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instead of proceeding with exegesis of Du Bois, I must turn next
to the task of shaping a sociohistorical account of racial identity.
Still, as it turns out, it is helpful to start from Du Bois’s idea of the
“badge of color.”

Racial Identity and Racial Identification67

I have argued that Jefferson and Arnold thought that when they
applied a racial label they were identifying people with a shared
essence. I have argued, also, that they were wrong—and, I insist,
not slightly but wildly wrong. Earlier in American history the
label “African” was applied to many of those who would later be
thought of as Negroes, by people who may have been under the
impression that Africans had more in common culturally, socially,
intellectually, and religiously than they actually did. Neither of
these kinds of errors, however, stopped the labeling from having
its effects. As slavery in North America became racialized in the
colonial period, being identified as an African, or, later, as a
Negro, carrying the “badge of color,” had those predictable neg-
ative consequences, which Du Bois so memorably captured in
the phrase “the social heritage of slavery; the discrimination and
insult.”

If we follow the badge of color from “African” to “Negro” to
“colored race” to “black” to “Afro-American” to “African-Amer-
ican” (and this ignores such fascinating detours as the route by
way of “Afro-Saxon”) we are thus tracing the history not only of
a signifier, a label, but also a history of its effects. At any time in
this history there was, within the American colonies and the
United States that succeeded them, a massive consensus, both
among those labeled black and among those labeled white, as to
who, in their own communities, fell under which labels. (As im-
migration from China and other parts of the “Far East” occurred,
an Oriental label came to have equal stability.) There was, no
doubt, some “passing”; but the very concept of passing implies
that, if the relevant fact about the ancestry of these individuals

67 I am conscious here of having been pushed to rethink my views by Stuart
Hall’s Du Bois lectures at Harvard in the spring of 1994, which began with a
nuanced critique of my earlier work on Du Bois’s views.
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had become known, most people would have taken them to be
traveling under the wrong badge.

The major North American exception was in southern Louisi-
ana, where a different system in which an intermediary Creole
group, neither white nor black, had social recognition; but Plessy
v. Fergusson reflected the extent to which the Louisiana Purchase
effectively brought even that state gradually into the American
mainstream of racial classification. For in that case Homer Adolph
Plessy—a Creole gentleman who could certainly have passed in
most places for white—discovered in 1896, after a long process of
appeal, that the Supreme Court of the United States proposed to
treat him as a Negro and therefore recognize the State of Loui-
siana’s right to keep him and his white fellow citizens “separate
but equal.”

The result is that there are at least three sociocultural objects in
America—blacks, whites and Orientals—whose membership at
any time is relatively, and increasingly, determinate. These objects
are historical in this sense: to identify all the members of these
American races over time, you cannot seek a single criterion that
applies equally always; you can find the starting point for the
race—the subcontinental source of the population of individuals
that defines its initial membership—and then apply at each histor-
ical moment the criteria of intertemporal continuity that apply at
that moment to decide which individuals in the next generation
count as belonging to the group. There is from the very begin-
ning until the present, at the heart of the system, a simple rule
that very few would dispute even today: where both parents are of
a single race, the child is of the same race as the parents.

The criteria applicable at any time may leave vague boundaries.
They certainly change, as the varying decisions about what pro-
portion of African ancestry made one black or the current uncer-
tainty as to how to assign the children of white-yellow “mis-
cegenation” demonstrate. But they always definitely assign some
people to the group and definitely rule out others; and for most
of America’s history the class of people about whom there was
uncertainty (are the Florida Seminoles black or Indian?) was rela-
tively small.68

68 See Kevin Mulroy, Freedom on the Border: The Seminole Maroons in Flor-
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Once the racial label is applied to people, ideas about what it
refers to, ideas that may be much less consensual than the applica-
tion of the label, come to have their social effects. But they have
not only social effects but psychological ones as well; and they
shape the ways people conceive of themselves and their projects.
In particular, the labels can operate to shape what I want to call
“identification”: the process through which an individual inten-
tionally shapes her projects—including her plans for her own life
and her conception of the good—by reference to available labels,
available identities.

Identification is central to what Ian Hacking has called “mak-
ing up people.”69 Drawing on a number of examples, but cen-
trally homosexuality and multiple personality syndrome, he de-
fends what he calls a “dynamic nominalism,” which argues that
“numerous kinds of human beings and human acts come into
being hand in hand with our invention of the categories labeling
them.”70 I have just articulated a dynamic nominalism about a
kind of person that is currently usually called “African-American.”

