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Racial Formations

Michael Omi and Howard Winant

In 1982-83, Susic Guillory Phipps unsuccessfully sued the Louisiana Bureau of
Vital Records to change her racial classification from hlack to white. The descen-
dant of an eightecnth-century white planter and a black slave, Phipps was desig-
nated “black” in her birth certificate in accordance with a 1970 state law which
declared anyone with at least one-thirty-second “Negro blood” to be black. The
legal battle raised intriguing questions about the coneept of race, its meaning in
contemnporary society, and its use (and abuse) in public policy. Assistant Attorney
General Ron Davis defended the law by pointing out that some type of racial clas-
sification was necessary to comply with federal record-keeping requirements and to
facililate programs for the prevention of genetic diseases. Phipps’s attorney, Brian
Begue, argucd that the assignment of racial categories on birth certificates was un-
constitutional and that the one-thirty-second designation was inaccurate. He called
on a retired Tulane University professor who cited research indicating that most
whiles have one-twentieth “Negro” ancestry. In the end, Phipps lost. The court up-
held a state law which quantified racial identity, and in so doing affirmed the legal-
ity of assigning individuals to specific racial groupings.!

The Phipps case illustrates the continuing dilerma of defiming race and estal-
lishing its meaning in institutional life. Today, to assert that variations in human
physiognomy are racially based is to enter a constant and intense debate. Scientific
interpretations of race have not been alone in sparking heated controversy; refi-
gious perspectives have done so as well.2 Most centrally, of course, race has been a
matter of political contention. This has been particularly tiue in the Uniled States,
where the concept of race has varied enormously over lime without ever leaving
the center stage of US history,

What Is Race?

Race conscionsness, and its articulation in theorics of race, is largely a modein
phenomenon. When European explorers in the New World “discovered” people
who looked different than themselves, these “natives” challenged then existing
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ethnicity theory pilfalls and apologetics such as functionalism and cultural pluralism may
be avoided, but only by sacrificing much of the focus on race. In the latter case, race is con-
sidered a manifestation of ethuicity.

21. The degree of antipathy for these groups should not be minimized. A northern
commentator observed in the 1850s: “An Irish Catholic seldem attempts to tise to a higher
condition than that in which he is placed, while the Negre often makes the attempt with
success.” Quoted in Gossett, op. cit., p. 288.

22. This analysis, as will perhaps be obvious, is essentially DuBoisian. [ts main source
will be found in the monumental {and still largely unappreciated) Black Reconstruction in
the United States, 1860—1880 (New York: Atheneum, 1977 [1935]).

23. Alexander Saxton argues that:

North Americans of Eurapean hackground have experienced three great racial con-
frontations: with the Indian, with the African, and with the Oriental. Central to
each transaction has been a totally one-sided preponderance of power, exerted for
the exploitation of nonwhites by the dominant white society. In each case (but espe-
cially in the two that began with systems of enforced labor), white workingmen
have played a enucial, yet ambivalent, role. They have been both exploited and ex-
ploiters. On the one hand, thrown into competition with noawhites as enslaved or
“cheap” labor, they suffered economically; on the other hand, being white, they
benefited by that very exploitation which was compelling the nonwhites to work for
low wages or {or nothing Ideologically they were drawn in oppesite directions.
Racial identification cut at right angles to cluss consciousness. {Alexander Saxten,
The Indispensable Enemy: Labor and the Anti-Chinese Movemeni in California
{Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1971), p. 1; emphasis
added.)

24. Selig Perlman, The History of Trade Unionism in the United States (New York:
Augustus Kelley, 1950), p. 52; emphasis added.

25. Whether southern blacks were “peasants” or rural workers is unimpertant in this
context. Sometime during the 1960s blacks attained a higher degree of urbanization than
whites. Before World War 11 most blacks had heen riral dwellers and nearly B0 percent
lived in the South.

26. See George Gilder, Wealth and Poverty (New York: Basic Books, 1981); Charles
Murray, Losing Ground (New York: Basic Books, 1984).

27. Abrilliant study of the racialization process in Britain, focused on the rise of “mug-
ging” as a popular fear in the 1970s, is Stuart Hall ef al., Pelicing the Crisis (London:
Macmillan, 1978).

28. The case of Vincent Chin, a Chinese American man beaten to death in 1982 by a
laid-off Defroit auto worker and his stepson who mistook him for Japanese and blamed him
for the loss of thewr jobs, has been widely publicized in Asian American communities. On
nmmigration conflicts and pressures, see Michael Omi, “New Wave Dread: Immigration
and Intra—Third World Conflict,” Socialist Review, no. 60 {November-December 1981}






