Racial Formation and
Transformation:
Toward a Theory of

Black Racial Oppression

Sundiata Keita Cha-Jua

Personal testimony, public surveys, and aca-
demic research reveal the continuation of
rac(e)ism* in the United States, especially an-
tiblack rac(e)ism. The structures, ideologies,
and relations of racial oppression have been
pervasive and persistent in both U. S. and
world histories. Rac(e)ism, or racial oppres-
sion, is a system of domination, discrimina-
tion, and degradation of people who differ in
some physical traits from their oppressors.

Since the eighteenth century, racial oppres-
sion has structured both the position and the
perceptions of black peoples.’ In the United
States, rac(e)ism has been ubiquitous. It has
pervaded every aspect of Blacks’ and people
of color’s lives: economic, political, social,
cultural, and personal. Moreover, the continu-
ing significance of rac{e)ism has generated
the illusion that the African-American experi-
ence has been static or cyclical. That
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rac(e)ism has been constant and all encom-
passing is indisputable, but has it also been
unchanging?

In a retrospective on the twentieth anniver-
sary of the founding of Ethnic and Racial
Studies, Martin Bulmer and John Solomos
posit that “the salience of ethnicity and race
. . . has become more evident during the last
thirty years.”® Yet many observers contend
that contemporary rac(e)ism is more covert
than in previous historical periods. How can
racial oppression be both more evident and
less overt? Perhaps because both popular and
scholarly interest in rac(e)ism has increased
and the technologies to measure its effects
have dramatically improved recently?” What
is more important, however, is Bulmer and
Solomos’s argument that the trend toward
new racisms is a result of the “charging so-
cio-economic environment of contemporary
societies.”® The implication is that the appear-
ance and properties of racial oppression re-
sponded to changes in a society’s political
economy. This suggests that rac(e)ism has

been pervasive and persistent, but not un-

changing. This makes sense, since to believe
that fundamental change has not occurred in
African Americans’ and black people’s rela-
tionship to the U.S. political economy, the
state, and civil society, or between them and
Euro-Americans and other U.S. nationalities,
is to locate African people outside the histori-
cal process.’ If the system of racial oppres-
sion in the United States has changed over
time, how do we account for Blacks’ continu-
ing location on the “bottom rail”? How do we
recount the internal dimensions of the
African-American experience, culture, and
pleasure, without losing focus on the external
and structural factors constraining Black peo-
ple? What social forces have pushed the
process forward or backward? What is the re-
lationship between transitions and transfor-
mations in the system of racial oppression
and African-American agency? The “chang-

26 Souls + Winter 2001

ing same” is perhaps the metaphor that best
captures the complexities of the African-
American situation." But if we are to expli-
cate the processes of Black racial oppression
and explain how the role, position, and status
of Blacks in the political economy, the state,
and civil society have changed since 1619,
we must move beyond description and
metaphor. We must offer a general theory of
rac(e)isn and a specific theory of Black
racial oppression.

It is precisely “a sound theoretical appara-
tus” that the study of “racism” lacks, accord-
ing to sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva.!!
This project addresses this concern by offer-
ing a provisional theory of rac(e)ism. I have
delimited my effort to the African-American
experience; thus this article should be consid-
ered a coniribution toward a more general
theory of racial oppression. The sociohistori-
cal experiences of other U.S. racialized
groups compose a fundamental part of the
presuppositions in which I conceive racial
formations. Due to the spatial constraints of a
journal article, however, their experiences
will not form an essential part of this narra-
tive. Nevertheless, much of my argument is
applicable to the lived experiences of indige-
nous Amerindians, Chicano/as, Puerto Ri-
cans, Filipino/as, and Chinese and Japanese
Americans. But my primary purpose is to
propose the Black Racial Formation and
Transformation (BRFT) model as a theory
and paradigm of Black racial oppression and
African-American history. BRFT theory
posits these hypotheses: (1) rac(e)ism is con-
stitutive rather than contingent to U.S. social
formations; (2) rac(e)ism includes institu-
tional and individual practices and corre-
sponding ideological representations;" (3)
racial formations are dynamic rather than sta-
tic; (4) racial formations represent specific
systems of racial control that occur at particu-
lar historical moments; and (5) racial forma-
tions are formed and transformed according
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to the dialectical interaction between chang-
ing political economies, evolving state sys-
tems, and the agency of the oppressed.

BRFT theory confronts fundamental his-
torical questions, such as the relationship be-
tween continuity and discontinuity, the role
of endogenous and exogenous forces, and the
relationship between structure and agency in
producing social change. This project is di-
vided into five sections. First, I briefly sum-
marize and critique the pioneering racial for-
mation (and transformation) models of
Michael Omi and Howard Winant and of
Harold Baron. The contributions of Omi and
Winant are more widely known, but my ap-
proach to racial formation and transformation
is derived mainly from Baron. I am attracted
to Baron’s formulation because he empha-
sizes political economy and provides a peri-
odization of African-American history. Peri-
odization is the division of the history of a
people, society, city, or person into discrete
sections of time. In the second section, I dis-
cuss the centrality of periodization to the
historical enterprise and critically examine
several periodization schemas of African-
American history. Third, using Alex Callini-
cos’s theory of history, I construct a theory of
African-American history by digging into the
matrow of the Black experience and uncover-
ing its patterns, trends, and structures. I delin-
cate the structure and core components and
chart the coordinates and linkages of the
BRFT paradigm in the fourth section. In the
fifth and final segment, I outline the central
features of the “new nadir,” the emerging
African-American racial formation.

Foundations of the

Black Racial Formation and
Transformation Paradigm

The concept of racial formation was intro-

duced in scholarly literature in the mid-
1980s. In this section, I explicate two differ-

e -~ -

ent conceptions of racial formation theory,
one by Michael Omi and Howard Winant and
another by Harold Baron. Omi and Winant
made the term famous in their 1986 mono-
graph Racial Formation in the United States:
From the 1960s to the 1990s. But my concep-
tualization of Black Racial Formation and
Transformation is an extension of Harold
Baron’s 1985 article, “Racism Transformed:
The Implications of the 1960s.”" Although
these theoretical models use similar names,
the minute differences in nomenclature con-
ceal profound distinctions in theorization.
Omi and Winant’s main goal is to develop a
conceptual framework for analyzing race and
racism in the United States. Racial Formation
in the United States focuses predominately on
the African-American experience and how the
Black Freedom movement (Civil Rights and
Black Power) of the 1960s (1955-1975)"
changed the meaning(s) assigned to race, par-
ticularly “blackness.” They contend that the
concepts historically used by social scientists
to explain racial oppression, ethnicity, class,
and nation are reductionist or substitutionist.
Moreover, Omi and Winant construct a defini-
tion of race that is neither essentialist nor
ephemeral. According to them, race is “a con-
cept which signifies and symbolizes social
conflicts and interests by referring to different
types of human bodies.”” They consider race
“an unstable and decentered” composite of
social interpretations. The meanings of race
are in constant flux because they are deter-
mined by political struggle, or what Omi and
Winant call “racial projects.” According to
them, dominant or subordinate political ac-
tors, reactionary groups, or groups with an
emancipatory agenda can use race to mobilize
their constituencies. Racial formation, their
central concept, is the result of racial projects.
They define racial formation as “the sociohis-
torical process by which racial categories are
created, inhabited, transformed, and de-
stroyed.”*® Thus, for Omi and Winant, chang-

Souls + Winter2001 27




[, Y ik 2R BN M Y

.. SRR R -

s Racial Formation and Transformation

ing conceptions, categorizations, and interpre-
tations of “race” are the key to comprehend-
ing and eradicating racism.