Hacking reminds us of the philosophical truism, whose most
influential formulation is in Elizabeth Anscombe’s work on inten-
tion, that in intentional action people act “under descriptions”;
that their actions are conceptually shaped. It follows, of course,
that what people can do depends on what concepts they have
available to them; and among the concepts that may shape one’s
action is the concept of a certain kind of person and the behavior
appropriate to that kind.

Hacking offers as an example Sartre’s brilliant evocation, in
Being and Nothingness, of the Parisian garçon de café: “His move-
ment is quick and forward, a little too precise, a little too rapid.
He comes toward the patrons with a step a little too quick. He

ida, the Indian Territory, Coahuila, and Texas (Lubbock, Tex.: Texas Tech Uni-
versity Press, 1993).

69 Ian Hacking, “Making Up People” reprinted from Reconstructing Individ-
ualism: Autonomy, Individuality and the Self in Western Thought, ed. Thomas
Heller, Morton Sousa, and David Wellbery (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1986), in Forms of Desire: Sexual Orientation and the Social Constructionist
Controversy, ed. Edward Stein (New York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 69–88 (page
references are to this version).

70 Hacking, “Making Up People,” p. 87.

78



R A C E , C U L T U R E , I D E N T I T Y

bends forward a little too eagerly, his eyes express an interest too
solicitous for the order of the customer.”71 Hacking comments:

Sartre’s antihero chose to be a waiter. Evidently that was not a pos-
sible choice in other places, other times. There are servile people in
most societies, and servants in many, but a waiter is something spe-
cific, and a garçon de café more specific. . . .

As with almost every way in which it is possible to be a person, it
is possible to be a garçon de café only at a certain time, in a certain
place, in a certain social setting. The feudal serf putting food on my
lady’s table can no more choose to be a garçon de café than he can
choose to be lord of the manor. But the impossibility is evidently of
a different kind.72

The idea of the garçon de café lacks, so far as I can see, the sort of
theoretical commitments that are trailed by the idea of the black
and the white, the homosexual and the heterosexual. So it makes
no sense to ask of someone who has a job as a garçon de café
whether that is what he really is. The point is not that we do not
have expectations of the garçon de café: that is why it is a recog-
nizable identity. It is rather that those expectations are about the
performance of the role; they depend on our assumption of inten-
tional conformity to those expectations. As I spent some time ar-
guing earlier, we can ask whether someone is really of a black
race, because the constitution of this identity is generally theoret-
ically committed: we expect people of a certain race to behave a
certain way not simply because they are conforming to the script
for that identity, performing that role, but because they have cer-
tain antecedent properties that are consequences of the label’s
properly applying to them. It is because ascription of racial identi-
ties—the process of applying the label to people, including our-
selves—is based on more than intentional identification that there
can be a gap between what a person ascriptively is and the racial
identity he performs: it is this gap that makes passing possible.

Race is, in this way, like all the major forms of identification
that are central to contemporary identity politics: female and
male; gay, lesbian, and straight; black, white, yellow, red, and
brown; Jewish-, Italian-, Japanese-, and Korean-American; even

71 Cited in ibid., p. 81. 72 Ibid., p. 82.
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that most neglected of American identities, class. There is, in all
of them, a set of theoretically committed criteria for ascription,
not all of which are held by everybody, and which may not be
consistent with one another even in the ascriptions of a single per-
son; and there is then a process of identification in which the label
shapes the intentional acts of (some of) those who fall under it.

It does not follow from the fact that identification shapes ac-
tion, shapes life plans, that the identification itself must be
thought of as voluntary. I don’t recall ever choosing to identify as
a male;73 but being male has shaped many of my plans and ac-
tions. In fact, where my ascriptive identity is one on which almost
all my fellow citizens agree, I am likely to have little sense of
choice about whether the identity is mine; though I can choose
how central my identification with it will be—choose, that is, how
much I will organize my life around that identity. Thus if I am
among those (like the unhappily labeled “straight-acting gay
men,” or most American Jews) who are able, if they choose, to
escape ascription, I may choose not to take up a gay or a Jewish
identity; though this will require concealing facts about myself or
my ancestry from others.

If, on the other hand, I fall into the class of those for whom the
consensus on ascription is not clear—as among contemporary so-
called biracials, or bisexuals, or those many white Americans of
multiple identifiable ethnic heritages74—I may have a sense of
identity options: but one way I may exercise them is by marking
myself ethnically (as when someone chooses to wear an Irish pin)
so that others will then be more likely to ascribe that identity
to me.

