, participate in mass political
demonstrations, become U.S. citizens, and vote, among other things. In this way,
they assert their own forms of power and create the slippages in hegemonic U.S.
narratives that call into question the meaning of “America.”
Understanding this process is critical to understanding the specific manifestations of recent struggles over power in the U.S. Underlying this process, however,
are new conceptions of place as a social construct. No longer do geographically
bounded notions of place capture the complexities of inter– and intra-national
relations in the context of late 20th-century capitalism. Massey retheorizes the
construction of place as “a particular constellation of social relations, meeting and
weaving together at a particular locus” (Massey, 1994: 154). Thus,
Instead...of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around them, they
can be imagined as articulated moments in networks of social relations
and understandings, but where a large proportion of those relations,
experiences and understandings are constructed on a far larger scale than
what we happen to define for that moment as the place itself (Ibid.: 154).
In Massey’s formulation, the place identity of the U.S. becomes a node among
a world of social relations. Significantly, Massey notes that place identity is not
bound by the confines of geopolitical borders, but rather is composed of relations
that extend beyond such borders. Massey also argues that the node is not static;
it is instead changing as the relations themselves change. Just as individual
identities must be seen as processes, so, too, must national (or place) identities.
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By reformulating notions of place in such a way, Massey allows for new
configurations of nations that confront changing demographics in a progressive
manner, rather than in the reactionary manner of retreat and closure. As experiences such as Celia’s that challenge dominant national narratives proliferate, and
as global economic interdependence continues to soar, finding new ways to
confront these struggles becomes an increasingly necessary precondition for
positive social change.
New configurations of labor-providing countries in the transnational flow of
capital at least partially illustrate such a reworked concept of place. Basch et al.
(1994) argue that such countries have reconfigured themselves as “deterritorialized
nation-states.” Such nation-states are defined by the very flows of migration out
of the country. In other words, individuals from such a country can “live all over
the world and still not live outside the state” (Ibid., 1994: 269). Migrants to the U.S.
from labor-sending countries often remain an integral part of the nation they leave
behind by actively participating in the economy and politics of the home country
by sending remittances, voting, and sometimes returning to occupy political
office. In such a configuration, leaders from the “home” country often assume a
role of protector or spokesperson for those who have emigrated, often with the
underlying expectation that the emigrants will use their access to resources in the
U.S. to further the economic and political interests of the home country.
Two examples from recent history illustrate this kind of relationship between
Mexico and the U.S. First, after passage of Proposition 187 in California, former
Mexican President Carlos Salinas de Gortari publicly denounced the legislation
and rejected “‘all open and undercover forms of discrimination and any xenophobic practices’ against Mexicans in foreign lands” (Fineman, 1994). Second, in
December 1995 Mexican President Ernesto Zedillo proposed changing the
Mexican constitution to allow for dual nationality. In other words, Mexicans who
adopted U.S. citizenship would still be accorded nationality rights to own property
and retain a Mexican passport (Dillon, 1995). Such actions clearly illustrate the
overlapping nature of Mexican and U.S. politics. In their words and actions, both
presidents insist on defining the Mexican national community beyond the physical
boundaries of Mexican geography. Rather, social relations, including those
maintained across traditional national borders, such as those with Mexican
immigrants in the U.S., come to comprise the Mexican nation-state. By defending
Mexicans’ rights in the U.S. and by opening up new incentives to adopt American
citizenship, both presidents strategically portray themselves as defenders of the
Mexican people and their political power in the U.S., implicitly suggesting a
reciprocal relationship whereby Mexican-born U.S. citizens could defend Mexico’s
own interests in the U.S.
The other component of the deterritorialized nation-state configuration, however, is labor-receiving countries such as the U.S. By no means can the power
dynamics in this configuration be considered equal; the domination of global
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capitalist states in determining the parameters of the relationship must also be
considered. As Western capital continues to permeate the world, it influences
deterritorialized nation-state discourses on development and therefore influences
nation-state interests. Additionally, as deterritorialized nation-states define themselves according to nonbounded notions of place, labor-receiving capitalist
countries often respond by reining in any new possibilities or constructions of the
nation-state. As a result, immigrants in the U.S., for example, become threatening
and criminalized, thereby provoking both a figurative and literal sealing off of
national borders. Such reactions not only reconfigure nation-states, but also, as
shown in Celia’s narrative, affect the often contentious and contradictory processes of identity formation among all people who experience the effects of shifts
in global capital.
Basch et al. further contend that transmigrants and the leaders in their home
countries do not always share a unified vision of economic and political interests.
In the case of Mexico, many migrants flee conditions of extreme poverty, which
they often recognize as the result of repressive Mexican state practices. Thus,
their experiences in the U.S. might lead to critiques of the home country’s
leadership and structures, particularly in light of the political domination and
widespread corruption of Mexico’s ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party. In
Celia’s case, her American education allows her to critically engage Mexican
forms of patriarchy, thereby rendering any unified vision of interests problematic, if not impossible.
The national narratives of Mexico and the U.S. cannot be read in isolation from
one another. Indeed, the long, overlapping histories of the two nations render such
attempts futile. Rather, these narratives must be read as enmeshed with one another
and with the identities of the people who occupy one or both of them. Movements
of people, capital, information, goods, etc., across the geopolitical border that
separates the two nations simultaneously yet unevenly shape the identities of
individuals and nations alike.
Conclusion
Conflicting identities such as “Mexican” and “not Mexican” that at first glance
might not make sense become more lucid when viewed from the perspective of
identity as a process. Ultimately, Celia does not so much wholly affirm or deny
national, racial, and/or gender identities, but rather, rewrites the narrative of
Mexican womanhood (in the U.S.), as her experiences cast dominant narratives in
a new light. Moreover, Celia’s experiences are not isolated or unique to her.
Immigrants the world over confront the same kinds of issues. In these confrontations, nation-states themselves are not only implicated, but also affected as
hierarchies of power become questioned, challenged, and refortified. By continuing to rely on fixed, stable notions of identity and the dominant national narratives
out of which they emerge, communities — national, local, ethnic, political, etc. —
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limit their abilities to form powerful coalitions that can effect radical social
change. Rigidly bounded identities do not allow for imagination or dialogue that
might highlight the potential intersections among a variety of hybrid nations,
groups, and individuals. A discourse of the possibilities becomes limited and
truncated when we do not think of identity in unstable, processual terms. For
Anzaldúa (1987: 80), this kind of “massive uprooting of dualistic thinking in the
individual and collective consciousness...could, in our best hopes, bring us to the
end of rape, of violence, of war.” This becomes increasingly critical as U.S. capital
saturates the world and precipitates the increased movement of people into and
within the U.S. Policies, infrastructures, assumptions, and practices must be able
to handle these migrations in a way that recognizes and respects the ambiguity in
everyone, and in the very character of late 20th-century nation-states.

NOTES
1. Malinche is also known by her indigenous name Malintzin and her Christian name Doña
Marina.
2. Literally translated, orgullo means “proud,” and in this context, it takes on a negative
connotation as “too proud” or “haughty.” Celia herself translates it as “conceited.”
3. Basch et al. define transnationalism as “the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain
multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement” (1994: 7).
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Black-Brown Relations:
Are Alliances Possible?
J. Jorge Klor de Alva and Cornel West

Moderator (Ronald Wakabayashi): To begin, may I ask you both to share
some of your thoughts on the issue of race in general and how your recent work
touches on the matter of alliances?
West: Let me begin by briefly saying that I’m delighted to be here. And I’d like
to thank brother Leonard Robinette [Chairman and Executive Director, WLCAC]
and those at the Getty Center and Arco for having the vision and determination to
bring us together, building on the rich legacy of Ted Watkins [Founder, WLCAC],
who in so many ways was an exemplary organic intellectual, as both a progressive
activist and institution builder. First, there is a real sense in which my own
understanding of race builds very much on the kind of deep class concerns that
brother Ted Watkins had, one that encompasses an understanding that it is very
difficult to talk about race without talking about that larger economic, political,
and cultural context, while always keeping one’s eye on the internal dynamics of
business elites, bank elites, cultural elites, and how they shape the very framework
in which we not only confront one another, but perceive one another. And that’s
so crucial to me. The second point is that a Black-Brown alliance must always be
understood within something bigger than itself. Jorge and I have had a longstanding relationship. We have been friends, taught at Princeton together, but we
are not here just to chit chat and have a Black-Brown, touchy-feely kind of thing.
We are talking about ways in which larger ideals and principles, radically
democratic ones, sit at the center of what ought to hold any desirable Black-Brown
alliance together. I can imagine a whole host of Black-Brown alliances on which
I would bring serious critique to bear, precisely because they would not be
focusing on the various ways in which the working poor and very poor within our
J. JORGE KLOR DE ALVA is a Professor of Comparative Ethnic Studies and Anthropology (Department
of Anthropology, 232 Kroeber, University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720; e-mail:
kd_alva@uclink4.berkeley.edu). CORNEL WEST is a Professor of Religion and Afro-American Studies
(Department of Afro-American Studies, 1430 Mass. Ave., Rm. 6, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA
02138; e-mail: cmacleod@fas.harvard.edu).
This dialogue, edited by Beverly J. Robinson, Professor of Theatre Arts and Folklore Studies at the
University of California, Los Angeles, was moderated by Ronald K. Wakabayashi, Executive Director,
Los Angeles County Human Relations Commission. It took place on October 23, 1994, at the Watts
Labor Community Action Committee, Los Angeles, California, and was sponsored by the Getty Center
for the History of Art and the Humanities, the Watts Labor Community Action Committee (WLCAC),
and Arco.
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Black and Brown communities are actually being empowered. There are a number
of Black and Brown alliances one can conceive of that are themselves in alliance
with business and bank elites of a conservative sort, that are disempowering or
setting up impediments to the empowerment of the masses, the vast majority of
Brown and Black brothers and sisters. So in this regard Black-Brown dialogue is
just an instance of what it means to take seriously a radically democratic project
for the masses that keeps track of working people, the working poor, and the very
poor, and at the same time tries to enrich the quality of our public life, which is a
precondition for keeping that radical democratic tradition alive.
Klor de Alva: I have been working on questions of race and ethnicity for a long
time in a wide variety of settings. However, the questions surrounding the
relationships between Blacks and Browns had not been a central feature because
most of my work had focused on interactions between indigenous peoples and
Europeans and between Latinos and so-called Anglos. Over time, I became
progressively more engaged with relationships between Blacks and Browns,
Asians and Blacks, and Asians and Latinos. Yet in the course of my professional
career there have been very few opportunities where those particular interests were
nourished. After all, most people adhere to the dominant view that sees race and
ethnicity as something essential. That is, they see race and ethnicity as something
primordial, unchanging, fundamentally fixed and determinative. And that has
been a very important assumption that has driven conversations about race and
ethnicity in the United States and has made it very difficult to carry on a
conversation like the one we are having now.
There are many conversations taking place between Browns and Blacks today.
Most of them are based on mutual suspicion, fear, and stereotypes that we cannot
repeat in public. There are many nasty ones I have been witness to, and accusatory
and distrustful ones filled with anger and hate. My hope is that today we will be
terribly frank and open so that we can use this opportunity as a springboard for
many other, better conversations, among yourselves, among the people you all
interact with, and in all the other settings where I hope Cornel and I will also have
the chance to carry our discussions forward.
Although we will discuss later the question of whether alliances are possible,
I would like to begin by summarizing the central problem with alliances between
Blacks and Browns by quoting some graffiti written on a wall not far from here
during the 1992 Los Angeles riots. It read:
4/30/92
Crips
Together
LAPD
Bloods
Forever
187
Mexicans
Tonite
Now, for the most part the alliances we have been familiar with have been
alliances of the “together forever tonite” type, which are primarily the result of
there being some external threat out there (such as the police in Los Angeles) that
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brings Blacks and Browns together seemingly “forever,” but really only for a
night. I would like to see a conversation begin and a framework put together that
would permit us to break out of that mold and make it possible to begin a dialogue
with a sense of togetherness that is focused more on “forever” than just for “tonite.”
Moderator: The existing paradigm around race in this country is largely
framed historically and in the present around Black-White relations. That is the
nexus of how this country has come to understand and address the issue of race.
Now, that paradigm assumes two populations that today are American-born. They
are a cohort group in the sense that both are raised and live in the same national
boundaries and share much in common. This framework, however, contrasts with
the paradigm that must address a situation like that found in Los Angeles. The
current diversity includes a population that is 40% foreign-born, that does not
share that sort of life experience, has different historical roots and social histories,
and arrives at this intersection often carrying different social paradigms and
different institutions. Is that part of our challenge in dealing with these alliances,
that there are issues concerning both the racial paradigm itself and the structures
of the institutions?
West: I think so. We have to begin with the tremendous weight and gravity of
the vicious, pernicious ideology and practice of white supremacy that is at the very
core of the European settlement that understood itself as a precious, yet precarious
experiment in democracy. When we look at Black-Brown relations, it is important
to keep in mind the specific histories of the particular peoples. Because what would
be distinctive about white supremacy is that it has to do with the weight and gravity
of the particular roles that people play. White supremacy understood itself
primarily over and against people of African descent, and it could have done that
vis à vis Red brothers and sisters because it was ugly, atrocious, immoral, and so
forth. The way in which American identity was constituted, then, was as positively
charged whiteness, negatively charged blackness.
In the process of America’s imperial expansion, with the Lone Star Republic
and the Bear Flag Republic, you get dispossession of the land of Mexican brothers
and sisters. That nation already understands itself as primarily a nation construed
through this whiteness-blackness discourse. The question then becomes: How
does one respond to, interact with, dominate, and engage in forms of conquest vis
à vis these Mexicans whose land one is after, as well as what is on the land? It is
the first wave of Brown brothers and sisters, interacting with a nation with
basically a white supremacist identity. Then there is the second wave, after the
Mexican Revolution, that pushed many Mexican brothers and sisters to make
their way into what used to be their country and is now the United States. Then
came the subsequent waves of new immigrants who have to contend with an
America with a vicious legacy of white supremacy in which blackness has been
privileged as the second term in the binary opposition of race talk. But that’s
historic; it is operative with all of the residues and effects and consequences in our
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day, given this larger historical development over time in terms of how we
understand the USA.
Klor de Alva: I have a slightly different take. First, it is very difficult to engage
in dialogue without making problematic some of the assumptions we hold. If we
look at the history of the United States, and we could also look at the general history
of Western European expansion, we would see a very complicated and mixed
affair. Experiences of social interaction were different in different places. For
example, the people you would expect to hate each other in a specific area did not
necessarily do so, or the people who got along in one place did not do so elsewhere.
There have been a number of occasions in the history of the United States when
a kind of pluralism or, if you want, a kind of mestizaje, métissage, or creolism, was
quite feasible. We see it in the very early history of Black-Indian relations. In many
corners there was great affinity between both sides — and nowadays there are a
good number of Native American communities composed of people that physically you would not be able to tell apart from a community of African Americans.
Interaction had taken place, in the sense of folks getting by, getting along, trying
to make a life together, reproducing, and working to make ends meet. In many
places the same could be said for relations among white and Native American
groups and even among whites and Blacks. For the latter, we have the case of the
northern part of the South, where for a long time there was much close interaction
between both sides. And we know that at the beginning of contact between the
early Euro-Americans and Latinos/Mexicans in the Southwest, an incredibly high
rate of intermarriage (not just rape) took place. Of course, some of these were
marriages of convenience, folks marrying into Mexican families with the intention
of inheriting what lands and property existed. But it is not necessary to paint an
idyllic picture to make the point.
The following observation will suffice: evil and rottenness are evenly distributed across the world, and are likely to occur in every instance of social interaction.
In trying to address your question, what I am interested in answering is: What are
the operative issues? What are the structural problems? What are the paradigms,
perceptions, and world views we bring with us and to our interpretations? What
is going on in our educational system that makes it so difficult for us to overcome
the fact that we continue to identify the critical differences between Cornel and me
by the least significant thing about us: the color of our skin?
We need to learn to not think that it is obvious Blacks are black and Latinos are
brown or white. We must come to understand that those colors are not somehow
natural markers of social difference. The reason why this or that color has such a
profound effect on the society is because certain meanings have been given to it.
It is the making and unmaking of those meanings that I am after. There should be
no reason why one should not be able to marry a woman who is Black, by all
contemporary definitions, and be able to have children with her and have them be
identified differently, as frequently happens in Latino families, with “Look, this
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is my negrito [Black one] and this is my güerito [blond one]” — a phenomenon
practically unknown in the U.S. outside of Latino/Caribbean families.
Therefore, when Cornel speaks about foreigners recently arriving, it must be
remembered that, whatever their color, they have to learn the color codes that
reign in this country. In effect, they have to learn to become U.S. racists because
racism, of any kind, does not come with one’s blood or with our mother’s milk, any
more than we carry culture in our genes. We are not born with it. There are serious
problems that need to be addressed through the inspirational and prophetic
approaches that have been raised in many different and important forums. And
there are also issues of a social-scientific sort that we must figure out, a key one
being: What is the specific, empirical nature of Black-Brown relations? We know
very little, practically nothing, about this topic because not one book has been
written on the subject. Little can be found based on serious empirical data that is
realistic or helpful, although relations between these two groups may very well be
the central social issue in the future of America’s race relations.
West: It is certainly the case that race is absurd when viewed from the vantage
point of persons who recognize that any constructed meaning about race has a
history that is contingent, shifting, changing. At the same time, it is always very
important to link any constructed meanings to the way they are mobilized to justify
and legitimate asymmetric relations of power, structures of domination. That is
why I begin with white supremacy. Part of the problem with Black-Brown
relations is that so many Brown brothers and sisters look at Black brothers and
sisters through white supremacist lenses, and so many Black brothers and sisters
look at Brown brothers and sisters through white supremacist lenses. Now race
itself has been constructed that way. We talk about alliances, but there can be no
alliances without bonds of trust. How do you generate bonds of trust when you are
perceiving one another through white supremacist lenses? It is not just an accident
that those lenses are in place, not simply just a matter of divide and conquer, but
deeper than that. It has to do with all the various dimensions of white supremacist
assaults on Black and Brown beauty and moral character, which have a history that
makes it difficult for us actually to feel as if we can generate the energy, vision,
interests, and bonds to confront a tremendously powerful set of institutions already
in place. That is part of the challenge and that is, of course, what we are going to
be dealing with here as well as subsequently in our other dialogues.
Klor de Alva: Let me bring the issue you have just raised to the kind of
contemporary setting that can elucidate the two visions you mentioned. Blacks
very frequently see Hispanics as yet another white immigrant group. This is a
problematic situation. We need to address it in our respective communities and we
need to think about it very cautiously. For most Blacks the fundamental division,
the key social fracture is race, and thus Hispanics are perceived as whites in many,
many contexts. That’s why Clarence Mitchell, one of the lobbyists for the
NAACP, could state, “Blacks were dying for the right to vote when you people
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could not decide whether you were Caucasians.” Now this dangerous remark is
from one of the head lobbyists for the NAACP — what can we expect others to be
saying? On the other hand, with Latinos, instead of race, there is another big
dividing line: culture. Many Hispanics see Blacks as an extension of the oppressive Anglo society; they are just Anglos of another color. You have to be as careful
of them as of the others, perhaps more so, because they have all sorts of other
insights about what you might be up to. You have, on the one hand, the lens of race
and, on the other, the lens of culture. These divisions are very different. Hence, our
conversations are very different because we are not really speaking about the
same thing even when we are speaking about race. “Raza” doesn’t mean “race,”
just as “pueblo” doesn’t mean “town.” “Raza” has other meanings, other histories,
other implications, and other effects.
The point is that there’s no question about the existence of white supremacy,
but if you spend time doing fieldwork in the Appalachians, you can see what else
“white supremacy” gets you: the most devastating poverty among whites one can
possibly imagine. And it doesn’t take much to find poor white folks rendered poor
by some of the same mechanisms of oppression that you have mentioned. It is
useful to think, and maybe this comes out of my recent experience doing work in
places like South Africa, that whites are also deeply damaged and trapped by that
same racism. They must be educated, and race must be made problematic for
them, not unlike the way we have to be made to understand it as a problem,
because it is a horrific and crippling entrapment. It is a horrific thing for anyone
to be unable to move safely around any part of a city or region he or she chooses,
to have your world shrink around you, even as you are pretending you are
becoming more global in your vision and transnational in your reach, unable to
do the things you want to do because of your color. The safe world is shrinking
for everyone as even the well-off are finding it reduced to their enclosed worlds
of cars and gated communities. With all this in mind, I want to put everyone and
every assumption on trial.
West: I am with you on that. The problem is that white skin privilege is terribly
seductive. It has been a challenge to every immigrant group. When the Irish came
they did not really know they were white. They had to be told. They had been
colonized and they had been oppressed and exploited by British lords, but they
thought they had more in common with the British lords than they did with Black
folks, at least most of them, because they were in America, which was a new
situation. Why? Because the white skin privilege system in a land with all this
prosperity and opportunity is tremendously seductive. The same was true for
Jewish brothers and sisters when they arrived. They knew whites were goyim, but
they knew another thing: they looked around in America and said America has
made being Black a crime. “I’m not Black, I’ll tell you that! I may not be white,
but I’m not Black.” And that was a challenge for Brown brothers and sisters,
because America, from the top, has shaped itself in such a way that it’s Manichean:
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it is either/or. And to the degree to which you distance yourself from these folks,
who you know are underdogs, you distance yourself from what you know are the
markers of the limits of American discourse.
It was difficult to find space for the Irish: “I guess I’m with the British lords
and company, I’m going white here.” Brown brothers and sisters, you have an
ambivalence there. And, of course, we’re talking about all Brown peoples: a
Chicano is different from a Dominican, a Puerto Rican, or a Cuban. They all have
their respective history. But it was ambivalent. For example, Texas, after the
response to the Alamo, prior to 1848, when the sale of the north of Mexico took
place, on the one hand they said, “Okay, Black folks can’t vote,” but on the other
hand, Brown folks could not vote either. They pushed Brown folks with the Black
folks into the same restaurants. Now what are we going to do? Are we going to
create certain Brown spaces in those restaurants vis à vis the Black? Well, this is
part of the history. Why? The sheer absurdity of it as such, we can perceive it in
retrospect and say, “my God!” But the other side is that the limited nature of the
discourse of Blackness-Whiteness forced people to make certain kinds of choices
that were based on concrete interests and had to do with resources. You are talking
about two deeply despised and poor peoples when you are talking about the vast
majority of Black people and Brown people in America. They have had to make
choices. There were many Black folks who decided being Black is a crime and
tried to pass as white. They were confused, but there were concrete reasons why
they made those choices: “Look, I’ve got one life! And it seems to me that Blacks
are catching too much hell for me to have to put up with it.” If they were white
enough, they moved right in to that white skin privilege. There were psychic scars
that resulted. Yet that is the kind of narrowness of the discourse. The question
becomes: How do we broaden it in such a way that we are true to the history? How
do we also acknowledge the way in which power operates and resources are made
accessible to people based on how narrow that discourse has been in this country?
Moderator: We can take some local, contemporary examples of those kinds
of interests and histories and see how they play out. For instance, if we look at
public-sector employment, we will see the concentration of African Americans,
when compared to their percentage of the population, is over parity. If we look at
the evidence of hiring in the private sector, albeit service-sector jobs for the most
part, the hiring rate among Latinos far outstrips African Americans. So the
interests that are aligned around those perceptions in different sectors, through
somebody’s lens, have different phenomena and interests attached to different
communities, which then have the potential to cause the groups to bump into
contention. How do we address that? Are we discussing apples and oranges when
talk about employment gets woven into a conversation on interests and race?
Klor de Alva: You are raising the most complicated issue of all. The bottom
line, as Cornel was saying, is interests in one form or another. And those interests
are shaped not only by images concerning solidarity around ideas such as race and
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culture, but also by material concerns such as jobs, security, housing, education,
and the like. It is easy for a social scientist to access for you a bushel of statistics
to back the points you raise, but some relevant generalizations may be preferable
at this time. First, it should be noted that one of the conditions complicating the
dialogue between Blacks and Browns on the question of jobs, employment, and
related issues is the fact that we live in a nation that is more like a continent than
a country and that Blacks and Latinos are not proportionately distributed across it.
A consequence of this is that very different employment effects can happen in one
place than might happen in another.
For example, if you look at the non-movie/TV-related media, such as the most
widely read middle-brow magazines, to say nothing of the high-brow journals and
most other publications of national circulation, you get an image of the U.S. that
is East Coast based, and the perception is of a world that, like an old television, only
comes in black and white. There’s very little “high-tech” reading and viewing
available when it comes to racial thinking. We have already noted this problem,
but it bears repeating because of the way it may affect our understanding of federal
statistics. You mentioned that in public-sector employment the concentration of
African Americans, when compared to their percentage of the population, is over
parity, but it is important to remember that most federal jobs are on the East Coast,
where employable Blacks still tend to predominate over employable Latinos
(although even in Los Angeles, where Latinos are the largest ethnic group, Blacks
outnumber them on the federal rolls). However, if you then look at nationwide
statistics of, say, county or city employees, you begin to see a different picture and
a serious problem comes to light because Black public employment is overwhelmingly higher than the proportion of Blacks would indicate for the immediately
employable residential area, especially in comparison to Latinos, who are grossly
underrepresented in these two categories.
This leads to a related and inevitably highly divisive question: Does government affirmative action serve all affected groups proportionately? We know that
affirmative action has underserved Latinos, who have been grossly underrepresented
in public employment across the board. We also know that most key civil rightsrelated Title VII and Title VIII appointments are made out of Washington, with its
East Coast employment needs and its tendency to hire Blacks over Latinos for
public employment. Together this means that the government has inadvertently
placed a very significant layer of Black employees, with decision-making powers,
in the key offices where one would go to complain in order to get redress for
discrimination in employment, education, health care, etc. A barrier has been built
that is difficult for Latinos to penetrate. These Black functionaries, then, serve like
the migra [the border patrol], keeping Latino employment seekers and grievances
out of the loop. If you look at the number of claims that Latinos have made
successfully in the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), you
will be stunned. But most people do not know the figures because these statistics
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are not commonly quoted. As Charles Kamasaki, vice president for research at the
National Council of La Raza, has shown, the probability of being heard on an
EEOC case if you are a Latino, compared to a Black, depending on the kind of issue
you are pleading, can be as low as 100 to one.
Therefore, a fundamental question we have to grapple with and discuss is:
What are the ways in which each group has worked to exclude the other from
access to resources? We have to talk about this everywhere if we are going to
address the issue of alliances properly. We need to deal with the way in which
public employment has been structured so as to yield these disproportionate
numbers when affirmative action programs have been implemented. In my
opinion this situation is bad for all sides. To a great extent the Black community
is shooting itself in the foot when it permits the overwhelming majority of its most
talented members to be locked into public employment, with its very low glass
ceilings, where individuals can only have an effect within a relatively small area,
and where they cannot generate major enterprises that could employ larger
numbers of people, here in Watts or anyplace else.
Because of the lack of Latino political power, what we are getting are Latinos
who are squeezed out of affirmative action and who are therefore “forced” into the
private sphere, where they are growing economically in disproportion to their
numbers when compared to Blacks. After all, the private sphere is where the
multiplier effect in employment can best take place. That is where most folks work
and where you do not have a glass ceiling right over your head. We are in a
potentially tragic trajectory because, on the one hand, a tremendous amount of
Latino anger against Blacks is building up as a consequence of their being cut off
from most civil service and civil rights-oriented spheres. Meanwhile, Latinos are
moving into the private economic sector where they are generally unwilling to hire
Blacks. In effect, we are on a path to disaster unless we talk very seriously and
address very frankly and directly these obviously threatening matters.
West: I don’t know where to start here. On the one hand, when we look at the
Black social structure, we see that 51% of the Black middle class work for the
public sphere, which already gives you a sign that it is a “lumpen bourgeoisie.” It
is a middle class that does not have much wealth vis à vis other middle classes
because in a capitalist society your middle class is primarily residing in the private
sphere, where most of your resources are, along with money, capital, and so forth.
So you do, in fact, have a preoccupation with affirmative action, especially as it
relates to public jobs. The EEOC is looking over to the private sphere, but
especially to the right to public jobs, because so much of Black progress exists in
relation to it. It is disproportionate for the Black middle class, but to some extent
it also spills over to the Black working class. That is one of the preconditions for
insuring that discrimination is not in place as usual and therefore can be pushed
back. What we need to do is to look at the respective histories of the Black and
Brown professional and managerial classes. It is a very fascinating comparative
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analysis to make because my hunch is — partly because of the history of those
relatively autonomous Black institutions that have been producing Black professionals for over a hundred years, but were bumping up against Jim Crow — that
in the Black community you had a long history of Black professional business
development “behind the veil,” to use Du Bois’ metaphor.
Whereas in the Brown community, specifically the Chicano community where
you also have linguistic differences, you have a professional managerial class that
either had to distance itself or “pass” into the mainstream — where you find
isolated individuals in the professional managerial space with names like Hernandez
and Fernandez, but who are very mainstreamish in terms of behavior (an impossible thing for a Black professional, because a Black professional in that space
would be already quite apparent as such) — or had to exist within the very rich
tradition of the Brown community of professionals and managers who stayed
within the context of the Brown community. Now we must try to understand these
histories and these classes, which, you are absolutely right, are trying to say, “Let’s
look at the ways in which affirmative action has been used to downplay the Brown
presence or pit Brown against Black,” or have overlooked some things. The major
beneficiaries of affirmative action have been sisters, white sisters rightly so —
there are more of them — but it is still quite easy to use them as a way of pitting
Black against Brown because the slots are so limited. Of course, those who are
making the fundamental decisions as to who will gain access to those slots for the
most part tend not to be Black or Brown or female.
If you look clearly at the American professional managerial class, you are
going to find more Black folks than Brown. Just like Princeton, where we both
worked. Black or Brown professors, you can fit us all in a couple of closets. Still,
you are going to have more Black than Brown because that is one example of a
professional managerial space where you have more Blacks than Browns. When
I was at Harvard College, we had three Brown students in the whole school — one
was my roommate, brother Roberto Garcia — and we had 300 Black folks! We
must be able to tell a story to account for why at a site of elite formation like
Harvard College you have three Brown students in the whole school and you have
300 Blacks. Yet both communities are still catching hell. We do not have time to
tell that whole story now, but that is the kind of analysis that it seems to me we must
pursue to look at some of the imbalance here, and then to see the various strategies
that people come up with when moving through the private sphere, where we
decide that if we cannot move here, we’re going to move there. And if we move
there, we are going to do just like most Americans. We are going to hire people who
are close to us, given our spatial contiguity, connections, and so forth. Black
businessmen and businesswomen do the same thing in terms of whom they hire.
So, this is not in any way an adequate response or a reply to brother Jorge, but I
think these are the kinds of issues we have to flesh out in our dialogue, both at the
analytical and the political levels.
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Klor de Alva: I would like to add to this last point because I think you are
absolutely correct. It links us back, Ron [Wakabayashi], to your statement about
foreigners, non-foreigners, etc. One of the critical issues here is the existence of
a “labor of choice.” Who is the laborer of choice in the U.S.? What happens when
Black and Brown laborers are standing on the corner, any one of the many corners
in L.A.? Who gets picked up and by whom is important. As James Johnson, the
head of the Urban Poverty Center at UCLA, has observed, Latinos are being
picked up to go work, while it is the cops who are coming to pick up the Blacks.
So everybody is getting picked up! But it is not just a matter of getting picked up.
Given this context, in our own dialogue — and by dialogue I do not mean just
conversation, but dialogue as strategy, as tactics, as the process of redefining
things, as moving things around, as giving up here and adding things there — we
must address very carefully and very seriously the fact that historically immigration has been a big question in any Black-Brown dialogue. As the economist
Vernon Briggs has noted, at the moment the United States was industrializing,
when the North was opening up to industrialization, when much mechanization
came in — the kind that needed relatively low levels of skill — and this coincided
with the freeing of enslaved Africans, it all should have come together because
much of this free labor was migrating north, or could have migrated north, and
that was the labor that should have been employed. After all, the Blacks were
citizens. Instead, most of the employment went to “the chosen alternative,” the
newly arrived immigrants. That is the history of early immigration, the history of
Irish, Italian, Jewish, Slavic, and Polish labor. As these folks were coming in at
the turn of the century, they were not coming into a vacuum. They were coming
into jobs for which millions of perfectly fit citizens already existed. Because of
the conditions you have already mentioned, these citizens were not the labor of
choice.
The same question is on the minds of many people today because since the turn
of the century we have not seen levels of immigration like those of these last
decades. In this context, many new conversations are being heard that sound like
very old conversations, as the positive talk on the anti-immigration Proposition
187 suggests. We need to look very carefully at the question of immigration and
be hard-nosed about exploring just who thinks they are getting displaced, who
publicly claims they are getting displaced, and who really is getting displaced by
this new immigration. It is not yet clear, from the most serious studies I have seen
to date, that Latino immigration coming into L.A. has widely displaced Black
laborers who can claim to have been performing the same jobs. Perhaps it may
have devastated some Black-dominated unions, but I have not seen solid data that
can convince me that large-scale Latino displacement of Blacks is taking place.
Every time mass immigration has occurred in the United States, whoever was
already employed has tended to get pushed up. Examples abound, including the
case of many Puerto Ricans in New York who are being displaced upward by
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incoming, undocumented Mexicans and Guatemalans, or the case of Chicanos in
East San Jose, where I was raised, who were and are being bumped up by recently
arrived Mexican nationals. What we are speaking about is the necessity of and
difficulty with identifying who the real enemy is, if there is such a thing. We need
to come to grips with this because a successful dialogue on such critical issues as
immigration and displacement depends on knowing who is really doing harm, by
knowing what is actually happening. We need hard data.
West: I think a lot of what you are talking about does have much to do with
what is going on. My hunch is that it is true that anytime one finds oneself in a
situation of economic decline, one looks for scapegoats because one feels as if the
situation is out of control. When one also looks at cultural decay and sees not just
crime and violence, but sees everybody seemingly closing ranks and turning
inward to protect themselves, given the need for security and the kind of psychic
and physical violence that is proliferating in this society, so many of these
powerful myths are very difficult to disentangle and demystify. On the other hand,
even on empirical grounds, if there is some displacement taking place, it may not
be as significant as it is put forth. The reason I say this is because I think it is still
very difficult to draw analogies between other groups that have been “bumped up”
and Black folks.
One of the most fascinating features of American civilization is the degree to
which the rules of the game do not hold when it comes to Black people. That is the
kind of basic hypothesis you can go on. If you are looking for powerful mayors that
can have a significant impact on the quality of life, when you have a Black mayor
you can rest assured that some kind of shift has taken place in terms of power. They
become cathartic, symbolic entities with very little capacity to have an impact on
the working poor and the very poor, as opposed to some little, truncated patronage
system for Black bourgeois folk. Even though we would have to look at the data,
if I looked at the Black janitors and the Blacks cleaning up the airports 10 years
ago and I look now and see Brown brothers and sisters — God bless both groups,
they are both struggling for crumbs — my hunch is that those Black janitors have
not been bumped up, they have been bumped out! That still in no way radically
calls into question what brother Jorge is talking about. It is just that in that case,
or even in the situation of Puerto Ricans in New York, it is not analogous with the
Black folks, be they cleaning hotels in Washington, D.C., or cleaning the airport
in Los Angeles. Who gets bumped up or out is an empirical question; we leave it
up to what the data and evidence show.
Moderator: Help me with that. Whether the reality and/or perception of that
kind of history of social injustice, that point of view, the Black point of view —
perceiving the world in terms of the field not being level — if that generates an
inescapable perspective for Black folks, giving them a certain attitude, and if that
translates in the marketplace in terms of who is being hired, because there are data
that suggest that that is a piece of what is going on in terms of preferences and the
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work force, how does that perception get managed in a way that helps bring us to
alliance as opposed to the tendency it has to drive us apart?
West: First, I think it becomes incumbent upon leaders to tell Black people the
truth about what is going on. That is to say, to give an analysis to the folks so that
they will see that there may indeed be some bumping going on, that the truth of the
matter is that certain choices are being made by both groups that allow access for
a new group. All new immigrants hit the ground running. They come here with a
lot of energy because they are getting out from under some hell. You can come
from Europe or from Brazil, or what have you, whereas Black folks have been for
13 generations sitting around watching all this mess and saying, “Hey, wait a
minute!” Let me tell these folks that they are being hired for these reasons and that
there must be some ways in which we can keep the focus on the decision makers.
There must be some ways in which, when these particular folks are pushed out,
they also can become potential allies with those who have also been pushed out.
That has much to do, of course, with the quality of the labor movement in the
society, and this is one of our problems. This is why the Watts Labor Community
Action Center is so very important. I like that “labor” in the title, because to bring
that in is not just to bring in common ground, but it is also to add the moral
dimension of what it is to be part and parcel of a society. Labor is not just about
working people’s interests; it is about making democracy work.
People who are not concerned about making democracy work and think that
somehow you can have entrenched interests among management and total
arbitrary power at the work place are saying: “To hell with democracy.” What you
have is an oligarchy that tries to keep democratic trimmings in place long enough
so that the folks do not create chaos, like they did here in Los Angeles in the
uprisings of 1992. And our message to the oligarchs is “You can’t do it!” There
are not enough prisons, not enough police, not enough coercion at the workplace.
You cannot do it. You are going to lose your democracy. Make your choice. That
is what Black folks have been saying in general. But we do not have enough folks
who are with us, agree with us, or take our suffering seriously enough. That is the
larger issue and what we have in mind when we talk about this larger issue in terms
of Black-Brown alliances.
Moderator: And that issue is on our ballot in the upcoming election as well,
under the guise of “three strikes and you’re out.”
West: Yes. The “three strikes” law is basically a Black-Brown affair.
Klor de Alva: The issue Cornel is raising with regard to leadership is
absolutely critical. I believe we have not been well served by most of our leaders,
Black, Brown, or otherwise. To a great extent, the failure of leadership has been
the result of our leaders constantly organizing constituencies and policy debates
around very narrow visions of who their constituency is, whom their policy
serves, and who is getting excluded by putting their practices in play. Such
practices help generate some of the problems we have between say Watts and East
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L.A. and create incredible gaps between these two areas. They are not unlike the
gaps that occur in so many other places in California, such as San Jose, where
foreigners and recent immigrants are pitted against folks who have been here for
some time. As long as the leadership is organized so obsessively around color —
so that if you are a Black leader you address Black issues, if you are a Latino leader
you address Latino issues, and if you are a Latino leader and address Black issues
you are going to have trouble getting reelected — we will continue to be in
trouble.
We have to go back to some things that Cornel has been saying for some time,
and they are very important. We need to have some kind of prophetic leadership,
a leadership that says: “Well, okay. You know, I may lose the next time around,
but we’re going to call it like it is. We’re going to address democratic questions
the way democratic questions need to be addressed, inclusive of everyone who is
going to be affected.” What we need is not just vague moral posturing by our
leaders, but rather moral behavior in the democratic sense. That is, with the deep
commitment that recognizes that, “Hey, these people are all my constituency,
these are all citizens or would-be citizens, and in any event they’re productive
taxpayers. And if they’re not, my job is to make them so.” That should cut across
all sorts of color and class lines. It should force new conversations to take place.
It should force that leadership to be right here with us, sitting in the first row taking
notes, because unless they start to do that, we will not have many alternatives to
Black-Brown conflict.
There is a dramatic demographic shift taking place in favor of Latinos. It is a
tectonic shift, and Latinos can learn to be as racist as whites or Blacks. And this
large-scale shift taking place is not moving slowly everywhere — around L.A. you
are seeing it speed up all around you. Those demographic changes are creating a
very different political landscape. If we are not addressing how to make this
society more democratic, in the sense of truly effective, so that we are not beating
up on each other, but rather beating up on the forces that are oppressing us, we are
all going to be the losers. And I do not mean beating up on “Whitey.” I am talking
about opposing the way in which the economic structure is organized. After all,
lots of white folks — poor and so-called middle class — are also being squeezed
totally out of the picture. To bring all those suffering groups together and to permit
them to vote for their common interests requires a kind of moral leadership that
either can be generated internally, possibly with a kind of social renewal (although
I’m not a Utopianist), or it can be forced through social and economic policy. Only
under the condition that we speak to each other across all barriers, however, can
we come to grips with these problems, including those created by patronage
systems. If you have a Latino mayor, you can be assured that he or she is going to
be primarily hiring Latinos. If you have a Black mayor, that mayor is going to be
hiring primarily Blacks. If you break out of that through a democratic will, then
maybe this current situation will at last be history.
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West: But you have Black folks who like to be objective when they get in
office, too. It is very interesting. Like when David Dinkins was mayor of New
York, he had to be very careful not to hire too many Blacks.
Klor de Alva: That’s right, to a point.
West: An Italian brother gets in there and it becomes a very Italian affair.
Klor de Alva: That’s right.
West: The Irish get in there and all of a sudden you have all these Irish
policemen and teachers and so forth. But a Black mayor gets in there and it’s,
“Well, I’m going to try to be fair here, we have to apportion this thing out.” Now
there is something very good about that. Yet at the same time it also gives you a
sense of the pressures that even these mainstream, milquetoast, no-backbone
Black elites have to deal with. It is still very interesting in that regard. I did not
mean to cut you off, but you made that analogy and you can see again how the
analogy does not always fit even with the Black elite.
Moderator: Let me ask the two of you, in simplistic terms, the core question
we have arrived at: Are political alliances possible between Blacks and Browns,
alliances that are critical because we have common turf and we will have either to
contend or share? For instance, there is a neighborhood down the street, Compton,
California, which once was a white community, then it became a Black community, and now it has become 51% Latino. Yet it has a city work force that is 78%
Black and 11% Latino and it has not had a Latino in the city government structure.
If you look at the Compton School District you have a five percent Latino work
force. There are not a lot of signs of political alliance here. But our question is a
bit theoretical. Are the alliances possible at all? If they are possible, what has to
take place? Do people have to give up things? What has to occur?
Klor de Alva: You are asking the central question implicit in all the conversations about Black-Brown relations: What are we going to do about the zero-sum
situation? That is, what can be done about the fact that there is a limited good, that
budgets are generally fixed, the number of positions for employment is generally
fixed, there is only so much money that is going to be awarded to small minority
businesses, and there are only so many seats in the House. If these are all fixed
figures — and usually that is the case — whatever one group gets, another group
does not. The easy answer to this dilemma, which I hear all the time in my
interviews, is, “Well, instead of fighting for the crumbs, we need to enlarge the
pie.” That is a really easy answer. That is what everybody, including elite whites,
wants to do. After all, even Reagan came in here saying we are going to enlarge
the pie, and he claimed he would do so by reducing taxes because that would
stimulate economic growth, which would lead to the hiring of more people. We all
know the tragedies that agenda led to. Expanding the pie is still a great idea, but
how can one really do it?
First, let me note that no small part of Cornel’s and my job is to generate certain
kinds of unsettling data, to present some uncomfortable ideas, and then to force
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people to think about them by putting them in their face. With that in mind, I
suggest we think more strategically and empirically than we have about the
problematic side of this idea of a limited good, because it is not always understood
the same way by all sides. Let me take an example from Texas. The Rangers, a
baseball team, budgeted $185 million just to get their massive new coliseum off
the ground. The question arose as to who would be hired to do the construction,
given the troubled climate around affirmative action. President George Bush’s
son, no friend of minority preferences or set-asides, is one of the owners of the
coliseum operation. So here is the issue. A coalition was organized, made up of
Black and Brown businessmen — and women, I suspect, although I doubt there
were very many in either camp. They formed a coalition to get 10% of the
construction contracts handed out to Black and Brown people. The young Mr.
Bush [now Governor of Texas] came in and said there would be no quotas, no
affirmative action, no preferences of that sort. The Blacks in the coalition said,
“OK, then we’re going to sue.” Meanwhile the Latinos responded, “Oh man, that’s
pretty aggressive; hey, let’s think about it; let’s be a little more diplomatic, let’s
rethink that; I mean, that’s pretty strong.” They wanted out of the coalition because
if they sued along with Blacks, what would that mean in terms of the connections
they would want to make with other non-Latinos in the future? But the Blacks
wanted to sue.
There are gloomy ways to look at this. You can say, “Hey, Latinos aren’t
getting the picture. You know they’re not getting the picture because otherwise
they would realize that only the squeaky wheel gets the oil.” There is also the
reality that there is a big cultural difference between the two groups in regard to
how to negotiate. Even more important, there is the reality that almost everything
we are seeing right now with regard to Black-Brown relations is a blip, a
momentary tension that, in a profoundly transforming environment, may soon be
history.
I obviously cannot tell you what the future will be like. But I can assure you
that the way things are moving right now suggests these forms of Black-Brown
competition may soon be history. They are going to be history because demographically, economically, and politically, things are changing in many different
ways for everybody. Although today it is very difficult to get Latinos — who, for
the most part, are first generation in the political field, just as they are primarily first
generation in the universities and other professional settings — to act like
experienced veterans of American minority life. That will not continue forever.
My Black colleagues at Princeton or other universities are generally children of
people who lived around books. Most Latinos have not, yet.
We Latinos are in a very different stage in our assimilation. We are in a
dangerous stage because we are becoming Americans at a moment when a
demographic leapfrogging effect is taking place. That is dangerous for everyone
because expectations of who follows and who leads, and who gets what, are very
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likely to change quickly. Part of the job we have in common here, in our dialogue
today, is to help open the kinds of conversations that unsettle expectations in ways
that force people not to be able to think and do things in regard to race and ethnic
relations the way they have been doing them. If they keep that up, Blacks and
Browns and others will be heading for a disaster as the implications of the
demographic shifts become evident. Otherwise L.A. may go up in flames, New
York may go up in flames, Chicago may go up in flames, and for sure Miami may
also. All these communities have already gotten a little taste of that kind of civil
strife. My final point is that we need to be somewhat radical about the solutions
we suggest. It is not just a matter of enlarging the pie, because everybody is after
that. How do we do it in a way that benefits everyone? Maybe we should move into
thinking along those lines.
West: Ron [Wakabayashi, the moderator], about your question as to whether
alliances are possible, it is true that we are living in a moment in which
conservative forces have played such a disproportionate role in shaping the very
framework in which we view the issues that you can get a crime bill now where
the “new Democrats,” and the neoliberals or crypto-liberals, whatever word one
wants to use, can view it as their major issue. It is a matter now of their trying to
out-Republican the Republicans. There are no countervailing forces within the
deeply fragmented progressive community that could bring power and pressure to
bear to broaden the dialogue. This is how desperate things are at this point. We
have the scapegoating leading to [the anti-immigration Proposition] 187, and the
scapegoating in terms of calling for more criminalization, and so forth. That will,
in fact, ricochet into a kind of group consciousness, clannishness, even tribalization,
which is already at work, given the history of the country vis à vis whites and
Blacks, whites and Browns, and Blacks and Browns. We have to cut radically
against the grain in this particular moment, even given these transformations.
But you take a concrete case like Compton. If you have a group of Black
politicians who are not taking seriously Brown suffering, you must make a moral
appeal, but you do not make a program on it. You must organize and mobilize to
highlight Brown suffering alongside Black suffering and it is not just a matter of
numbers; that is already the mere quantification of the issue. It is a matter of
creating a public life in that city. You are not going to have a significant public life
in that city if you have a lot of Brown suffering going on, but you have a group of
Black elites targeting primarily or almost exclusively Black suffering. I am not
saying that that is what is going on. I am just saying that would be the case if it were
near that situation. It is not just a matter of Brown brothers and sisters doing the
organizing and mobilizing to highlight their suffering. It is looking for Black
progressives, who are concerned about Brown suffering, to create the alliances,
which are precisely the kinds of alliances that we are talking about. Keeping in
mind that the creation of these kinds of alliances is the countervailing force to so
much of the conservative tilt that is itself a social Darwinian way of saying, “I’m
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only after my own self and group anyway.” Therefore, we are talking about an
alternative vision and way of understanding why people are catching the hell they
are catching and then, on the ground, a courageous coming together based on
vision, based on the story told, based on the analysis put forward. At this moment,
this will unfortunately put you on the margins. Brother Ted Watkins [founder of
WLCAC] struggled against the mainstream. He was on the margins in this sense
of a vision, trying continually to get it out there. At the same time, people looking
on labor as a general rubric are saying, “Oh, we better form our own group project
first, labor has its own ambiguous history.” The UAW does have an ambiguous
history, but look at what it has done positively. I can see brother Ted right now,
and I think his example, among many others, is part of the great tradition upon
which we stand.
“Afterword” by Beverly Robinson
The issues set forth in the question of whether Black-Brown alliances are
possible largely revolve around the concepts of racism and applied democracy.
The foundations of racism in the United States have their roots in slavery. There
were early attempts to enslave indigenous people of color, which failed, but it was
not until Blacks were transported from Africa that the repression of people of color
was firmly entrenched socially, economically, and culturally. Along with the
Industrial Revolution came the emancipation of enslaved Africans. They should
have been the natural work force, but were displaced by the wave of incoming
immigrants strictly based on color. Though the immigrant waves (i.e., different
eras of immigration) brought with them a diverse mix of what Ronald Wakabayashi
suggests to be historical roots, social histories, and different institutions, color and
privilege mandated the assimilation of the immigrants into the work place in the
United States. The preferred workers quickly learned of the privileges of white
skin in a social, economic, and political environment that claimed democracy.
Traditionally, Black and Brown relations are not discussed until problems or
incidents occur that affect race relations. In modern society, tensions have existed
among these two groups due to the viewing of one another through white
supremacist lenses. Klor de Alva questions whether one group has special insight
into another group. How is it acquired, and is it used to suppress that group?
Perhaps the suspicions of each other place further distance between relations of
Black and Brown people. Klor de Alva is less optimistic about an alliance unless
forced changes occur in their thinking and in doing things the way they have been
done in the past. History has not provided enough examples of the possibilities.
The only exceptions in the last 30 years have been the Civil Rights Movement
(marked by the leadership of such people as Cesar Chavez and Dr. Martin Luther
King), Rev. Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition, and the 1990’s uprising based in
Southern California, when it became apparent that the continued exclusion and
oppression were affecting both Blacks and Browns. These aforementioned
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exceptions should serve as inspiration as sources of insights that should not be
overlooked.
Without democratic change, the race wars for what remains of the pie will not
be between Blacks and whites or Browns and whites, but between Blacks and
Browns. There are many single and collective instances that can be given to show
who is faring better relative to Blacks and Browns. Yet, how and whether there can
be an alliance is still in question, given these circumstances. Economic survival
being a paramount issue, do Blacks and Browns want an alliance and at what cost?
Perhaps the cost of an alliance of Black and Brown folks, not pushed up but pushed
out, will put to task the true meaning of democracy. One panelist suggests that for
change to occur, a radical democracy must replace “democracy” as we know it.
Democracy in the United States, as stated by West, is an oligarchy with the illusion
of democracy. The illusion helps to bridle the working class.
The issue of change and alliance must have its roots in the joining of the vastly
expanding lower economic classes of all colors within the United States. The
critical difference of skin color has been a manipulative tool to foster an economic
racism in this country. If Blacks and Browns decisively unite to battle for change,
rather than continuing on separate economic, social, and political paths, they have
an opportunity to set a precedent and forge the beginnings of an alliance that will
have far-reaching effects and meaning for the nation as a whole.
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The Local/Global Context of the
Los Angeles Hotel-Tourism Industry
Kim Geron