Omi and Winant’s approach has several at-
tributes. First, by focusing on the fluidity of
race they historicize racial meanings, that is,
they demonstrate that particular racial mean-
ings are contingent rather than given a priori.
Their first point is a precondition for their sec-
ond. Because their meanings are not predeter-
mined, race relations must be situated in real
sociohistorical contexts. Third, because Omi
and Winant are mainly concerned with the in-
terpretation of racial meanings, they empha-
size the legal construction and legitimation of
those meanings. Thus they highlight the role
of the state in racial formation. Fourth, unlike
many postmodernists they distinguish race
from racism." Fifth, the centrality of racial
projects or political struggle to their project
reveals their privileging of agency in the
transformation of racial meanings.

Omi and Winant’s approach has several
deficiencies, some of which are the obverse
of their strengths. For instance, although
they advocate historicizing race, “racial pro-
jects,” the process by which they posit racial
formation occurs is quite broad and lacks
specificity. Although they articulate the need
to locate racial formation in real sociohistori-
cal situations, they provide only brief
sketches of historical periods other than the
1960s. Moreover, they overemphasize the
state’s role in constructing legal racial cate-
gories and policies because they minimize
the political economy’s role in structuring
the social relations from which racial mean-
ings are deduced and codified. The state, as
Marx and Engels claimed, “mediates the for-
mation of all common institutions.”" In a
racial state, all institutions are racialized;
thus every institution is politicized. Conse-
quently, the state itself becomes the focus of
emancipatory struggles as Omi and Winant
claim.” Yet, for Marx and Engels, the state
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was the “form of organization” created by
the capitalist class to secure its collective in-
terests.? In contrast, for Omi and Winant, the
racial state’s “orientation” toward race devel-
ops from its interaction with race-based so-
cial movements. Stanley B. Greenberg’s
work supports their general conclusion, but
unlike Omi and Winant, Greenberg traces
racial actors’ relationship to the political
economy and the ruling race’s capitalist
class. Omi and Winant minimize the racial
state’s relationship to the dominant sector of
the capitalist class.” After all, even when
nullifying forms of racial oppression, the
state most often operates in the best interest
of the capitalist class or only takes actions
amenable to the dominant racialclass stra-
tum. That is, although the state becomes the
site of struggle, it is not a neutral institution,
nor are interest groups equally positioned to
influence it, as pluralist theory maintains. Its
political architecture is organized such that it
cannot consistently oppose the interests of
the capitalist class’s leading sector. That is,
the organization, regulations, and power
arrangements at all three levels of the U.S.
state are structured to privilege the wealthy,
whites, and men. Making a similar point, E.
San Juan asks, “But what is the differentia
specifica of this new articulation of the exi-
gencies of capital, of the social totality.”> Al-
though Omi and Winant assert that “an in-
eluctable link” exists between “the structural
and cultural dimensions of race,” their focus
on the shifting rationalizations of racial ide-
ology undermines their exploration of actual
dialectical links between the ideological and
structural elements of racial oppression.”
Thus, for them, racial formation is preemi-
nently an ideological process.”

Baron covers much of the same territory as
Omi and Winant, but his project differs signifi-
cantly from theirs. He is especially interested
in illuminating the relationship between race
and class in the United States. Baron arguoes
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that over the course of African-American his-
tory “the most decisive relationship is that be-
tween processes of capitalistic development
and change in the forms of racial control.”” He
contends that changes in the racial order
wrought by the Black freedom movement of
the 1960s not only shattered the “existing
racial formation” but were “comparable” to
Emancipation. Baron approaches the
race/racism problematic from a materialist po-
sition; thus he stresses the role of political
economy. Although he recognizes the impor-
tance of the ideological and cultural changes
brought about by the Civil Rights and Black
Power movements, he does not elaborate on
them because he is mainly concerned with
structural transformations. His central analyti-
cal concepts, “racial formation and racial
transformation,” stress change—creation, de-
velopment, and negation.” In contradistinction
to Omi and Winant’s idealist approach, Baron
conceives of the Black racial formation as “the
distinctive position—at times almost an en-
clave—of the black community within the
United States social formation.”” Baron’s
racial formations consist of four elements: (1)
a dominant group classified as white, (2) a
subordinate group defined as black, (3) a racial
control system, and (4) the social formation’s
dominant national mode of production.?® A
racial formation, then, is a racialized social
formation, that is, a racially stratified society
with identifiable political spatial boundaries
bound within a particular historical period.
Baron identifies three racial formations or pe-
riods of African-American history: Slavery,
Agrarian Ascendancy, and Advanced Racism.
The theoretical relationship between African-
American racial formations and their encom-
passing U.S. historical periods (social forma-
tions), Commercial, Industrial, and Advanced
Capitalism, are central to his conception.
Black racial formations are subordinate politi-
cal economies that are subsumed within domi-
nant U.S. national modes of production.?

]

As an activist intellectual, Baron has as his
primary objective the devising of a frame-
work by which radical activists can “compre-
hend and guide historical change.”* He con-
siders the national mode of production the
decisive element in racial transformations
because changes in it precede and condition
changes in the racial formation. Baron iden-
tifies the main features of racial domination
as “economic exploitation and social-politi-
cal power.” Accordingly, he contends that
the white capitalist class appropriates the
benefits of racial oppression, but that all
whites receive at least preferential treatment
and symbolic benefits. In comparison to Omi
and Winant, Baron de-emphasizes the state
and the law. Prior to World War II, he argues,
the state’s main function was to establish the
legal framework in which racial interactions
occurred. Moreover, according to Baron,
even though the law orders and rationalizes
racial oppression it is the last aspect of the
racial formation to change. He argues that
the state’s role changed dramatically after
World War I1. Although he privileges the po-
litical economy, he views racial transforma-
tion complexly. He sees racial transforma-
tion as the consequence of dialectical
interactions between changes in the mode of
production, state actions, and African-Amer-
ican agency.

Baron’s model has several strengths. First,
he clearly delineates his theory’s central con-
cepts, core elements, and major processes and
their articulations. Second, he focuses on the
dialectical interactions between capitalist de-
velopment and rac(e)ism. His framework em-
phasizes the relationship between racial op-
pression and the broader social formation.
Third, Baron’s focus on the interaction be-
tween race and class necessitates that he ana-
lyze class stratification between and within
each racialized group. This allows him to pre-
sent a nuanced portrait of the racialclass inter-
ests and capacities of different political actors.

Souls « Winter 2001 29




a
Y
]
11
ul
| ]
i
|
H |
ar
uy
l‘
i
b
[ ]
i
n
1
14

e Racial Formation and Transformation

Fourth, he explicates the processes of change.
Baron sees change as a multifaceted process
involving the mode of production, the state,
and Black self-activity. Another strength of
Baron’s model flows from the fourth. His core
concepts, racial formation and racial transfor-
mation, lead him to conceive of racial forma-
tions as specific historical periods. Fifth, he
manages to articulate the changing role of the
state and law and explain their role in the cre-
ation and abolition of particular racial forma-
tions without overemphasizing them. Sixth,
Baron begins to sketch the outlines of the cur-
rent racial formation. In sum, Baron has con-
structed a materialist model that illuminates
the themes, trends, and patterns undergirding
the African-American experience and their
formation and interaction with the U.S. na-
tional mode of production and state.