Differences among Differences

Collective identities differ, of course, in lots of ways; the body is
central to race, gender, and sexuality but not so central to class
and ethnicity. And, to repeat an important point, racial identifi-
cation is simply harder to resist than ethnic identification. The
reason is twofold. First, racial ascription is more socially salient:

73 That I don’t recall it doesn’t prove that I didn’t, of course.
74 See Mary C. Waters, Ethnic Options: Choosing Identities in America

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1990).
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unless you are morphologically atypical for your racial group,
strangers, friends, officials are always aware of it in public and pri-
vate contexts, always notice it, almost never let it slip from view.
Second—and again both in intimate settings and in public
space—race is taken by so many more people to be the basis for
treating people differentially. (In this respect, Jewish identity in
America strikes me as being a long way along a line toward Afri-
can-American identity: there are ways of speaking and acting and
looking—and it matters very little whether they are “really”
mostly cultural or mostly genetic—that are associated with being
Jewish; and there are many people, white and black, Jewish and
Gentile, for whom this identity is a central force in shaping their
responses to others.)

This much about identification said, we can see that Du Bois’s
analytical problem was, in effect, that he believed that for racial
labeling of this sort to have the obvious real effects that it did
have—among them, crucially, his own identification with other
black people and with Africa—there must be some real essence
that held the race together. Our account of the history of the
label reveals that this is a mistake: once we focus, as Du Bois al-
most saw, on the racial badge—the signifier rather than the signi-
fied, the word rather than the concept—we see both that the ef-
fects of the labeling are powerful and real and that false ideas,
muddle and mistake and mischief, played a central role in deter-
mining both how the label was applied and to what purposes.

This, I believe, is why Du Bois so often found himself reduced,
in his attempts to define race, to occult forces: if you look for a
shared essence you won’t get anything, so you’ll come to believe
you’ve missed it, because it is super-subtle, difficult to experience
or identify: in short, mysterious. But if, as I say, you understand
the sociohistorical process of construction of the race, you’ll see
that the label works despite the absence of an essence.

Perhaps, then, we can allow that what Du Bois was after was
the idea of racial identity, which I shall roughly define as a label,
R, associated with ascriptions by most people (where ascription
involves descriptive criteria for applying the label); and identifica-
tions by those that fall under it (where identification implies
a shaping role for the label in the intentional acts of the posses-
sors, so that they sometimes act as an R), where there is a history
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of associating possessors of the label with an inherited racial es-
sence (even if some who use the label no longer believe in racial
essences).

In fact, we might argue that racial identities could persist even
if nobody believed in racial essences, provided both ascription and
identification continue.

There will be some who will object to my account that it does
not give racism a central place in defining racial identity: it is obvi-
ous, I think, from the history I have explored, that racism has
been central to the development of race theory. In that sense ra-
cism has been part of the story all along. But you might give an
account of racial identity in which you counted nothing as a racial
essence unless it implied a hierarchy among the races;75 or unless
the label played a role in racist practices. I have some sympathy
with the former strategy; it would fit easily into my basic picture.
To the latter strategy, however, I make the philosopher’s objec-
tion that it confuses logical and causal priority: I have no doubt
that racial theories grew up, in part, as rationalizations for mis-
treating blacks, Jews, Chinese, and various others. But I think it
is useful to reserve the concept of racism, as opposed to ethnocen-
trism or simply inhumanity, for practices in which a race concept
plays a central role. And I doubt you can explain racism without
first explaining the race concept.

I am in sympathy, however, with an animating impulse behind
such proposals, which is to make sure that here in America we do
not have discussions of race in which racism disappears from view.
As I pointed out, racial identification is hard to resist in part be-
cause racial ascription by others is so insistent; and its effects—
especially, but by no means exclusively, the racist ones—are so
hard to escape. It is obvious, I think, that the persistence of racism
means that racial ascriptions have negative consequences for some
and positive consequences for others—creating, in particular, the
white-skin privilege that it is so easy for people who have it to
forget; and it is clear, too, that for those who suffer from the neg-
ative consequences, racial identification is a predictable response,

75 This is the proposal of a paper on metaphysical racism by Berel Lang at the
New School for Social Research seminar “Race and Philosophy” in October
1994, from which I learned much.

82



R A C E , C U L T U R E , I D E N T I T Y

especially where the project it suggests is that the victims of
racism should join together to resist it. I shall return later to some
of the important moral consequences of present racism and the
legacy of racisms of the past.