I

N THE WAKE OF THE 1992 URBAN REBELLION AND SUBSEQUENT NATURAL DISASTERS,

the Los Angeles Visitors and Convention Bureau unveiled a multimillion
dollar ad campaign with a new public relations message, “Los Angeles —
Together We’re the Best.” Throughout the L.A. area, billboards, flags, and
advertisements all carry this latest version of civic boosterism. Unfortunately, this
slogan masks the widening gap of social and economic inequality in L.A. between
the haves and have-nots. There is a growing income disparity between the highskilled, white-collar professionals, who work in high-rise office and entertainment
complexes, and the low-wage, primarily Latino, immigrant workers that keep the
service and sweatshop economy operating (Ong et al., 1989).
It is not coincidental that a widening gap of poverty in Los Angeles has
occurred at the same time as the region became an international business center
and a destination for leisure activities. The purpose of this article is to provide an
analysis of one industry, the hotel-tourism industry, a fragile pillar in the
construction of L.A.’s restructured economy. The tourism industry thrives on a
manufactured image of the region that includes sunny beaches, Hollywood
entertainment, and mega-amusement parks. However, the slick PR campaigns and
the glamorized interpretations of social reality hide a dark underside of poverty
and racism that will be explored below. The central questions addressed are: What
forces fueled the growth and restructuring of the hotel-tourism industry, what were
the local effects, and how have immigrant workers responded to the internationalization of the tourism industry?
A paradox in L.A.’s meteoric rise into a global center is that it also produced
an equally alarming growth in poverty among low-wage workers. In the 1960s, a
regional center of finance and other services was constructed by a growth coalition
that included oil companies, banks, real estate developers, and the Los Angeles
Times newspaper. This coalition was infused in the 1970s by a wave of Japanese
and other foreign investment capital that transformed L.A. into a center of global
capital (Davis, 1992). Besides the construction of office buildings, hotels and
leisure entertainment were developed to attract international business and tourists.
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To staff the burgeoning tourism and service industry, large numbers of low-wage
immigrant workers, predominantly from Mexico and Central America, have
become the dominant work force replacing African Americans and ethnic whites.
The new immigrant workers have not received the economic and social benefits
commensurate with the labor they invested in L.A.’s transformation (Valle and
Torres, 1994). For the City and County of Los Angeles, the growth of the tourist
industry is an integral part of the region’s transition from a heavy industrial and
a defense economy into a light manufacturing, apparel, and service economy.
Because federal and state funds have dried up, urban centers such as Los Angeles
have been scrambling to adopt policies that will create public revenues. The
development of the tourism industry is seen by local government officials as being
able to generate needed public revenues through bed and sales taxes. The
economic importance of the tourism industry cannot be ignored. Tourism in L.A.
provides jobs and entertainment for the more than 22 million visitors each year
(Los Angeles Times, 1995a).
In this article, I will put forward three propositions. First, the tourism industry
played a prominent role in L.A.’s restructuring into an international tourist
destination and business center. Second, local government officials actively
supported the growth of hotels and tourism into an international industry. Third,
as the L.A. tourism industry became internationalized and corporate decisionmaking moved overseas, problems of accountability to the local workers were
exacerbated. Access by workers and other local community elements to the source
of corporate power became more limited. In response to the internationalization
of the tourism industry, the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees (HERE),
Local 11, in L.A., has used what Johnston (1994) calls social movement unionism1
to build campaigns that include locally based groups and public officials to
pressure transnational corporations for justice for hotel-tourism workers.
Evidence to substantiate these propositions comes from a variety of sources,
including interviews with HERE union leaders and staff members, community
activists, and public officials that were conducted over the past several years. In
addition, research was conducted on the decisions of the Los Angeles Community
Redevelopment Agency (CRA), the Los Angeles City Council, and the L.A. real
estate and tourism industries. To facilitate a thorough analysis of international
growth and local effects in the hotel-tourism industry, this article will be organized
into four sections: an analysis of the commodification of L.A. as a tourist
attraction, the development of the hotel-tourism industry, including the role of
immigrant labor, the role of local government in the construction of the tourism
industry, and a case study of HERE Local 11’s efforts.
I. The Commodification of Los Angeles Tourism
Travel and tourism industries employ over 200 million workers worldwide.
One in every nine workers worldwide is employed in the tourism industry (Westin
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Bulletin, Spring 1994). The hotel-tourism industry provides a complex web of
products and services for travel, including leisure/vacations, travelers for business, and convention travel. During the 1980s, in the U.S., pleasure travel
accounted for 40% of the travelers and business increased to 17% of the total travel
volume (Law, 1993).
Under the laws of supply and demand, the need or desire for a product is what
attracts the visitor (consumer) to a place; in this case, it is the urban landscape and
events available for use by locals and visitors. Places are marketed as part of the
new culture of consumption, thus creating fierce competition for business. Both
domestic and international tourists travel to L.A. to visit an “image” of sun and fun
promoted by the tourism and entertainment industry. Urry (1990) describes the
attraction of a place where a tourist can “gaze” or observe particular objects that
are not normally seen in their typical daily experience.
The mythology of Southern California as a tourist destination began in the
1880s and expanded in the 1920s and 1930s as the Hollywood entertainment
industry promoted Los Angeles as a glamorous “island on the land” (McWilliams,
1973). The construction of Disneyland in 1955 marked the beginning of postwar
mass consumption and the commodification of Southern California (Warren,
1995). As Zukin (1991) notes, the traditional amusement park was transformed
into a “landscape of social power,” whereby several different landscapes, some
imaginatively recreated, and others purely imaginary, were conceived in a
controlled environment. The Hollywood entertainment industry, based in L.A.,
contributes to this manufactured image of L.A. Sanitized images of L.A. are
created through television shows such as “Beverly Hills 90210,” “Melrose Place,”
and “Baywatch,” as well as harder-edged cop shows like “LAPD.” Recent films
such as L.A. Story, Boyz N the Hood, and Grand Canyon depict L.A. as an urban
area composed of a fragmented landscape divided into multiple identities (Benton,
1995). Place-specific films and television shows create fantasy by promoting
images of particular locations. The entertainment industry is able to capitalize off
positive and negative images to profit financially by using L.A. as a place to be
marketed and sold as a commodity.
Los Angeles is marketed as a place for consumers to enjoy, but only in
preselected places. Other parts of L.A. are never visited by tourists. The communities where the tourism industry workers live and raise their families are not on
the tourists’ map. These are the areas that went up in smoke during the 1992 urban
rebellion. There is a duality to L.A., one of leisure and business, and another as a
location of fear and avoidance. Although both images can be used by the
entertainment industry to profit from L.A. as a place commodity, for the tourism
industry though, only positive images of L.A. are promoted. Major social
problems and negative images can quickly threaten the viability of tourism as a
profitable industry. In the aftermath of the 1992 riots in Los Angeles, tourism
plummeted (Los Angeles Times, December 14, 1993). Paradoxically, two of
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L.A.’s fastest growing industries are seemingly in conflict when it comes to how
to promote L.A. as a place commodity. The development of a tourism industry has
been constructed by a combination of local real estate interests, global capital, and
local political actors. The next section will analyze the convergence of local and
global capital to construct the hotel and tourism industries.
II. Capital Investment in the Hotel-Tourism Industry
There are several factors that combined to create L.A.’s restructured economy,
including the closure of large segments of the durable goods manufacturing
industry (all auto, steel, and rubber plants were closed), defense industry cutbacks
following the end of the Cold War, and corporate downsizing that reduced the
work force in numerous service and retail industries. These globally based
processes have meant that L.A. has had to become increasingly dependent on other
industries to generate jobs and revenues. Beyond the growth of the financial and
real estate sectors (Beauregard, 1991), hotels, entertainment, and tourism have
also become key pillars of the L.A. economy. In particular, the steady flow of
visitors into L.A. has become vital for the local economy. In 1994, 22.2 million
tourists spent $9.5 billion, which translates into a total economic impact of $22
billion in revenue generated by the tourism industry in L.A. County (Los Angeles
Times, 1995a). The tourism industry is a large job generator, including 50,000
hotel workers, 227,000 in restaurants and bars, plus an additional 50,000 workers
at amusement parks, recreation, and race tracks (many of these workers cater
directly to tourists). This is a grand total of 337,000 employees in the L.A. hotel
and tourism industry. In the entire tourism industry, fewer than 10% are unionized
workers. Most of the unionized workers are employed at hotels, amusement parks,
sporting venues, and race tracks, while most restaurant and bars are nonunion.
The global restructuring of the hotel and tourism industry in Los Angeles is
most apparent in the growing internationalization of capital and labor. The
investment of international capital has come in two waves. The first wave began
during the 1970s when Japanese capital, in conjunction with Canadian, European,
and U.S. capital, fueled the growth of the built environment in downtown L.A. and
other subregional centers. The first stage represented the growth period, when the
local growth coalition focused on construction of the corporate downtown
headquarters. The second stage began in the 1980s as other international players
began to invest in the L.A. real estate market. This created a high demand for real
estate that resulted in the inflation of market values. Labor migration to L.A., since
1965, also came in waves as immigrants from Asia, Mexico, and Central America
fueled the growth of the service and light manufacturing industries.
The foundation for rapid growth in downtown L.A. began in the 1950s. L.A.
corporate, media, and political leaders recognized the need to utilize federal funds
to rebuild the central city area into a major corporate headquarters. Davis (1992)
discussed how L.A. city government embarked on a major urban renewal project
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that covered most of downtown L.A. Needing additional sources of capital
investment, the local growth machine established a local redevelopment agency
that obtained federal funds (Fulton, 1991). In addition, foreign sources of capital
were sought to supplement domestic capital resources. The combination of
domestic and foreign investment capital enabled L.A. to make the transition into
an international global financial center and corporate headquarters.
Circuits of Capital Investment
Global capital investment is critical for the development of cities. Capital
contains several circuits, or levels, of investment. The first (primary) circuit is the
investment of money and credit capital into raw materials, equipment, labor, and
transportation. The secondary circuit of capital contains the flow of capital into
land and real estate, including the “built environment” of office buildings,
shopping centers, and factories (Feagin and Parker, 1990).
In the early 1970s, the international economic crisis of profits in the primary
circuit of manufacturing capital prompted a dramatic increase in the secondary
circuit of capital within the built environment, as many investors sought alternate
locations for investment. Capital investment has come from two sources: the
surplus profits gained in the primary circuit such as the flood of Japanese and
OPEC oil money in the 1970s (Harvey, 1985) and from local economic actors
seeking to profit from real estate investment (Feagin, 1988; Gottdeiner, 1985).
This second group includes commercial real estate brokers and investors. The flow
of investment capital into the real estate market fueled the growth of L.A.’s
downtown and subregional centers. Speculative investment by developers involves a complex process whereby local and international construction companies, architectural firms, and city government officials utilize financial capital to
develop offices, hotels, and retail malls (Feagin and Parker, 1990: 77). The sources
of venture capital generally are financial capital in the U.S. and foreign banking
institutions.
Japanese Capital Investment in Los Angeles
Since the 1970s, global investments in the secondary circuit of real estate have
rapidly expanded. This study focuses on Asian capital investment in the L.A.
tourism industry. Japanese capital investment played a crucial role in L.A.’s
economic growth. In the late 1960s and 1970s, Japanese venture capital invested
the surplus profits gained in post-World War II Asia and the U.S. in overseas real
estate properties (Ibid.: 87). Japanese corporate interests, looking for a way to
enter the U.S. real estate market, obtained prime urban sites in San Francisco, Los
Angeles, and other cities. Overall, Gerlowski, Fung, and Ford (1994) found that
Japanese real estate investment in the U.S. was overwhelmingly based in California. The first Japanese involvement in the real estate market took place in the
traditional Japanese enclaves known as “Little Tokyo” in L.A. and “Nihonmachi”
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in San Francisco. These investments were considered relatively safe risks (Aoyama,
1990). However, to obtain the properties they needed in Los Angeles and San
Francisco, Japanese capital forced community residents to leave their traditional
communities. Local community residents were replaced by hotels, office buildings, and shopping centers for Japanese tourists and businessmen (LTPRO, 1977).
In L.A., low-income residents and small businesspeople, after years of mass
community protests, were forced to relocate out of Little Tokyo. For many
residents of Japanese descent, this was the second forced evacuation from their
community, as many residents were forced into Japanese relocation centers during
World War II (LTPRO, 1977).
The Kajima Corporation, a billion dollar construction company with close ties
with the Sumitomo Group in Japan, was the first major Japanese developer in L.A.
Kajima first developed an entire block in L.A.’s Little Tokyo in the early 1970s.
Kajima acquired extensive financial resources through connections with Japan’s
largest banks. Kajima outbid other local developers to build the New Otani Hotel.
The Kajima Corporation was able to purchase land valued at $1.5 million (Dun and
Bradstreet Appraisal, 1972) for a little over one million dollars from the Los
Angeles redevelopment agency.
After beginning in Little Tokyo, Japanese capital began to expand their
investments. Japanese investors figured prominently in the building of the
Bonaventure Hotel. The Mitsubishi Corporation, Japan’s largest real estate
company, helped finance the construction of this hotel. The Bonaventure Hotel
was designed to anchor the redevelopment of downtown L.A. and signaled to other
Japanese investors that the downtown area was an important place to construct and
purchase existing office buildings.
The construction of the Bonaventure and the New Otani hotels in the 1970s
marked the entrance of Japanese capital into the L.A. hotel market. By 1995,
Japanese ownership was 40% of the L.A. luxury hotel market, nearly double the
percentage under U.S. ownership.2 In one widely publicized purchase in 1989, the
Bel Air Hotel, an exclusive hotel in L.A.’s exclusive westside area, was purchased
by the Sazale Group of Japan. The property sold for $110 million or $1.2 million
per room (Los Angeles Times, April 8, 1994). Investment by Japanese capital also
extended into the real estate sector; for example, the Shuwa Investment Company
purchased the Arco Plaza in downtown L.A. for $620 million in 1986. This large
an investment by direct foreign investors was unprecedented in L.A. and demonstrated the rapid growth of international capital at the local level (Aoyama, 1990).
By 1990, Japanese owned 27% of downtown L.A.’s real estate market (see Table
1 at the end of the article).
New Stage in Hotel-Tourism Development
In the late 1980s, as part of the global restructuring in the hotel-tourism
industry, new investors entered the L.A. real estate market from the developing
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nations in the Pacific Rim. This second stage involved a relatively limited amount
of new construction; instead, existing properties have been purchased and then
resold to new investors. In the 1980s, Japanese investment began to diversify,
particularly into the entertainment field and in other real estate investments. For
example, the Sony corporation purchased Columbia Pictures and the Matsushita
conglomerate purchased MCA, which included Universal Studios, a major L.A.
tourist venue. Korean and Taiwanese capital interests also invested overseas and
the U.S. was one of the major investment destinations. Since 1989, three hotels in
L.A., including the Westin Bonaventure, were sold to Taiwanese corporations.
Korean capital interests recently purchased two hotels. The L.A. Omni (formerly
known as the L.A. Hilton) in downtown L.A. was purchased in 1989. In 1991, an
L.A. Hyatt Hotel was sold to wealthy Korean investors.
What stands out about L.A. is the rapid diversification of different sources of
growth in foreign investment. Of the 24 major L.A.-area luxury hotels (excluding
Santa Monica and Los Angeles Airport that are part of another HERE local’s
jurisdiction), 75% are owned by non-U.S. investors. (See Table 2 at the end of the
article.) In addition to Korean, Taiwanese, and Hong Kong investment, the Sultan
of Brunei, who is worth an estimated $30 billion, owns the opulent Beverly Hills
Hotel.
Investment in hotels is highly speculative. Real estate values rise and fall
rapidly due to a number of economic factors. In addition to long-term players in
the tourism industry, there are investors who seek to make a quick return on their
investment through the buying and selling of property. This creates rapid swings
in property values with boom-and-bust cycles becoming a common occurrence
(Gottdeiner, 1994). The dizzying pace of property transference is exemplified by
the following two examples. The Bonaventure Hotel was built in 1977 for $110
million. In 1989, it was offered for $290 million to potential Japanese investors
during the last Japanese buying binge of U.S. real estate. In 1994, the original
owner went into bankruptcy due to a collapse in the domestic commercial real
estate market during the 1990–1992 recession. The hotel recently sold for $50
million to a Taiwan-based company (interview with HERE researcher). The Bel
Air Hotel was sold in 1995 for a reported $50 million, less than one-half of what
it was sold for in the late 1980s.
The boom-and-bust cycle of real estate speculation in L.A.’s hotel industry
cannot be explained solely by the local context of the real estate market. Most
investment decisions regarding a particular property take place at the global level
by international speculators. Investment decisions may be influenced by a variety
of factors. Aoyama (1990) examined the reasons for Japanese investment in the
L.A. real estate market and found that the limited availability of real estate
property in Japan creates steep land prices and is very rarely sold. Investment in
real estate overseas is motivated by differences in return on investment; for
example, in Japan the return on equity investment is between two percent and four