Baron’s framework also has a few defi-
ciencies. His methodology suggests dialecti-
cal connections between the structural sys-
tems of racial domination and racist
ideologies and cultural manifestations. Yet he
does not articulate how racial ideology and
culture relate to the system of domination or
how they manifested in specific racial forma-
tions. Thus, by default, he overly minimizes
their roles in the processes of racial oppres-
sion. In addition, his periodization framework
does not account for transitions or stages
within a racial formation. Lacking these
types of distinctions, his model is incapable
of representing changes that occur in an his-
torical period. Transitional stages are impor-
tant because they highlight changes in each
historical period that do not entail the trans-
formation to another racial formation. Transi-
tions evidence evolutionary changes and tran-
sitions in one or only a few areas. They are
essential for tracing the development of the
social processes and political mobilizations
that pave the way for racial transformations.

Despite wide areas of difference, the for-
mulations of Omi and Winant and of Baron
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do share some similarities. First, both theo-
ries originated as responses to the inability of
the ethnicity, class, and nation paradigms to
explain the African-American experience sat-
isfactorily. The African-American experience
is paradigmatic for both sets of theorists. By
thus situating the Black experience, they
make powerful statements about the central-
ity of that experience to the understanding of
race and racial oppression in the United
States.” Both paradigms view racial oppres-
sion as constitutive of rather than contingent
to U.S. society. Both models conjecture that
race/racism, although related, is fundamen-
tally different from other forms of oppression
and resistance such as class, ethnicity/nation-
ality, and gender. Omi and Winant and Baron
conceive racial formations as fluid. Finally,
both paradigms view the 1960s as a water-
shed in race relations, especially Black/white
relations.

I propose a Black Racial Formation and
Transformation model that modifies and
elaborates Omi and Winant’s and Baron’s pi-
oneering theories by presenting a structural
theory that is attentive to ideology and cul-
ture, that articulates the dialectical links be-
tween conditioning structures and human
agency, and that explicates the processes,
agents, and direction of change. BRFT is a
conceptual model for investigating the past
and present material conditions and ideologi-
cal beliefs of African-descended people: de-
mographic patterns, socioeconomic struc-
tures, historical processes, institutional
arrangements, social movements, material
and expressive culture, and psychological at-
titudes.

Periodizing the
African-American Experience
Historians conceive history as a method for

studying continuity and change over time and
across space using particular concepts and
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methodologies. A major part of making sense
of history’s protean nature requires historians
to create periodization frameworks, that is, to
categorize the past into coherent chunks of
time. Periodization allows scholars to discern
dominant patterns, themes, and trends. In this
sense, periodizing frameworks highlight con-
tinuities and discontinuities. They also aid
scholars in differentiating extensive transfor-
mations from episodic events and substantive
changes from ethereal ones.

The family historian Daniel Scott Smith

identified three types of periodization
schemes in his study of family history: “di-
chotomous, secular trend, and episodic.”*
Dichotomous frameworks, as the name sug-
gests, distinguish between two very distinct
epochs. The title of John Hope Franklin’s
classic African-American history textbook,
From Slavery to Freedom, is illustrative. Ac-
cording to Smith, secular trends cover inter-
mediate time frames ranging from a decade
to a century. Whereas a dichotomous schema
is manichean (black and white), secular trend
approaches are gray, more complex and nu-
anced. Baron’s Agrarian Ascendancy is a
secular trend period. Episodic periodization
models categorize changes of short-term du-
ration in one or a few areas such as economy,
politics, or culture. These transitions last
only a few decades and according to Smith
are reversible. Rayford Logan’s “nadir,”
1877-1917, or Robert Smith’s “post civil
rights era” are two examples of episodic pe-
riods.*

Most scholars of the African-American ex-
perience acknowledge three dichotomous ex-
periences: Slavery, Sharecropping, and In-
dustrialization. Thomas Holt claims these
periods form the “essential contexts” for the
African-American experience and are “key to
any comprehensive study” of the United
States.” Moreover, most African American-
ists discuss the great migration, the Harlem
Renaissance, and the Civil Rights movements

L. ]

as distinct experiences. Yet few historians
conceptualize these particular experiences as
historical periods, specifically as episodic pe-
riods. According to the historian Jan Tyrrell,
the history profession is the least theoretical
of the social sciences and humanities. The -
historian Keith Jenkins concurred, adding
“mainstream ‘history culture’ in this country”
is characterized by a “chronic, antitheoretical
nature.”* History’s atheoreticism in large part
explains why African-American sociologists
like E. Franklin Frazier and Oliver Cromwell
Cox applied sociological theory to the
African-American experience and grappled
theoretically with the meaning of racial op-
pression whereas historians ignored these is-
sues.” Consequently, constructions of ex-
plicit periodization schemas have become the
province of social scientists, especially soci-
ologists and political economists, rather than
historians.*®

Besides Baron, several social scientists
have developed periodization schemas of
African-American history, including the so-
ciologists Abdul Alkalimat, Joe Feagin, and
Sidney Willhelm; the political economists
Thomas D. Boston and Lloyd Hogan; and
the historian Robert L. Harris.” Although a
consensus does not exist, most of these
scholars favor a three-period framework,
similar to the one described by Holt. Will-
helm, for instance, conceptualizes “three
technological eras . . . preindustrial, industri-
alization, and the computer age.”* Feagin
termed his three historical eras “Slavery,
1640-1865; Semi-Slavery, 1865-1960; and
Semi-Slavery, 1960-1986.”* Wilson divides
his three stages of black-white race relations
into the preindustrial stage, ‘“plantation
economy and racial caste oppression,
1619-1890s”; the industrial era, “the split la-
bor market and racial oppression”; and the
modern industrial period, “progressive tran-
sition from racial inequalities to class in-
equalities, 1940s-1970s.”** Building on
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Baron, Hogan defines his three eras as “Slav-
ery, 1619-1865”; the “black sharecropping
system, 1865-1965”; and “industrial wage
labor, 1965-1984.%

Alkalimat, Boston, and Harris reject the
three-period framework. Offering perhaps the
most comprehensive schema, Alkalimat and
his associates’ (hereafter referred to as Alka-
limat) “Paradigm of Unity” (PoU) specifies
general core elements (biology, political
economy, society, and consciousness), identi-
fies particular correlated concepts (color,
class, culture, and consciousness), conceptu-
alizes historical periods, and explains the
processes of historical change. His particular
concepts constitute the “units of analysis” for
the African-American experience. Alkali-
mat’s periodization emphasizes the transition
between four periods of social cohesion (Tra-
ditional Africa, Slavery, Rural Life, and Ur-
ban Life) and four periods of social disrup-
tion (Slave Trade, Emancipation, Migration,
and Crisis). Except Slavery, the periods of so-
cial cohesion connote spatial concepts or
places, whereas the periods of disruption sug-
gest processes. The periods of disruption are
transitional social trend or episodic stages
that shatter the rules, roles, relations, and
racial meanings of the previous period of so-
cial cohesion and serve as transitions to a new
period of social cohesion.* The presentation
of race and gender as simply genetic cate-
gories is problematic. Without elaboration,
their inclusion there suggests that Alkalimat
views them as biological rather than biosocial
categories in which the social relations of
racial oppression are dominant. The lack of
clarification evidences ambivalence because
his actval discussions of the African-Ameri-
can experience and the history of Black
women emphasize social processes. For ex-
ample, in the case of Black women Alkalimat
stresses the “triple oppression of Black
women,” the intersection of gender, race, and
class. Similarly, he approaches the Black ex-
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perience from the perspective that race and
class are intertwined.*

