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Talking Points about the Formation of the U.S. Race Construct
 
Talking about racism in the U.S. is perilous:  Friendships may be severed; collegial relationships are often strained, even ruptured; family gatherings are threatened as “too difficult.”  The People’s Institute teaches that when discussions about racism are held in a context of history, we become less defensive.  As we examine both history and current events through an antiracist lens, we are less likely to deny racism and more able to have authentic conversations that connect us with one another, enabling us to organize effectively to build a movement to undo racism™.

 
(Thanks to David Billings, Barbara Major, Michael Washington, Diana Dunn, Ron Chisom, Tema Okun and other antiracist historians and organizers for the following insights.)
 
The U.S. race construct is maintained through several manifestations of white supremacy:

 
Legitimacy: 

· One of the first laws passed by the new U.S. Congress in 1790 declared that “only white  people” would be allowed to become citizens.  This “social contract,” legitimizing the new nation’s white people, lasted until 1952.  All people of color were deemed illegitimate – less than – “minorities.”  Even after people of color organized in a massive movement for civil rights in the mid-20th century, institutions that were created during legalized white supremacy have continued to be systemically biased in favor of white people.  Racial disparities in education, criminal justice, foster care, health and wealth result from this structured institutional racism.

· Laws related to citizens’ rights passed from the early 17th century to the late 20th century had the effect of affirming white people’s rights – as a collective - to life, liberty, property .  Whiteness is a “propertied right;” laws give it currency.  They allow white people as a collective to build wealth and maintain power.

 
Individualism:

· For many European immigrants who came to the “new world” the myth of “rags to riches” had some truth:  People who were poor often became rich – off land appropriated from the indigenous or won in war, and frequently through free labor of enslaved Africans.  In school – the primary vehicle for “Americanizing” new citizens - students are taught that they can be successful through their own efforts, by “pulling themselves up by their own bootstraps.”  The other half of the story is rarely told:  These opportunities awaited you – if you were white. 

· Individualism prevents white people from studying our history, recognizing the realities of our privileges, understanding the truth that “affirmative action was white,” as Ira Katznelson writes.  It separates us from people of color since we are taught to believe “I did it, why can’t they?”

 

 Malleability:
· People have become white at different times in U.S. history.  When Ben Franklin said “Ah, this is such a lovely white country!  What can we do to keep it that way?” he was thinking mainly of British Protestants.  As people continued to emigrate to this country, each had to “prove” their right to become citizens.  Irish, Italian, Greek, Hungarian - all gained legitimacy as the definition of “white” was expanded to include them.  Even people from North Africa and the Middle East eventually were designated “white.”

· People of color – indigenous peoples, Africans, Asians, Latinos – also sought legitimacy in the racially constructed nation.  The policymakers were clear:  Indians were to be subjugated and removed from the land; Africans were to be enslaved and after the Civil War were to be “slaves by another name” (Douglas Blackmon) until the mid-20th Century.  Chinese were imported for their labor, then excluded; Japanese were put in prison.  Latinos – largely Mexican Americans in the West and Puerto Ricans in the East – were oppressed and excluded from all but the most menial labor. 

· Since white supremacy is no longer legal, citizenship is available to all.  The caveat is this:  People of color have conditional legitimacy:  They are accepted by the dominant society as long as they do not challenge white supremacy by upsetting the power arrangements of this country.  Debates about immigration today are the same as those of the 1800’s:  Who is fully human?  Who is legitimate? 
Invisibility:
· Since the Civil Rights Movement made white supremacy illegal, white institutions have adopted a “colorblind” philosophy that reached its zenith in June, 2007, when Supreme Court Chief Justice John Roberts, ruling against Seattle and St. Louis school districts, said "The way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race."  A person or institution can only be judged racist if it can be proven that they intended to discriminate.  

· Two generations of people have grown up since the Civil Rights Movement.  Silence about race predominates in the white community.  Only white supremacists and antiracist white people talk openly about race.  Yet everyone knows about the “elephant in the room.”  To undo racism™, we must talk about our country’s white supremacist roots and analyze how racism is institutionalized today in all our organizations.  As we engage our neighbors, friends, colleagues and family in this conversation, we build a movement for justice and equity that ensures everyone’s full humanity.
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STUDY - ORGANIZE - INTERNALIZE – INSTITUTIONALIZE ANTIRACISM!
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