The Local/Global Context of the L.A. Hotel-Tourism Industry

91

percent. In the U.S. during the 1980s, however, return on equity was between five
percent and eight percent on real estate properties (Ibid.). Japanese capital left the
country due to the lack of investment opportunities and was pulled toward the
higher yields of L.A. properties. An additional pull factor from L.A. is that there
is a strong presence of Japanese manufacturing and banking sectors that are based
in Southern California (Ibid.).
At the local level, commercial real estate interests play an important intermediary role. They assist global capital in the complicated process of buying and
selling hotels as well as other properties. Their clients are primarily international
investors. Ownership in the L.A. hotel industry is primarily based overseas. The
hotel management companies, on the other hand, have historically been based in
the U.S. This group includes well-known corporations such as Hilton, Westin,
and Marriott. This pattern of ownership and management is changing rapidly.
There is a blurring of any clear pattern in the globalized hotel industry. It is
common to find a U.S.-based management company operating a hotel for a
partnership of foreign investors that is financed by a Japanese lending institution.
Determining ownership and accountability has become increasingly difficult.
Many companies use offshore dummy corporations located in corporate tax-free
places like the Grand Cayman Islands to conceal investments and profits
(interviews with HERE Researchers). Management, financing, and ownership
are integral components of the increasingly diffuse global hotel and tourism
industries. Generally, foreign owners tend to stand aloof from the local area and
their involvement with the daily operations of their U.S. investments is minimal.
How has the growth of foreign ownership affected the lives of tourism workers?
The next section will briefly describe the growth of the immigrant work force in
Los Angeles.
Tourism Profits from Immigrant Labor
Coupled with the rapid investment of international capital in the L.A. hoteltourism industry, there has been a corresponding growth in immigrant labor. In
1960, 35 years ago, the population of L.A. County was 85% white. By 1990,
Latinos comprised 37.8%, African Americans 11.2%, and Asian 10.8% of the
population. This dramatic demographic change was spurred on by the loosening
of immigration restrictions in the 1965 Immigration Act, to accommodate the
needs of capital for inexpensive low– and high-skilled labor from the developing
world. L.A. became a magnet for immigrants from Asia and Latin America,
including a massive influx of workers from Mexico seeking jobs and a more
economically secure way of life, and from Central Americans fleeing from war
and deteriorating economic conditions in their own countries (Chinchilla, Hamilton,
and Loucky, 1993). By the 1980s, Latino and Asian immigrant workers had
become the dominant sector in the local work force in the service and light
manufacturing industries (Sassen, 1988; Bonacich et al., 1994).
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As a result of the economic and political calamities in Latin America, coupled
with the relaxation of immigration restrictions, millions of young Latino/a
workers have moved north to work in L.A.’s restructured economy. Unlike some
of the older highly industrialized cities where high rates of poverty are associated
with joblessness, in Latino and low-income Asian communities in L.A., poverty
is related to the quality of employment. Labor-force participation rates are
relatively high, as demand has been consistently heavy for low-wage workers, but
poverty rates are also extremely high in immigrant communities (Morales and
Ong, 1993), with 75% of the poor in L.A. spending half their income on rent (Ong
et al., 1989). The restructuring of L.A. with low-wage immigrant labor has meant
increased profits for the corporate community, but limited economic mobility for
the service workers who keep the system functioning day to day. The restructuring
process helps create the conditions for the widening gap of poverty in L.A.
The effect of labor migration is illustrated by an examination of the tourism
industry. In the 1980s, Latino immigrants became the largest segment of the
tourism industry in L.A. Foreign-born room cleaners rose from 34% to 62% of all
cleaners in the hotel industry between 1980 and 1990 (Los Angeles Times,
November 15, 1993). The hotel industry is composed of large numbers of firstgeneration immigrants, with the ethnic composition being 70% Latino, 10% Asian
and Pacific Islander, 10% African American, and 10% white (interviews with
HERE leaders).
Besides the high percentage of immigrant workers, another characteristic of
the L.A. tourism industry is that wage levels are extremely low. Wage levels
among room cleaners and dishwashers are barely above the minimum wage in
nonunion places. What these low wages translate into is large numbers of workers
being forced to live in poor working-class communities, including Pico Union,
East Hollywood, East L.A., and South L.A., which surround downtown. Many
hotel workers, unable to afford high rents, are forced to share apartments with
other families. Numerous hotel workers work two and three jobs at the same time,
juggling work and family responsibilities. The lack of medical benefits also forces
nonunionized workers to utilize the county public health-care system. Currently,
there are over two million uninsured Angelenos who use the public hospitals. This
creates an even greater strain on the county hospitals that are overflowing with an
unemployed, underemployed, and low-wage work force that can’t afford private
health care.
The increase in the prevalence of low wages, inadequate health care, and poor
living conditions for low-wage Latino workers corresponds to the expansion of
the tourism industry. International capital, seeking to maximize return on
investment, has increased the inequalities in the tourism industry by hiring lowwage Latino labor and added to the social and economic inequalities in L.A. The
next section describes the participation of local government leaders in the growth
of the tourism industry.
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III. Local Government Support for Hotel-Tourism Growth
In addition to global capital investment and labor migration, local government in L.A. represents the third component in the growth of the hotel-tourism
industry. In recent years, various scholars have debated the role of local government in the economic development of cities. Peterson (1981) argues that cities are
constrained by fiscal crises and have limited influence in the investment decisions of capital. The “unitary” interest of cities is to seek and attract capital
investment. In contrast, I argue that local politics matter in economic development decisions. Local politicians and officials do influence the investment
decision-making of corporate interests through the use of public funds to
encourage capital investment. Regalado (1992) discussed how local government
actors, acting on behalf of corporate interests, played an important role in
securing investment in downtown development.
The efforts of local government officials to assist corporate investment do not
go unrewarded. L.A. Mayor Tom Bradley, for example, received $100,000 in
campaign contributions from Shuwa Investment Company, after Shuwa purchased the Arco Plaza in downtown L.A. in 1986. The cozy relationship between
corporate interests and local politicians suggests that the city government of L.A.
has not been a neutral observer in the process of the internationalization of the
hotel-tourism industry. Local political leaders helped shape the flow of public
capital. They provided subsidies and tax incentives to entice economic development, particularly international corporate capital, to transform L.A. into a global
city (Davis, 1987; 1992).
Besides facilitating urban real estate development, local political leaders have
sought to increase the financial resources of the city. Property, sales, and corporate
taxes pay for the costs of running the city and by attracting new investments they
boost revenue sources. For example, the Los Angeles Community Redevelopment
Agency (CRA), using federal money, forced the removal of local residents in
downtown L.A. and then provided land at below market prices to developers.
Wealthy investors then purchased the land, and built hotels and offices, as well as
fancy condominiums for white-collar professionals. The L.A. CRA used taxincrement financing to gain control of property tax revenues that otherwise would
be split with other governmental agencies. L.A. became a global city because local
governmental officials were active in the growth coalitions’ efforts.
In the 1980s, there was a rapid increase in property values in California. This
inflationary trend was spurred on by wildly speculative purchases by domestic and
international investment interests. Downtown L.A., designated as a redevelopment area, had overinflated property prices. These properties continue to bring the
L.A. CRA hundreds of millions of dollars annually in tax increment revenues that
were used to purchase additional land and properties (CRA Annual Report, 1993).
In the 1980s, after years of community pressure, some of the tax-increment
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revenues began to be used to build low-cost housing in conjunction with nonprofit
community organizations or private investors (CRA Annual Report, 1993).
Local Government and Convention Business
An important facet of the tourism and travel business is the revenues generated
by convention business and major events (Judd and Swanstrom, 1994). The
significance of local context is critical for the tourism industry, which sells images
and specific locations as places of consumption. In the 1980s, the city of L.A.
embarked on a costly effort to lure large conventions to the city by expanding the
L.A. Convention Center. Conventions of large groups of businesses and trade
associations produce multibillion dollar business for cities. Cities compete with
each other to attract the most lucrative conventions. The biggest conventions and
events can generate tens of millions in revenues in a matter of days. For example,
the 1993 Super Bowl, held at the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, a suburb of L.A.,
generated over $100 million dollars for the region in a matter of days. Also, the
World Cup Soccer Finals held in L.A. in 1994 generated one billion dollars in
revenues along with one million visitors to the L.A. area. In addition, the City of
Los Angeles economically benefits from conventions in that it charges a 14%
room tax on each hotel room rented, which generates $67 million dollars a year in
revenues (UCLA Urban Planning Department, 1992).
In 1983, in the midst of a tourism and business traveler boom, L.A. city
officials decided to expand the existing convention center. A study, commissioned
by the city, anticipated an indefinite increase in hotel occupancy rates of six
percent per year. Over the next several years, $500 million dollars in city bonds
were sold to fund construction of the expansion. Between 1987 and 1994, hotel
occupancy rates fell 10% (from 71 to 62%) as recession, the L.A. riots, rising
crime, and natural disasters combined to push the L.A. hotel industry into a near
financial crisis. Due to construction delays, the convention center opening was
pushed back to 1994. Major conventions need four to five years lead time to book
their conventions. Many of the convention groups chose other locations to hold
their events due to the uncertainties of the convention center completion date and
L.A.’s image problem. The convention center is now severely underbooked
through 1998.
L.A.’s convention center is in stiff competition with Anaheim, San Diego, San
Francisco, and Las Vegas for business. All of these cities have invested heavily in
their tourist convention facilities. Meanwhile, L.A. taxpayers will spend 47
million dollars per year, for the next 30 years, to pay off the costs of constructing
the convention center expansion (UCLA Urban Planning Department, 1992). In
summary, the L.A. city government not only financially assisted the efforts of
private capital in the economic development of L.A., it was also proactive in
generating public capital and in expanding the convention center so that the city
could compete as a tourist and business destination.
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IV. A Case Study of HERE Local 11
The next section will critically examine the strategic thinking and actions of
HERE Local 11 to affect the globalization of the hotel-tourism industry. The
history and background of HERE Local 11 are analyzed and then a theory of social
movement unionism will be applied to the practice of Local 11 to observe the
applicability of this theory to a contemporary U.S.-based union.
HERE Local 11 is a local of the International HERE Union. The 100-year-old
international union has numerous locals throughout the U.S., Puerto Rico, and
Canada. Local 11 was formed after a merger of several craft locals following
World War II. During L.A.’s rise into a financial and global headquarters city,
Local 11 was run for 23 years (1964 to 1987) by officials unwilling to confront the
rapid changes in the hotel-tourism industry and organize the membership to win
the best possible contracts. Instead, a handful of white males controlled the local.
As the demographics of the work force changed to predominantly Latino workers,
they demanded bilingual materials and translation. The local leaders prevented
meetings from being translated into Spanish and other languages necessary for the
full participation of workers. The workers ultimately sued their own union for
discrimination for refusing to translate meetings into Spanish (interviews with
Local 11 leaders).
As new hotels were built in downtown L.A., the union assumed that the new
hotels would automatically sign up with the union. Before 1970, all the major
hotels in L.A. were union houses. The New Otani Hotel was the first luxury hotel
to resist efforts at unionization in downtown L.A. and, in the 1980s, the Sheraton
Grande also opened nonunion. In both cases, HERE failed to mount an effective
response to the growth of nonunion hotel construction. Without a strong union
presence, hotel owners felt little pressure to negotiate for improved wages and
benefits during the economic uncertainties of the 1970s and 1980s.
As noted earlier, a key aspect of the local context is that L.A. has become a
“Third World city” with an almost unlimited immigrant labor supply of Latino and
Asian workers. Hotel management used the threat of firing workers and replacing
them overnight with others to keep immigrant workers from organizing their
hotels. Furthermore, management employed sophisticated union-busting tactics
to further intimidate and fire union activists. Hotel owners also took advantage of
a situation where the union was weak and did not organize its membership. The
union relied on collaboration with owners rather than on militant confrontation in
their approach to negotiations. Since hotel contracts are negotiated at the local
level, not at the national level, the ability to achieve a good contract is based on the
local conditions. The local conditions are determined primarily by the strength of
the local union’s power vis-à-vis the hotel industry. By the late 1980s, less than
50% of the hotel industry was organized. HERE Local 11 was lagging far behind
the wages and benefits of hotel workers in other cities.
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The combination of a long history of anti-union efforts by private companies
(Regalado, 1992), the internationalization of the tourism industry, and the lack of
local union strength has resulted in the L.A. area in the lowest wages paid to hoteltourism workers relative to tourism workers in other large urban and tourist centers
on the West Coast. For example, L.A. housekeepers averaged $4.87 per hour in
1990 and $7.27 in 1996, whereas unionized San Francisco housekeepers were paid
$8.02 in 1990 per hour, and $12 in 1996. The key to understanding these large
wage differentials in cities similar in other respects is the beneficial effects of
unionization on the labor markets. Many of the same management companies who
operate hotels in L.A. also operate hotels in other cities. What is different about San
Francisco, Las Vegas, New York, and Hawaii is that the majority of major hotels
in those cities are unionized. Militant strikes by various locals of HERE have
beaten back efforts to force their salaries downward. HERE conducted strikes in
San Francisco in 1981, Las Vegas in 1987, and Hawaii in 1992. Although the union
did not win all its demands, they did effectively disrupt business during their
strikes and won many of their demands (HERE Magazine, 1991).
New Leadership in HERE Local 11
Rank-and-file workers, outraged at the weak contracts and poor wages, forced
the removal of the HERE Local 11 leadership in 1987. In the past eight years, the
local has been revitalized under a new local leadership composed of veteran rankand-file leaders, primarily Latino immigrants. The local is led by President Maria
Elena Durazo, the first Chicana to lead a HERE local. The HERE international
union has also provided strong support to help rebuild the local. They have
provided experienced organizers to assist staff members. The local has consciously promoted shop floor leaders to rebuild the local. This is critical since
Local 11 saw its membership plummet from over 20,000 in the 1970s to 8,000 by
1995. The combination of a unified membership, a strong, empowering local
leadership, and a supportive international union is viewed as an antidote to stop the
union’s decline and to rebuild it into a strong union.
For the union, it has successfully evolved from a typical “business union” that
maintained a cozy relationship with hotel and tourist attraction operators to a union
that has successfully challenged major international tourist corporations. This
transformation on the part of HERE is a multifaceted process brought about by
international economic restructuring and rapid labor migration that required a
change in the organizing philosophy by the union.
HERE envisions itself as a movement for economic and social justice. This
perspective is radically different from traditional unions that bargain solely for the
economic benefits of their members. Local 11’s vision expands the definition of
a union to what Lambert and Webster (1988) call social movement unionism. This
form of unionism “attempts to link production to wider political issues. It is a form
of union organization that facilitates an active engagement in factory-based,
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production politics and in community and state power issues.” This approach is
similar to some autonomous trade unions in the developing world that are radical
agents for social change (Scipes, 1993; Seidman, 1994). HERE is at the leading
edge of U.S.-based unions that are attempting to organize entire industries of
workers by building movements for justice that combine sophisticated corporate
research, militant confrontational tactics, and the building of solidarity with other
social movements.
An example of the union’s approach of building local community support as
a key component of their organizing efforts was a 10-month boycott campaign
against the Koreana Hotel. This hotel was purchased by a wealthy family from
Korea in late 1991 and the 180 union workers were fired on New Year’s Eve. The
hotel then reopened after hiring an almost completely new work force at reduced
wages and benefits (Cho, 1992).
The union launched a community campaign to boycott the hotel. The union
was able to build support among a diverse cross-section of Angelenos, including
several L.A. city council members, who actively supported the boycott and
demanded that foreign companies conducting business in L.A. respect the rights
of workers. Many Korean community members and the Asian Pacific Islander
community in Southern California also pledged not to use the hotel for events and
meetings. Community support was backed by a daily picket and boycott of the
hotel by the fired workers. Numerous demonstrations culminated in a militant sitin at the Korean Consulate. Finally, after 10 months the new owners were forced
to sign a contract with HERE (Los Angeles Times, October 23, 1992). Following
in the wake of the 1992 civil unrest in Los Angeles, Korean capital was
particularly vulnerable to negative publicity regarding their labor practices
toward primarily low-wage Latino immigrants (Los Angeles Times, August 12,
1992). Faced with a determined union conducting daily picketing outside the
hotel, the hotel’s owners finally agreed to hire back the fired workers and sign a
union contract.
Local 11 has also utilized corporate campaigns and boycotts to pressure
international corporations to negotiate with the union. Currently, Local 11 is
supporting the three-year effort of workers to unionize at the New Otani Hotel.
New Otani is owned by the Kajima Corporation, the second-largest construction
company in the world. Given the importance of building support among the large
Asian Pacific communities in Los Angeles and in the host countries of corporations, HERE and Asian community activists have jointly formed the New Otani
Hotel Workers Support Committee. Through this support committee, the large
Japanese community in Los Angeles, along with other Asian Pacific communities,
has become directly involved in the unionization campaign. Local Asian Pacific
American community organizations are actively encouraging their respective
ethnic constituencies to boycott the hotel for refusing to recognize Local 11
(HERE Flyer, 1996).
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Local 11 has also made international contacts with minority-group rights
activists in Japan. These Japanese activists are attempting to force Kajima to pay
claims made by elderly Chinese workers who were brought against their will to
Japan during World War II as slave laborers. Many of these workers were tortured
and murdered. The issue of Kajima’s war crimes and its contemporary anti-worker
policies in United States has generated media attention in Japan. Kajima has also
been charged with bribing Japanese government officials to secure contracts.
Worker and union-based labor internationalism across national boundaries will
bring more pressure on the hotel ownership to negotiate with Local 11. Also,
international labor solidarity has been a critical component of other social
movement unions (Waterman, 1993).
New Vision of Organizing
In contrast to a traditional union that presents itself as a business with a product
to sell (Markowitz, 1995), HERE Local 11 has a different vision of how it presents
itself in organizing workers. The union’s message to workers is to join a movement
to organize the entire hotel-tourism industry. The goal is to make the city a place
where workers are empowered in all facets of their lives on the job and in the
community. In the aftermath of the L.A. uprisings in 1992, Local 11 believes there
is one way to prevent future disturbances: to improve the lives of the working poor
and unemployed youth in the city. To make L.A. a place where tourists and
business travelers will want to come will require developing livable wages and
benefits for the workers who make the economy run. HERE thus views their
current campaign as closely tied to rebuilding L.A. into a multicultural center for
commerce and cultural exchange (Local 11 flyer, May 1995).
Local 11’s vision is that given the right set of circumstances, working people
will act to improve their conditions of racial and class inequality. Using a
combination of shared Latino consciousness arising out of a common mistreatment as Latino immigrants (Padilla, 1985) and a class inequality paradigm, the
union is training a generation of experienced rank-and-file leaders in the hotel and
tourism industry to fight for their rights. As a solid majority of hotels citywide
become union, the HERE union can demand that the hotel owners citywide
increase wages and benefits to levels similar to other unionized cities on the West
Coast.
Conclusion
The dynamic growth of tourism has become a new form of capital accumulation and exploitation in L.A.’s restructured economy. In the 1960s and 1970s,
as heavy manufacturing closed down or fled the area in pursuit of greater profits
elsewhere, an economy of light manufacturing and service industries emerged in
the L.A. region. During the same time, a massive migration of workers, drawn
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from Asia and Latin America, filled the new jobs created in L.A.’s growing
service economy.
Collaborative efforts by private and public interests were employed to transform L.A. into an international business/tourist destination and to generate new
sources of revenues. A critical part of this joint process was the construction, by
civic leaders and the hotel-tourism industry, of a sanitized image of L.A. of movie
stars, amusement parks, and sunny beaches. However, this imagery is only a
partial cultural and social interpretation of L.A. In reality, there is a stark duality
of immense poverty in the midst of great wealth in L.A., which is also reflected in
the hotel-tourism industry. Beyond the manufactured “fantasyland” image of
L.A., there is the actuality of hundreds of thousands of new immigrant workers in
the tourism industry who labor for subsistence wages and face extreme economic
hardships.
These two faces of tourism pose a paradox. Tourism is needed to generate
revenues for the tourism industry and local government, yet the growth of tourism
has not substantively benefited the workers whose labor creates the wealth in the
industry. Instead, a widening gap of poverty has been created between the
international corporate ownership and the new immigrant work force in the
tourism industry. To reduce the growing inequality, unions such as HERE Local
11 are striving to build social movement unionism. They are demanding that the
tourism industry, politicians, and local government institutions contribute to
resolving the basic problems facing L.A.’s working poor. They are dedicated to
transforming not only the conditions of the tourism industry, but also their own
identity from individual immigrants into a social movement of workers of color
with the power and organization to make dramatic social and structural change at
the local level (Anner, 1996).

Table 1:
Ownership of Buildings in Downtown L.A. by Nationality
Nationality
United States
Japan
United Kingdom
Germany
Canada
Source: Aoyama (1990).

Distribution
48.3%
27.0%
6.2 %
4.7%
2.2%
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Table 2:
Ownership of L.A. Hotels by Nationality in 1996
Ownership by Country

# of Properties

Brunei
France
Hong Kong
Japan
Korea
Taiwan
United States
Total of

2
1
1
10
2
2
6
24 Properties

% of Local Hotel Market
8%
4%
4%
42%
8%
8%
25%
Total does not equal 100%
due to rounding off.

Source: Author’s information.

NOTES
1. Social movement unionism is a perspective of unions as agents for both economic and social
justice for working people. Generally, there are elements of autonomy and locally based decisionmaking by workers. Waterman (1993) describes SMUs as “taking up the new social issues within
society at large, as they arise for workers specifically and as they express themselves within the union
itself.”
2. In Honolulu, Hawaii, in 1987, 15 of the 20 luxury hotels were owned by Japanese investors
(Aoyama, 1990).

REFERENCES
Anner, John (ed.)
1996
Aoyama, Yuko
1990

Beyond Identity Politics: Emerging Social Justice Movements in Communities
of Color. Boston, Mass.: South End Press.
Japanese Investment in the United States: The Case of Real Estate Investment in
Downtown Los Angeles. M.A. Thesis. Urban Planning Department, University
of California Los Angeles.

Beauregard, Robert
1991
“Capital Restructuring and the New Built Environment of Global Cities: New
York and Los Angeles.” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research
15,1.
Benton, Lisa M.
1995
“Will the Real/Reel Los Angeles Please Stand Up?” Urban Geography 16,2.
Bonacich, Edna, Lucie Cheng, Norma Chinchilla, Nora Hamilton, and Paul Ong (eds.)
1994
Global Production: The Apparel Industry in the Pacific Rim. Philadelphia,
Penn.: Temple University Press.
Brecher, Jeremy and Tim Costello
1990
Building Bridges: The Emerging Coalition of Labor and Community. New
York: Monthly Review Press.
Chinchilla, Norma, N. Hamilton, and J. Loucky
1993
“Central Americans in L.A.: An Immigrant Community in Transition.” Joan
Moore and Raquel Pinderhughes (eds.), The Barrios: Latinos and the Underclass
Debate. New York: Russell Sage Publications.

The Local/Global Context of the L.A. Hotel-Tourism Industry
Cho, Namju
1992
Coldwell Banker
1987
Davis, Mike
1992
1987
Feagin, Joe R.
1988

101

“Check Out, Not In: Koreana Wilshire/Hyatt Take-over and the Los Angeles
Korean Community.” Amerasia Journal 18,1.
Coldwell Banker national survey of international investment ownership of major
office buildings in 19 of the largest U.S. downtown office markets.
City of Quartz. New York: Vintage Books.
“Chinatown, Part Two? The Internationalization of Downtown Los Angeles.”
New Left Review 164 (July/August).

Free Enterprise City: Houston in Political and Economic Perspective. Rutgers,
New Jersey: Rutgers University Press.
Feagin, Joe R. and Robert Parker
1990
Building American Cities: The Urban Real Estate Game. Englewood Cliffs,
New Jersey: Prentice Hall.
Fulton, William
1991
Guide to California Planning. Point Arena, Cal.: Solano Press.
Gerlowski, Daniel, Jung-Gay Fung, and Deborah Ford
1994
“The Location of Foreign Investment for U.S. Real Estate: An Empirical
Analysis.” Land Economics 70,3.
Gottdeiner, Mark
1994
“Contemporary Urban Sociology: The Sociospatial Approach.” In Gottdeiner,
The Social Production of Urban Space.
1985
The Social Production of Urban Space. Austin: University of Texas.
Harvey, David
1985
The Urbanization of Capital: Studies in the History and Theory of Capitalist
Urbanization. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University.
Hotel Employees Restaurant Employees International Union
1996
Flyer, n.d., New Otani Boycott Flyer (Summer).
1995
HERE Flyer, n.d., distributed May 11.
1994
Interviews with HERE Local 11 officers and staff. Conducted at various times
by author.
1992
Noticias Del Local 11. Published by Local 11 of HERE (Summer).
1990
Catering Industry Employee Magazine (November).
Judd, Dennis R. and Todd Swanstrom
1994
City Politics — Private Power and Public Policy. New York: Harper Collins.
Johnston, Paul
1994
Success While Others Fail: Social Movement Unionism and the Public
Workplace. ILR Press.
Lambert, Rob and Eddie Webster
1988
“The Re-emergence of Political Unions in Contemporary South Africa?”
William Cobbett and Robin Cohen (eds.), Popular Struggles in South Africa.
Redevelopment Project: Biennial Report 1992, 1993. Cape Town: James Currey
Press.
Law, Christopher
1993
Urban Tourism — Attracting Visitors to Large Cities. New York: Mansell Press.
Los Angeles Times
1995
“Tourism Rebounds in 1995.” November 22.
1994
“Hotel Bel Air Reported for Sale; Bought by Japanese in 1980s.” April 8.
1993a
“Compete: Job Market a Flashpoint.” November 15.
1993b
“Bringing Life Back to the City’s Heart.” December 14.
1992
“Hotel Accepts Union, Will Rehire Workers.” October 23.
LTPRO (Little Tokyo Peoples’ Rights Organization)
1977
Newsletter. Los Angeles. No date.

102
Markowitz, Linda
1995

GERON

“Union Presentation of Self and Worker Participation in Organizing Campaigns.” Sociological Perspectives 38,3. Pacific Sociological Association.

McWilliams, Carey
1973
Southern California — An Island on the Land. Salt Lake City, Utah: Peregrine
Smith Books.
Morales, Rebecca and Paul M. Ong
1993
“The Illusion of Progress: Latinos in L.A.” In Latinos in a Changing U.S.
Economy. Sage Series on Race and Ethnic Relations 7.
Ong, Paul and the Research Group on the Los Angeles Economy
1989
“The Widening Divide — Income Inequality and Poverty in Los Angeles.”
UCLA Planning Program.
Padilla, Felix
1985
Latino Ethnic Consciousness. Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press.
Peterson, Paul
1981
City Limits. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Regalado, Jaime
1992
“Political Representation, Economic Development, Policymaking, and Social
Crisis in L.A., 1973–1992.” G. Riposa and C. Dersch (eds.), City of Angels.
Dubuque, Iowa: Kendal/Hunt Publications.
1991
“Organized Labor and L.A. City Politics — An Assessment in the Bradley
Years, 1973–1989.” Urban Affairs Quarterly 27.
Sassen, Saskia
1991
The Global City. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
1988
The Mobility of Labor and Capital. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Scipes, Kim
1993
“Understanding the New Labor Movements in the ‘Third World’: The
Emergence of Social Movement Unionism.” Critical Sociology 19,2. University
of Oregon.
Seidman, Gay W.
1994
Manufacturing Militance: Workers’ Movements in Brazil and South Africa,
1970–1985. Berkeley: University of California Press.
UCLA Asian American Studies Center
1976
Counterpoint — Perspectives on Asian American. Produced by the Asian
American Studies Center.
UCLA Urban Planning Department
1992
The Accidental Tourist: A Critique of the L.A. Tourism Industry and a Proposal
for Change. Professor G. Haas and various authors.
Urry, John
1990
“The ‘Consumption’ of Tourism.” Sociology 24,1 (February).
Valle, Victor and Rodolfo D. Torres
1994
“Latinos in a Post-Industrial Disorder.” Socialist Review 23,4 (Spring).
Warren, Stacy
1995
“Disneyfication of the Metropolis: Popular Resistance in Seattle.” Journal of
Urban Affairs 16,2. JAI Press.
Waterman, Peter
1993
“Social Movement Unionism: A New Model for a New World Order?” Review
16,3.
Westin Bulletin
1994
Monthly Magazine for Westin Employees. Published in Seattle, Washington.
Zukin, Sharon
1991
Landscapes of Power. Berkeley: University of California Press.
1990
“Socio-spatial Prototypes of a New Organization of Consumption: The Role of
Real Cultural Capital.” Sociology 24,1.