‘Whereas Alkalimat conceives of eight peri-
ods, Boston’s “Stages of Afro-American De-
velopment” consists of two: “Slavery and the
Period of Free Labor Relations,” which corre-
spond to the slave and capitalist modes of
production.” They are dichotomous and thus
they correspond to Franklin’s two epochs:
Slavery and Freedom. Boston’s “Stages of
Afro-American Development” is the most
historically conceptualized model. First, he
incorporates transitional stages in his frame-
work. Unfortunately, he leaves the slavery era
undifferentiated, but he does divide his sec-
ond period, the “Period of Free Labor Rela-
tions” into three historical stages: “Black
Land Tenancy,” “Urbanized Labor,” and
“Marginalized Black Labor.”¥’ Because he
only provides a sketch, it is unclear which
phases are social trend or episedic eras.
Boston’s major contribution is his specifica-
tion of interperiod and interstage transitions.
According to him, some transitions are major
whereas others are minor: Major transforma-
tions, such as the Civil War and Reconstruc-
tion, alter the basic relationship between
dominant and subordinate classes and the in-
ternal structure of all social classes; minor
transitions such as the Great Migration are
less apocalyptic and affect internal class
structures more than the position of the domi-
nant racialclass. The concepts of interstage
and interperiod transitions facilitate Boston’s
analysis of the change processes between and
within periods.®

Harris’s “A Conceptual Design for Afro-
American History” focuses on transitions,
processes, turning points, watersheds, and
transformations. He identifies four periods of
African-American history:

(1) Transition: from Africa to America;

Process: Enslavement; Transformation:
Afro-Americans;
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(2) Transition: from Slavery to Freedom;
Process: Emancipation; Transformation:
Agricultural Workers;

(3) Transition: from Country to City;
Process: Urbanization; Transformation: In-
dustrial Laborers; and

(4) Transition: from Segregation to Civil
Rights; Process: Enfranchisement; Transfor-
mation: First Class Citizenship.*

Harris’s main contribution is his historical-
theoretical categories: transition, process, and
transformation. Nevertheless, his application
of them is confusing. For instance, the cate-
gory “Transition” includes both places and
processes and “Transformation” encom-
passes everything: the making of a people, la-
bor classifications, and political and social in-
corporation. Moreover, his category, “First
Class Citizenship” is idealist. It focuses on de
jure rather than de facto issues, and thus it
privileges legalities rather than realties. Be-
cause he does not explain the interaction be-
tween the transitions, processes, and transfor-
mations, his model is more a sketch than a
fully articulated paradigm.®

Similarities abound in the work of these
theorists, as do significant differences. First,
all are conflict theorists: dual labor theorists,
economic determinists, Marxist, or neo-
Marxists. They locate the source of conflict
in either rac(e)ism or the dialectical interac-
tion between class exploitation and racial op-
pression. Second, they agree on the modal
experiences: slavery, sharecropping, and in-
dustrial wage labor. Furthermore, most (Al-
kalimat, Baron, Boston, Harris, and Hogan)
conceive of African-American history as al-
ternating between long dichotomous periods
of relative stability and short intense stages of
heightening racial conflict.

General agreement exists on the modal ex-
periences, as Holt states; but there is wide
disagreement on other issues. First, they dif-
fer widely concerning the causal factors de-

termining racial oppression and periodiza-
tion, that is, the relationship between struc-
ture and agency. Willhelm, for instance, is a
technological determinist. He contends, “A
systemn of race relations can be associated
with each technological period.” His model
privileges technological transformation and
the actions of elites and neglects African-
American agency, the role of white workers,
and most other political and cultural factors.
In contrast, Feagin emphasizes state actions.
Nevertheless, his model also locates the ini-
tiative for reform and repression with elite
whites. Writing about his second period, he
states, “In the next century (1865-1965) the
white ruling class introduced certain
changes.”” Feagin relegates Black self-activ-
ity to the background; it appears as a silent
specter casting its shadow over the process of
change. His brief mention of antiblack
rac(e)ism in the construction of white Ameri-
can identity serves to marginalize it. Wilson
locates agency with different political actors
during different periods: with plantation mas-
ters during slavery, workers during the indus-
trial era, and the state and Black civil rights
activists during the modern industrial era.®® In
contradistinction, Alkalimat, Baron, Boston,
Harris, and Hogan characterize each period
by a complex of elements, including political
economy, technological change, politics, cul-
ture, and African-American agency. Method-
ologically, they locate the initiative for social
transformation in the actions of African-
American people. But as Marxists or neo-
Marxists, Alkalimat, Baron, Boston, and
Hogan stress the exploitation of labor. Poli-
tics, specifically the struggle for citizenship,
is Harris’s dominant theme. Although Alkali-
mat, Baron, Boston, Harris, and Hogan em-
phasize different factors, all identify or imply
that African-American historical periods are
part of specific structures of accumulation
that are partially determined by African-
American agency.*
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Second, because the theorists select differ-
ent watersheds and turning points, they differ
on the precise beginnings and endings of the
periods. For example, all the theorists except
Wilson view slavery as a separate historical
period. Although Alkalimat ends “the rural
agricultural period” in the 1930s, Feagin con-
tinues his comparable period, the first “Semi-
Slavery” era, until 1960, and Hogan’s “black
sharecropping system” lasts until 1965. Har-
ris’s beginning and ending points are implicit
rather than explicit; they are inferred by his
turning points. And Willhelm does not offer
specific beginning and ending points for any
period.”

In addition to disagreeing on the starting
and terminal points, they also disagree on how
to characterize the periods, especially share-
cropping. For example, Boston and Harris
conceive the ‘“post-slavery period” as predom-
inately characterized by “free labor relations.”
Yet Alkalimat, Baron, Feagin, and Hogan
view their comparable eras as semicapitalist.
Hogan refers to sharecropping as “a special
type of exploitative labor system, based on
feudal property relations.”™* Because Blacks
were subject to extramarket forces of coercion
and racial discrimination, Alkalimat, Baron,
Feagin, and Hogan view this era as transi-
tional between slave and capitalist production
relations. I find the multiperiod frameworks
superior to Boston’s two-period model. Be-
cause he does not distinguish the dominant
production relations operative between 1865
and 1940 from those operative after 1940, his
two-period framework cannot be sustained
analytically. That is, although some Black
workers worked for wages during this stage,
most African Americans were employed in
production relations that were semicapitalist,
at best. In the main, Blacks were not incorpo-
rated into wage labor until after 1940,

Periodization schemas are essential con-
ceptual tools for analyzing the past because
history is mainly about examining continuity

———

and change over time. Integral to historical
materialist methodology and BRFT theory is
a specific application of a reconstructed his-
torical materialism to the African-American
experience. Thus periodization is critical to
the BRFT model because each racial forma-
tion represents a distinct period of African-
American history. By identifying pivotal
events and historical turning points, peri-
odization provides the conceptual tools by
which transitions within a racial formation
and transformations from one racial forma-
tion to another can be mapped. Moreover, pe-
riodization schemas are generated by theory,
but they also generate theoretical innovations.

Historical Theory and the Black
Racial Formation and
Transformation Paradigm

In accordance with the Marxist philosopher
Alex Callinicos’s ideas, I conceive of BRFT
as a theory of history in the sense that it uses
universal concepts to provide causal explana-
tions for the content, contours, and patterns
of African-American historical development.
Here 1 will discuss the makeup, conversion
processes, and course of the African-Ameri-
can racial formation and transformation
model. BRFT theory is a particular applica-
tion of historical materialism to Black his-
tory. Callinicos contends that classical histor-
ical materialism is a theory of history because
it offers an account of social transformation.
According to Callinicos, historical material-
ism posits “a weak tendency for the produc-
tive forces to develop, the consequent likeli-
hood of organic crises and the primacy of
structural capacities and class interests in ex-
plaining social action.””* Moreover, Callini-
cos has argued, quite successfully, that theo-
ries of history embody theories of structure,
transformation, and directionality.” These as-
pects specify the uniqueness of the social for-
mation being observed and identify and ex-
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plain the processes by which it was and will
be transformed and the paths that change is
likely to take.