But before I do, I want to offer some grounds for preferring
the account of racial identity I have proposed, which places racial
essences at his heart, over some newer accounts that see racial
identity as a species of cultural identity.

Cultural Identity in an Age of Multiculturalism

Most contemporary racial identification—whether it occurs in
such obviously regressive forms as the white nationalism of the
Aryan Nation or in an Afrocentrism about which, I believe, a
more nuanced position is appropriate—most naturally expresses
itself in forms that adhere to modified (and sometimes unrecon-
structed) versions of the old racial essences. But the legacy of the
Holocaust and the old racist biology has led many to be wary of
racial essences and to replace them with cultural essences. Before
I turn to my final cautionary words about racial identifications, I
want to explore, for a moment, the substitution of cultures for
races that has occurred in the movement for multiculturalism.

In my dictionary I find as a definition for “culture” “the total-
ity of socially transmitted behavior patterns, arts, beliefs, institu-
tions, and all other products of human work and thought.”76 Like
most dictionary definitions, this is, no doubt, a proposal on which
one could improve. But it surely picks out a familiar constellation
of ideas. That is, in fact, the sense in which anthropologists largely
use the term nowadays. The culture of the Asante or the Zuni, for
the anthropologist, includes every object they make—material
culture—and everything they think and do.

The dictionary definition could have stopped there, leaving out
the talk of “socially transmitted behavior patterns, arts, beliefs, in-
stitutions” because these are all products of human work and
thought. They are mentioned because they are the residue of an
older idea of culture than the anthropological one; something

76 American Heritage Dictionary III for DOS (3d ed.) (Novato, Calif.: Word-
star International Incorporated, 1993).
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difficulties of a multicultural society arise largely from the cultural
differences between ethnic groups. I think this easy assimilation
of ethnic and racial subgroups to subcultures is to be resisted.

First of all, it needs to be argued, and not simply assumed, that
black Americans, say, taken as a group, have a common culture:
values and beliefs and practices that they share and that they do
not share with others. This is equally true for, say, Chinese-Amer-
icans; and it is a fortiori true of white Americans. What seems clear
enough is that being an African-American or an Asian-American
or white is an important social identity in the United States.
Whether these are important social identities because these
groups have shared common cultures is, on the other hand, quite
doubtful, not least because it is doubtful whether they have com-
mon cultures at all.

The issue is important because an analysis of America’s struggle
with difference as a struggle among cultures suggests a mistaken
analysis of how the problems of diversity arise. With differing cul-
tures, we might expect misunderstandings arising out of igno-
rance of each others’ values, practices, and beliefs; we might even
expect conflicts because of differing values or beliefs. The para-
digms of difficulty in a society of many cultures are misunder-
standings of a word or a gesture; conflicts over who should take
custody of the children after a divorce; whether to go to the doc-
tor or to the priest for healing.

Once we move from talking of cultures to identities whole new
kinds of problems come into view. Racial and ethnic identities
are, for example, essentially contrastive and relate centrally to so-
cial and political power; in this way they are like genders and
sexualities.

Now, it is crucial to understanding gender and sexuality that
women and men and gay and straight people grow up together in
families, communities, denominations. Insofar as a common cul-
ture means common beliefs, values, and practices, gay people and
straight people in most places have a common culture: and while
there are societies in which the socialization of children is so
structured by gender that women and men have seriously distinct
cultures, this is not a feature of most “modern” societies. And it
is perfectly possible for a black and a white American to grow up
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Beyond Identity

The large collective identities that call for recognition come with
notions of how a proper person of that kind behaves: it is not that
there is one way that blacks should behave, but that there are
proper black modes of behavior. These notions provide loose
norms or models, which play a role in shaping the life plans of
those who make these collective identities central to their individ-
ual identities; of the identifications of those who fly under these
banners.93 Collective identities, in short, provide what we might
call scripts: narratives that people can use in shaping their life
plans and in telling their life stories. In our society (though not,
perhaps, in the England of Addison and Steele) being witty does
not in this way suggest the life script of “the wit.” And that is why
what I called the personal dimensions of identity work differently
from the collective ones.

This is not just a point about modern Westerners: cross-cultur-
ally it matters to people that their lives have a certain narrative
unity; they want to be able to tell a story of their lives that makes
sense. The story—my story—should cohere in the way appropri-
ate by the standards made available in my culture to a person of
my identity. In telling that story, how I fit into the wider story of
various collectivities is, for most of us, important. It is not just
gender identities that give shape (through, for example, rites of
passage into woman- or manhood) to one’s life: ethnic and na-
tional identities too fit each individual story into a larger narra-
tive. And some of the most “individualist” of individuals value
such things. Hobbes spoke of the desire for glory as one of the
dominating impulses of human beings, one that was bound to
make trouble for social life. But glory can consist in fitting and
being seen to fit into a collective history: and so, in the name of
glory, one can end up doing the most social things of all.