End Game: The Rise and the Fall of Affirmative Action

103

End Game: The Rise and Fall of
Affirmative Action in Higher Education
Anthony M. Platt

You mean that, halfway through,
With the game all but over, you’d like
To change the rules of play?
— Primo Levi (1988: 70)
It was time but somehow we missed it. I don’t see how.
— Caryl Churchill (1996: 61)
Introduction

O

N NOVEMBER 5, 1996, SOME 56% OF CALIFORNIA VOTERS DECIDED TO ENDORSE

Proposition 209, the so-called California Civil Rights Initiative, which,
if upheld by the courts, will eliminate what is left of state-based affirmative action policies. The day after the elections, Mario Savio died. The two events
are quite interrelated, not only because Mario’s last effort was to co-write with his
son Nadav a defense of affirmative action and a critique of Proposition 209, but
also because his life of activism corresponded with an extraordinary period of U.S.
history (Savio and Savio, 1996). Future historians might very well note 1954, the
year of Brown v. Board of Education, and 1996 as the markers of the rise and fall
of the post-World War II Civil Rights Movement, the end of a historically specific
phase in the struggle for social equality.
Much has been written in recent years about the merits and problems of
affirmative action as a specific policy for rectifying inequality.1 In this article I will
try to locate this debate in a larger historical context. First, I argue for a broader
interpretation of affirmative action that rescues it from the mostly racialized
imagery in which it has been projected for at least the last decade.2 Second, I
propose that the expanded use of affirmative action in the 1960s and 1970s should
be understood as one component of a far-reaching movement to attack the root
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causes of inequality in the United States. In particular, I will focus on the role it
played in beginning to democratize both access to and the organizational culture
of higher education. Third, I will discuss the varied reasons for the demise of
affirmative action as we have known it.
Revisioning Affirmative Action
Affirmative action is typically associated with the civil rights legislation of the
1960s and the struggle of African Americans to break through the barriers of
segregation and exclusion. Yet as a government policy, it has much deeper roots,
going back in name to the 1935 Wagner Act, which authorized the National Labor
Relations Board to correct unfair labor practices. In one sense, affirmative action
of the 1960s continued a long tradition of Progressive Era and New Deal
regulatory commissions, from the 1915 Federal Trade Commission to New
York’s 1945 State Commission Against Discrimination (Graham, 1992). Today’s
critics of affirmative action, who represent this policy primarily in racialized
terms, choose to forget this aspect of its history (see, for example, Herrnstein and
Murray, 1994: Chapter 19).
By affirmative action, I am referring to government-supported interventions
to stop injustices against individuals or groups whose suffering is not selfinflicted; to correct the injustices caused by systemic discrimination; and to
prevent its recurrence. This broad definition encompasses people who by virtue of
their birth into a particular class, ethnicity, racial designation, gender, or sexuality
are excluded or denied rights and entitlements that would typically be theirs if they
were born white, male, and middle or upper class.
As a result of the institutional weaknesses of the labor movement and the lack
of a sustained tradition of third parties, the United States of the last 150 years has
the greatest class polarization and economic disparities of any comparable
Western nation (Carnoy, 1994). As Gary Wills (1996: 13) has noted, wealth in the
United States is “concentrated in fewer hands than at any time in our past — and
in fewer hands than any other modern democracy tolerates.” Still, during the last
century, we can find several examples of class-based entitlement programs that
used the power of government to open doors to previously excluded groups and
to redistribute resources, jobs, and tax benefits. The affirmative action policies of
the 1960s owe a great deal to the legacy of struggle over social insurance, public
assistance, and the politics of entitlement. Prior to the successes of the modern
Civil Rights Movement, however, the limited beneficiaries of these programs
were typically a small sector of white, working-class and lower-middle-class men,
as the following examples suggest.3
The first significant entitlement was forged between the Civil War and the
Progressive Era, when postwar pensions evolved from a restricted program for
disabled veterans and the dependents of soldiers killed in military service into “an
open-ended system of disability, old-age, and survivors’ benefits....” But it was

End Game: The Rise and the Fall of Affirmative Action

105

primarily white, male, Northern veterans who benefited from these relatively
generous pension rights gained after the Civil War. Women were excluded as
noncombatants and most African Americans were denied pensions, either because
they lived in the South or because of Jim Crow practices that prevailed throughout
the country (Skocpol, 1992: 102, 138).
A similar double standard of racist and sexist practices for veterans was
imposed after World War II when the 1944 G.I. Bill enabled some 7.8 million,
mostly white, male veterans to afford higher education with the help of free tuition
and supplies, a living subsidy (including additional payments for children), and
low-interest loans for housing (Bennett, 1994; Olson, 1994). The G.I. Bill, as
former University of California President Clark Kerr (1994: 29, 31) noted, was a
“new entitlement” that heralded the “great age of federal initiatives.” By 1947,
veterans accounted for almost 50% of all U.S. college enrollments, thus setting the
stage for the upward mobility of Irish and other ethnic Americans into stable
working-class and public-sector jobs, and Jews into academia and other professions. According to Karen Brodkin Sacks (1994: 90–91), “educational and
occupational G.I. benefits really constituted affirmative action programs for white
males because they were decidedly not extended to African Americans or to
women of any race.” The few thousand African Americans who used the G.I. Bill
to go to college were mostly tracked into segregated, inferior colleges. When
African Americans, Latinos, and women entered the military in large numbers
during and after the Vietnam War, however, this kind of preferential entitlement
was drastically reduced, leaving the majority of servicemen and servicewomen
today close to the poverty line, with little possibility of upward mobility.4
The history of welfare policy in the United States is also characterized by class,
racial, and gender distinctions that elevate some programs (such as Social
Security) into “rights and deserved benefits that increase a citizen’s self-esteem
and feeling of entitlement,” while disparaging others (such as Aid to Families with
Dependent Children) as parasitic and undeserved (Gordon, 1994: 302–303;
Quadagno, 1995; Mink, 1990). Typically, most women and most families of color
either have been denied welfare benefits or provided with benefits that are both
stingy and humiliating. For example, “mothers’ aid” programs, established by
state and local governments between 1910 and 1920 for single mothers with
children, not only conditioned aid on the moral propriety of recipients, but also
used a racialized means test: whites regularly received more money than blacks
and Mexican Americans in California were excluded as undeserving (Gordon,
1994: 37–64).
The New Deal was the first national program of social insurance, designed to
protect individuals against the vicissitudes of a chaotic labor market. Yet Roosevelt’s
program contained no specific, anti-racism measures, other than the promise that
economic renewal would benefit everybody (Katznelson, 1989: 199; Bernstein,
1969: 263–288). In practice, however, the New Deal’s “universal” policies
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reinforced the racial divide by functioning, in the words of Norman Birnbaum, as
a “gigantic affirmative action program” for white working-class and lowermiddle-class men, especially Jews and Catholics, to get a leg up into the
professions and better paying jobs (Salmagundi, 1994: 17). The Social Security
Act of 1935, for example, de facto excluded African Americans and Latinos by
denying benefits to servants and agricultural workers. During the 1930s, 90% of
black women worked in these two occupations. Only about 10% of employed
black women “derived any direct benefit from the new federal policies relating to
minimum wages, maximum hours, unemployment compensation, and social
security” (Jones, 1985: 199; Katz, 1986: 244–245; Ehrenreich, 1985: 100). Race
and sex discrimination in relief policies “could not always be distinguished,” notes
Linda Gordon (1994: 198). For example, “New Mexico relief workers rationalized
discrimination against Hispanic women by arguing that they, unlike Anglo
women, needed to stay in their homes to care for families because of their cultural
traditions.”
Similarly, the New Deal’s public works programs, which provided millions of
jobs for the unemployed, primarily benefited white men. Of the 1.6 million people
collecting work relief in 1934, only 11% were women. Women who managed to
get hired were typically assigned to “stereotyped, tedious, low-wage jobs,” like
sewing factories, while African American women and Latinas were lucky if they
could find janitorial work (Ibid.: 194). In some areas of the country, local
functionaries in the Works Progress Administration laid off women and men when
there was a demand for domestic servants or agricultural workers. Moreover, in
the 1930s, thousands of Chicanos were forcibly “repatriated” to Mexico in order
to save welfare costs (Gordon, 1994: 192–199; Schwartz, 1984: 216–217;
Abramowitz, 1988: 283–287).
Other New Deal legislation and subsequent amendments operated within the
assumptions of gender and racial discrimination. The 1935 Wagner Act was in
effect “the Magna Carta of white labor” because it permitted racial exclusion in
labor contracts, a policy that continued well into the 1970s (Duster, 1996: 46).
Similarly, the 1934 National Housing Act created social policies that justified and
perpetuated segregated and inferior residential patterns. A later act of 1949 and the
policies of the Federal Housing Authority from the 1930s through the 1950s,
backed up by “redlining” banking practices, ensured that residential segregation
was enforced and only whites benefited from suburban subsidies and tax breaks
(Duster, 1996: 46–47; Sachs, 1994: 92–97). Public housing policies in the 1960s
further reinforced segregation by locating projects within ghettos and barrios, and
by refusing to enforce integration (Massey and Denton, 1993; Bullard, Grigsby,
and Lee, 1994).
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Expansion....
Affirmative action as we know it today — “any measure,” to quote the 1977
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, “beyond simple termination of a discriminatory
practice, adopted to correct or compensate for past or present discrimination from
recurring in the future” (Taylor and Liss, 1992: 31) — has its roots in the civil rights
and feminist struggles that were sustained on many fronts from the early 1950s to
the mid-1970s. Rather than initiating affirmative action, this movement expanded
its beneficiaries and toughened its enforcement policies (Graham, H., 1992). For
the first time in 16 generations (with the brief exception of Reconstruction),
African Americans no longer were required to live in slavery or enforced legal
segregation (Lazarre, 1996: 103); and for the first time in U.S. history, particularly
as a result of Title IX of the 1972 educational amendments to the Civil Rights Act,
the right of women to equal opportunity was backed up by the power of the federal
government and law.5
Affirmative action became a complex interrelation of policies involving
Supreme Court decisions, executive orders, and administrative regulations that
transformed social convictions into government action. Part symbolic, part very
practical, affirmative action stood for the recognition that racism and sexism are
systemic inequalities, requiring sustained, long-term, ongoing policy initiatives if
they are to be alleviated. Affirmative action was a hard-won redistributive
measure based (like virtually all government entitlements or subsidies) on
preferential group policies (West, 1993: 63). Its landmark components include the
1954 Supreme Court case of Brown v. Board of Education, which reversed the
1896 case of Plessy v. Ferguson and the doctrine of “separate but equal”; President
Kennedy’s 1961 Executive Order 10925, which for the first time linked the phrase
“affirmative action” to civil rights enforcement policy; the 1964 Civil Rights Act,
the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and subsequent civil rights legislation; and the
establishment of regulatory hiring goals and timetables in the 1970s during the
Nixon administration. During this period, the Supreme Court ordered tough
remedies in cases involving even nonintentional but institutionalized patterns of
discrimination, and the federal government did more than ever before to ensure
active, vigilant enforcement by regulatory agencies of civil rights laws (Taylor and
Liss, 1992; Oppenheimer, 1996).
Affirmative action, as it was developed and implemented after President
Kennedy’s Executive Order, had a rather brief existence. The high point, I would
argue, lasted at most 14 years, from the 1964 Civil Rights Act to the 1978 Bakke
case, though its consequences were felt well into the 1980s. In this period, we
should not underestimate the profound changes that took place in one generation
of race and gender relations. True, the Civil Rights Movement was not revolutionary in its politics, but neither was it simply reformist. After all, it took a battering
ram to make a breach in a very well fortified structure of “racial dictatorship” (Omi
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and Winant, 1994). In addition to generating responsive government policies and
court cases, the struggle also educated millions about the history and consequences of inequality, and mobilized the powerless to make the most of their newly
won rights; moreover, it helped to create an anti-racist and anti-sexist political
culture that resonated with deep moral authority. As Alice Walker (1967: 554)
observed, this era “gave us hope for tomorrow. It called us to life.” What made
affirmative action effective was not the policies alone, but the political and social
pressures that forced the various branches of government to live up to their
commitment to end institutionalized racism and sexism.
The educational system was not the only site of enforcement of affirmative
action policies, but it was certainly one of the most important routes for upward
mobility. When the New Right selected its targets and campaigns in the 1980s, it
focused on higher education, which it regarded, quite correctly, as an institution
that had been profoundly affected by the progressive movements associated with
the New Left.6 The massive growth in higher education after World War II, the
development of community colleges in the 1960s and 1970s, and a highly
politicized youth movement all combined to transform university life.
Academia was largely a white, old boys’ club until the 1960s. White women
had made some important gains prior to the 1930s, largely as a result of the
expansion of the teaching and nursing professions, as well as the creation of private
colleges for women. By some accounts, women comprised almost 30% of all
faculty in 1910, and again in 1940 (Cott, 1987: 218; Ware, 1982: 80; Graham, P.,
1978). But the Depression (which made “women’s work” attractive to unemployed men) and the restoration of “separate spheres” in the 1950s wiped out these
gains. In 1920, women received one out of every seven Ph.D.’s awarded; by 1956
it was one out of 10 (Ware, 1982: 79). According to Nancy Cott (1987: 220), “the
high point in women’s share of professional employment (and attainment of
advanced degrees) overall occurred by the late 1920s and was followed by stasis
and/or decline not reversed to any extent until the 1960s and 1970s.” As with white
women prior to the 1960s, African American faculty also found employment in a
separate and segregated system of higher education. However, class differences
combined with racism made most black colleges quite inferior in resources and
standards to their female counterparts.7 It was not until after World War II that the
color line was broken and a handful of black intellectuals could find tenure-track
positions in predominantly white universities. As late as 1936, for example, more
than 80% of all African American Ph.D.’s were employed by Atlanta, Fisk, and
Howard universities.8
The 100-year monopoly over intellectual life by Anglo men began to be broken
up for the first time in the 1960s. Graduate programs in the mid-1960s, like the one
at Berkeley where I did my doctoral degree, were still almost exclusively white and
predominantly male. Yet the next decade of activism and government intervention
made quite a difference. At its best, affirmative action was a democratizing process
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in academia, used not only to “compensate for past wrongs,” but also to make
university life into a “public site of cultural exchange, one in which the practice
of equality is brought to bear on intellectual work...” (Butler, 1996: 78). What I
have called the high point of affirmative action (1964 to 1978) involved broadly
inclusive policies and programs that played an important role in beginning to
transform academia from a guild-like club (exclusive, selective, hierarchical, and
nepotistic) into a much more democratic institution. These changes were made
possible by four kinds of interrelated affirmative action programs, most of which
have either long ceased to exist or have been drastically reduced.
First, for the first time in U.S. history, class-based entitlement and welfare
programs associated with the “war on poverty” included as direct beneficiaries
African Americans, Latinos, poor women of all colors, and other underrepresented
groups. Government funding of public education, health and nutrition programs,
as well as community development programs for inner cities, made it possible for
previously excluded populations to make it through high school and into higher
education and/or better paid working-class jobs. During this 1964 to 1978 period,
affirmative action not only benefited more privileged African Americans, Latinos,
and women, as Orlando Patterson (1995) has suggested. Jobs and possibilities also
opened up in unions, the public sector, and other areas that a decade earlier had
been off limits to all but white men (Quadagno, 1995: 69, 86–87; Duster, 1996: 56;
New York Times, 1995: E4).
Second, at its high point affirmative action provided opportunity and support
for previously excluded groups to apply to and move into formerly hostile
institutions. In higher education, this took the form of aggressive outreach and
recruitment, “bridge” and remedial programs, and other programs that provided
psychological, cultural, and technical encouragement. Many of these programs
also recognized that intelligence is multifaceted, flexible, and deeply affected by
social and economic contexts; that a capacity to do well in a university cannot
always be judged by past educational performance in standardized tests or grades,
especially when local schools lack the will or resources to bring out the best in
students (Kozol, 1967; 1991).
Third, at its high point affirmative action put enormous political, legal, and
regulatory pressures on previously exclusive institutions to diversify their business contracts, admissions, and promotions. Universities, for example, were
forced to comply with affirmative action if they wished to continue receiving
direct and indirect economic support from the state and federal governments. This
compliance was enforced by very concrete measures, such as quotas, set-asides,
goals, and timelines. Without quotas (which I will use as shorthand for these
measurable policies), I do not think that we would have made any significant
progress in diversifying academia. Given that the old boys’ club had hardly
changed in over a century, it would have taken more than good will and promises
to make profound changes in the organizational culture of a previously racist,
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sexist, segregated, lily-white, male-dominated institution. Remember, it wasn’t
until after World War II that prestigious universities were forced to allow more
than a token Jew on the faculty. Quotas made it possible to track changes and
effectiveness by requiring institutions to “go on the record” and publish their
intentions, as well as respond to the demands of various constituencies. Administrators had to say how and when they planned to get from A to B; promises had
to be backed up with demonstrable results. To begin to change and integrate the
institutional fabric of previously monolithic organizations would not have been
possible without this kind of enforcement.
Fourth, affirmative action was used inside institutions to make them more
gender and color-friendly. In the university, for example, it was not enough to
begin to diversify the composition of the students and faculty. Much more was
required to shake up ingrained customs in campus policies, programs, curricula,
and relations. Universities that are serious about affirmative action have taken
steps to establish affirmative action officers and procedures; to fund educational
equity committees; to advocate and promote changes from a monocultural to a
multicultural curriculum; to establish and support departments and programs of
Ethnic and Women’s Studies; to diversify public space and cultural life, from food
services to artistic representations and entertainment; to establish multicultural
sites for mediating race/gender tensions and providing workshops and programs
that educate the campus community about racism, sexism, homophobia, and other
prejudices.
During the most expansive period of affirmative action, considerable progress
was made, albeit unevenly, depending on the level of activism from below and the
seriousness of commitment from above. For example, between 1970 and 1990, the
number of African American college graduates more than doubled; between 1964
and 1994, the number of female Ph.D.’s increased more than tenfold; and with the
ensuing diversification of the faculty, the canon was opened up to new ideas and,
in some disciplines at least, the university began to approximate what it is
supposed to be — a marketplace of ideas (Platt, 1994b; Carter and Wilson, 1994;
Levine, 1996). Overall, compared to academia of the 1950s, the changes were
sufficiently far-reaching and substantial that Allan Bloom and other guardians of
the ancien regime were convinced that the barbarians had stormed the gates.
...Contraction
The struggle to transform higher education was quickly stalled in the 1980s, the
result of a combination of political, cultural, economic, and organizational factors.
Just as middle-class, white women lost ground after the Depression, so too the
movement to democratize higher education in the 1960s to 1970s quickly lost
momentum and initiative after a decade of innovation. The demise of affirmative
action in its most interventionist phase is the result of a conjuncture of forces, some
politically intentional, some economically determined, some organizationally driven.

End Game: The Rise and the Fall of Affirmative Action

111

At least since the Bakke case in 1978, the legal and political climate has been
quite hostile to the broadly interpreted affirmative action policies that flourished
during the early years of the Nixon administration. The policy offensive against
affirmative action followed a long period of ideological tilling of the cultural
ground, from William Bennett’s 1984 critique of multicultural developments in
the Humanities to the sustained attack on “political correctness” by Allan Bloom,
Linda Chavez, Dinesh D’Souza, Nathan Glazer, Richard Herrnstein, Charles
Murray, Diane Ravitch, Shelby Steele, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and other
neoconservatives and neoliberals whose ideas were promoted by a sympathetic
media (Platt, 1996a).
The kind of affirmative action policy that compelled institutions to make
profound changes in organizational priorities and culture is long gone
(Oppenheimer, 1996). The Supreme Court and federal government have backed
away from the proactive affirmative action policies that assume the existence of
institutionalized inequality and put the burden of proof on institutions to concretely demonstrate that they are moving toward diversity and equality. In a series
of cases involving federal contracts, electoral districts, race-based scholarships,
and public school integration plans, the Supreme Court has turned a political,
social, and moral mandate into a compressed tunnel of opportunity. Now,
affirmative action must be “narrowly tailored,” “serve a compelling national
interest,” and be “subject to strict scrutiny.” The Hopwood case in Texas, which
ruled against “any consideration of race or ethnicity...for the purpose of achieving
a diverse student body” (Chronicle of Higher Education, 1996c) and the California Civil Rights Initiative, which is heading on appeal to a sympathetic U.S.
Supreme Court, are the logical culmination of this trend.
To those who argue that institutionalized racism, sexism, and classism are no
longer serious, structural problems in the United States, and that all that remains
of these inequalities is individual prejudice, policies of affirmative action have
long outlived their dubious utility (D’Souza, 1996). The evidence, however,
suggests that in the critically important areas of public housing, health, and
education, we are returning to a highly segregated, separate and unequal, racialized
society. The devastating economic polarization of the last 20 years, aggravated by
a malign neglect of the public sector, has hit hardest at African American, Puerto
Rican, Chicano, Latino, Afro-Cuban, Haitian, American Indian, Southeast Asian,
and poor white communities. It also disproportionately affects immigrants,
women, and children (Platt, 1996b).
Since at least 1980, class-based policies of affirmative action have been gutted,
making it all but impossible for millions of members of what is sometimes referred
to as the “underclass” to achieve any kind of upward mobility. Over 20 years of
rollbacks in public health, welfare, housing, and education programs have made
sure that affirmative action is no longer linked to economic entitlements.9 Public
employees of color have been hit hard by cutbacks in federal, state, and city work
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forces (Johnson, 1997: 1, 14). The “war on poverty” has been replaced by a “war
on the poor” that condemns more and more poor people to jail, prison, the illegal
economy, part-time work, or a mostly dead-end career in the military (Quadagno,
1995; Piven and Cloward, 1993; Platt, 1994a). Between 1970 and 1990, the
number of African Americans in the military almost doubled. Populations of color
now comprise 42% of the Army, 32% of the Navy, and 25% of the Air Force. Of
all women in the service, about one-third are black (Graham, B., 1995: 1, 10–11;
New York Times, 1995: E4; Wood, 1996: 3). Meanwhile, 75% of all enlisted men
and women earn less than $30,000 a year, while 45% of the Army and 46% of the
Marines earn less than $20,000 a year (Schmitt, 1994: 1, 14).
The abandonment of class-based programs of affirmative action has had a
major impact on diversity in graduate programs and faculty hiring. The abolition
of “minority-designated” scholarships in public universities has made it much
harder to recruit and retain students of color (Schultz, 1993: 51). In Mississippi,
for example, where college tuition costs represent about 40% of the annual income
of an average black family, fewer African Americans earned bachelor’s degrees
in 1991 than in 1979 (Applebome, 1995: 16). When you look around at institutions
of higher education, especially community and state colleges in California, you
initially see considerable diversity. If you think that universities have done as
much as is possible to diversify our students, faculty, curricula, and public
discourse, then you might argue that affirmative action is no longer needed. What
you see is accurate — California has the most diverse population, work force, and
student body in the country. But look closer and you will find that this diversity
generally stops as you climb the ladders of power. Walk on any campus these days
and you will see a large number of employees of color, but over 80% of them work
in clerical, support, or maintenance positions (Schultz, 1993: 51–52).
Moreover, the increasing costs of higher education — rising tuition, the failure of
grant programs to keep pace with inflation, and stagnant income for most working
families — have eliminated some 25 years of progress in reducing the unequal
distribution of educational opportunities. Affluent students, who were nearly four
times as likely as the poorest students to graduate from college by age 24 in 1979, are
now nearly 10 times as likely to graduate (Anderson, 1997; Chronicle of Higher
Education, 1996b). As a result, the racial diversification of higher education has either
stalled or regressed, whereas middle-class, Anglo women have continued to improve
their share of the market, albeit at a slower pace than in the 1970s and 1980s.10 Higher
education still remains thoroughly segregated for faculty: Latinos remain mostly
invisible, increasing their share of full-time positions by only .8 percent between 1975
and 1991 (De los Santos and Rigual, 1994: 186–187); though black faculty comprise
about four percent of all full-time faculty, they only account for about one percent in
predominantly white universities (Blackwell, 1996: 317). Ironically, graduate students from Third World countries are now three times more likely to receive U.S.awarded doctorates than their U.S. counterparts.11
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The vigorous application of affirmative action policies in the 1960s and 1970s
was facilitated by the growth of the economy, in particular its public sector.
Beginning in the 1980s, the decline in political and economic support for higher
education generated not only cutbacks in resources for diversity, but also a
reorganization of university management along the lines of a more corporatist
model. Public universities in particular came under pressure to streamline their
operations, cut waste, implement cost-effective methods for increasing productivity, and, in general, do more with less. Consequently, the last hired were either the
first fired or tracked into more “flexible” (that is, less secure and more poorly paid)
positions. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, by 1993 some
43% of faculty worked part time, compared to 38% in 1988, and 22% in 1970
(Chronicle of Higher Education, 1996b: 13). This burden has primarily been
carried by women faculty who, while increasing their rate of participation in
university life, continue to be tracked into gender-segregated disciplines where,
for the most part, they work harder for less pay than their male counterparts
(Zimbler, 1994; Schultz, 1993).
In a climate of political intolerance for diversity and increasing competition for
scarce resources, most universities have drastically reduced their internal equity
programs, cut back on outreach and recruitment, and brought their affirmative
action policies into line with restrictive legal guidelines. With organized rightwing groups on the hunt for examples of “reverse discrimination” and the
progressive student movement in demobilized disarray, most university administrations have chosen to do what they did during McCarthyism — either collaborate
or go on the defensive (Schrecker, 1986).
We reached the high point of affirmative action in higher education some 15
years ago. To those who think that diversity is now the norm in academia, we
should point out that about 87% of all full-time faculty are white; that some 90%
of all full professors are Anglo; that white males represent 59% of all full-time
faculty (and even higher in some departments — 73% of Engineering, 71% of
History, 82% of Philosophy, and 70% of Economics); that close to 93% of all
academics who have received Humanities doctorates since 1942 and are still
active in their fields are Anglos; that almost half of African American faculty still
teach in historically black colleges; that Anglo females are still underrepresented
(28%) in full-time faculty and overrepresented (40%) in part-time faculty; that of
57,000 tenured academics in the United States, only 255 are Latinas; and that most
curricula and textbooks have barely begun to diversify their contents (Chronicle
of Higher Education, 1996a; Ingram, Brown, and Mitchell, 1995; Levine, 1996;
Persquera and Segura, 1996: 243; Zimbler, 1994; Justiz, Wilson, and Bjork, 1994;
Carter and Wilson, 1996).
Affirmative action, as we knew it in the 1960s and 1970s, has virtually
disappeared. Unless reversed by the courts, which is unlikely, California’s
Proposition 209 will eliminate what remains of its government-endorsed policies
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and encourage advocates of “reverse discrimination” to sue any institution or
administration that retains a voluntary commitment to equity and diversity. It will
not be enough, however, to reverse Proposition 209. To continue the long journey
to equality that we began some 30 years ago will require the renewal of a civil rights
movement that, at its best, fought simultaneously and inclusively for class, race,
and gender-based policies of affirmative action. Yet we will also need to develop
new models and strategies of social change that take into account the profound
shift to the right in the political climate; the unprecedented demographic transformation taking place in states like California; a much more complicated alignment
of constituencies, criss-crossed by issues of race, class, gender, sexuality, and
disability; and a struggle for racial equality that, more than ever before, involves
multiple and diverse struggles not only over economic access and upward
mobility, but also over immigration policies, citizen rights, language, and cultural
diversity.

NOTES
1. See, for example, Bergman (1996), Curry (1996), Drake and Holsworth (1996), Eastland
(1996), Feagin, Vera, and Imani (1996), Kahlenberg (1996), Representations (1996); and Skrentny
(1996).
2. The reappropriation of affirmative action by neoconservative and neoliberal intellectuals can
be traced at least to 1987, when Allan Bloom charged that it “institutionalizes the worst aspects of
separatism” and “is the source of what I fear is a long-term deterioration of the relations between the
races in America.” See Bloom (1987: 96–97).
3. A similar line of argument can be found in Duster (1996).
4. On the impoverishment of the post-Vietnam military, see Schmitt (1994: 1, 14).
5. The formation of the National Organization of Women in 1966 enabled white women in
particular to lobby for aggressive enforcement of Title IX, which called for equality of gender in higher
education. See H. Graham (1992: 61).
6. In 1984, William Bennett, then Reagan’s Secretary of Education, launched an attack on
multicultural curricula in the humanities. I trace the origins of this campaign in Platt (1996a). See, also,
Steinberg (1995).
7. Between 1926 and 1942, African Americans received only 335 Ph.D. degrees out of a total
of almost 39,000. See Bowles and DeCosta (1971).
8. See Winston (1971: 695). I discuss the racial constraints on African American scholars in Platt
(1991).
9. Between 1994 and 1996, welfare caseloads nationwide dropped an unprecedented 18% or
about 2.5 million people, from 14.4 to 11.9 million recipients. See DeParle (1997: 1, 12).
10. Although the number of doctorates awarded annually to African Americans increased by
about 200 between 1982 and 1995, the rate has fallen. Women (primarily Anglos) have increased their
share of Ph.D.’s from about one-third in 1985 to about 40% in 1995. See Magner (1996: 25–26).
11. The proportion of doctorates awarded to non-U.S. citizens (primarily from China, Taiwan,
Korea, India, and Japan) has increased from 14% in 1964 to almost 33% in 1994, compared to about
11% for all U.S. citizens of color. See Simmons and Thurgood (1995).
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Equity and Education in the Age of
New Racism: Issues for Educators
Lily Wong Fillmore