I propose a conceptualization of the struc-
ture of Black racial formations that (1) identi-
fies and explains their composition; and (2)
identifies and explains their (r)evolutionary
processes, tendencies, and course. The theory
of Black racial formations and transforma-
tions builds on foundations laid by Baron (in-
clusive of contributions by Alkalimat,
Boston, Harris, and Hogan) and the sociolo-
gist Albert Szymanski. I diverge from Baron
in three essential ways. First, I subsume his
first three aspects in what I call the racializa-
tion process. That is, I view race (the white
and black racial groups) and racism as per-
mutations of racialization. Second, following
Szymanski I conceive of racism as inclusive
of the processes of superexploitation, dis-
crimination, and degradation.® Third, al-

though I view the broader social formation’s -

“dominant national mode of production” as
enveloping and subordinating the racial for-
mation’s political economy, my conceptual-
ization emphasizes the production relations
of the specific political economy in which
Blacks actually labored. The composition of
a racial formation then includes processes of
racialization; the intertwining of class, racial,
and gender stratification; the relationship of
its structures and ideologies to actions,
events, and consciousness; and the relation-
ship between dominant and subordinate polit-
ical economies.

Racial formations are social formations
that were initially created during periods of
European plunder and conquest. Racial for-
mations have developed in four overlapping
but different historical moments: (1)
1492-1808, the era of merchant capitalism
and primitive accumulation—European con-
quest of the Americas and the Atlantic
slave(ry) trade;® (2) 1787-1898, develop-
ment of industrial capitalism and the bour-
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geois nation-state—FEuropean settler colonies
in the Americas declare their independence;
(3) 1885-1989, the age of monopoly capital-
ism and imperialism—European and Euro-
American colonization of Africa, Asia, the
Pacific Islands, and Australia and national
liberation movements; and (4) 1980 to the
present, globalization—the postcolonial era.
During the first moment of European domi-
nation, around 1680 English conquerors de-
fined themselves as “white” and the
Amerindian, African, Asian, Pacific Island,
and Aboriginal peoples as “nonwhite,” or
specifically as “red,” “black,” “yellow,” and
“brown.”® Thus racial formations should be
understood as white supremacist social for-
mations.®® In Charles W. Mills’s terms, racial
formations are founded on a racial contract
the “most salient” feature of which is eco-
nomic exploitation.®

Racial formations are class societies in
which peoples and nationalities have been
converted into races. Each racial formation
has a unique composition that distinguishes it
from other instances of racial formations and,
more important, from other social forma-
tions. To account for each racial formation’s
particularity requires, as Callinicos contends,
a theory of structure. Since the underlying so-
cial relationships rarely correspond to surface
appearances, it also necessitates that such a
theory provide the explanatory concepts nec-
essary for social analysis.* According to
BRFT theory, racial formations include two
interrelated and multifaceted aspects: racial-
ization and a mode of production. Racializa-
tion contains two elements: (1) the idea of
race, and (2) racism. Racialization literally
means the social processes by which a domi-
nant people makes itself and the peoples it
oppresses into superior and inferior “races.”
The ruling race then rationalizes its domi-
nance by claiming that the phenotypic fea-
tures of the oppressed express their innate in-
feriority.® The state and law are essential for
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codifying the material relationship of domi-
nation that is created through incorporation
of the subordinate “racial” group in the ruling
race’s political economy. The intelligentsia of
an elite that controls the state’s repressive and
ideological apparatuses initially imagines
race. Thomas Jefferson’s writings are a case
in point.”’ This is not to negate the often-lead-
ing role white subordinate classes have
played in consolidating a white supremacist
social system. The exploited “white” racial-
classes have often pressured the dominant
white “racialclass” to organize, preserve, or
extend white supremacy. More important, we
should not ignore race’s emancipatory use by
oppressed peoples to organize their resistance
movements.® Yet I must emphasize that the
leading sector of a society’s dominant racial-
class must sanction racist practices and ide-
ologies before they can be woven into a so-
cial formation’s basic institutional fabric.

Yet what is race? Today, it is fashionable
among humanities scholars and social scien-
tists to conceive of race as a social construct
created by rulers to rationalize and secure
power and privilege. Natural scientists, how-
ever, refer to race as a “breeding population.”
Similarly, the philosopher Albert Mosley
views race as “a set of characteristics that oc-
curs with greater frequency among its mem-
bers than among the members of another
race.” In contrast, the anthropologist Audrey
Smedley considers race “a set of beliefs and
attitudes about human differences, not the
differences themselves.”® Embodied in these
statements is the essential difference between
those who view race as a legitimate social
category that specifies real biological differ-
ences and those who view it as merely a so-
cial construct. These statements are not mutu-
ally exclusive. Obviously, race is not natural,
that is, totally determined by biology, but nei-
ther is it purely a social construct, that is, de-
termined wholly by ideology.™ The race con-
cept has both biological and social

dimensions. The sociohistorical relations be-
tween two different peoples predominantly
determine racial categories; nonetheless they
are predicated on some real differences in
physical appearance.” These morphological
characteristics give race an “underlying ge-
netic basis,” according to Mosley. This “ap-
parent” correspondence with reality is what
gives race, and by extension racism, the ap-
pearance of “common sense.” Nonetheless
biologists and social scientists have shown
that these variations in appearance are not the
physical expression of different underlying
essences. In and of themselves, distinctions
in phenotype and morphology are socially
meaningless. “Races” are, in Benedict Ander-
son’s language, “imagined communities,” but
unlike nations races are other-determined, at
least initially.”” English colonialists could
only declare themselves “white” by first des-
ignating enslaved Africans “black” and the
indigenous peoples “red.” The meaning(s) of
“blackness” and “whiteness” were not prede-
termined but were constructed during the en-
slavement of African peoples, the specific so-
ciohistorical context in which black-white
racialization occurred. Therefore, although
differences in phenotype and morphology be-
tween social groups are natural, that is, bio-
logically based, the essential elements consti-
tuting the race concept are predominately
sociohistorical.

If, as we have seen, the essence of race is
social, then what really is important is not
race per se, but racism. Historically, racism
has been conceptualized as a system of con-
victions and conventions through which a
person’s phenotype is seen as a window to his
or her intelligence and morality. This defini-
tion is partially correct, but it reduces racism
to just an ideology because it ignores the
material basis of racial oppression. A more
thorough definition must account for both the
material and ideological elements embedded
in racial oppression. Racism is a relationship

Souls + Winter 2001 37




ey~ Racial Formation and Transformation

of domination, discrimination, and degrada-

. tion that includes both material and ideologi-
cal elements. That is, racism is the organiza-
tion of a society’s institutional infrastructure
so that the social relations, rules, and regula-
tions give preference to the privileged “race”
and discriminate against the oppressed
“race,” together with corresponding beliefs
that the privileged group is superior and the
subordinate group inferior. Racism’s social
character means that its material and ideolog-
ical elements work through both collectivities
and individuals.”