How does this general idea apply to our current situation in the
multicultural West? We live in societies in which certain individ-
uals have not been treated with equal dignity because they were,
for example, women, homosexuals, blacks, Catholics. Because,

93 I say “make” here not because I think there is always conscious attention
to the shaping of life plans or a substantial experience of choice but because I
want to stress the antiessentialist point that there are choices that can be made.
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as Taylor so persuasively argues, our identities are dialogically
shaped, people who have these characteristics find them central—
often, negatively central—to their identities. Nowadays there is a
widespread agreement that the insults to their dignity and the
limitations of their autonomy imposed in the name of these col-
lective identities are seriously wrong. One form of healing of the
self that those who have these identities participate in is learning
to see these collective identities not as sources of limitation and
insult but as a valuable part of what they centrally are. Because the
ethics of authenticity requires us to express what we centrally are
in our lives, they move next to the demand that they be recog-
nized in social life as women, homosexuals, blacks, Catholics. Be-
cause there was no good reason to treat people of these sorts
badly, and because the culture continues to provide degrading
images of them nevertheless, they demand that we do cultural
work to resist the stereotypes, to challenge the insults, to lift the
restrictions.

These old restrictions suggested life scripts for the bearers of
these identities, but they were negative ones. In order to con-
struct a life with dignity, it seems natural to take the collective
identity and construct positive life scripts instead.

An African-American after the Black Power movement takes
the old script of self-hatred, the script in which he or she is a
nigger, and works, in community with others, to construct a se-
ries of positive black life scripts. In these life scripts, being a
Negro is recoded as being black: and this requires, among other
things, refusing to assimilate to white norms of speech and behav-
ior. And if one is to be black in a society that is racist then one has
constantly to deal with assaults on one’s dignity. In this context,
insisting on the right to live a dignified life will not be enough. It
will not even be enough to require that one be treated with equal
dignity despite being black: for that will require a concession that
being black counts naturally or to some degree against one’s dig-
nity. And so one will end up asking to be respected as a black.

I hope I seem sympathetic to this story. I am sympathetic. I see
how the story goes. It may even be historically, strategically nec-
essary for the story to go this way.94 But I think we need to go on

94 Compare what Sartre wrote in his “Orphée Noir,” in Anthologie de la Nou-
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to the next necessary step, which is to ask whether the identities
constructed in this way are ones we can all be happy with in the
longer run. What demanding respect for people as blacks or as
gays requires is that there be some scripts that go with being an
African-American or having same-sex desires. There will be
proper ways of being black and gay: there will be expectations to
be met; demands will be made. It is at this point that some-
one who takes autonomy seriously will want to ask whether we
have not replaced one kind of tyranny with another. If I had to
choose between Uncle Tom and Black Power, I would, of course,
choose the latter. But I would like not to have to choose. I would
like other options. The politics of recognition requires that one’s
skin color, one’s sexual body, should be politically acknowledged
in ways that make it hard for those who want to treat their skin
and their sexual body as personal dimensions of the self. And
“personal” doesn’t mean “secret” but “not too tightly scripted,”
“not too constrained by the demands and expectations of others.”

In short, so it seems to me, those who see potential for conflict
between individual freedom and the politics of identity are right.

Why Differences between Groups Matter

But there is a different kind of worry about racial identities; one
that has not to do with their being too tightly scripted but with
a consequence of their very existence for social life. We can ap-
proach the problem by asking why differences between groups
matter.

This is, I think, by no means obvious. If some minority
groups—Korean-Americans, say—do especially well, most people
feel, “More power to them.” We worry, then, about the minori-
ties that fail. And the main reason why people currently worry
about minorities that fail is that group failure may be evidence of
injustice to individuals. That is the respectable reason why there
is so much interest in hypotheses, like those of Murray and Herrn-

velle Poésie Nègre et Malagache de Langue Francaise, ed. L. S. Senghor, p. xiv.
Sartre argued, in effect, that this move is a necessary step in a dialectical progres-
sion. In this passage he explicitly argues that what he calls an “antiracist racism”
is a path to the “final unity . . . the abolition of differences of race.”
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