O

UR NATIONAL MOTTO,

E PLURIBUS UNUM, OR “ONE FROM MANY,” IS AN EXPRESsion of hope that unity will come from diversity. It is being severely tested
at the close of the 20th century. Although we owe our strength and
uniqueness as a society to our diverse origins, we are not dealing well with that
diversity at present. Our diversity divides rather than unites us. The goal of a truly
united, multicultural society does not look like anything we are going to achieve
soon, given the grim social reality we currently face with respect to that diversity.
There is a tremendous struggle taking place in our society, a struggle over
American ideals and over our society’s soul. Not that this struggle is new: it has
been building up over the past several years. Some major changes in social policy
and in the public mood have taken place in this final decade of the 20th century.
Harsh new stances toward diversity are reflected in changes in the welfare
legislation, particularly with respect to immigrants; in California’s 1994 passage
of Proposition 187, the referendum to deny rights and services to undocumented
immigrants; and in the 1996 passage of Proposition 209, the referendum to end
affirmative action. These actions signal the emergence of a new racism, one that
mocks our society’s most fundamental ideals.
The first indication of this change was the unprecedented media attention1
given to the publication of a volume that otherwise would have warranted little
public notice: The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life,
by Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray (1994). The claims made in this work
were hardly new. The first is that human intellectual potential as measured by IQ
tests is biologically determined; the second is that there are inherited and enduring
IQ differences across racial and ethnic groups that largely determine how well
members of those groups are likely to fare in school and in their jobs, earnings, and
social adjustment (see especially Chapters 14, “Ethnic Inequalities in Relation to
IQ,” and 16, “Social Behavior and the Prevalence of Low Cognitive Ability”). The
work suggests that the genetic differences that result in humans having more or
less melanin in their skin are also responsible for them being in high or low IQ
groups (see especially Chapter 13, “Ethnic Differences in Cognitive Ability”).
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Members of lower IQ groups are not only less likely to do well academically and
economically, they are also more likely to engage in criminal activity, produce
large numbers of illegitimate children, become dependent on welfare, and be a
drag on society. The media have focused on this book’s claims regarding
differences between blacks and whites primarily, but other minority groups in our
society also figure in this dismal prognosis of human potential.
As noted above, these are hardly new ideas. They have been around since the
1930s, when psychologists (most notably, Lewis Terman) presented test data
purportedly showing the role of heredity over environmental influences in
determining intellectual capacity and the ability to learn. These ideas were hotly
debated and contested during the 1970s, when educational psychologists argued
that the persistent academic underachievement of African Americans could be
traced not to a lack of educational opportunities, but instead to inherited deficiencies in the ability to learn (see especially Arthur Jensen, 1969). Jensen argued that
compensatory education programs such as those funded under the War on Poverty
during the 1960s had not ameliorated the academic problems of Blacks because
their problems stemmed from deficiencies in ability and not from a lack of access
to education.
For a decade or more, it appeared that arguments such as those embodied in
Jensen’s “genetic deficit theory” were no longer regarded as topics worthy of
serious public or academic discussion, having long ago been discredited by
thoughtful scholars and researchers (see especially Kagan, 1969; Kamin, 1974;
and Gould, 1981). Given the interest in the Bell Curve, however, it appears that
they were merely suppressed, but not forgotten. The revival of this issue is more
than a reconsideration of some ugly old ideas: it is far more dangerous than that.
The authors use their interpretations of IQ test data as the basis for policy
recommendations. They argue against intervention programs like Head Start and
Chapter I2 for children who are educationally at risk because of low family income,
on the grounds that not much can be done to improve the educational potential of
children from low-ability groups. They argue against the provision of welfare for
people from low-ability groups on the grounds that it only encourages them to have
more low-ability babies. They assert that any addition of low-ability members to
our population, whether through birth or through immigration, drags down the
society and should therefore be controlled through changes in social policies.
Moreover, they argue that affirmative action programs are wrong-headed because
they give job and educational advantages to low-ability people who neither
deserve nor are able to make good use of these advantages.
What kind of effect can a work such as this have on our society? Perhaps if our
society were more of a multicultural one, the Bell Curve would be ignored as the
off-the-wall rantings of some retrograde thinkers. But we are not a multicultural
society; we are a diverse one that is quite divided along race lines now. Herrnstein
and Murray’s contentions in this work have been heard and are being heeded in
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Washington. Their claims are being used to justify the abandonment of the
progressive social agenda adopted as a result of the civil rights struggles of the
1960s, an agenda that is needed now more than ever.
Over the past few years, the racial divisions in our society have become
conspicuous and overt. These divisions are especially evident in our schools —
despite our best efforts to integrate them. In this article, I will argue that the kind
of thinking exhibited in the Bell Curve has maintained the divisions between
groups and undercut all efforts to make our schools more equitable for all children.
Our society and schools give enormous importance to individual differences of the
sort putatively measured by IQ tests. Although such tests are not commonly used
in the schools,3 children are nonetheless categorized by a variety of checklists,
behaviors, or prognostic tests on “cognitive ability” and, depending on how they
fare on such measures, are provided educational experiences that are different
enough to exacerbate and even create the differences in life outcome that the
authors of the Bell Curve regard as inevitable. This practice is so firmly entrenched
that few people question it, even though there is powerful evidence that it favors
only those who are judged to have high ability and is downright detrimental to
those judged to have low ability.
In a landmark study on schooling in the 1980s, John Goodlad (1984) and
colleagues (see, especially, Oakes, 1985) found that ability grouping and tracking
were prevalent practices in the 38 schools surveyed across the nation. Children are
grouped by ability, sometimes based on test scores and sometimes on teacher
judgments, for instruction in basic academic areas such as reading and mathematics. Although these groupings are purportedly based on cognitive ability, a clear
ethnic pattern was found in the distribution of low socioeconomic status and
minority background students across groups:
Consistent with the findings of virtually every study that has considered
the distribution of poor and minority students among track levels in
schools, minority students were found in disproportionately large percentages in the low track classes of the multiracial schools in our sample.
Conversely, disproportionately larger percentages of the white students
in these schools were found in classes identified as high track. This dual
pattern was most pronounced in schools where minority students were
also economically poor (Goodlad, 1984: 156).
In such segregated classes and “ability groupings” within heterogeneous
classes, students were found to receive dramatically different instructional treatments and materials, resulting in gaps of as much as four years in performance by
the time children are in the fourth grade. Students in low-ability groups were found
not to be given access to materials; neither were they provided the instructional
support that might have allowed them to move to a higher group. Membership in these
groupings or tracks was adjustable only for a brief time in the earliest years of school:
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once children are beyond the first grade, they have little hope of moving out of the
ability groups to which they have been assigned (Goodlad, Ibid.; Oakes 1985).
How such instructional practices figure in maintaining and exacerbating racial
divisions in our society was portrayed in a troubling two-hour television documentary. “Frontline,” which features documentaries on important social issues,
broadcast a program on race relations in schools entitled “School Colors.”4 It was
shown on PBS at about the same time that the Bell Curve was receiving attention
from the media. This documentary was made at Berkeley High School (BHS),5 as
a part of the commemoration of the 40th anniversary of the 1954 Supreme Court
ruling in Brown v. Topeka Board of Education against racially segregated
schools.6 Berkeley High was noteworthy, not simply because of its location in one
of the most liberal communities in the country or because it is one of the more
highly regarded public high schools in the country (80% of its graduates go on to
college, many of them to the most prestigious institutions in the country). The most
noteworthy thing about Berkeley was that it was the first school district in the
country to adopt bussing voluntarily to achieve full integration in the decades
following the Supreme Court ruling in Brown. Over the past decades, Berkeley has
brought African Americans and Latinos from the low-income flatlands together
in schools with the largely white children of the academic and professional elites
who live in the hills east of the San Francisco Bay.
The documentary was made over the course of a school year to see how well
integration had worked in Berkeley after several decades. No one who saw it could
help being depressed. Far from being integrated and attending school in harmony,
the diverse student body of Berkeley High was about as divided as the Balkans or
the Middle East. Or American society, perhaps. The students were segregated in
every way possible: racially, academically, socially, and economically. Although
the students all spoke English regardless of their primary languages, they were
linguistically segregated.
There were distinct differences in the dialects of English spoken by the various
groups. The segregation shown in this documentary is real: it is visible when one
visits Berkeley High both in and out of class. Although there was an experimental
untracked history course at the school, and a semi-untracked English class,7 there
was little else in the academic program that was not tracked. The high-track
classes, offering high levels of instruction in academic subjects, prepare students
to compete well at any university in the country. The classes, especially those
designated as AP, were about as demanding and interesting as any at the
university. The students in those classes were serious and enthusiastic. They were
also mostly white or Asian. There were few African Americans or Latinos in those
classes. The lower-track classes shown in the documentary were more diverse:
along with the various minorities, there are some whites and Asians. The lowest
tracks were almost exclusively African American and Latino. In those classes,
teachers were seen struggling valiantly to get students interested in their studies,
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to participate in classroom activities, to come to class. The documentary also
showed the Afro-American studies program in which African-American students
participated eagerly and enthusiastically in a program of studies that focused on
their own culture, history, and experience.
Outside the classroom, the students were even more segregated socially.8 The
white students congregated on the steps and in the area in front of the little theater.
The Blacks congregated in another area, the grassy slopes on the school grounds,
and the Asians and Latinos in still other areas. Students described these segregated
areas as Europe, Little Africa, Asia, and Mexico. Although there were some
intergroup friendships, the young people generally avoided them and regarded
such relationships as signs of disloyalty to their own groups. A Latina who dated
a Caucasian was described as a sellout. An African-American youth said that his
friendships with whites made it hard for him to become friends with other Blacks.
There were also intragroup divisions. The Chicanos kept themselves socially
separate from the Mexicanos, and both of these subgroups had little to do with the
Central Americans. Among the Asian kids, there were the same divisions,
Vietnamese versus Cambodians versus Chinese, ABCs versus FOBs.9
Not surprisingly, there have been many objections from Berkeley High
students to what was shown in the documentary (Mahoney, 1994). The producers
showed only the bad side of things. They selected the worst things to make their
point that school integration has not worked. There were a lot of good things that
were left out. They were racist in their orientation: they showed only unmotivated,
uncooperative African-American students, and only the brightest white students
— again, to make things look as bad as possible. There are bright, motivated
African-American students, and unsuccessful, uncooperative, and unmotivated
whites and Asian students, but the producers did not feature them in the show.
For anyone who has spent time in racially mixed junior or senior high schools,
however, the picture shown of race relations, of great disparities in educational
programs by tracks, and of the awful effects of such disparate educational
treatment was no exaggeration. Berkeley High is hardly unique in that regard. For
that reason, “School Colors” provides a frightening picture of the future of our
society. The viewer saw young people divided in every possible way: in their
enthusiasm for school, in the issues they cared about, and in the way they looked
at the world. They had little understanding of, or interest in, one another and they
tended to assume the worst about each other. They were hostile, angry, and
combative. They were also quick to characterize everyone else as racists. All of
them. Racism. Why should that surprise anyone? The school is a microcosm of
society and though adults tend to be more careful in their speech, there has been
much talk about race recently and a renewal of the discourse on racial differences
that we have not heard for quite a while.
Is there a connection between Herrnstein and Murray’s incendiary treatise on
the innate superiority of some groups over others and the snapshot of society we

124

WONG FILLMORE

get in schools like Berkeley High, which are divided along color, economic, social,
and academic lines? Does “School Colors” indeed support a central thesis of the
Bell Curve, which is that our society is becoming segregated into unequal castelike groups on the basis of intellectual capacity, and color — and that there is little
hope of bringing things together (see, especially, Chapter 21, “The Way We Are
Headed,” in Herrnstein and Murray, 1994)? Or is it possible that the divisions we
find in society are the logical outcomes of the kind of thinking that is exemplified
in the Bell Curve? Let me explain.
Our fascination with the idea of the IQ reveals some beliefs that are fundamental to American culture. Peoples differ in their beliefs about teaching and learning
— such differences being important aspects of their cultures. One of the ways in
which they differ is in their beliefs and assumptions about individual differences
in the ability to learn, in how people learn, in how much help they need from others
in order to learn, in what people can learn, and under what kind of circumstances
different people can learn. A familiar instance of such beliefs about learning ability
can be seen in cultural assumptions on male versus female capacities and
capabilities. Although most groups recognize at some level that some individuals
are more capable than others, they differ widely in what they do with the
recognition of those differences.
As an ethnic Chinese, I belong to a cultural group that does not give much weight
to individual differences. We may recognize that one child is smarter than another,
but we do not accept the possibility that all of our children will not do equally well
in whatever endeavor we engage them in. The Chinese believe that when children are
born, they are filled with possibility, but that’s pretty much it — cute protoplasm with
a lot of potential. We believe that it is up to the adults in the infant’s world, most
especially its parents, to take that potential, and to make something of it. It is the
parents’ responsibility to teach, to guide, to shape the child in every way, so that it
gradually takes the form we expect our children to have, intellectually, socially,
emotionally, and culturally. To the Chinese, the only thing that really differentiates
children in competence and ability is how much effort their parents first and their
teachers later have put into the job of teaching them. When children do not turn out
well, it is not because they are incapable of learning or are incompetent, it is because
their parents or teachers did not do a competent job teaching them. That teaching must
be constant and consistent. Anything less than that is regarded as evidence of
inadequate parenting and teaching. What is important here, as a point of comparison
with the beliefs about individual differences exemplified in Bell Curve, is that as far
as most Chinese are concerned, whatever innate differences might exist across
individuals in cognitive ability do not much matter. Anyone can learn anything — we
believe — as long as there is teaching. Effort is the key — the learner must make an
effort to learn, and the parent and teacher must make an effort to teach. The only
difference between can and can’t is effort, my mother used to say when one of her
children would try to avoid work by pleading incompetence.
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With little modification, that is how schools in many Asian societies like China
and Japan operate.10 There is no tracking or ability grouping there, at least up to
the secondary level (Stevenson and Lee, 1990). Everyone is taught everything, the
same thing — and everyone is expected to learn and to keep up. Children are given
the help they need, but the curriculum materials and the expectations are the same
for all children. Years ago, when the People’s Republic of China was first open to
outsiders, a group of linguists and educators were invited to visit. Something that
really surprised them was the report that there were no “reading problems” in
China.11 Chinese, with its intricate logographic writing system, which requires the
memorization of a more or less different symbol or symbol configuration for each
word or concept, is a daunting barrier to anyone who thinks learning to read is
difficult. Nonetheless, Chinese children learn to read, and with few problems, they
were told. Knowing Chinese beliefs and instructional practices, this did not
surprise me. The same thing seems to be true in Japan. Japanese children are not
grouped by ability for instruction, at least not within a given school. Parents
compete for their children to be admitted to the more prestigious schools, but
within these schools, children are given the same education, regardless of the
differences that might exist among them. The children are given as much help as
they need to keep up with their classmates; if they need more, their parents hire
tutors or put them in after-school schools. The operating assumptions are:
1. That children can learn whatever the school has to offer, because
2.
3.

It is the teacher’s job to teach it to them, and
It is the parents’ job to make certain the children and the school do what
they are supposed to do.

There is undoubtedly as much variation among Chinese and Japanese children
as there is among American children in cognitive endowment; the difference is in
the weight we give such variation (for a discussion of Asian views on innate
abilities, see Stevenson and Lee, Ibid.: 101–103). As I have said, Asians may
recognize that there are inborn differences across children, but they do not regard
them as limitations. Little is made of such differences at least up to secondary level
in school.
In contrast, enormous attention is given to them in the culture of American
schools. We take seriously the idea that people differ in their abilities and aptitudes
and believe that such differences require different treatments in school. A lot of
attention is given to sorting children by ability as early as possible, as soon as they
enter school, in fact. Children entering kindergarten are given readiness tests to
determine which of them meet the developmental expectations of school, and
which do not. In some schools there are classes designated as “junior kindergartens” for children who are not quite ready for prime-time kindergarten according
to their performance on readiness tests. Children in many kindergartens are
grouped by “ability” for instruction on the basis of such tests. If they are not
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grouped in this way in kindergarten, they certainly are by first grade. Thus, well
before children have had a chance to find out what school is about, they are
declared to be fast, middling, or slow learners. Once sorted, they receive substantially different instructional treatment and materials; eventually, they become the
kinds of learners one would expect to find in such groupings — the kinds of
learners seen in the Berkeley AP and skills classes as described above.
This practice of sorting children into ability groups and providing them with
a differentiated educational experience is inherently undemocratic and is contrary
to the spirit of equality that is so important to Americans. The sorting that begins
at the time children enter school does not stop there. Among those who are judged
to be fast learners, there are other cuts to come. Who among these children are
“gifted” or “talented”? Why do we need to find out? The reason is obviously so we
can make the most of those talents. Children with musical talent should be given
opportunities to develop it. Children with special intellectual gifts should not be
held back in classes with merely bright children. They should be in special
programs that challenge them intellectually. Likewise, in the slow groups, there
are some who are not only slow, they are also learning disabled. They need special
help, too; they cannot be expected to keep up with even their slower-than-average
classmates.
In those ever more “select” settings, moreover, the instructional experiences
children receive, whether they are designated gifted or learning disabled, further
widen the gaps between them and children in other groupings. This kind of
differential treatment hurts some children more than others. Jomill Braddock
(1990) has shown that it is especially negative for African Americans, Hispanics,
and American Indians — in other words, those who are most likely to be placed
in the lowest tracks. It has a positive effect especially on those tracked in the higher
tracks, as one would expect. What would happen if we did not do this kind of
sorting or did not pay attention to individual differences? What if we simply
treated every child as if he or she had gifts and talents to be developed?
Interestingly, the Suzuki method of teaching violin, in which hundreds of little
Itzhak Perlman wannabees saw away skillfully on their half and three-quarter-size
violins, suggests that if children are given a chance and some instruction, most of
them can rise to it, talented or not. In art, it is much the same. In groups that believe
that painting, drawing, and pottery-making are nothing more than skills that can
be learned, practiced, and perfected, many people can do these things well. Artistic
creation is an everyday skill — not an extraordinary one as it is in cultures like ours,
where we believe one is either born with such talents or one is not. Visitors to
Indian communities in New Mexico are impressed by the artistry and skill
manifested in the pottery produced in Pueblo communities such as Acoma and
Cochiti. They would be even more impressed to know that in these tiny communities of fewer than a thousand persons, there are among them sometimes as many
as 20 or 30 museum-quality artists and artisans.12
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Not surprisingly, the outcome of an educational system like those in Asian
societies is far greater uniformity in academic achievement than we get from
American schools. The evidence found in various international comparisons of
academic achievement doesn’t require comment. American students generally do
not do nearly as well as their counterparts in societies such as Taiwan, Japan, and
Korea (see, for example, the “1991–1992 International Assessment of Educational Progress Study,” but also consider David Berliner’s [1993] criticism of such
comparisons). Interestingly, American students at the high end of the scale (for
example, Asian Americans and advantaged urban whites) perform better than their
counterparts in other countries, but the Americans at the lower end (African
Americans, Hispanics, and disadvantaged urban students in general) do far more
poorly than students at the low end of other societies. In other words, we do a good
job educating children who are judged to be capable; we do much worse than most
nations with students we judge to be not very promising. It is a fact that poor and
minority group students in this society are far more likely to be at the lower end
of the educational scale than at the higher.
It should be a matter of interest to us that at the same time that some people in
the field of education are seeking to detrack schools (Brewer, Rees, and Argys,
1995; Wheelock, 1992; Bellanca and Swartz, 1993; Oakes and Lipton, 1993) and
make them more equitable and democratic, a work like Herrnstein and Murray’s
Bell Curve should come along with all of the attendant media coverage and public
interest we have seen over the past two years. As I have said, theirs is not exactly
a new argument and they are not presenting new evidence. What do we make of
evidence that some groups score an average of 15 points higher than others? What
do IQ scores tell us, except that it is how people fare on tests that measure whatever
IQ tests measure? Is it intelligence or is it cultural knowledge? Like the SAT and
GRE, tests of IQ are supposed to predict how well people will do in academic
settings. Yet as we know, one can hardly get an accurate fix on just how well they
do predict academic achievement since individuals are sorted on the basis of these
tests and, as a result, do not receive equivalent sorts of educational experiences.
A person who scores low on the SAT or the GRE is not likely to get into a top
university, or into one at all. A child who scores low on an IQ or placement test is
unlikely to be given the kinds of academic experiences that would develop his or
her potential to the fullest.
The timing of the arguments in the Bell Curve was intended to justify not only
the differential treatments people receive in our educational and economic
systems, but also the outcomes. It is part of the game plan to justify cuts in
programs that aim to make education more equitable for all children regardless of
who they are or what they bring to school. It is part of the game plan to justify the
abandonment of social programs that are meant to help those who have been
disadvantaged by the society. It is part of the game plan to undercut affirmative
action programs that are meant to increase the participation of all groups in the
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society through education. The proponents of the Bell Curve’s view of human
potential would argue that it is a waste of time and effort to invest in that portion
of the society that has no talent or aptitude for learning. They would argue that the
normal curve being what it is, there are a few winners, some losers, and a great
many who are simply average in the great genetic sweepstakes. It does not disturb
them that entire racial or ethnic groups are consigned by their tests to one or another
skewed position on the curve. It does me. I am troubled because I know what a big
part culture plays in learning, and how our beliefs about people’s potential for
learning affect how we treat them educationally. As educators, we really need to
examine that conflict and resolve it.
We live in a society of great inequities. There are social, political, and, above
all, economic inequities across groups. The people at the bottom are becoming
increasingly numerous, a point the Bell Curve makes and with which we can
hardly disagree. There is a greater and greater concentration of wealth and control
in a smaller and smaller layer at the top. Race is a part of this division, but that
is not the whole story. Many whites in the society are not all that well-off. The
American middle class has lost considerable economic ground this past decade
or two, and is a lot less well-off than it was a decade or two ago. The economic
situation in this country has been thinning out the ranks of the middle class, while
expanding greatly the ranks of the working poor and the just plain poor. It is
perhaps no surprise that there is so much resentment and enmity in the air. And
there is fear of others.
People are looking for convenient scapegoats. California voters focused their
attention on immigrants in the 1994 elections when they passed Proposition 187
by a two-to-one margin. In 1996, these same voters passed Proposition 209 by a
similar margin, a vote to end affirmative action in all areas of public life. People
in the society’s lower economic strata will be next — especially people of color.
That is the aim of the Bell Curve.
What do I propose we do about it? As educators, we must consider what we
can do to break down some of the barriers that have developed between groups
in our society. By doing that, we promote unity — and the schools are the best
place for this process to begin. Researchers and educators have studied the need
for anti-racist education and have considered the forms it could take (Banks,
1995; Cummins, 1989; Cotton, 1993; Slavin, 1985; Sleeter and Grant, 1987).
Children must be educated in ways that develop greater understanding between
groups. Educators must think about how to combat segregation in our schools —
whether it be physical or social. The habits of mind and the attitudes of separation
that divide people must be addressed early enough to make a difference. Our
children live in a society whose foundations were built by slave labor. We don’t
talk about racism much because that view of ourselves conflicts with American
ideals of equality and fairness — but racism in our society is real and it must be
dealt with.
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What constitutes an anti-racist education? Not only do children need to learn
about other people and their cultures, they also need to learn to live and work with
them. A real beginning would be to remove some of the disparities they see at
school: grouping practices, tracking practices where children are divided, often by
race, for quite differential instructional treatment. Another is to tackle racism
head-on, using instructional materials like those developed by organizations like
the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith.13 Kids need opportunities to discover that although people may differ in many ways, we are probably more alike
than we are different. We need to focus on commonalities more than we do on
differences in our practice of education.
Those are the first steps in tackling this real threat to American ideals. To me,
the essence of the American ideals can be found in four words: equality, fairness,
freedom, and justice. As educators working toward a more unified society, we
need to recommit ourselves to those ideals. Equality does not extend only to people
with an IQ of 100 and above. The Constitution states that everyone is created equal
and should be treated equally. People should be judged by their deeds and
contributions to their communities and not by how a test they have not even taken
predicts they might do — were they to take it.
What does IQ represent? According to information given in a sidebar to
Newsweek’s October 24, 1996, cover story on the Bell Curve, Marilyn Vos Savant,
the columnist who answers arcane questions put to her by readers, has an
astonishing IQ of 228. In contrast, J.D. Salinger’s IQ is a modest 104; the late
President John F. Kennedy’s was 119. What do such differences or comparisons
mean? Would anyone think it appropriate to compare Ms. Vos Savant’s accomplishments as they do her IQ with JFK’s? Or with J.D. Salinger’s?
One of my real-life heroines is an African-American grandmother in Oakland,
California. This 75-year-old activist granny, who is known as “Mother Wright,”
collects produce that grocery stores are discarding, meat from butcher shops that
can’t be sold, and turns these seemingly unpromising ingredients into hot meals
that she serves to homeless people in a downtown park once a week. To the people
whose lives she touches she is a savior, a ray of joy and hope in an otherwise
miserable existence. They describe her as Oakland’s Mother Teresa. What’s her
IQ? One wonders what Mother Teresa’s IQ is. Does it matter?
Let us return to the question of American ideals and our need to renew our
commitment to them. Consider the question of freedom. For me as an immigrant
and as an educator, the most important freedom is the opportunity to be whatever
one can be. As a Chinese woman of my generation, this has a special meaning.
When I was growing up, few Chinese girls had much hope of going to college and
having a career. In fact, back in the 1940s and 1950s, few girls in general aspired
to higher education. I did not get to go on to college after graduating from high
school. There were all kinds of social limits from both my native and my adopted
culture on what women could or couldn’t do. It took 12 years after high school for
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me to get to college. What it took to remove those limitations on my social and
intellectual aspiration was the realization that I could go back to school if I wanted
to, and if I could figure out a way to do it. It was a choice I could make. That is
something that is now under serious attack, in all the deterministic arguments
about IQ.
This brings me to the final point in this discussion of what we as educators
might do to achieve unity in our society, despite all of the forces working to divide
us. What can we do to achieve a multicultural society in which our diversity unites
rather than divides us? I will argue that the starting point is to confront the beliefs
and values that divide us and to consider what we have that could unite us. Around
the time that the Bell Curve was in the news, Sheldon Hackney, the Chairman of
the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), called for serious discussions
to be conducted across the country by thoughtful people everywhere on “What
does it mean to be an American?” It was a proposal that generated a certain amount
of derision in the press and little public enthusiasm as far as I could tell. I found
it to be an intriguing proposal — intriguing enough to remember it and the NEH
chairman’s name. It would not be a bad place to begin tackling the problems
discussed in this essay.

NOTES
1. For example, see Time Magazine (October 24, 1994), Newsweek (October 24, 1994), The New
Republic (October 31, 1994), in which the entire issue is devoted to an examination of the question of
race and intelligence, as well as reviews of three works on race and intelligence in the New York Times
Book Review section entitled “For Whom the Bell Curves” and “What Is Intelligence, and Who Has
It?”
2. Chapter I is now ESEA Title I.
3. At least not since a California federal court ruling in Larry P. v. Riles (343 F.Supp. 1306; N.D.
Cal. 1972; affirmed 502, F.2d , 9th Cir., 1974), which banned the use of IQ tests for the purpose of
placing children in classes for the educable mentally retarded.
4. This documentary was produced by the Center for Investigative Reporting and broadcast on
PBS on October 18, 1994.
5. For an excellent discussion of this documentary and of race relations at Berkeley High School,
see Pedro Noguera’s 1995 article, “Ties That Bind, Forces That Divide: Berkeley High School and the
Challenge of Integration,” in University of San Francisco Law Review 29,3 (Spring: 719–740).
6. 347 U.S. 483, 1954.
7. The teacher of that class said he needed to prepare different instructional plans for the various
levels of students in his class each day. That being the case, the class could hardly be characterized as
“untracked,” even if it is heterogeneously constituted (see “School Colors”).
8. The student population in 1994, the year the documentary was made, was reported as 35%
African American, 39% white, 10% Asian/Pacific, 9% Chicano/Latino, and 7% “mixed.”
9. ABCs are American-born-Chinese, as contrasted with “FOBs, fresh-off-the-boat” in the
parlance of young Asian Americans.
10. There are obviously many other aspects of Asian cultures and educational practice that are
different, and they are by no means perfect. Critics of international comparisons of academic
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performance in which Korean, Japanese, and Taiwanese students outperform American students in
math and science argue that these comparisons are based on flawed data and that no one would want
the kind of educational systems that get those results (see, especially, Berliner, 1993, and Bracey,
1991).
11. Susan Ervin-Tripp, personal communication, 1977.
12. Mary Eunice Romero (1994) found in a study of “giftedness” among Keresan Pueblo Indians
(both Acoma and Cochiti are Keresan) that the concept, to the extent that it was recognized, was in sharp
contrast to the one held by other Americans. In the Keresan cultures, giftedness is not limited to a few
individuals, but is seen as a potential that is available to all. Those who are ultimately recognized for
special gifts are persons who use those gifts for the good of the community.
13. The Anti-Defamation League (ADL) has developed curriculum materials for elementary
school students called “The Wonderful World of Difference” and a comprehensive community
program against prejudice called “A World of Difference.” The address for the ADL of B’nai B’rith
is 823 United Nations Plaza, New York, NY 10017.
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White Men and Affirmative Action:
A Conversation
Eric Rofes, David Keiser, Tony Smith, and Matt Wray

I

N JULY

1995, THE REGENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA (U.C.) VOTED TO
eliminate affirmative action policies for job applicants and student admissions. Since the decision, the University of Texas and other state schools and
governments have considered and sometimes approved similar legislation. Due to
its size and stature, U.C. is a magnet for policy experimentation, and the Regents’
decision has resounding effects for all concerned with equity and access to
education.
Usually conspicuously silent in the fight against the decision, white men are
often at the forefront of reverse discrimination campaigns. All white men,
however, do not support the Regents’ decision. This article presents four white
men who share a concern for equity in education. These four graduate students at
U.C. Berkeley have been meeting together and speaking publicly about the need
to retain affirmative action as well as the role of white men in such a struggle. The
men recorded and transcribed an informal conversation regarding affirmative
action and related issues, such as graduate student funding, sexism, and the
hegemony of academia. This article represents one attempt to compel white men
— long the beneficiaries of exclusionary policies — to support equity in education
and society and to use their disproportional power for the betterment of all.
In the fall of 1995, with California abuzz with debate over affirmative action,
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a small group of white male graduate students at U.C. Berkeley came together to
begin discussing the position of white men in this rapidly growing discourse. Our
primary aim was to create a space where self-defined progressive white men who
support affirmative action could thoughtfully interrogate a range of issues: the
near absence of white men in many parts of the fight to save affirmative action, the
media representations limited to either “angry white men” or “whiny white men,”
and ways in which our own constructions of white masculinities and our anti-racist
and anti-sexist politics have been shaped by class, sexual identity, age, and
geography.
We haven’t come up with easy answers, but our conversations have been
meaningful to us and have pushed the limits of both our politics and our practice.
We have been invited into several public venues — classes and conferences — and
asked to examine questions related to whiteness and masculinity and to engage in
dialogue with an audience. At times, this feels exhilarating and at others awkward
and uncomfortable. Mostly, we aim to be honest about our experiences, views, and
feelings (even the ones that feel highly charged or heretical) and engage in
continuing self-scrutiny. We feel that such dialogue is an important component in
the debate and eventual retention of affirmative action programs.
The four white men in the “White Guys Collective,” who participated in the
conversation, are Eric Rofes, David Keiser, Tony Smith, and Matt Wray.