Systems of racial oppression consist of
both structural and ideological components.
The French Marxist philosopher Louis Al-
thusser divided capitalist social institutions
into two types: repressive institutions (the po-
lice and military) and ideological institutions
(media, popular culture industries, education,
legal system, religion, social organizations,
etc.). Althusser’s insights are especially use-
ful for analyzing racism or racial states. The
repressive institutions are deployed to police
the racial contract, whereas the ideological
institutions are arrayed to construct and teach
rationalizations justifying the racial order. To
a greater or lesser extent, all institutions per-
form functions of coercion and consent build-
ing, but in a racial state institutions more fre-
quently resort to force against members of
the ruled race.™

The material aspects of antiblack racism
specifically involve superexploitation; mar-
ket-based nonexploitative economic oppres-
sion; de jure or de facto discriminatory state
policies; state terrorism and private racial vi-
olence; exclusion from the polity or system-
atic underrepresentation; and a combination
of cultural imposition, appropriation, and
commodification. The dominant production
relations in which most Blacks have worked
throughout most of African-American his-
tory can be characterized as superexploita-
tion.” Black-white social relations, including
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disproportionate unemployment, but particu-
larly nonexploitative economic relations,
such as consumption and governmental so-
cial reproductive spending, have been char-
acterized by racial discrimination.” The ide-
ological aspect of racism involves imputing
imagined differences in intelligence, moral-
ity, and beauty to real physiognomic differ-
ences to rationalize a preexisting relationship
of domination, discrimination, and degrada-
tion. Both during and since slavery, Euro-
America’s cultural and belief systems have
been organized to produce and promote de-
grading images of African people and to ap-
propriate and mass-market African-Ameri-
can creativity.”

Both the repressive and the ideological in-
stitutions of racism have social and personal
effects. Consequently, racism infects and
warps all social relationships, especially
those that are already predicated on domina-
tion such as class, ethnicity/nationality, and
gender. Depending on their racial designa-
tion, individuals are either beneficiaries or
victims of the institutional mechanisms and
ideological representations of racial domina-
tion. Racism privileges those with skin desig-
nated white by giving them additional mate-
rial benefits and what W.E.B. Du Bois termed
a “psychological wage.”™ In contrast, those
who are deemed black, brown, red, or yellow
are penalized and suffer immense monetary
losses due to superexploitation and economic
discrimination. Additionally, people of color
are debased and racial oppression induces
deleterious effects on their mental and physi-
cal health, often producing internalized
racism and exacerbating illnesses such as hy-
pertension.”

Racial formations have a complex dialecti-
cal relationship to the broader social forma-
tions in which they are found. The production
process and the corresponding social rela-
tions of production prevalent in racial forma-
tions differ from and are subordinate to the
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dominant national mode of production, al-
though racial formations are subsumed
within the larger social formations.* For in-
stance, the mode of appropriation of the sur-
plus in both slavery and sharecropping dif-
fered significantly from the appropriation
process in the dominant capitalist mode of
production. Also, the level of productive
forces and the technologies employed in the
political economies and industries in which
Blacks predominated lagged behind those
prevalent in the dominant political economy.
Moreover, higher levels of coercion and re-
pression than exist in the core political econ-
omy characterize racial formations. Slavery
is illustrative. The slave South was part, but a
subordinate part, of the evolving U.S. com-

mercial capitalist system. Before the late an-
tebellum period (1840-1860) both the South
and the Midwest were noncapitalist. The
South was characterized by slavery, the Mid-
west by small-scale commercial agricultural
production, and the Northeast by manufac-
tory capitalism. Before the 1840s, midwest-
ern family farmers operated a mode of pro-
duction that Charles Post has described as
“petty-commodity production.”® It was non-
capitalist because these farmers employed
few workers, utilized little machinery, pro-
duced primarily for subsistence, and sold
their meager surplus in regional markets. The
South was characterized by a political econ-
omy that blended noncapitalist features of
slavery, particularly coerced labor, with the
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bourgeois features of commercial specula-
tion. Slavery’s relationship to the other pro-
duction systems in the U.S. social formation
determined the nature and role of the slave
system.® Although a free wage labor system
existed in the American South, Black slave,
not free white labor, produced the cash crops
that were the economy’s foundation. Slavery
was noncapitalist in both its production and
its social relations, and in the U.S. social for-
mation it was subordinate to northeastern
manufactory capitalism and thus it produced
commodities for the world capitalist market.”

Since history is properly conceptualized as
the study of change and continuity over time
and across space using particular concepts
and paradigms, historical theories must ex-
plain the mechanism(s) by which transitions
both within a society and transformations
from one society to another are produced.
Racial formations are constantly changing,
being transformed either into another stage or
into a new racial formation. According to
Callinicos, to account for social change, theo-
ries of history must have embedded in them a
theory of transformation.*

Historical change is generally explained by
two broad theories: one that identifies a sin-
gle leading cause and another that focuses on
the combination of several factors. Black
racial formation and transformation sub-
scribes to a view that transformations and
transitions are overdetermined. In general, I
mean that all social phenomena shape all
other social phenomena by establishing the
sociohistorical context in which they exist.
Specifically, I mean that racial formations
and racial restructuring, whether transitions
or transformations, are the result of the inter-
action of multiple social forces.*® Among the
most important social factors, in terms of
racism, are the dialectical interaction among
technological innovations; economic reorga-
nization; and political conflict, especially
Black resistance and the state’s responses.
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The consequence of these interactions with
the dominant national mode of production is
the development of a new social structure of
accumulation. For instance, at the end of the
eighteenth century the invention of the cotton
gin, the establishment of the federal Constitu-
tion enshrining private property and state’s
rights as its central concepts, the westward
expansion, and the closing of the Atlantic
slave(ry) trade combined to transform U.S.
slavery. These processes and events changed
slavery from a decaying patriarchal system of
small commercial farms on the Atlantic
seaboard to a system of huge, prosperous
plantations in the deep South that produced
cotton primarily for the international market.
The transition to King Cotton drastically
changed the slave relations of production.
Before the cotton gin’s invention, it took a
slave a whole day to clean a pound of cotton;
afterward that same slave could clean 150
pounds of cotton a day. In this new phase,
slave owners solidified slavery, intensified
exploitation, and increased oppression. A
more stringent Fugitive Slave Act was en-
acted under President George Washington in
1793 and an even harsher one in 1850 under
President Millard Fillmore. Enslaved
Africans responded by altering their strate-
gies of resistance. Conspiracies and rebel-
lions by slaves became more extensive and
elaborate. The most significant revolts, the
Prosser Rebellion, the Louisiana Uprising,
the Vesey Conspiracy, the Turner Revolt, and
the New Orleans and Charleston arsons, all
occurred after 1800. According to C.L.R.
James, revolts before 1800 sought to escape
slavery; afterward slave rebels sought to de-
stroy the “peculiar institution.””®

Industrial capitalism was expanding and
transforming both the Northeast and the Mid-
west simultaneous with the southern transi-
tion to the Cotton Kingdom. According to
Post, during the 1840s and 1850s northeast-
ern manufacturers in “leading branches of
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capitalist industry” such as textiles, railroads,
meatpacking, and production of farm equip-
ment broke their dependence on merchant
capital and revolutionized both the labor
process and the social division of labor. By
1840, 37 percent of U.S. workers were work-
ing for wages.” The invention of the steam
engine and the social forces unleashed by the
industrial revolution combined with increas-
ing slave resistance and the growth of aboli-
tionism to destroy chattel slavery.