❧❧❧❧❧
Tony: I think there is considerable ignorance in the Graduate School of
Education about affirmative action.
Matt: Yeah. A lot of this stuff is coming right out of the academy. The
California Civil Rights Initiative (CCRI), which is a deeply ignorant initiative
fueled by anecdotes, not facts, was written by two academics.
Eric: I’m uncomfortable with “ignorance” as the term we use under these
circumstances. To me, the backlash against affirmative action seems based
precisely on the opposite of ignorance, on a kind of developing “knowledge”
among white men about what is shifting in the culture. I think that while many
white men might not know the specific details of affirmative action or understand
schooling in America, I think why affirmative action has attracted so much energy
is that it is one of the first things white men can put their hands on that symbolizes
and concretizes the loss of power that is really starting to occur. When I see white
male resistance to affirmative action, I think, “They’re seeing through the
smokescreens of what liberals like to say about affirmative action and seeing it for
what it really is — which is a real loss of privilege and power occurring for white
men.” I don’t think affirmative action has been effective enough to achieve that
loss yet, but I think what it represents to white men is significant and the root cause
of an anxiety that is permeating much of that population.
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David: Right. My sense is that most people affected by the recession,
depression, economic slump — whatever we want to label the nature of the work
economy right now — aren’t the people who are coming up with these divisive
issues.... It is politicians with no threat of losing their power.
Eric: I think it’s both. I think the affirmative action backlash is being led by
politicians currently, but came from theorists and political think tanks tapping into
their senses of white men’s real anxieties. Affirmative action is attracting so much
attention at this time because it hits white men across class lines. You do have poor
and working-class people of all races who are being, in their minds, robbed of jobs
by immigrant labor. You also have white corporate men who are being forced to
sit in rooms and converse with women as equals. When they tell women to fetch
them coffee these days, they are being called on it — and loudly. The assumption
about women fetching coffee might seem a trivial example, but it represents a
powerful cultural shift for the corporate sector. In those spaces, for white men not
to be able to do whatever they want is a terrifying change in their sense of
autonomy, power, and being in the world. It is a direct undercutting of many kinds
of hegemonic white masculinities.
Matt: I saw a great cartoon in the New Yorker this week. Three white men
sitting around a board table....
Eric: I love that you read the New Yorker.
Matt: Three white guys sitting around an executive board table and one of
them says, “We’re all feminists, here, right?”
There is, as Eric says, a great deal of popular commentary on how the force
of these shifts is really being felt. White men, both liberal and conservative, are
responding to this sense of loss by calling up these very handy demons, such as
Black women — the image of the Black woman who steals white man’s strength
has been around as long as slavery has been around and has come up in a new guise
in the affirmative action debates — the single mom, and the welfare queen, which
reached a new height under Reagan. It’s still with us, and I argue it is still
ignorance in the sense that while you do have to say it is a form of knowledge, it’s
wrong. They’re misdiagnosing the problem. The problem has more to do with
economics....
David: Corporate downsizing.
Matt: Yes, with transnational capital, with economic shifts that are freeing
capital to move in new directions, in new places and new ways, while limiting the
movement of people and erecting borders between classes, nations, and neighborhoods. The borders segregate and lock people into positions, so that capitalists can
move capital to whatever pool of people is most convenient for them so as to
maximize profits and productivity. So I agree with you, Eric, but I want to say,
while these white men are talking about a real and significant loss of power, and
in that sense both the liberals and conservatives are seeing something, but they are
not seeing the root cause.
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Tony: Beyond just an understanding, it is fear that white men are feeling, a
powerful uncertainty and people, especially white men, don’t like to be uncertain.
In my experience, you either get really angry and that carries you through, or you
feel as if you’re kind of on your heels. I think that many white men are saying,
“Hey, this is unfair. This is not right. People are getting preferential treatment.
They’re getting things that they don’t deserve. Hey, if everybody works hard....”
You hear people start to go back to the whole meritocracy argument, really loud
and waving the flag and saying, “This is un-American.”
Matt: Two hundred and fifty years of affirmative action for white men, 25
years of affirmative action for women and people of color.
Tony: Right. So it becomes un-American, it becomes the wrong thing to do as
soon as it seems like the playing field might get leveled for real. And people are
afraid to give up power. Which is what this level playing field means. It is about
the size of the pie. Giving up power is not like, “Well, we will just have to cut
another piece of the pie.” It means that the pieces of the pie get smaller. That is an
uncomfortable feeling.
Eric: I guess I have a different perspective. Affirmative action has brought
many white women and some men and women of color into middle management;
therefore, there are many white men who are not in such positions who otherwise
might have been. This tremendous shift in expectations in the workplace and
academia means that a white man can no longer have a total expectation of
privilege. He certainly still maintains a great deal of privilege, but can’t have the
unbridled and unchallenged power that many middle-class white men were raised
to feel was our birthright. The shift from having total privilege to having mostly
privilege is not a little shift. It is a huge shift and we have not given — this sounds
ridiculous, so I’ll probably edit it out before publication — white men any slack
around that, to deal with the fear, the loss, the anger. We expect them to either take
the loss with no room for a gradual shift in social and cultural expectations, or be
a reactionary against affirmative action. Instead, I feel there must be spaces — and
again I know this sounds like a whiny white man — where the pain of loss of
privilege is acknowledged and you move on.
David: The same argument could be made for slave owners that lost their
slaves because of the Civil War or the Emancipation Proclamation. You have
people who lost property. Their property was divested from them. Would you
argue, then, that there should be a reparation for that? For them to grieve their loss?
Matt: Those guys who lost their slaves were the same guys who, postReconstruction, formed the Ku Klux Klan. It had everything to do with their rage
and their anger. They started doing Night Rides, dressing up in white robes, and
lynching Black men. If only there had been something therapeutic about making
that transition. I’m not sure I agree with what I’m saying; I’m just playing the
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Devil’s advocate a little bit here. I’m just saying, the consequences of leaving men,
as Eric said, with these two choices of “shut up and take it” or go become a
paleoconservative.... If there’s not a third alternative that is somehow more
therapeutic, then maybe we’re creating monsters.
Tony: Or develop an alternative where we can find a way to understand current
privilege. Because we have been forced to figure out how much privilege we’ve
lost. I think white men are presently in a position where they are often gambling
with their privilege. If they think they have more than they really do, they stand to
lose everything. If you are in a position where you’ve got quite a bit of obvious
privilege and you gamble with a woman or a person of color and say something
they find harassing or offensive, you stand to lose everything. Or if you are in a
position where it is very difficult to determine how much privilege you’ve got or
lost, there is no space to talk about what that means now. So, a dialogue that can
help people evaluate the present differences might be helpful. To realize white
men don’t have the privilege to wantonly take what they want. My question is:
What does this mean in our everyday relationships? How do we know where we
stand?
Matt: I think it helps to set the context a bit if we think about the definite
advantages that a history of white male supremacy has bequeathed us. Whether
you look at the social realm of work, or that of education, housing, or especially
criminal justice, white men still rule the roost. We still benefit from the fact that
most of the institutions we encounter in life — schools, businesses, workplaces,
banks, courts, prisons, and so on — all these institutions have been formed and
reformed by white men, and to a lesser extent by white women. As a consequence
of this historical fact, whiteness and maleness “fit” into these institutions with ease
— they were made for each other. Recent challenges by white feminists and people
of color have effectively drawn attention to this fact, the reality that the structures
of opportunity in this country favor white middle-class men. But the challengers
have been somewhat less successful in actually changing the structures of
inequality. As white men, I think we are well positioned to help do the job — from
the “inside” — so to speak.
Eric: Tony, I don’t share your view that white men can lose everything by
doing something women or people of color consider offensive. As long as we have
white skin and as long as we perform masculinity, a vast amount of privilege —
symbolic but also tangible gains — accrues to us. I want to discuss what I think
has changed, though. In many parts of the country, what has changed is that the
state takes as its function the questioning or challenging of white male prerogative
to do things like harass, rape, get jobs, or get education. There is now a state that
questions those things. Whereas men before could operate in certain unrestrained
ways, we are now constrained. I’ve seen on an organizational level just how
difficult it is once men finally “get it” — that if they look at women in certain ways,
say certain things, put up certain posters or calendars, or comment to someone else
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about women in certain ways, they could get in trouble. You might think, “Well,
what’s the big deal? Under these circumstances, you just don’t say or do those
things.” I argue that it fundamentally changes men’s sense of identity and their
traditional practices of bonding with the organization or the workplace. All of a
sudden, they are being policed and we are not used to being policed in that sense.
Tony: Because it’s living in the flesh and blood world. I mean, you feel it.
Speaking personally, if I see an attractive woman, I look at her. Or an attractive
body. And that’s the thing, that’s how I rationalize it. If it’s a guy, if it’s a girl, I
think, “Boy, nice pecs. Nice whatever. Wow, nice ass.” But then I think, “Is this
any different from anybody else saying, ‘Hey, that’s pretty hot.’” So...there is
always that question. There is that state, now, where I question, “Is this my body?
Is this my mind? What am I? How am I feeling about it? Can I approach this
person? Am I overstepping my bounds?” It is uncomfortable as hell, and that’s not
just my desire. Sometimes I am kind of flippant in the weight room or whatever.
It’s not always who I am, but it is. I’m living. I’m alive. And by virtue of being
alive, you just.... You know? It’s gritty. And that freedom to be experiencing,
sensual, whatever...even the way you define it, is policed and regulated in ways
that it never has been before. And that, I think, is really, really uncomfortable.
Matt: Yeah, I think it does come down to an issue of feeling free or feeling
constrained, and that does apply to our desires, our language, and our thoughts.
This is part of the reason why there is a huge cultural war over political correctness.
The conservative critics are saying, “Wow, they’ve got fascist thought police on
the campus.” It seems like such a paranoid reaction to what’s actually happening
on campus, which is not that much. So the canons have been shaken up a little bit.
How does that equal the policing of thought? How does that equal leftists wearing
jackboots and marching down the halls as a new force of fascism? It just doesn’t.
But somehow in the imagination, this infringement of traditional, historical male
freedom to say and do whatever the fuck we want.... Uncritically. Unexamined.
You take a little bit of that freedom away....
David: The same argument is made for regulation, environmental regulation,
for example. It is seen as an infringement on the right to free enterprise and the right
to profit, even if it saves lives. Even if it saves deformed babies, later on. Even after
things like Love Canal, Three Mile Island, Chernobyl, oil spills, and many other
tangible dangers out there, there is still this resistance to environmental regulation,
for the same reason. It’s seen as an infringement on the white male’s privilege to
take. It is like ecological manifest destiny: “Let’s go into the Amazon and develop
it, because it’s there.” There is no conception of what else is there. I think that is
something we haven’t talked very much about.
We talk about white males in a vacuum, but, clearly, there are Black people in
this country. Even if it is only 10 or 15%, they are affected by policy. I mean, this
is obvious, but they don’t have nearly as much of a voice. I don’t mean to otherize,
but people of color just are not in government. They do not make policy in the same
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way that all the white presidents have made policy. I think that absence is crucial
when things like affirmative action and Prop. 187 come up, because there are no
dissenting voices. People of color in power like Ward Connerly or Clarence
Thomas are, however you want to label them, clearly aligned with the oppressor
rather than the oppressed.
The Role of the State
Matt: I’m having trouble because of something that Eric said, actually. On the
one hand, when it comes to affirmative action debates, I’m totally pro-affirmative
action. On the other hand, I do worry about the state being the one that safeguards
the rights of white women and people of color, because I know that with state
power to safeguard those rights also comes state power to regulate and to control....
I’m aggressively paranoid about the state, because I think it is the most violent
institution on the planet. My fear is that in being supportive of affirmation action
and wanting to say, “Yes, affirmation action needs to be happening, right now,”
that I too easily become just another liberal voice that becomes an apologist for the
center or an apologist for the state, and I lose my critical perspective.
David: I feel the same way about the fight against pornography. I went through
this 180 degree shift about pornography several years ago, when I first started
reading people like Catherine McKinnon or Andrea Dworkin. It was like, “Oh,
pornography is the greatest sin, ever. And snuff films, how come no one knows
about snuff films?” This was a whole tirade, backlash, knee-jerk reaction to
pornography. Then I read a wonderful essay that elucidated, for me, the problems
with censoring even something like pornography. One of them is that the same
people who would support censorship, the people you would need to rally for
referendums or votes, would want to ban homosexuality, would want to ban
sodomy, and would even want to ban oral sex. At what point do you side with an
institution that is going to usurp your rights later on?
Eric: What makes the current situation particularly difficult is that we are
talking about rallying behind affirmative action as practiced and defined in the
United States — which is problematically conceived and implemented and
compromised out of integrity. So I find myself speaking in public in support of
affirmative action as if it is a great answer. Given the times, it is a great answer
compared with many of the other answers being offered, but it falls so short of what
is really needed to diversify the culture.
Matt: Because, fundamentally, it is about creating and organizing new labor
markets to enable capitalism to more effectively control different groups of
people.
Eric: My critique is that “it’s not about quotas, it’s about goals.” What is wrong
with quotas? The current system turns out to be about hiring the women who are
most like the man, and the people of color who are most similar to middle-class
whites. Affirmative action doesn’t have a class base. I know other progressive
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white men who have similar concerns and use them as an excuse to not be involved
in the affirmative action fight. That raises a question for me: Where are the white
male voices in support of affirmative action and what keeps so many of us silent
in the debate?
Motivating White Men to Save Affirmative Action
David: A few white male professors have taken a stand for affirmative action
but, by and large, they have been silent. There is a white male professor in our
school who has come out totally in support of affirmative action. Yet, just about
every student of color in his division that I know has been alienated by him, and
has stopped seeing him as their advisor and switched to someone more sympathetic. It is one thing to put a name down on a petition saying, “I support affirmative
action.” To embody it in your practice is quite a different thing. It takes hard work.
Policy is one thing, but if you believe in it, you need to act on it. I don’t think enough
white males are willing to do that. So when you beg the question, “Where are white
males on this?” I don’t think there are enough white males that think it is morally
righteous enough to sacrifice, or to risk what they have, for this cause.
Eric: Then what do we think motivates white men to support affirmative
action? There have been too few white men in the academy who have signed the
save affirmative action petitions. So, for me, signing a petition is something.
Yet far fewer have started to do the work to be able to live and work in an
equitable situation with women of all colors and men of color. There are liberal
white professors, even radical white professors, whose names are on petitions, but
they are not out there at rallies and not engaged in internal university political work
in the Faculty Senate. They are not doing anything with their professional
organizations. They simply are not doing organizing. What is going on, with few
exceptions, is that liberal white men are signing petitions and then really doing
nothing. They have to sign the petitions because people are looking to see who
signed. They really don’t support affirmative action in a meaningful way.
Tony: We need to make people more aware that they need to be working. I
think some people just don’t get that they need to be out; they need to show model
behavior. Whether they are saying that they are too busy, whether it is that they just
sign a petition because they know they had to sign it, whatever is going on, people
need to call them on it.
David: Right there the phrase “too busy,” in the academy, needs some serious
analyzing. What does “too busy” mean? It largely means you are perpetuating an
institution that has systematically excluded men of color and women from high tenure
positions or administrative positions since its inception. Unless I know what someone
is doing with their time, when they say they are too busy, that means very little to me.
We could all be doing 10 other things, right now: transcribing, writing, reading,
editing, whatever we need to be doing. We are in this race to get through an institution
that is hard to master, even for white men. What makes it less busy?
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Tony: Say that to somebody: “What makes you too busy?” White professors
are in a real insular position, as long as they put their name on that petition, they
sit in a place where they did their work by putting their name down. We need to
call them out.
Eric: I want to examine that statement, Tony, because they have been called.
They have been called by women, and they have been called by men of color. I
think that this is an important time to talk about the work that we’re not doing,
about the work that we have to do and the work that other white men have to do.
This is all about us confronting each other and confronting ourselves. The wars
within the academy around these questions are not often white men accusing other
white men of discrimination. There are women naming what is happening when
discrimination occurs, and there are people of color naming it. And “our kind” is
often on the wrong side. I think we can pretend that confronting racism, sexism,
or homophobia is just the right thing to do and hence one does it, but this is where
breaking rank comes in; this is where “race traitor” and “gender traitor” stuff
comes in. To accuse professors, to accuse fellow graduate students around these
questions, you will pay.
David: In terms of power and privilege in the academy that I perceive as unjust,
I feel that if I confront a professor on what I perceive to be his lack of concern,
commitment, “professionalism,” and, indeed, performance, then I would be
cutting my own throat in the years to come. I struggle with whether to voice a
concern or criticism and jeopardize my academic future, or whether to hold it in.
Eric: Would you feel the same way if the professor were a Black man? Is it
something you would feel differently if he were a white woman?
David: That’s an excellent question.
Eric: I don’t feel like I could confront this white male professor, but I have
confronted white women professors and I’ve felt comfortable doing it. I’ve been
able to bring concerns to professors who are men of color. I don’t know how much
of this is real and how much is my own intimidation by white men. When I confront
a woman professor around questions like this, I bring with it the idea that women
are more open to this and also that they have fewer guns. When I think about
confronting most — not all — white male professors, I feel like they would make
sure I never get my degree.
Tony: It’s all about how you do it, though. I’ve done this. I’ve gone in to people
and said, “I don’t think that you’re doing a very good job.” But it doesn’t have to
necessarily be, “You really suck. You’re really shitty.” If you present it pretty
evenly, say, “You know, I just don’t think you’re fulfilling your part of the
bargain....” Because it is a bargain. Say clearly why you feel this way.
Matt: But it does go wrong now and then. I’m thinking about one friend. In his
case, this professor actively went around and bad-mouthed him to the rest of the
faculty. My friend only found out about that through his advisor, whom he trusts.
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Eric: I want to shift the discussion to something that has been underlying some
of our talk tonight. What moves white men to struggle to give up privilege? And
what would a movement based on giving up privilege look like?
Matt: Eric, you once told us that what moved you was a sense of morality that
you gained from your Jewish upbringing, and I found myself nodding my head in
agreement, because my religious upbringing, despite the problems I have with it,
instilled me with a pretty hyperactive sense of justice. Perhaps it sounds abstract
to say that what motivates me is a sense of justice and injustice, but I think on a very
concrete level, that’s what it is. When I see people getting excluded for no good
reason, that just doesn’t seem right to me. I feel as if I want to do something about
it. It’s not as though I live and breathe to fight.... I’m not like Super Friends, but
it is there. It is a pretty strong motivation.
David: I feel that as well. Even though I haven’t worked in the field for several
years, people ask me, “Why did you get into domestic violence work? Do you
come from a violent home?” No. “How did you get into Special Ed? Do you have
any disabled siblings? No?” I came to my politics through upbringing and
experience. When I was about eight or nine years old, a friend of mine was leaving
my apartment, a white Italian kid, and he hit me before he left. And it was like his
last shot. Right? Then he ran down the stairs. So I said, “Later on, nigger.” My
mom laid into me, not physically, but let me know in no uncertain terms that I was
never to use that word in her presence again. I knew that there was something
about the term that made it different from profanity or just being loud. And I
couldn’t even say that word for years. I haven’t been racially oppressed, too
much, and yet, that’s a huge issue for me. Something seminal like that, set it in
stone.
Eric: David, you and Matt gave examples of why you work for social justice.
Yet I also wonder what motivates people to work on a social justice issue that, in
a narrow frame, could be seen as working against their own interest. For example,
white men for affirmative action.
David: I don’t think it’s working against our own issues.
Tony: Exactly. In working toward social justice, in working toward equity, or
getting opportunity equalled out, in Marxist terms, we become more human.... We
will reach our full humanity. This is philosophical, but I think that is the way you
have to understand these matters if you choose to live and work for them. You
don’t have to be a Super Friend, but there is something about social justice and antiracist, anti-sexist work that is heroic. You give up part of what you could shoot for,
the half-million-dollar house on the hill. Instead, you decide: “I’m going to live my
life toward equity.”
Equity means that my Black brother, my brown sister.... You start pointing
fingers to those people around you and pretty soon you have community as

White Men and Affirmative Action

143

opposed to up and down, stratification and class.... I wish there were a way to say
it that wasn’t so fuzzy, or that I could nail it. But, damn it, everybody is somebody.
If you engage someone, they have something. There is something about them that
is. And that’s why I do it. That’s why I feel like I can sit up in front of people as
we did earlier today and talk about things I would not necessarily choose to talk
about to a group of 100 people. It’s toward the possibility that, one day, they could
also decide: “Yeah, I’ll do it.” That is what motivates me. And what would a
movement look like? My ideal movement is one where people have a vision of not
necessarily what I can do, but how we can do it.
Matt: You must have some sense of empowerment in what you’re doing, in
order to be effective. I was struck by that question, “What would it mean to form
a movement based on giving stuff up?” The model we have for social movements
is one of gaining rights and access, gaining privilege....
David: Except for the abolitionist movement.
Eric: White men now must either learn to envision what it means and looks like
to give up power or we will very shortly find ourselves in a position to have power
seized from us. This failure to envision alternatives to a violent overthrow of white
patriarchy is what is being symbolically played out, right now, in affirmative
action in California.
I used to say that the reason I worked to create multicultural organizations and
worlds was because it is the world I want to live in. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve found
that I have had to revise that statement, primarily because it is not the world in
which I truly live. One of the realities I’ve seen in the world of many white
progressives is that it is very difficult to have long-term, sustained cross-race
relationships. This is something that people don’t like to talk about. It’s often very
embarrassing. It often seems a contradiction and a betrayal.
To me, it shows what a challenge it is to build multiracial communities that
include white people, as well as how few of them have been built around the
country. I treasure the examples I’ve seen — primarily within feminist circles,
particularly lesbian-feminist circles. I still think of this as a worthy aim, but I no
longer have the expectation of being able to create, in my lifetime, the world that
I wanted.
Matt: I sometimes wish that my personal life were less segregated. I often look
around and say, “Wow, with a few exceptions, my friends are all white.” But I have
different levels of investment, in my political persona, or the person that I am in
school, or in my job in the past. I have a different level of investment in cross-racial
connections in those areas than I do in my personal life. I think, for me, that it is
okay for them to be different, compartmentalized a little bit. My personal life is a
little bit separate from my public life.
Eric: What do you mean by your “personal life”?
Matt: By personal life, I mean my close friends, the people that I hang out with
apart from work and school. For me, the statements I would make about
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affirmative action and wanting diversity, the stakes are higher in the realms of
work and school than they are with whom I drink beer.
Scholarships, Instructorships, and Academic Funding
David: What brings many of these questions home for me in graduate school
is in terms of scholarship money, of having money for school. I feel like anyone
in graduate school should be funded. If you are expected to work full time at being
a student, you need a subsistence wage. Right? Being a teaching assistant (T.A.)
barely cuts it. Regardless of being a T.A., you should get $1,100 a month, or some
subsistence figure. When I apply for a scholarship that targets graduate students
working with underprivileged and minority youth, well, I’ve been doing that kind
of work for years. That sounds arrogant, but it’s true. I can’t name a placement that
I’ve had that hasn’t been with a multicultural, cross-class population. Yet, no
amount of emphasis I can place on my experience in an application for that
fellowship, for that few thousand dollars a year, is going to make me a better
candidate than someone who is from that population. That is where it kind of eats
at me. I guess the linchpin, the thing that makes it not eat at me, is the knowledge
that the institution is hegemonic and self-perpetuating, and such scholarships
represent minimal inroads to equity.
Matt: I go through the same process. This is my fourth year in graduate school.
I haven’t gotten a dime of support, only graduate student instructorships. And it’s
not looking like I’m going to get any money. It seems as if every other fellowship
I look at is devoted to women and people of color. I’m now in a program, Ethnic
Studies, where it seems like everybody is funded, except for me. When I feel
resentment around affirmative action, right now, it’s around who’s getting money
to go to school. But, like David, I go through a rationalization process like, “Okay,
Matt, you know you can get graduate student instructor jobs probably much easier
than any of the people in this program.” I can get a job outside of school, which
I’ve done. I’m going to be the first hired and the last fired in most situations. But
when I do get burned, it’s around that.
Eric: What goes on with all the white men in the same position, who don’t
share your perspective? This is a great example, for me, of where power shifts get
real. You both seem to have found ways to have your anger and to have your
politics with this. But this is where many of the scholarships are targeted, for
women and people of color. And there are reasons, I think; politically, you can get
behind it, but it is about losing privilege for white men. It’s a concrete example.
David: I’ve been in positions where I feel like people got positions that I didn’t,
because they brought more to the plate in terms of cross-cultural competence in
dealing with things like parents, or other teachers of color, or people who spoke
different languages. Again, I’ve tried to identify it as something tangible, even
capital. So, “Okay, because I’m white, I’m not going to have as easy a time talking
to some families when they come to pick up their son at the end of school or
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summer camp. Maybe you need someone who speaks Spanish, or someone who
they won’t feel threatened by.” Maybe that is just liberal rationale...but I feel that
if academia doesn’t work out, I can go out and work. I’m very confident.
The other piece that I’ve left out, intentionally, is that though I haven’t gotten
money from my parents in a while, I know that if something bad happened to me,
like an accident — there is a net. There’s this safety net that frees me up to do things
like work for $1,100 a month, feel poor, live in a tiny place, and know it’s a stage,
right? I know it certainly plays into me taking risks and taking jobs.
Tony: What about the white people who are in that situation? I had to get a
football scholarship to make it out. I have been making my own way since I was
13. I’ve had to pay my own way. Fortunately, because of my ability, I had people
in the community who would buy me shoes so I could play football. Not having
a net is really disconcerting. So when I am just working for $1,100 a month or
whatever, it is.... You’re like, “Okay, how can I make this work?” You’re busy
making it work. Always, making it to the end of the month. Not having that net,
I don’t know.... I’ve had this discussion with my friends, quite a bit. I consider
them my net.
Matt: I’m like, “Okay, wait. On some level this doesn’t feel just.” You know?
And in my worst moments, I find myself thinking, “I deserve that money or that
privilege, not them. They are stupid. I’m smarter.” And shit like that just comes
up, it’s right there. And it’s real easy for me to call it up.
Eric: It is also easy for us as white men to assume that people are getting
fellowships or jobs because they are women or people of color, and they are not
getting them because he or she was more qualified. It’s one of those hard spots that
I am very uncomfortable with, but I find myself thinking that if I lose out, it’s an
affirmative action kind of thing going on. Then I have to think, “Hey, you support
affirmative action. Let go of it.” But they probably got the job because they were
more qualified.
Matt: I spent most of my life thinking that people got what they got because
they were better than me. Having these feelings now is a real mindfuck, because
growing up poor I just assumed that I’m really a piece of shit and that is why our
family is poor and that’s just the way things are. I’m not valued in this world and
that’s okay. So to be feeling the opposite now is really troublesome.

❧❧❧❧❧
It is difficult to bring to a tidy closure the issues raised in this discussion about
white men’s loss of privilege, the role of the state in ensuring equity and freedom
from discrimination, and tensions and contradictions in our academic careers. Our
thinking clearly is evolving and our feelings undergo many changes and surprising
shifts. What is apparent to us is that much more discussion needs to occur among
white men who support affirmative action in addition to other efforts to remove
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structural and cultural barriers to full participation by all in our society.
We recognize that many progressive white men feel they cannot, as a group,
contribute to struggles around racial and gender equity without in some way
reproducing white male supremacy. Many progressive white men fear these
efforts might be dismissed by their friends and allies in the movements of white
women and people of color. Thus, the only spaces where white men come together
tend to be reactionary, and their efforts are viewed as those of “whiny white men”
or “angry white men.” The challenge of creating an awareness of whiteness,
masculinity, and privilege on the part of white men involves contending with these
views and having this work derided, trivialized, and even ridiculed. This is
especially difficult when such responses emerge from white women and people of
color allies.
Our White Guys Collective maintains an ongoing commitment to creating
political spaces where progressive white men can gather and discuss the changing
role of white men in leftist politics. As we like to say, we seek action, not reaction;
we want analysis, not paralysis. We hope to continue to do our part to create sites
for new types of white men’s inquiry, dialogue, and transformation.
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Reconsidering the “Crisis”
Of the Black Male in America
Pedro A. Noguera

I

N RECENT YEARS, TERMS SUCH AS CRISIS, AT-RISK, MARGINAL, AND ENDANGERED HAVE

been used with increasing regularity to describe the plight and condition of
black males. Though the origins of this terminology are distinctly North
American (U.S.) (Taylor-Gibbs, 1988; Kunjufu, 1985; Anderson, E., 1990), in
Britain, Canada, and increasingly, throughout the Anglophone Caribbean, expressions of this kind have begun to find their way into the popular culture and,
increasingly, into the vernacular of social science (Miller, 1986; Small, 1994).
The rationale for using such stark and ominous descriptions of conditions
facing black males is provided by a broad array of social and economic indicators,
all of which point to the undeniable fact that large numbers of individuals who fall
within these two social categories, black and male, are in deep trouble. While
acknowledging the extreme nature of the many problems disproportionately
confronting black males, this article seeks to interrogate the validity of this
particular formulation and to posit an alternative strategy for understanding the set
of phenomena in question.
Three questions will be employed to guide this analysis and to generate an
alternative interpretation of the social phenomenon under study. First, why are
race and gender treated as salient to the understanding of the various complex
issues and problems confronting individuals who happen to be black and male?
That is, to what extent does a racialized and genderized conception of the problem
exaggerate the importance of these factors and negate the significance of others?
Second, if we accept the argument that many black males are experiencing
severe economic and social hardships and have become increasingly marginal to
their families, communities, the labor market, and social institutions, how do we
explain the relative prominence and high visibility of black males in public life?
In the United States several major politicians, a number of highly visible entertainers and celebrities, and individuals with wealth and status are black and male. Does
the notoriety of such individuals suggest that some black males may be immune
from the crisis? If so, which ones, and what might this tell us about the nature of
the problem?
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Finally, if the black male is in a state of crisis, what does this mean for black
women? Have black women also been affected by this crisis or have the hardships
facing black males resulted in improved social and economic status for black
women? Does the crisis afflicting certain black males imply that patriarchy as a
cultural system and the norms and values associated with it are in decline among
black Americans? Or is it that the troubles facing black males are of a different
order and perhaps even more severe than those facing black women? Or, could it
be that the problems confronting black males are merely symptoms of broader
problems confronting black people or poor people generally? If so, why does it
appear as though the troubles confronting black males are overshadowing those
facing black females?
I will attempt to answer these questions in the pages ahead and, in so doing,
suggest another way of interpreting this and related phenomena.
Evidence of the “Crisis”
The most obvious problem with the notion of a crisis confronting black males
has to do with the term “crisis.” First, the term implies a deviation from a more
stable norm. It suggests a period of temporary urgency, or even a short-term
emergency, and not a prolonged and persistent degenerative condition. Second,
the term also suggests that a better and more secure period preceded the present
condition, and that once the crisis is over, conditions will return to the former state,
which, even if not ideal, was clearly superior to the way things are at the moment.
For males of African descent in the U.S., there is no evidence to indicate that
present conditions are temporary, or that by some means presently unknown, they
will eventually improve. As will be shown, not only are the problems that
particularly afflict black males persistent, but all signs also indicate escalating
rather than declining severity. Moreover, while data from various sources suggest
that conditions for black males may indeed be growing worse, the deterioration
is, of course, measured in relation to prior conditions that most observers agree
have been bad for a very long time. For example, although unemployment rates
for black males in the U.S. are higher now than they were 30 years ago (Wilson,
A., 1992), the fact that black males were almost exclusively restricted to the
lowest paying and most menial jobs at that time, and that more have now entered
professional and managerial positions, suggests at the minimum that measuring
real or actual progress is difficult, at least on the basis of some relatively objective
criteria.
Yet, it would be at best untruthful, and at worst a cruel game of sophistry, to
pretend that many individuals who are both black and male are not experiencing
problems of an extreme and severe nature at rates vastly disproportionate to their
numbers in the U.S. population. In the U.S., the preponderance of evidence is mind
numbing. In the labor market, black males earn on average 73% of the income
earned by white males (Watson and Smitherman, 1996). In professional and
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managerial positions, black males are vastly underrepresented, and in some fields
(e.g., many high-tech and science-related jobs), are almost entirely absent (National Research Council, 1989). Numerous studies indicate that despite the
existence of laws prohibiting discrimination in employment, black males are
widely regarded as less desirable employees and therefore substantially less likely
to be hired in most jobs (Massey and Denton, 1993; Hacker, 1992; Feagin and
Sikes, 1994). At the aggregate level, it continues to be the case that a black male
with a four-year college degree earns less than the average white male possessing
only a high school diploma (Hacker, 1992).
Health indicators for black males reveal similar hardships. For the last 10
years, black males have been the only group within the U.S. population to record
a declining life expectancy (Spivak, Prothrow-Stith, and Hausman, 1988). The
homicide rate for black males ages 15 to 24 is seven to eight times higher than that
of white males in the same age group (Roper, 1991), and since 1980, the suicide
rate for this age group has also surpassed the white male rate (West, 1993; National
Research Council, 1989). Black males are also at greater risk of substance abuse,
of dying during infancy, or of dying prematurely due to heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, and AIDS.
Finally, where blacks generally, and males in particular, once saw education
as the most viable path to social mobility, it now increasingly serves as a primary
agent for reproducing their marginality. In most urban areas, 20 to 30% of black
males drop out of school before graduation (Taylor-Gibbs, 1988). Black males are
four times more likely than white males to be suspended or expelled from school,
and nine times more likely to be placed in special education classes (Meier,
Stewart, and England, 1989). From 1973 to 1977, there was a steady increase in
black male enrollment in college, from 39 to 48% of all high school graduates
(equaling the rate for whites). However, since 1977 there has been a sharp and
continuous decline in black male college enrollment (National Research Council,
1989). Moreover, at colleges and universities throughout the U.S., fewer than 40%
of those admitted to college graduate within six years. For growing numbers of
black males, prison rather than college is a more probable destination during
adolescence and young adulthood. In 1995, one out of every three black males
(versus one out of 10 white males) between the ages of 18 and 30 were either
incarcerated or in some way ensnared by the criminal justice system (Noguera,
1995). In California, the percentage recently increased to 40% (San Francisco
Examiner, February 18, 1996).
Given this evidence, if we concede that severe problems for many individuals
who are both black and male exist, can or should we conclude that these problems
are primarily caused by or somehow related to the race and gender of those
individuals who experience them? That is, to what extent can one assume that
black males are being targeted for various forms of victimization as part of a larger
assault or even conspiracy against them? Or, could it be that there is another lens
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through which these social issues can be understood and studied? If so, why have
we become so preoccupied with measuring social problems in terms of race and
gender rather than by some other criteria?
Responding to the Black Male Problem
As awareness of the acute nature of the problems facing young black males has
grown, an array of innovative educational programs aimed at preventing hardships
and addressing the particular needs of black males has been initiated. This includes
various mentoring and job-training programs that match youth with adult role
models (McPartland and Nettles, 1991), rites-of-passage programs aimed at
socializing and preparing young males for manhood, fatherhood, and community
responsibility (Watson and Smitherman, 1996), and the creation of all-black, allmale schools that have been perhaps the most radical and controversial of all
(Leake and Leake, 1992). The common theme underlying each of these initiatives
is an assumption that the needs of black males can best be served through efforts
specifically targeted at them, even if it may require isolating them in order to apply
the intervention (Ampim, 1993; Myers, 1988). Often this assumption is combined
with the belief that adult black males are the most appropriate persons to provide
the services and support needed by black male youth (Hale, 1982).
Yet, regardless of how benevolent or well intentioned these efforts may seem,
history would suggest that great risks are involved in advocating and promoting
separate treatment for African Americans, whether they be male or female.
Slavery and Jim Crow segregation were rationalized and sustained by the notion
that blacks should be separated and accorded different treatment from the rest of
the population because of their racial inferiority (Fogel, 1989; Franklin and Moss,
1988). In more recent times, there has been growing awareness that special
education programs and schools specifically designed for dealing with troubled
youth often target black males because of persistent prejudice, assumptions of
innate inferiority, and deeply ingrained fear and hostility (Milofsky, 1974; Wilson,
A., 1992). Rather than helping those served, such interventions have frequently
been criticized for stigmatizing black youth and depriving them of access to
mainstream programs (Taylor-Gibbs, 1988). Interestingly, although programs
such as special education were not created for the purpose of addressing the needs
of black males, the fact that in several cases black males comprise a disproportionate number of those served has furthered the perception that these young people
are fundamentally deficient and different from the rest of the population. Increasingly, many of these programs have come under attack because there is now
considerable evidence that, more often than not, placement in such a program does
not lead to improvement in academic achievement or behavior for those served
(Wilson, A., 1992).
Despite the risks, there is a renewed effort to address the “crisis” facing young
black males by creating new programs based on a different set of assumptions.
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Often managed and directed by individuals who empathize with those served, and
who often share a similar background and experience, the new initiatives are
rationalized as being better able to help black male youth because they are
“culturally authentic” and “culturally appropriate” (Girabaldi, 1992). These
initiatives are different from past efforts to separate black youth in that they are not
based on the premise that those served are intellectually deficient or culturally
deprived. Rather, the new efforts are based on the assumption that black youth
from low-income urban areas possess the potential to excel and succeed if
provided with proper guidance and support in a culturally affirming environment.
Still, good intentions are often not good enough. The efforts undertaken by a
middle school in an economically depressed section of West Oakland to address
the problem of disruptive students illustrate how an intervention designed to help
black males can end up producing the opposite effect. Teachers at the school had
been complaining for some time that they had too many disruptive students.
Several asserted that these difficult students posed a threat to other students and
even posed a threat to the safety of teachers. Finally, in an attempt to respond to
the faculty’s concerns, the district administration offered the school the opportunity to participate in an innovative new program designed to deal with difficult
students.
Teachers were asked to put forward the names of their most difficult students.
The principal then created a list of the names that came up most frequently, and
these students were selected for placement in a new class. Not surprisingly, given
the history of behavioral problems at the school, all 21 of the students selected were
African American males. To address their special needs and to insure that the
students would be helped, the district assigned a young, energetic, black male
teacher, who was specially trained in Afrocentric education, to teach this newly
created class. Once established, the class was publicized as a unique and “innovative educational opportunity” that, beyond its culturally enriched curriculum,
would also provide work experience, mentors, and other special services for its
students. If successful, the district administration planned to use the class as a
model at other schools throughout the school district.
Interestingly, within a relatively short period of time it became clear that the
class was a complete failure. Trapped together in the same classroom for four and
one-half hours a day, and isolated from the rest of the school, the students soon
began to resent their placement in the special class. Much of this resentment was
taken out on the teacher, who also felt trapped, and who had grown increasingly
short tempered and authoritarian toward his class as the frustration of the students
escalated. The teacher was also extremely resentful toward the district administration once it became clear that much of the support that had been promised either
would not be delivered, or would take some time before becoming available.
What was perhaps most interesting about this pilot disciplinary program was
that when other teachers at the school were asked about how their classes were
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going now that the disruptive students had been removed, several pointed out that
there were now a number of previously nondisruptive students who had now
emerged as new troublemakers in the classroom. Some of the teachers even
suggested that what was needed was at least one more separate classroom for the
other disruptive students.
The Role of Class and Social Structure
What is perhaps most telling about this case is how quickly the individuals
involved jumped to the conclusion that the cause of the problem of disruption in the
classroom lied in the children and not in something else, namely, the environment and
teacher-student relationships. This tendency to overlook the social context, and even
more importantly, the structures that frame and constrain social relationships, is
common in American society. It is one of the reasons why policymakers are more
likely to seek punitive measures to hold fathers responsible for supporting their
families, rather than to recognize that employed men are eight times more likely to
provide support than those who are unemployed (Wilson, 1996).
In a probing inquiry into the problem of youth violence, Greenberg and
Schnieder (1994) ask the following: “Young black males is the answer, but what
was the question?” The phrasing of their paper’s title as a question is not intended
to be rhetorical. Rather, the authors demonstrate through an analysis of the many
factors influencing the incidence of homicide in five New Jersey cities that the way
a question is posed strongly influences the framing of the answer.
By focusing almost exclusively on race and gender, other factors that may be
relevant to understanding the causes of social problems like crime, drug trafficking, or violence often go ignored. Most important among the omitted factors are
the influence of class and geographic location. Many, though not all, of the
problems cited as afflicting black males are most prevalent in poverty-stricken
urban areas. These are typically communities that lack a sustainable local
economy, where community institutions are weak or barely existent, and where
environmental degradation and an absence of social services are primary characteristics of the social landscape.
However, the problems facing black males are increasingly not discussed in
the context of their interaction with these types of conditions. Instead, race and
gender are employed as explanatory categories, resulting in an explanation of the
crisis facing black males that focuses almost exclusively on cultural rather than
structural factors. For the scholars and writers who advocate this perspective, these
cultural factors can include the matriarchal black family (Glazer and Moynihan,
1963; Kunjufu, 1985), opposition attitudes and behavior (Ogbu, 1988 and 1990;
Solomon, 1992; Fordham, 1988), or the violent and destructive culture of innercity streets (Anderson, E., 1990). Even when not intended, such explanations tend
to reinforce and affirm many of the negative images and stereotypes that have
historically been associated with black males.
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In the past, propagation of negative stereotypes could be understood as the byproduct of racist and racially based theories of black behavior. However, in the
current period, these ideas are being produced by a wide assortment of journalists,
scholars, and political actors, many of whom perceive themselves as sympathetic
to the plight of black males, and some of whom also happen to share their race and
gender.
Beyond pointing out the importance of class and geography in understanding
the complex social problems confronting individuals who are black and male, it
is also important to recognize the potential dangers associated with overemphasizing race and gender in explaining or responding to social problems. By focusing
exclusively on race and gender, some of the initiatives undertaken to address the
needs of black males may inadvertently serve to reify the negative images of black
males that permeate the media and society generally. A prime example of this can
be seen in the Million Man March, which was held in Washington, D.C., in
October 1995. Though organized to encourage and empower black men to take
action to improve black communities, the event was advertised as a “Day of
Atonement,” which conjures up a completely different image. Throughout the
day, numerous speakers called on black men to be responsible fathers and role
models in their communities, and to reject drugs and violence. Though some
speakers at the rally, such former U.S. Representative Gus Savage, questioned the
logic behind one million black men appealing for atonement before a Congress and
federal government that was in the process of decimating social programs that
serve black communities through their Contract on America, the majority seemed
to agree with Louis Farrakhan that black men had to take responsibility for saving
black communities.
At first glance, this might seem to be a noble message, one that even many of
those who are not followers of Louis Farrakhan and the Nation of Islam could
embrace. However, further examination of the logic of such an appeal reveals
several fundamental problems. By what means and with what resources are black
men to address the economic marginalization of black communities? In many
cases, these are areas that have become urban wastelands as a result of
deindustrialization, suburbanization, and the flight of the middle class. Should
black men alone be responsible for countering the failure of public schools, the
lack of access to adequate health care, and the general decline in the quality of life
that has been exacerbated by federal and state cutbacks in social services? What
about the role and responsibility of the federal government and private capital?
Furthermore, what role should black women play as black men take on these
tremendous challenges? Should they continue to stay home as they were encouraged to do on the day of the Million Man March to “foster the value of home, selfesteem, family, and unity” (San Francisco Chronicle, October 17, 1995)?
For all its good intentions, there are real limits to what can be accomplished
through self-help strategies initiated by black males. The prospect of uplifting
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black communities through the efforts of black men may be inspiring and may
indeed play a part in efforts to revitalize urban areas, but given the structural nature
of the problems facing poor black people in the United States, it is undoubtedly
unrealistic to think that hard work alone can bring about change. Worse yet, to the
extent that self-help or even the latest fad, “volunteerism,” are put forward as the
solution to the problems facing economically depressed black communities, it
becomes much easier for those with power and resources to absolve themselves
of accepting any responsibility for these dire conditions. Indeed, perhaps the
greatest reason to be skeptical about events such as the Million Man March is that
if they can be applauded by Newt Gingrich and Bill Clinton, they probably don’t
pose much of a threat to the structure of power in the U.S., or worse yet, might even
unwittingly contribute to further marginalization for black communities.
The Limits of Racial Reasoning
Among those presently responsible for administering and providing leadership to economically marginal urban areas, black self-help has as yet largely
failed to be embraced as a serious strategy for development. However, at state and
federal levels of government, such initiatives have come to replace the more
extensive poverty elimination efforts of the recent past. Increasingly, no-cost
initiatives such as mentoring, private charity, and volunteerism form the basis of
the government’s approach to dealing with the social conditions that accompany
urban poverty. Yet, despite what would appear to be the apparent limitations of
such approaches, they are growing in popularity and dominating the policy
agenda at the state and federal levels.
Even within black communities, the call for self-help, which is rooted in a long
history of resistance to racial oppression, has been supported more recently in part
because it has been interpreted by some as a form of self-determination. Resonating from organizations such as the Nation of Islam, and personalities like Tony
Brown, the call for self-help has blended into black nationalist aspirations for
control over the organizations and institutions that dominate the lives of black
people. For many of those concerned with the problems confronting black males,
the solutions must come from within the black community because it is unrealistic
and naive to expect support from those perceived as responsible for perpetuating
the problems.
Additionally, part of the appeal of black self-help is based upon a form of
reasoning that considers race the central and defining feature of social reality. This
is not surprising, given that racial reasoning is rooted in the history of black
struggle against slavery, colonization, and white supremacy. Appeals to race have
historically provided a source of resistance to racial oppression, most notably in
the Pan Africanist movement, and such sentiments continue to find expression in
the music, language, and actions of people in poor black communities throughout
the United States.
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Though it may seem logical to situate race centrally in any analysis of problems
and issues facing racial minorities in the U.S., and black people in particular, we
must also recognize the risks associated with this logic and the discourse that
emanates from it. Racial reasoning has historically figured prominently in most
rationalizations of black subordination and played a central role in justifications
of slavery and later segregation. The notion that racial differences were immutable
was used to promote notions of black inferiority, which linger on in the present day
(Herskovits, 1941; Davis, 1980). It consistently emerges in discourse on crime,
school performance, and intelligence. Hence, an overreliance on racial reasoning
is a bit like a double-edged sword: it can be used as an effective means to rally the
black masses, but can also be used to justify differential and discriminatory
treatment of blacks.
In the United States, racial reasoning is pervasive. In every sector and on
almost every issue, race occupies a central role as a variable that can be employed
to explain and interpret social reality. Frequently, within the black community, it
is also profoundly influenced by a form of gendered reasoning that is based on a
preoccupation with restoring males to their rightful place as leaders. Even though
there is substantial evidence that black girls and women face problems and
hardships that are at least equivalent to those experienced by males, there is a
growing sense that somehow males are worse off and therefore deserving of more
attention. Raced and gendered reasoning may be understandable given the history
of racial oppression in both the U.S. and the Caribbean, yet the distortions that are
produced through the logic of such perspectives compel us to critically examine
the implications of such logic.
In Race Matters, Cornel West calls for “the undermining and dismantling” of
racial reasoning and its replacement with “...moral reasoning, to understand the
black freedom struggle not as an affair of skin pigmentation and racial phenotype,
but rather as a matter of ethical principles and wise politics...” (1993: 25). He goes
on to add that the black nationalist attempt to “subordinate the issues and interests
of black women” must be challenged by a commitment to “egalitarian relations
within and outside black communities.” West’s critique of racial reasoning is
based both on the distortions of analysis that it creates and the misguided actions
it generates.
When policies are being formulated and responses to social problems are
implemented, racial reasoning can undermine the effectiveness of interventions if
they are based on faulty assumptions about the homogeneity of black communities. Racial reasoning typically is accompanied by essentialized notions of
blackness, which fail to recognize the diversity of outlook, experience, and
interests present within black communities. Such denial leads to incomplete and
superficial analyses of black culture and identity and undermines the viability of
initiatives and community-based programs, regardless of how well intentioned
they are. On this point Stuart Hall writes:
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The point is not simply that, since our racial differences do not constitute all
of us, we are always different, negotiating different kinds of differences —
of gender, of sexuality, of class. It is also that these antagonisms refuse to
be neatly aligned; they are simply not reducible to one another; they refuse
to coalesce around a single axis of differentiation. We are always in
negotiation, not with a single set of oppositions that place us always in the
same relation to others, but with a series of different positionalities. Each has
for us its point of profound subjective identification (1992: 31).

Hall’s point regarding the diversity of experience and perspective among black
people further illuminates what is wrong with some of the ways in which the
“crisis” of the black male has been defined and formulated. By disregarding the
extent of difference and variation among those who are black and male, we too
easily fall prey to existing conceptions of black males that have been shaped by
images of savagery and a language rooted in white supremacists’ notions of
inferiority.
The Marginality and Centrality of Black Males
Though several negative indicators of quality of life suggest that black males
are disproportionately overrepresented in many of the most undesirable categories, statistics on incarceration, homicide, and life expectancy do not capture the
complex nature of the black male experience in the United States. In sports and
entertainment, politics and the military, black males occupy positions of high
visibility and are often compensated handsomely for the roles they perform.
Moreover, for those who rise to the top of their fields, popularity and admiration
are available as well. It may well be that what is admired is the symbol rather than
the individual, and that the commodification of certain black male personalities
has deprived the individual of privacy and a personal life, but it is impossible to
deny the centrality of certain black males in American popular culture.
How does this odd juxtaposition of centrality and marginality shape the
experience of individuals who are both black and male? As was pointed out
previously, generalizing is dangerous, but it may be that at an abstract level it is
possible to discuss some of the consequences of these contradictions without
essentializing or homogenizing the black male experience. That is, it may be
possible to analyze the images and symbols of black masculinity that permeate
the popular culture to unlock some deeper meaning and interpretation of this
phenomenon.
For example, in recent years the travails of several high-profile black men in
the U.S. have been used to draw attention to various social pathologies that have
existed for years, but for various reasons were not confronted. Through public
hearings on the appointment of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, the
viewing public was provided a graphic lesson on sexual harassment in which the
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lives of the prospective jurist and his former employee, Anita Hill, were subjected
to probing public inquiry. The murder trial of O.J. Simpson served as the
opportunity for consciousness-raising on the long-neglected issue of domestic
abuse, while pop star Michael Jackson provided an opportunity for the public to
be educated about the sexual exploitation of children. Boxer Mike Tyson shared
the limelight with William Kennedy-Smith in trails that provided titillating details
on the issue of date rape, but at sentencing time Kennedy-Smith went off to
medical school, while Tyson went off to the federal penitentiary.
If powerful politicians and wealthy entertainers are also perceived as being
trapped in this “crisis,” the nature of the black male crisis is at best ambiguous. For
the vast majority who experience disproportionate levels of unemployment and
incarceration, the crisis would appear to be rooted primarily in conditions of
economic deprivation. However, for the black elite, the so-called crisis appears to
be more connected to questions of morality. In either case, discussions of the crises
are carried out in public and the lives of individual black men typically serve as the
real-life examples through which various points are made.
Though this phenomenon may be a relatively recent development, Michelle
Wallace, author of Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman (1991), reminds
us that the practice of punishing black men in public as a way of sending a message
to others is rooted in the history of slavery and segregation. Though the earlier
message was primarily aimed at “preventing the black man from violating the
sacred white women” (1991: 25), it may be that old habits are hard to quit. Saving
white women may be less of an obsession these days, but the execution of justice
upon modern black male sports heroes or politicians through public excoriation
serves another purpose as well. As Manning Marable (1992) pointed out in his
analysis of black reaction to the confirmation hearings of Clarence Thomas, such
occasions serve as “a signal to the other black people that no matter how high you
climb or how successful you are, you too can fall, because ultimately you’re still
black, or as some would put it, just a nigger.”
But not all black heroes fall. Some manage to hang on to fame and glory and
withstand the pressures that accompany superstardom. Though he has never run
for public office, Colin Powell remains one of the most attractive noncandidates
in American politics. Similarly, Ron Brown, the recently deceased Secretary of
Commerce, was a figure who managed to transcend the racialized politics of
America, and was as easily accepted in corporate board rooms as he was on the
streets of Harlem. Of course, there is Michael Jordan, the most popular and
highest-paid player in professional basketball, the preeminent example of the
individual as commodity, who has been described as “more popular than Jesus,
and with better endorsement deals” (Vancil, 1992: 51).
Even some of those who have fallen have found ways to bounce back, like
Marion Barry the mayor of Washington, D.C., who even after being caught on
video tape smoking crack in the hotel room of a woman who was not his wife,
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found redemption through the District’s voters, who returned him to the mayor’s
office after a stint in the county jail. Barry is not alone. Several black males with
wealth and status have managed to weather charges of infidelity, domestic
violence, drug use, and corruption.
Clearly, some black males are not in crisis at all. Particularly for those that have
wealth and power, it is possible to avoid many of the pressures that affect other
black males. Class privilege has a way of insulating some individuals from some
of the more pernicious effects of racism, as well as providing protection from
ethical missteps and professional ineptitude. Yet more is involved. As Homi
Babha (1994) has argued, in any society that is based upon the systematic
domination of a particular group, hatred and vilification of that group are only part
of the way in which individuals from that group may be perceived and imagined.
The other side of domination is typically characterized by a distorted form of
desire, or fetish for the other. He writes:
The construction of colonial discourse is then a complex articulation of
the tropes of fetishism — metaphor and metonymy — and the forms of
narcissistic and aggressive identification available to the Imaginary. The
taking up of any one position, within a specific discursive form, in a
particular historic conjuncture, is thus always problematic — the site of
both fixity and fantasy.... The stereotype varies from loyal servant to
Satan, from the loved to the hated.... The black is both savage (cannibal)
and yet the most obedient and dignified of servants; he is the embodiment
of rampant sexuality and yet innocent as a child; he is mystical, primitive,
simple-minded and yet the most worldly accomplished liar, and manipulator of social forces (1994: 81, 82).
Recognition of such dichotomized views of colonized and oppressed peoples
can be found in the work of other scholars as well, including Albert Memi (1965),
Frantz Fanon (1967), and, more recently, Michael Eric Dyson (1993), to name a
few. For example, in an analysis of the commodification of the image of basketball
star Michael Jordan, Michael Dyson writes:
In the final analysis, his black body — graceful and powerful, elegant and
dark — symbolizes the possibilities of other black bodies to remain safe
long enough to survive within the significant but limited sphere of
sport.... His body is the symbolic carrier of racial and cultural desires to
fly beyond limits and obstacles.... It is this power to embody the often
conflicting desires of so many that makes Michael Jordan a supremely
instructive figure of our times (Dyson, 1993: 74).
Dyson’s point, like Bhabha’s, is that even in societies where the evidence of
oppression seems overwhelming, and where the objects of that oppression seem
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to be at-risk or even endangered, the cultural meaning attached to membership
within an oppressed social category is always multifaceted, complicated, and
mediated by other social forces, especially class. The fact that some black males
acquire wealth and popularity certainly does not negate or lessen the extent of the
hardships experienced by other black males. However, it does point to the problem
of overemphasizing race and gender as an explanation for the social and economic
problems affecting individuals who happen to fall into particular socially constructed categories.
The Crisis of the Black Male and Its Implications for Black Women
Perhaps the most troubling aspect of the new focus on the problems of black
males is the implicit assumption, in some cases made explicit, that males are worse
off than females and therefore more deserving and in need of attention, assistance,
and intervention. This argument has been made in a variety of ways. For example,
Haki Madhubuti (1990: 70) contends that though a comparison of the hardships
experienced by black men and women is fruitless, “white men do not fear black
women, but they do fear black men” and, hence, it is black men who are the targets
of “severe physical and psychological enslavement and elimination.” Other
arguments have been made by writers such as Jawanza Kunjufu, who suggest that
single black mothers contribute to the failure of black males by:
...rearing their male child with little or no household responsibilities
required. Mothers raise their daughters and love their sons.... They demand
less academic achievement, maturity, and household chores.... It is very
difficult to be economically self-sufficient if academic mediocrity, nonattendance at spiritual activities is condoned (Kunjufu, 1985: 18).
Despite the growing popularity of arguments such as these, it is not clear that
black men are indeed worse off than black women. Although it is true that many
individuals who are black and male are experiencing a variety of severe hardships,
the same can be said for many black females. Comparisons are in themselves
problematic because the difficulties facing black women typically are of a
different nature. For example, black males in the U.S. have higher rates of
incarceration than black females, but black females experience substantially
higher poverty rates (National Research Council, 1989). Beyond the difficulty of
drawing comparisons, there is the more important point that quantifying and
measuring the degree of suffering can become an absurd undertaking. Is a life in
poverty, confined to run-down, crime-filled slums, better than a life filled with
interpersonal violence spent in and out of prison? The question itself seems
preposterous, but nonetheless comparisons are made and hence it becomes
necessary to critically examine the notion that black women are privileged in
relation to black men.
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In terms of economic indicators, the available evidence is at best inconclusive,
or somewhat slanted in favor of males. In the U.S., unemployment rates are higher
for males than females, yet more women live in households with incomes that fall
below the poverty level. Given that women are increasingly more likely to be
responsible for raising young children, the impact of low wages and impoverished
living conditions is even greater than the data might suggest. There is evidence in
certain sectors that employers favor black women over black men as prospective
employees (Moss and Tilly, 1993), yet black men still hold more managerial and
professional positions than do black women (National Research Council, 1989).
This continues to be the case even though black women have higher rates of
graduation from high school, college, and post-baccalaureate degree programs
than do black men (Reed, 1988).
Other indicators of quality of life present a mixed picture that makes comparisons between men and women difficult. Black women have longer life expectancies and are generally healthier than black men. However, women are more likely
to experience a variety of illnesses and chronic health conditions that lead to death
and disability, which are not encountered by men. Breast and cervical cancer occur
with greater frequency and are more lethal than comparable afflictions that affect
men, such as cancer of the colon or prostate (Sandler et al., 1985). Black men are
more likely to die of heart disease than are black women, but only black women
face the risk of death during child birth and their maternal mortality rate is more
than three times higher than that of white women (Farley and Allen, 1987). Finally,
while the number of black men with HIV infection is substantially higher than the
number of women with HIV, the rate of infection among black women is growing
at a faster rate than that of any other segment of the U.S. population (Centers for
Disease Control, 1988).
Beyond these kinds of comparisons of hardship, there is the more important
and pervasive reality of patriarchy. Most research on black families identifies clear
patterns of gender relations in which males are dominant. On a public level, this
domination is manifest most clearly in politics, business, and churches, where
black males occupy most leadership roles. This is often even the case when the
membership of organizations is disproportionately composed of black women.
However, it is also manifest at a more private level within families and in
interpersonal relationships through the numerous privileges men enjoy over
women in everyday life. From household chores to child rearing, and from
domestic violence to providing support for children, men experience privileges
that guarantee them less stress and responsibility, and more power in relation to
women. It may well be that because the benefits of patriarchy, like the benefits of
racism, are in many cases subtle and taken-for-granted, the privileged role of men
is easily ignored and unrecognized. However, this merely attests to the ways in
which male dominance is ubiquitous and invariably provides advantages to all
males, including those who happen to be black. The fact that male privilege is
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likely to be unrecognized and uncontested also helps to explain why the so-called
crisis of the black male receives attention, while the continued oppression of black
females is accepted as the norm.
Conclusion
Once again, the point of this analysis is not to discount the hardships
experienced by black males. Many individuals who are black and male experience
a range of debilitating disadvantages and constraints on their opportunity that
warrant attention and intervention. The central point of this article is that by
focusing exclusively upon race and gender as an explanation for these hardships,
the issues become distorted and, consequently, the remedies employed to bring
relief are typically either ineffective, or worse, contribute to further marginalization.
Black males don’t exist in isolation. Most belong to families, live within
communities, and are members of complex societies. It is therefore impossible to
understand and address the issues confronting black males out of context, for it is
in relation to others and to the structure of power and privilege in society that the
issues confronting black males have meaning and significance.
This does not mean that the particular kinds of problems facing black males
cannot or should not be addressed. Rather, it suggests that this must occur as part
of a broader strategy aimed at social and cultural change. If, for example, there is
recognition that the way in which masculinity has been socially constructed
contributes to the incidence of violence among black males, then we might
consider examining patterns of child rearing and socialization within schools and
families in order to prescribe alternative approaches for caregivers. It may be that
combating sexism and various forms of bias against females is the best way to
address the machismo of black males. If this is the case, the advent of alternative
approaches for understanding and responding to the problems facing black males
should ultimately benefit both males and females.
Similarly, if interpersonal violence is understood as a conditioned behavior
that is produced largely by poverty, deprivation, and desperation, then conflictresolution programs or mentoring programs will never suffice as solutions. Such
approaches, no matter how well intentioned and conceived, are premised on faulty
notions of the problem because they isolate the cause of the problem within the
individual and ignore the economic and social dimensions of the problem. As an
alternative, a broad effort aimed at improving social and economic conditions
through the provision of jobs and educational opportunities would undoubtedly do
more to address the social and economic roots of the problem.
This is not to suggest that race and gender are irrelevant as descriptive variables
in the study of social problems and issues. However, even as behavioral patterns
related to race and gender are studied, they must be acted upon in a guarded
manner. There are too many cases in which overemphasizing their importance has
led to gross distortions and a reification of racist and sexist formulations. Since
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such tendencies are so prevalent within the popular culture, analytical diligence
and critical consciousness must be honed as tools of scholarship, policymaking,
and social action; otherwise, we risk wasting our energies on efforts that do
nothing to reverse the horrific trends that give rise to new fears of genocide.
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Youth Crime, Moral Panics, and the
News: The Conspiracy Against the
Marginalized in Canada
Bernard Schissel