The production and social relations operat-
ing in the new racial formation are different
from those of the old racial formation and the
dominant mode of production. For instance,
after slavery was abolished, racial oppression
was recast and slowly a new rationalization
was created to buttress the new system of
racial domination.® Most freedmen were in-
corporated in the ambiguous and highly op-
pressive economic system of tenancy, partic-
ularly sharecropping, its lowest rung. The
production and social relations of sharecrop-
ping were both different from and similar to
those of slavery. And they deviated sharply
from those operative in northern industrial
capitalism. Sharecropping shared “character-
istics with both capitalist and noncapitalist
farms,” according to Susan A. Mann. It was
semiproletarian in its work relations-—tenants
received payment in part of the crop rather
than in money wages—and the labor contract
characterized by the “black codes” was con-
structed on coercive rather than free labor re-
lations.*” Meanwhile, Black women were pro-
letarianized as low-paid domestic servants.”
And although African-American men were
initially incorporated in the polity, by 1900
they had been driven out of electoral politics
by legal chicanery and extralegal violence.

The basic premise of the BRFT paradigm
is that the mode of capital accumulation and
disaccumulation conditions the historical
form in which racial oppression manifests.
Racial formations or different periods of

African-American history are created by the
dominant conditions (material and ideologi-
cal) of African-American life. BRFT theory
acknowledges the conditioning capacity that
structures have on agency in the historical
process. I theorize that transformations be-
tween periods of racial formation and transi-
tions between stages within a racial forma-
tion are based on complex interactions
between U.S. capitalist political economies
(dominant and subordinate), institutions and
ideologies of racial domination, and the self-
liberatory praxis of African Americans.

Theories of history, according to Callini-
cos, must also include a theory of directional-
ity. He contends that theories of structure and
transformation necessitate an attempt to chart
the course and pattern of sociohistorical de-
velopment. Finally, Callinicos posits that a
theory of directionality need do two things.
First, it must identify the property by which it
calculates progression or regression. Second,
it must specify whether history’s tendency is
toward progress, regression, or repetition.”

The key variable determining the character
of Black racial formations is Black labor, or
more precisely the degree of incorporation
and the nature of the production relations in
which African Americans work. Where are
Blacks in the political economy? What is the
relationship of Black people to the nation’s
major mode of production? How are Blacks
distributed throughout the class structure? In
what class fractions within each class are
Blacks mainly found? This is not to negate
the importance of questions of political rights
and cultural representation, autonomy, and
influence, but to establish the context in
which they operate. As Baron has argued,
changes in the dominant mode of production
precede transformations in racial formations
and establish the framework in which new
racial formations are consolidated.”

As a specific application of historical ma-
terialism, racial formation and transformation
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theory is built on a progressive view of his-
torical development. To paraphrase Erik Olin
Wright, believing in an emancipatory theory
for (Black) history is quite different from ar-
ticulating a precise path and fixed sequence
for (African-American) historical develop-
ment. BRFT theory is an analytical frame-
work that analyzes the past and suggests a
theory of historical possibilities, rather than a
teleological statement of African-American
historical trajectories.”

African-American racial formations corre-
spond to accumulation structures of U.S. capi-
talist development. Scholars have identified
four structures of U.S. capital accumulation:
Commercial Capitalism, Industrial Capital-
ism, Corporate Capitalism, and Globalization.
Similarly to Baron, I identify three prior peri-
ods of Black U.S. racial formation: Slavery,
1619-1865; Plantation Economy, 1865~1940;
and Proletarianization, 1940-1980.* Since
Baron last addressed this issue, however, I be-
lieve a fourth historical period, the New
Nadir, has taken shape. The New Nadir
emerged after the recession of 1989.% Thus I
conceive of African-American history as a
succession of four qualitatively distinct peri-
ods characterized by dominant features that
include continuities and discontinuities with
the previous racial formation. The first three
periods include several stages, but the fourth
period is relatively new and has yet to differ-
entiate into clear stages (see Table 3.1). It
does appear, however, that from 1980 until
about 1995 deproletarianization and declining
economic opportunities were the dominant
trends, and since then subproletarianization
and rapid class differentiation have character-
ized the period.

Black racial formations do not fit neatly
into the periodization of the U.S. political
economy or social structures of accumula-
tion. Capitalism developed unevenly across
U.S. regions and alternately experiences peti-
ods of prosperity and crisis. Blacks have gen-
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erally existed in a subordinate political econ-
omy. This location is a result of racial oppres-
sion. There exists a lag between the emer-
gence of a new structure of accumulation and
the transformation of African Americans’ role
in the political economy, relationship to state
and civil society, and participation and depic-
tion in popular culture.

Baron claimed that the transformation
from one racial formation to another was the
result of a catastrophic event: a revolution,
depression, or war. This is true, but revolution
is the culmination of a series of evolutionary
events; so also is the transformation to newer
racial formations. Each racial formation con-
sists of several historical stages and pivotal
events. Baron does not envision transitional
stages within his historical periods. Without
the conceptualization of transitional stages, a
racial formation appears as one long undiffer-
entiated moment. Yet the historical process
requires that each period undergo historical
development. Each period begins, develops,
reaches its apex, declines, and is eventually
superseded by another period.

I refer to the more comprehensive changes
between periods as interperiod transforma-
tions and the shifts within the same racial for-
mation as interstage transitions.” Both trans-
formations and transitions can change the
production relations and subsequently not
only alter the composition of but also pro-
duce a new class structure in the Black com-
munity, as Boston delineates. They can also
significantly change Blacks’ relationship to
the state and civil society and transform
African-American cultural productions. Tran-
sitions or intermediary phases are founda-
tional to Black Racial Formation and Trans-
formation theory.

How do transitions and transformations in
racial formations occur? According to
Boston, the motor driving change between
stages and periods is the “racial contradic-
tion,” or the clash between Black agency and
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TABLE 3.1 Racial Formation and Transformation

1. Components and Processes

Components ocess
A. Races A. Racialization
B. Racism B. Structural Dom.

B. Ideological Dom.

C. Modes of Production C. Racial Formations

II. Periods of United States Capitalist Accumulation

1. Commercial Capitalism, 2. Industrial Capitalism, 3. Corporate Capitalism, 4. Globalization,

1607-1865 1865-1920 1920-1989 1990 -Present
IIL. Periods of African American Racial Formation and Transformation
Transformation Transformation Transformation
1. Slavery, 2. Plantation Economy, 3. Proletarianization 4. Marginalization,
1619-1865 1865-1940 1910-1979 1980-Present
Transitions Transitions Transitions Transitions
Coerced Labor, Civil War & Reconstruction, Migrations, Deproletarianization,
1619-1660 1861-1877 1910-1970 1976-1992
Consolidation, Contract Labor, Civil Rights & Black
1661-1700 1865-1870 Power Movements
1955-1975
Expansion, Westward Migration, Subproletarianization,
1700-1800 1879-1910 1992-Present
King Cotton,
1800-1865
IV. Periods of Racist Ideological Representation
Transformation Transformation Transformation
Religious & National Social Darwinism, Cultural Deprivation, Color-Blind Racism,
Prejudice, 1619-1680 1802-1920s 1940s-1990s 1990s-Present
Transitions Transitions Transitions Transitions
Biological Inferiority, Scientific Racism,
1661-1940s 1880s-1940s

the forces of racial oppression. Here Boston
seems to view agency, the strength of racial
organizations, ideological development, and
the quality of Black leadership as the major
transformative force. Baron views “the de-
mand for black labor,” the degree of incorpo-
ration of Blacks in the political economy, as

the main source of change. Whereas Boston
stresses self-activity, Baron emphasizes
structural factors. But it is important to un-
derstand that these are emphases, because
neither approaches the topic one-dimension-
ally. For instance, Baron’s stress on occupa-
tional incorporation implies much more than
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mere employment. It suggests specific cop.
tradictions between the production relationg
under which Blacks labor and the level of the
productive forces. Baron’s model delineates
particular impacts that each advance in the
productive forces has had in structuring jtg
corresponding racial formation. This clearly
implies that his notion, “the demand for black
labor,” includes the whole complex of the
forces and relations of production operating
in that racial formation. Together Boston’s
and Baron’s ideas encompass both processes
by which Marxists theorize historical change:
an accelerating crisis between the forces and
relations of production and an increase i
revolutionary struggles.”