Introduction

C

ANADA’S WAR ON CRIME, SIMILAR TO THAT IN MANY OTHER COUNTRIES, IS

quickly becoming a war against youth. From varying proposals to
reintroduce the death penalty for young killers to the implementation of
mandatory boot camps for all young offenders, Canadian society is embarking on
a crusade to increase punishment for children, ostensibly in the hope of curbing
crime. The focal point for this neoconservative-based law-and-order campaign is
the Young Offenders Act. Critics of the act argue that it is too lenient, that youth
are not deterred because of the soft punishments determined by the act — in favor
of excessive human rights provisions — and that the act releases adolescent
dangerous offenders into the society to become adult offenders.
The generalized law-and-order mindset in Canada, which currently typifies
many other countries, seems to stand in contradistinction to the overall principles
of Canada’s Young Offenders Act (YOA), wherein prevention and rehabilitation
are constructive and punishment and criminalization are ultimately destructive to
the young offender and to the society. The act, as a progressive, libertarian, and
compassionate approach to youth, attempts to use community-based noncarceral
alternatives to formal punishment, to provide rather short-term maximum sentences for even the most dangerous offenders, to minimize labeling through
ensuring anonymity via publication bans, and to provide that the civil rights of the
young offender are met through adequate legal and parental representation in
court.
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Fiscal realities, however, have left the goals of the YOA unmet in many
respects. Programs and organization systems that were supposed to replace the
formal justice system are poorly realized and police and court officials are left with
little alternative but to use the formal legal code in ministering to young offenders.
The state’s inability to support the spirit and intent of the YOA has given rightwing political movements ample fodder for their “we told you so” agenda. With
the rise of street kids (a social/political problem, not a criminal phenomenon) and
with a profusion of highly publicized violent crimes committed by youth, the “war
on young offenders” is a cause célèbre that politicians seem unable to resist.
I contend that we are on the verge of an acute “moral panic” in this country
that, if allowed to continue, will result in the sweeping indictment of adolescents,
especially those who are marginalized and disadvantaged. The result will be the
continuing scapegoating of youth for political purposes and, as is the irony of
punishment, the alienation of a more uncompromising, more disaffiliated youth
population. It is hardly insightful that if you increase punishment to any living
organism, you greatly increase the likelihood of violence and alienation. Despite
the hollow political rhetoric to the contrary, Canadians scarcely consider children
a valuable resource. In fact, we consider them to be one of our most dangerous
threats.
Interestingly, many of the panics that typified the 1960s and 1970s appear
today in similar form, if not content. As described by a newly developing body of
current literature on moral panics (Kappeler, Blumberg, and Potter, 1993; Painter,
1993; Jenkins, 1991), public perceptions of the degree and form of violent crime
are largely inaccurate, exaggerated, and based on stereotypical accounts of youth
subcultures: the gang. Overall, however, little attention has been paid to the moral
outrage that has greeted all youth, not just identifiable gang members — although
gang membership and race are often used to underscore the presumed violent and
organized nature of youth crime. This is not to suggest that the moral panic
surrounding youth crime is subtle or hidden. On the contrary, the attack on youth
has been vocal, concerted, and politicized, fostered by the portrayal of idiosyncratic examples of youth crime as typical.
The existing public debates on youth crime, although largely uninformed, are
able to focus public opinion and to effect social-control policy that stigmatizes and
controls those who are most disadvantaged and most victimized. Further, with
specific reference to youth crime, I wish to suggest that the primary effect of media
and official accounts of youth crime is to decontextualize the act for public
consumption, allowing those with direct access to discourse to direct and control
public perception. The portraits of youth criminals that public crime accountants
paint are largely portraits of nihilistic, pathological criminals who act alone or as
members of gangs, criminals who are devoid of ethical ballast.
The decontextualization of youth crime, however, intentionally ignores a
fundamental consideration in understanding crime; most repeat young offenders
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and their families are victims of socioeconomic forces and they are more than
likely to be repeatedly victimized as clients of the systems of law, social welfare,
and education. Ultimately, the discourse serves political movements both informally and formally.
As political movements come to terms with their “terror of adolescence,” the
debates seem to coalesce around the suffering of those who are victims of violent
crime. The fear of crime that seems to be forever increasing is a powerful personal
and political emotion. Ironically, the fear of kids in Canada has been fuelled by two
phenomena that are largely the result of business as usual. First, part of the problem
has been the increased visibility of young people in public places. As industry
“rationalizes” production by reducing employment costs, youth unemployment
rises, as high as 30% in some areas in Canada. Simply put, more youth have
increasingly more idle time and the work that is available is poorly paid, bereft of
benefits, and offers little in terms of meaningful apprenticeship. The typical
employee at fast food chains is the adolescent, the typical wage is at or just above
minimum wage, the work is typically hard and quite dangerous, and the typical
benefits package is nonexistent. Furthermore, the building of centralized shopping
centers is not done with community solidarity in mind, but is merely the result of
profit considerations. That adolescents gather in such places is neither anathema
to profit, nor is it discouraged by private interests. Yet the presence of youth in
places such as shopping malls fuels the panic that kids are loitering with intent.
Second, people gain their images and opinions about the nature and extent of
crime through the media. In Canada, much of our vicarious experience with youth
crime is filtered through television. Television news, much of which teeters on the
edge between fact and fiction, is highly sensational, selective to time and place,
and focuses primarily on the bad. I argue below that such depictions are not based
on reality, but rather on the wants of a presumed audience. All forms of news
accounts, though they are mandated to be based on an objective reality, are largely
based on consumer demand.
What we are left with, then, is a gulf between reality and perception. The reality
is that youth are mostly disenfranchised from the democratic process at all levels
of governance. They are disadvantaged in the labor market and have few services
available to them unlike the adult world. When they do break the law, they
victimize other youth who are like them. Furthermore, youth crime has not
increased significantly, although the prosecution of youth crime has.
This reality stands in stark contrast to the singular collective perception that
kids are out of control, are more dangerous now than ever, and that youth crime
is expanding at an alarming rate. How, then, do we explain the existence of a belief
system that moralizes and condemns children in the face of contradictory evidence? Are we, as a society, so uncertain about our ability to raise children that we
constantly question the culture of youth? Or, are we, in a world created by and
based around adults, so unfamiliar with adolescent norms and social conventions
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that we are frightened by the unfamiliar? Are there larger structural forces at work
that construct, communicate, and perpetuate a belief system that benefits those
who have access to avenues of power and indicts and disadvantages those who live
on the margins of political, social, and economic society?
In this article, I analyze society’s collective disintegrating faith in children by
studying the role of the media and its affiliations with information/political
systems, with its readers/viewers, and with corporate Canada. I contend that public
panics are predictable in that they have little to do with a criminogenic reality and
much to do with an economic and political context in which they arise. Furthermore, crime panics are targeted at vulnerable, marginal, and identifiable people
who occupy social categories that are based on race, gender, class, and geography.
In fact, a critical analysis of media coverage brings us to a particular political
moral position; the public’s perception of seriousness of crime is largely a matter
of race, real estate (incorporating class and area), and family constitution. To
extend this critical criminological position, I argue that the youth panic is a
coordinated, calculated attempt to nourish an ideology that legitimates a society
stratified on the bases of race, class, and gender and that the war on kids is part of
the state-capital mechanism that continually reproduces the social and economic
order (Hall et al., 1978; Iyengar and Kinder, 1987; Herman and Chomsky, 1988).
In the following section, I offer critical theoretical positions that are most useful
in analyzing and understanding the phenomenon of child-hating.
Theoretical Issues
Two general theoretical issues inform this work. The first falls under the broad
rubric of social constructionism and assumes that public images of acceptable
behavior, as well as the appropriate penalties for violations of social norms, are
highly variable, as is the definition of “normal” behavior. As a result, what
constitutes deviant behavior changes over time and across social groups and
societies. The social construction approach is informed largely by historical
studies that track changing modes of social control. Moreover, it is almost
axiomatic that moral panics occur in troubled times. As we observe the public and
political venom that is directed toward children and youth, and as we contextualize
youth misconduct in the structure, the culture, and the family of contemporary
society, we are left with the gnawing question of “what is going on” at this
particular time. Our focus, then, is how power operates in defining and sanctioning
virtuous and evil behavior among youth. The second theoretical concern attempts
to understand the origins and intent of such power. The presumption is that fear,
in its collective manifestation, becomes highly politicized as it is manipulated
either inadvertently or deliberately for political and economic ends.
The specific theoretical positions, I suggest, that help make sense of the
paradox between child victimization and child blaming include postmodern
deconstructionism, feminist criminology, and traditional political economy.
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Postmodern Deconstruction Theory
The discourse analysis domain of postmodernism is based on the methodological position that “deconstruction tears a text (all phenomena, all events, are texts)
apart, reveals its contradictions and assumptions” (Rosenau, 1992: xi). The
questions that arise include: What are the hidden messages that “objective
journalism” conveys? Who are the originators of such ideological communiques
and how do they make claims to legitimacy? Further, who are the expressed and
insinuated targets of the social/political attack?
From my research, the manifest messages are clearly that the society is too
lenient with children and that the only way to restore order and appropriate conduct
is to become “tough” on law and order. The associated belief is that kids are
inherently evil and that discipline and punishment are essential in the creation of
normal, law-abiding children. The latent messages are much more damning.
Youth who break laws belong to certain racial and ethnic categories, are born and
raised in the lower socioeconomic strata of the society, their families are feminized, and their lack of morality stems from their socioeconomic positions in
society. Simply put, the messages indict poverty and endorse wealth, and blame
the poor for being poor. They condemn mothers almost exclusively for poor
parenting and censure cultural difference as criminogenic.
The work of Foucault (1980) is particularly instructive in understanding the
nature of the discourse surrounding young offenders. Foucault argues that historically, specific discourses constrain the ways that people produce knowledge.
Modern political discourse controls the way in which the new media speak about
young offenders by restricting the debates to individual or family-based accounts
of the origins of crime. Rarely are the explanations based on structural inequalities
or the injustice of people living on the margins of society. As Foucault has
suggested, the discourses of historical periods are constrictive; they are rules under
which “talk” can be carried out. It also appears that the modern discourse of youth
crime and punishment is restricted to accounts based on individual blame. This
contemporary medical/psychological discourse of goodness and badness sets
youth crime in a context of orthodox criminology: individuals gone wrong, either
inherently or culturally. Further, the underlying ideological position is that society
is structured correctly and that individuals who offend are individually or socially
pathological and identifiable.
In his treatises on power and knowledge, Foucault was generally unconcerned
with the origins of discourses and what interests they served. Typical of postmodern
orientations, his approach to the study of the social construction of truth focuses
on how power and knowledge operate, and not on what discourses mean, but rather
on what makes them possible. This approach, as a consequence, leaves us with the
crucial problem of who controls the images of youth, who benefits from biased and
incriminating portraits of offenders, and why certain categories of people are the
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targets of journalistic and political abuse. To answer these questions, we need to
turn to the critical feminist and political economy-based theories of knowledge as
it relates to criminality.
Feminist Theory and the Indictment of Women
While feminism, as a generic theoretical position, is highly complex and
multidimensional, feminist studies in general address the structure of society as
disadvantageous to women. In hierarchical societies, men generally inhabit
positions of privilege and domination over women. Furthermore, in such patriarchal societies, women and men live in different experiential worlds and the
knowledge that underpins our understanding of gender issues is largely produced
by men and is based on stereotypical and distorted ideas about women and men.
Importantly for this article, these stereotypical “sexist” images are reproduced in
the media and in academic institutions. I will show below how news media
depictions of youth crime as it relates to race and poverty include conventional
notions of gender that indict women and are often supported by the “legitimated”
claims of academic or political experts.
These male-produced, stereotypical gendered constructions about youth crime
generally focus on what constitutes appropriate female behavior. It is at this
juncture that feminist scholarship is especially important to the study of Canada’s
moral panic about youth. When female youth are targeted, the depictions are
couched in “paradox talk.” It is so unusual for girls to act aggressively or
antisocially that bad genes must be at work. The “sugar and spice” understanding
of femaleness is often the standard upon which young female offenders are judged
and, in effect, the produced images are presented as biological anomalies that are
especially sinister.
The second way that women are included and loathed in media accounts of
youth crime is through speculations about the causal origins of delinquent
behavior. Specifically, the references are to “feminist women” trying to be more
like men, or to the inability of single mothers to raise “normal children” in the
confines of the “abnormal family” living in conditions of privation. Importantly,
the “family values” reference that has become so much a part of the conservative
political creed is infused with references to the functional two-parent heterosexual
family and to the importance of male discipline and male role models. Interestingly, on the bases of empirical evidence on street youths and youth who have been
in contact with the courts, single-parent families show little correlation with lawbreaking behavior, although living a life of poverty, which is often typical for
single mothers, is a predisposing condition to contact with the law. Problems
resulting from structural inequality and the potential unfairness of a market-based
economy are transposed to problems of mothering.
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Class, Power, and the Immorality of Poverty
The final theoretical orientation that directly addresses the issues of domination by powerful people over less-powerful people as a primary focus can be
subsumed under the broad category of political economy or Conflict Criminology.
This theoretical position is concerned not only with the nature of the production
of images of youth, but also with understanding the creators of those images and
those who are advantaged and disadvantaged by the social construction of
knowledge. Quite obviously, the media are partly responsible for the creation and
reproduction of the stratified socioeconomic order by creating images of good and
evil that are attached accordingly to preferred and nonpreferred categories of
people. Yet,
The media, then, do not simply “create” the news; nor do they simply
transmit the ideology of the “ruling class” in a conspiratorial fashion....
[I]n a critical sense, the media are frequently not the “primary definers”
of new events at all; but their structured relationship to power has the
effect of making them play a crucial but secondary role in reproducing
the definitions of those who have privileged access, as of right, to the
media as “accredited sources” (Hall et al., 1978: 59).
Hall and his colleagues took this political-economy position and applied it to
the moral panics surrounding “mugging” in England in the 1960s and 1970s. They
illustrated how the raw materials of crime facts get filtered to the media and are
produced as “factual” stories that ultimately serve to reproduce the ideologies of
powerful people.
The obvious question that emanates from critical, structural studies of the
media, then, is why news definers and makers conform to the dominant ideology
of a modern day “ruling class,” especially when the professed mandate of the
media is objectivity and journalistic integrity. As we observe the ownership
patterns of the Canadian news media, it is increasingly obvious that newspapers
and newsmagazines are monopolized by a few major corporate interests. For
example, at the time of this writing, Hollinger Corporation, owned by the Conrad
Black empire, purchased all the major daily newspapers in the Province of
Saskatchewan and all the daily papers in the Maritime provinces. Similar to what
has occurred in other areas in Canada, this monopolization of the news media
resulted not only in the dismissal of employees, but also in the abolition of certain
areas of news coverage, “Women’s Issues” for example.
This converging corporate domination of the news creates narrowed comprehension and tolerance for issues that involve disaffiliated and marginalized
people. Furthermore, the imminent threat of dismissal is a powerful compulsion
for reporters to toe the corporate line. It is easily understandable how; if such
monopolization can restrict the subject matter of the news, then it can also
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determine the editorial slant and the constructed images of good and bad. The
result is that the media ultimately present the ideas and fictions of a corporate class.
These mental currencies, which are based on the ideas of superordinate people and
are legitimated by the media as an objective communicator, eventually filter down
to become the ideas of subordinate classes. The constructed images of goodness
and badness that we see in media portraits of young offenders become the bases
of the moral framework for the entire society.
The legitimacy of the moral framework thus created is maintained not only by
the ownership of the news, but also by the credibility of the news. Specifically,
only a certain type of individual is accredited with the ability to comment on issues
of badness and goodness. Moreover, it is little coincidence that the primary
commentators in news reports are generally professional, highly educated people
who are obviously highly placed in the socioeconomic system. Most often,
etiological accounts of youth crime are created and endorsed by judges, lawyers,
police officers, university professors, doctors, and businessmen. As Foucault
(1980), Cohen (1985), and others have argued, the credibility of these people
results largely from their assumed superior knowledge and their links to science,
in this case forensic and legal science. Part of their appeal, then, is their unique
access to the exclusive languages of law and science that, to an uninitiated public,
seem mystical, inaccessible, and, by definition, correct. It is also no coincidence
that the legitimate speakers are drawn from the higher echelons of society. Their
understandings of crime and punishment, as a result, are largely based on the
values and morals of a typical ruling class. Marx’ aphorism that “the ruling ideas
of any age are the ideas of its ruling class” is especially powerful when we consider
the socioeconomic origins of “legitimate experts.” Rarely are media accounts
based on the insights and knowledges of marginalized or underclass people.
The final method through which the ideas of dominant people are translated
into dominating ideas is through the selective processing of news. Hall et al. (1978:
60) argue that:
Not every statement by a relevant primary definer in respect of a
particular topic is likely to be reproduced in the media; nor is every part
of each statement. By exercising selectivity, the media begin to impose
their own criteria on the structured “raw materials” — and thus actively
appropriate and transform them.... [The] criteria of selection — a mixture
of professional, technical, and commercial constraints — served to
orientate the media in general to the “definitions of the powerful.”
On this point, I would agree with the authors and the work in this article lends
support to their thesis. The authors, however, go on to state that:
each paper’s professional sense of the newsworthy, its organization and
technical framework (in terms of numbers of journalists working in
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particular new areas, amount of column space routinely given over to
certain kinds of news items, and so on), and sense of audience or regular
readers, is different. Such differences, taken together, are what produce
the very different “social personalities of papers” (p. 60).
My research departs from the work of Hall and his associates on this point. For
as I have argued, the stories, the visual and verbal images, and the scientific
accounts of youth crime are remarkably similar and constructed around a rigid set
of journalistic/ideological rules. The newspapers and newsmagazines, with some
differences in the extent of inflammatory rhetoric, could be interchanged quite
easily, with little change in content or intent. Hall et al. (1978) do concede,
however, that despite the different languages of newspapers, the accounts occur
within certain ideological constraints. I would add that the constraints are so strong
that the languages are one and the same.
The Media
As Marshall McLuhan (1962: 193) has cautioned, “the owners of media
always endeavor to give the public what it wants, because they sense that their
power is in the medium and not in the message or the program.” This suggests that
the television, radio, and print media are so ambient that they are “staples or natural
resources, exactly as are coal and cotton and oil.... That our human senses, of which
all media are extensions...configure the awareness and experience of each one of
us” (Ibid.: 35). In turn, news producers give us what they think we want to hear and
not necessarily the facts. The media have the power to construct slanted or fictional
accounts of real-life incidents by decontextualizing and simplifying the news. The
resulting depictions are presented as unambiguous, binary accounts of good and
evil, at best that which we supposedly want to hear and at worst all that we are
capable of understanding.
Ultimately, the media provide the discourse for understanding things that
happen in the real world. According to Postman (1985), television is the modern
medium that establishes the tools for viewing, reading, and understanding:
We are now a culture whose information, ideas, and epistemology are
given form by television, not by the printed word.... Print is now merely
a residual epistemology, and it will remain so, aided to some extent by the
computer, and newspapers and magazines that are made to look like
television screens (Ibid.: 28).
The importance of seeing television as an epistemological device is that the
advent of television is a watershed period in human history marking the point at
which we no longer needed to pay attention, at least for lengthy periods of time.
Television made it possible to ingest brief images of news without having to spend
time doing so. The impact of the shortened attention span is that we are unreceptive
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to contextualized accounts. For example, when we read oversized alarmist
headlines or see pictures in magazines of kids wielding guns, these images often
satiate our interest. Postman and others have argued that television has done this
to us, that it has created a discourse of abbreviated images and messages from
which we cannot escape.
Although I agree that television circumscribes public discourse in the modern
world, I part company somewhat with authors like Postman and McLuhan since
other types of media adjust to the visual discourse of electronic media and
simulate a typographic television. Magazines, newspapers, and now even the
Internet use television techniques to sell their message. The fundamental consideration in the age of television is that what we see and read must entertain. This
has profound implications for the print news media. Its primary function, in
competition for the attention of the viewing/seeing public, is to use journalistic
“facts” in an entertaining context, now an enduring feature of modern print news
media accounts.
Because of the highly competitive nature of “the news,” a vast and expanding
body of discursive techniques has arisen, the most recent being the Internet, which
permits access to international images and accounts in seconds. Much like the
truncated portraits typical of television, the Internet news sources are necessarily
brief, often accompanied by photographs, and often unabashedly biased. Yet we
need look no farther than the grocery store checkout stand or magazine rack to see
that the print medium has proliferated despite the ubiquity of television and that
the “new typography” is more photography than print in its attempts to emulate
television. Within television itself, intense competition for the public’s news
attention creates various forms of accounts, ranging from docudramas, daytime
talk shows (that purport to deal with real-life issues), “true crime” shows (in which
the camera follows law enforcement officials), and actual courtroom eavesdropping, to the ultimate technique exemplified by the O.J. Simpson phenomena, the
real-life soap opera.
Despite this profusion of discursive vehicles, my focus here is on newspapers
and newsmagazines, principally because these two media have not diminished,
but instead have changed in form and content to compete in the electronic era. The
use of the tabloid style of newspaper is an attempt to make the newspaper
physically easier to handle on the bus, in the car, or standing on the street corner
— situations that allow only brief periods of time to see and ingest the news.
Furthermore, magazines of all stripes, including newsmagazines, proliferate in the
waiting rooms of public places, including the offices of doctors, dentists, mechanics, hairdressers, and lawyers, to name a few. Although these may appear to be
banal examples of access to news discourse, I contend that the accounts found in
the magazines reach a wide audience and are viewed in a very cursory way. Given
the short time span for viewing/reading, the visual images become the most
influential components of the magazines.
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This position thus suggests that the print media are still profoundly influential.
Importantly, with respect to the images of youth studied in this research, the
photographs and headlines are the elements the cursory reader sees and likely
remembers. The short attention span of the modern reader is vulnerable to images
that are necessarily simplistic and decontextualized. A television-based discourse
provides “news” accounts of crime that can only be taken and understood out of
context; crime becomes fiction.
To understand the phenomena of constructed crime, it is important to suggest
that the media respond to the pressure of supply and demand in producing news
for mass consumption. Though not terribly insightful, this fact gains significance
with the added twist that by creating sensationalist accounts of real-life incidents,
supposedly to appeal to the prurient desires in most readers/viewers, the media
have exceptional political/ideological power. In the creation and promotion of
sensationalist news accounts, the media create a world of us and them, of insiders
and outsiders. As a consequence, stereotypical images of deviants and menaces are
embedded in our collective psyches and these help form opinions about crime and
punishment.
This position on the formative power of the media is more complex still. That
the media have epistemological influence has been well voiced over decades
(McLuhan, 1962; Iyengar and Kinder, 1987; Kellner, 1995), but this argument
contradicts those made by media economists who contend that the media respond
to the wishes of consumers following supply and demand. This supply-anddemand position tends toward the ordinary in its implication that people somewhat
democratically control what they see and how they understand what they see.
Although I grant that this position has some credibility, I feel quite strongly that
the panics and hatred that modern society manifests regarding young people are
at least partly the result of constructed, controlled, and knowingly decontextualized
images of kids. In essence, the print media’s depictions of youth criminals, as the
new folk devils, are fraught with biased images of gender, class, and race/
ethnicity.
The following analysis of the print media is based on the argument that
common-sense understandings of young criminals originate with fictionalized,
distorted, and stereotypical accounts of young offenders and their socioeconomic
affiliations. Furthermore, those who present these partial images have a twodimensional vested interest, at once economic and ideological. In the following
sections, I draw examples from my larger research project to illustrate how media
discourse frames youth crime. The examples are intended to be characteristic of
the messages that are common in Canadian news accounts of youth crime.
The Messages
Typical depictions of youth criminals in the media readily reveal that categories for condemnation are poor families (living in poor communities), racially
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based gangs (either recent immigrants or aboriginal Canadians), and single
mothers and mothers who work outside the home. In sociological analyses, race,
class, and gender often arise as categories and are those upon which discrimination
and maltreatment are thrust. The phenomenon of the discursive creation of youth
folk devils is no exception. The following two sections illustrate how race, class,
and gender are intertwined in media accounts that indict certain people as
responsible for youth crime.
Racialized Images of Youth Criminals
It is noteworthy that in the Canadian justice system, law-breaking youth from
nonwhite minority groups receive harsher treatment in the legal system than do
their white counterparts. This disparate treatment occurs at levels of arrest,
detention, access to counsel, conviction, and sentencing and is especially true for
youths of aboriginal ancestry (cf Schissel, 1993). Furthermore, in Canadian
society, minority-group youth, especially those of aboriginal ancestry, are relatively disadvantaged. They experience high rates of unemployment, low levels of
educational achievement, low family incomes, and substandard housing (cf
Wotherspoon and Satzewich, 1995). That negative images of minority-group
youth appear in the print medium when they are already legally and socioeconomically disadvantaged is a paradox that illustrates the nature of oppression whereby
those already victimized by the courts or the socioeconomic system are doubly
victimized in the media.
Second, images of visible minority youth are often discussed in the context of
the “gang.” In effect, the concept “gang” has become a linguistic referent that
fosters powerful visceral reactions against visible minority youth and street kids.
Further, when news accounts of gang activity discuss gang membership, rituals,
and criminal activity, they either deliberately or inadvertently fail to discuss the
social and economic reasons why kids congregate in rebellious groups and why
affiliation is so important to young people. That few gangs exist in reality is
neglected, as are the ethical implications of branding all youth who are in groups,
especially in public settings like “the mall,” as potentially dangerous. Once one
clears away the ideological smoke and mirrors, it is perfectly reasonable that
almost all youth congregate in groups, either rigidly or loosely bound. When
youth, especially those who do belong to rebellious gangs, are marginalized and
disaffiliated by the larger society, they attempt to invest their lives with meaning
through membership in a collective. Notwithstanding the probability that most
adults prefer to congregate as well, the unspecific and unbound use of the term
“gang” in media accounts contributes considerably to the public panic about kids
out of control. One of the most insidious outcomes of such linguistic referencing
is the targeting and scapegoating of visible minorities.
Most media accounts of youth gang activity in Canada have a deliberate racial
referent. The most obvious example is the constant use of gang names, many of
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which have a racial identifier. Although journalists and editors may argue that it
is sound, objective, informative journalism to identify racial groups (and it may
help to sell papers), the use of broad categorical linguistic devices like Black,
Asian, or Native paints the entire racial category with the same brush and creates
an unnecessary, unfounded, and generalized criminogenic referent to people of
color. Examples include: “police raided the locker of a student at Jarvis Collegiate
believed to be a member of the Asian Posse gang” (Globe and Mail, Toronto,
Metro Edition, May 23, 1990: A1, A2); “Two native youths sniggered about their
guilty pleas outside the courtroom here before sentencing” (Saskatoon Star
Phoenix, May 31, 1989: A18); “she was surrounded by 10 native girls who
pushed her to the ground, kicked her and punched her in the face and stole her
leather bomber jacket” (Alberta Report, July 31, 1995: 25). These samples of the
types of racial referents that occur in media articles may at first seem rather
benign. However, the racial categories are very general, in some instances
subjective, and the identification of race only serves to create associations
between criminality and race. Consider the following “objective,” rather subtle
racialized news reports:
•
“New immigrants, especially Vietnamese, do make up a slightly higher
proportion of youth gang members.” A few years ago, we had the Los
Diablos and those Latin gangs in Vancouver. They effectively no longer
exist, although some Latin people are still involved in criminal activity.
However, they generally involved gangs of mixed-race composition
(Vancouver Sun, February 3, 1994: B1).
•

•

“Like all of Canada’s major cities, both Edmonton and Calgary have a
growing Asian crime problem.” In Edmonton, where Vietnamese make
up 35% of the Asian population, Vietnamese crime is the biggest threat
(Alberta Report, October 26, 1992: 22).
Another so-called gang calls itself the Los Votos Chicanos and is
reportedly modeling itself after the Hispanic gangs of East Los Angeles.
“Police say most youths in the Indian Posse and the Overlords are
aboriginal, while the other two gangs are racially mixed” (Winnipeg Free
Press, September 29, 1994: B1).

Probably the most blatant use of “word-based images” that I encountered was
part of a series of articles in the Winnipeg Free Press dealing with Winnipeg’s
burgeoning youth-gang problem. One of the articles, a full-page spread entitled
“Angry, Bitter Kids Flex Their Muscles: An Outsider’s Guide to Youth Gangs”
(Winnipeg Free Press, September 29, 1994: B1), contained a pictorial guide to the
gangs in Winnipeg with a sketched portrait of typical gang members and a list of
identifiable characteristics, including racial composition, which was either aboriginal or racially mixed. As an aside, it is noteworthy that when racial referents
are unclear, the term used is “mixed-racial” or “racially diverse,” never white. This
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particular article stands out and is especially malevolent in its use of a poem,
written by an Indian Posse member, to describe the activities and the criminological orientation of aboriginal youth. The last line of the poem is reproduced as an
emboldened headline: “Your Racist Blood We Will Spill.”
The use of this essentially pictorial device is noteworthy for several reasons.
First, of all the sentiments expressed in the poem, the newspaper chose to use the
one inflammatory statement as the headline, despite the fact that the poem
contained many other important and socially significant sentiments. Second, the
poem was centered in the middle of the page under the large heading “Bad Boys”
and, after the primary headline, is the first thing the reader sees. If the cursory
consumer sees only what is stark and highly visible, there is little reason to doubt
that s/he will come away with a sense of fear and disdain for aboriginal youth.
Some of the most overt and most subtle forms of hatred are directed at woman
and motherhood. Most of the depictions, however, are couched in circumspect
language that often laments the states of privation in which many people live.
When one looks deeper, the subtle images and messages imply that although
poverty may not be a matter of choice, single mothers are responsible for their
socioeconomic and marital conditions and are ultimately the most likely to
produce criminal children through their own negligence. Rarely does the account
mention the responsibility of the father, of the society in which women’s work is
devalued and underpaid, or the underfunded system of social justice that herds kids
in and out of the system in attempts to cope with diminishing resources. The
offenders and victims are quite distinct and mothers who live below the poverty
line clearly are constructed as inadvertent or deliberate offenders.
The last example in this section illustrates how race, class, and gender come
together in media attempts to understand the social and personal origins of youth
crime in a seemingly even-handed manner. Hidden prejudicial messages, however, come to light as the articles venture further into the realm of personal
responsibility for crime. The following example, entitled “Neglected Kids Kill
More Than Time,” illustrates how an article attempts to present a factual accounting of and for crime and ultimately places the blame for criminal behavior on the
most vulnerable people in society. Importantly, the article omits any discussion of
the structural origins of problem kids by focusing on abuse within the home, while
failing to address why abuse occurs and why troubled families exist below the
poverty line.
Any child can kill, but there is a disturbing trend among those who do.
They are often abused, neglected, or unwanted. Their homes are run
more like hotels, with parents not bothering if they check in or out. They
wander the streets and wind up stealing car stereos or burglarizing
homes — often because there’s nothing better to do. They don’t express
their feelings, they grow up seeing people as objects and they can’t
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differentiate right and wrong. And then they kill (Calgary Herald,
August 9, 1990: C3).
Though this statement seems rather innocuous at first blush, it presents an
alarmingly stereotypic view of youth crime. The chronological listing of the
development of criminal behavior reads like a psychiatrist’s report preceded by the
alarmist and absurd statement that any child can kill. One thing necessarily leads
to another: one patterned response produces emotional flatness, followed by
murder. In this development of the killer personality, the blameworthy are without
question the families, who don’t want their children, who don’t care where they
are, and who abuse them. These stereotypes are numerous in news reports and I
contend, in most cases, they are wrong.
In a short list of murders by youth that culminates in the following statement
by unspecified “experts,” the article raises the issues of race and poverty:
Criminologists and psychologists agree that raising a child who kills can
happen to families from all walks of life, but families that are barely
surviving — the welfare mom in East Vancouver, the newly arriving
immigrant to Surrey — are more likely to see it in their homes (Ibid.).
At this point the article draws on public fears and stereotypes to make its point.
The criminogenic families are single mothers and immigrants. The not-so-subtle
implication is that these families produce killers, for that is what the article is
about. Bold statements such as this are not only untrue and unsupported, but are
also racist and sexist in their indictment of women and immigrants. The article
finishes with a powerful statement by a criminologist who asserts that “you have
someone in a high state of arousal, confusion, with the hormones percolating.
They are very, very susceptible especially if they’re from an unstable background” (Ibid.). The article has come full circle with a statement about the human
condition — any child can kill — to a similar biodeterminist avowal that puberty
and hormonal changes create lethal kids, especially minority-group kids who live
in poverty.
In general, racial references serve both journalistic and ideological purposes.
They promote the image of the young offender and his/her family as unlike the
viewer/reader, and in doing so, they create identifiability in the stereotype of the
young offender. Furthermore, such images play on already existing racialized
biases in the community and use these biases to create anxiety in the reader. It is
the alarm that sells and race-based images of gangs and visible minority mothers
predominate in the news because they help sell particular accounts. More distressingly, they help formulate societal opinions and attitudes toward “young folk
devils.” I reiterate that the use of race as a category of identification — especially
when it is done in a consistently selective manner — serves no social purpose other
than to create negative associations between primordial characteristics and potential dangerousness.
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Poverty and the Crime of Welfare
The general industry of criminal representation is based on subtle and embracing messages that the poor are not only responsible for crime, but that poverty is
also crime. The isomorphic connection between poverty and badness is embedded
in the codes of media discourse and the code words infiltrate what is essentially
acceptable vernacular. For example, magazines and newspapers that carry accusatory articles about youth often target those who are dependent on social support.
Welfare mothers, indigent and absentee fathers, youth on social support, and the
able bodied who collect unemployment insurance all receive public censure
through the voices of politicians and right-wing activists who gain access to the
public’s attention through the news media.
From an analytical perspective, it is the combination of being young and poor
that surfaces in news-media discourse. The following newsmagazine excerpt is a
consummate example:
Welfare dependency has also contributed to youth crime and family
breakdown. Former Alberta crown attorney Scott Newark, now head of
the Ottawa-based Canadian Resource Center for Victims of Crime,
argues, “Welfare is not a responsible way of dealing with young people
who can just as easily work.” It invites trouble by creating a “lifestyle that
is fundamentally anti-social. Idleness is not a good thing.” Mr. Newark
believes that if young males are forced to support themselves, most will
find work and the time they have to contemplate criminal behaviour will
evaporate.
Sociologist June O’Neill and Anne Hill of Baruch College of the City
University of New York seem to have proven this empirically. In their
study of inner-city poor, Professor O’Neill and Hill found that the higher
the welfare payments, the greater the “negative effects on the behavior
of young men by increasing the likelihood of fathering a child out of
wedlock, criminal activity, and by reducing their attachment to the labor
force.” The duo ultimately concluded that “a 50% increase in the monthly
dollar value of welfare benefits led to a 117% increase in the crime rate
among young black men.”
Such reasoning is, in part, behind Social Services Minister Mike Cardinal’s
announcement in early April that he wants the 29,000 singles still on
welfare in Alberta to be off the rolls by the year 2000 (Alberta Report,
May 2, 1994: 39).
The decontextualized logic presented as empirically true by two American
professors provides the reader with a neat package that relates welfare, laziness,
and criminality.
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An article in the Montreal Gazette (July 18, 1993: C1) entitled “About 30 Kids
a Year Charged with Murder” illustrates the visceral images that are created by
word connections, in this case, murder and poverty. The article discusses how
youth murder is a rare event and the writer acknowledges how the panic over youth
murderers is exaggerated. It then discusses several murders and the ensuing
“lenient” sentences that were received under the Young Offenders Act. A subtle
attack on poor kids comes at the end, where a testimonial by a psychologist
suggests that youth murders are so rare that it is difficult to make social or
psychological generalizations about young murderers. Most importantly, however, this discussion is preceded by the suggestion that “if we really care about the
poor kids, we should make sure they get the help they need when we send them to
correctional facilities” (Ibid.), an ostensibly enlightened position. Although the
article attempts to be even-handed and progressive, by implication it fuses youth
murderers with poor children, a proposal that is entirely unsubstantiated. The
result, however, is that while the reader is told to feel some understanding for
young murderers, the text clearly generates revulsion and bewilderment and
connects this “evil world” with poverty. The final testimonial in the article
despairs that “most kids are subject to impulse, and that often results in something
deadly” (Ibid.). Again, this alarming statement about the innate dangerous
potential of youth (especially poor youth in the context of this article) is patently
unsubstantiated, but gains credibility since it is voiced by a consulting youth
psychologist with the title of Doctor accompanying his name. Much of the
theoretical and historical work on knowledge, language, and power (see, for
example, Foucault, 1980; Cohen, 1985) argues that the credibility of discourse
often hinges on the professional and social status of the speaker. This case is
typical, then, of accounts that strive for credibility by drawing on the “expert”
knowledge of highly placed, highly educated, and, by social definition, highly
credible individuals.
The next example illustrates how poverty, race, and geographical location are
mixed into the codes for badness. The article was part of a series in the Winnipeg
Free Press dealing with youth gangs (September 29, 1994: B1). Although the
article presents detailed, graphic, and seemingly factual police and court accounts
of the nature and composition of gangs and their activities, embedded within the
text is a statement that frames the detailed accounts of gang-based crime. The
statement asserts that the dangerous gangs are composed of aboriginal and racially
mixed kids from poor and broken homes in the inner city, and it contains the
admonition that “with Manitoba leading the nation in child poverty, it’s small
wonder that the statistics also bear out in higher rates of crime” (Ibid.). Like
previous examples, the connection between poverty (and in this case, race and
geographical area) and crime is made early and it contextualizes the following
descriptions in “culture of poverty” explanations that again indict the poor, the
inner city, and racial minorities for creating their own problems. Although
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statements such as the one in this article contain some truths, they are most
damaging by omission since they neglect to contextualize crime problems in a
social structure where people are given privilege on the bases of wealth, prestige,
race, and gender. Like most media accounts, social ills are reduced in the final
analysis to the individual or the group. Furthermore, such essentially biological or
psychological determinist accounts are broad generalizations and, as a result, at no
time reveal that the subcultures that they discuss are mostly law-abiding, that most
violent and destructive youth crime is committed by only a few youths, and that
despite all the disadvantages that a highly stratified society can impose on
marginalized groups, these groups create vital communities that, in many instances, are obvious only because they come under society’s closest scrutiny.
The examples used so far to highlight the condemnation of poverty illustrate
how the discourse, especially against the poor, may be subtle and sporadic. The last
example, however, shows how the subtlety and political correctness disappear in
favor of a protracted, scathing allegation of cultural inferiority when the crime in
question is such an affront to our collective morality. The case involving the
murder of two-year-old James Bulger in Liverpool by two boys, both 10 years old,
has gained worldwide publicity. The British press subsequently went on a
rampage of blaming the underclass for the current social ills in Britain. Even when
cooler heads prevailed, the overwhelming consensus in the British media was that
unless the poor are dealt with, they will continue to be a social and physical threat
to traditional British society. An article in the Winnipeg Free Press (March 18,
1993: D11) illustrates how this panic emigrated to Canada and was informed by
the same type of ideological polemic. Though the article is about England, and the
ravages that poor economic times can have on a society, it does engage in typical
media discourse that conceptualizes the underclass as teetering on the verge of
violent social insurrection. The article, entitled “Liverpool a Tinder-Box,” quotes
a local port worker to the effect that “we’re horrified by a murder that can only have
been done by the city’s underclass, those rotten kids who can and won’t work.” A
probation officer added that the “real problem is an underclass developing in this
country who have not had experience of work or adequate access to training.” The
article typically relates the views of teachers and police representatives who
believe the problem is simply one of poverty and declining morality — “we’ve
always had a lot of property crime, especially in poor areas in Britain — now we’re
seeing 13-year-olds who don’t see any problem with assaulting people.” These
rather scathing attacks are endorsed by the British Social Security Secretary, who
is quoted as saying: “No social conditions can excuse a youth from robbing or
murdering.” By presenting a litany of uncontested statements, the article presents
these subjective statements as conclusive facts. The issue of criminogenesis is left
to the reader; the facts on which to base judgments are based on a series of public
statements by professionals directed against poverty as a vice. Furthermore, by
presenting second-hand statements, the editor and writer absolve themselves from

Youth Crime, Moral Panics, and the News

183

responsibility for the unsubstantiated attacks on the underclass while insinuating
a sense of plausibility into the claims.
These examples of media discourse against the poor differ in several ways
from the invectives against single mothers and racial minorities. Whereas articles
against the latter categories are blatant and generic, the media discourse surrounding poverty is much more circumspect, laden with images of the poor as victims
of economic circumstance, but all the while maintaining the posture that the poor,
as a generic culture, are volatile and potentially criminal. Moreover, the poor are
treated in a much more paternalistic manner than are women and racial minorities;
generally, the sentiment is that the poor, while weak in both economy and spirit,
need our help. For women and especially racial gangs, the sentiment is much more
pointed and castigating, as if women and racial minorities are boldly and
deliberately defying society’s rules. Lastly, I would add as anecdotal evidence that
articles dealing with youth crime and poverty rarely, if ever, use photographs
depicting privation. For articles focusing on racialized and feminized crime,
photographs of defiant minority gangs members or snapshots of poorly dressed or
overweight mothers are commonplace. The reason for the absence of pictorial
descriptions of poverty may be that they are too representative of the stratified
world that the average citizen knows — and may lament — but chooses to ignore.
Conclusion
It is easy to see that the moral panic against youth in Canada is an issue of power
and social control. From a political-economy position, constructing images of
crime and criminalization is a social control strategy that creates the illusion that
the “dangerous class” is primarily located at the bottom of the social hierarchy.
This illusion melds poverty and criminality and proposes them as the effects of
moral inferiority. As a consequence, the “dangerous class” deserves both poverty
and punishment. This overarching political-economy position is important for
understanding the origins of hatred toward children. However, feminist theory and
Foucauldian postmodernism/deconstructionism help round out a theory of the
social construction of child-hating by focusing on the languages and fictions of
criminality and morality. These two theoretical perspectives shed light on the
power of discourse and discursive agents and also remind us of the importance of
semiotics in understanding ideology.
The ideology of child-hating is subtle and is produced and reproduced in media
accounts of race, class, and gender. It ultimately indicts identifiable groups that are
already the least advantaged in a highly stratified society. Examples from the print
media cited in this work are not unusual or selected. They are commonplace and
are indicative of the ambient nature of fear of children and of the extent to which
society will go to scapegoat the powerless and marginalized.
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