Black Racial Formation and Transforma-
tion theory conceives of history as ultimately
progressive but views the movement between
stages and from one period to the next as pos-
sibly possessing improvements, stasis, and
deteriorations in the oppressed race’s situa-
tion. Thus although each movement to the
next phase or historical period could be a
qualitative advancement or a retreat, the
range of the racial formation and transforma-
tion process is best depicted as a spiral. That
is, despite setbacks and apparent lack of
movement, the historic motion of African-
American history is toward freedom and self-
determination.*

The New Racial Formation:

Class Stratification,
Subproletarianizaﬁon,
Segregation, and Superfluousness

In 1865, Frederick Douglass speculated that
emancipation would witness the metamor-
phosis rather than the end of “slavery.” Ac-
cording to Douglass,

Slavery has been fruitful in giving itself
names. It has been called “the peculiar insti-
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tution,” “the social system,” and the “impedi-
ment.” It has been called by a great many
names, and it will call itself by yet another
name; and you and I and all of us had better
wait and see what new form this old monster
will assume, in what new skin this old snake
will come forth next.*®

That “old snake” that Douglass spoke so elo-
Quently of is again undergoing a transforma-
tion. As we enter the twenty-first century,
many gains won by the Civil Rights and
Black Power movements have been nullified
and African Americans are being plunged
into a new nadir. We are in the midst of the
Construction of a new racial formation.'®

The transformation to a new racial forma-
tion represents a comprehensive restructuring
of the previous relationship of racial oppres-
sion. It preserves elements of the old, recasts
others, creates new forms, and weaves these
Strands into a coherent tapestry. Over the past
Quarter of a century, globalization has pro-
duced profound change in African Ameri-
Cans’ role and position in the political econ-
Omy, the state, and civil society. The
emerging U.S. racial formation is character-
ized by eight new structural adjustments and
a corresponding new ideological rationaliza-
tion: (1) the diversification of the Black pop-
ulation via the immigration of blacks from
the Caribbean and Africa, (2) the marginal-
ization of African-American workers, (3) ac-
Celerating class stratification, (4) the “New
Segregation,” (5) the “New Illiteracy,” (6) the
“New Disfranchisement,” (7) a resurgence in
State terrorism and private racial violence,
and (8) racialized incarceration. Moreover,
the new racial formation has produced a new
Tationalization for racial oppression, “color-
blind racism,” which denies the salience of
Tace in U.S. society.™

A major feature of the new Black racial for-
Tation is the demographic transformation of
the U.S. black population. Demographic
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change is occurring on two levels: population
diversification and regional distribution. First,
globalization has stimulated a labor migration
of black peoples from less developed periph-
eral areas to more developed core
economies.'” Although small when compared
with Latino/as and Asians, the immigration of
black peoples from the Caribbean and Africa
into the United States is remaking the African-
American population. Ethnic diversity among
black people in the United States is not new,
but the percentage of foreign-born blacks has
grown considerably over the last quarter of the
twentieth century. In 1960, foreign-born
blacks constituted only 1 percent of the U.S.
Black population. In 1990, they composed 4
percent and undoubtedly currently constitute a
much higher percentage. Racialization and
creolization are the historic processes by
which the African-American people were ini-
tially constructed from many African ethnici-
ties.'"” Because of racism, African-descended
immigrants do not become “Americans,” but
blacks, and perhaps, eventually, African Amer-
icans. Additionally, African Americans are
more regionally diversified than ever before,
although they are still concentrated in the cen-
tral cities of metropolitan areas, where 54 per-
cent reside. Moreover, the South-to-North mi-
gration pattern that had characterized
African-American migration patterns since
slavery has been dramatically reversed. Ac-
cording to the U.S. Census Bureau, between
April 1, 1990, and July 1, 1997, five southern
states registered the largest population in-
creases among African Americans: (1) Florida,
480,255; (2) Georgia, 374,946; (3) Texas,
326,065; (4) Maryland, 200,609; and (5)
North Carolina, 181,417. Consequently, by
1998, 55 percent of Aftican Americans were
living in the South. But the distinctive feature
of the new black racial formation is not ethnic
or regional diversification, but the economic,
social, and political transformation of black
communities.'*

e ]

Deindustrialization and downsizing dis-
proportionately affected Blacks, making
large sectors of the Black population mar-
ginal to the economy. The marginalization of
Black workers is more the result of company
failures and the permanent loss of jobs than
of factories relocating to low-wage areas out-
side or inside the United States. Globaliza-
tion has had its greatest effect on unskilled la-
bor. Technological innovation, the downward
mobility of skilled workers, and governmen-
tal trade policies have escalated the unem-
ployment rate for unskilled workers. Because
Blacks constitute 46 percent of the poorly
paid unskilled workers, their unemployment
rate soared from 5.6 percent in 1970 to 12.9
in 1993. Moreover, Black youth unemploy-
ment in 1998 was 17 percent, twice that of
white youth. Deproletarianization is a major
factor; nevertheless, the main economic dy-
namic affecting Blacks may be employment
as subproletarians in menial minimum-wage
jobs.1®

Another characteristic of the new racial
formation is the accelerating class stratifica-
tion among Blacks. This is a consequence of
the widening gulf between the world’s rich
and poor generated by globalization. The
surging growth of the elite and the slow re-
covery of the working class and poor from
their dramatic decline during the 1980s have
drastically exacerbated wealth disparities
among Black people. Also, according to
Richard L. Zweigenhaft and G. William
Domhoff, America’s power elite is increas-
ingly becoming more racially diverse.'™ The
new Black elite is a product of the expansion
of black-owned businesses and the incorpo-
ration in professional positions in govern-
ment and private corporations. In 1998, 23
percent of African-American women and 17
percent of Black men were employed in the
traditional professions or in the new man-
agerial and technical class. Between 1987
and 1992, African American-owned busi-
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nesses increased from 424,165 to 620,912,
or 46 percent. Their revenue increased 63
percent from $19.8 billion to $32.2 billion.
Although the real median income of
African-American households rose 4.3 per-
cent from $24,021 to $25,050 between 1996
and 1997 and the percentage of Blacks in
poverty decreased from 28.4 percent to 26.5
percent, they actually lost ground.'” This ap-
parently contradictory phenomenon has oc-
curred because 95 percent of the “economic
boom” over the past twenty-five years has
gone to the country’s richest 5 percent. Thus,
despite the income gains over the past three
years, the “real purchasing power” of the na-
tion’s bottom fifth remains below 1979 lev-
els. Moreover, their percentage of the na-
tional total “has declined steadily, from 5.4
percent . . . in 1979, to 4.6 percent in 1989,
to 4.2 percent in 1997.1%

In the new nadir, the Black elite (the richest
quintile) has dramatically increased its share
of the aggregate income of Black families.
But this trend accelerated as Black Power was
erupting out of the Civil Rights movement.
During the thirty-year period from 1968 to
1998, the share of the Black working class
and poor (the lowest, second, and third quin-
tiles) of Black families’ aggregate income
plummeted. Meanwhile, the Black middle
class’s (the fourth quintile) share has re-
mained stagnate. A generation ago, in 1968,
the poorest fifth, the wealthiest fifth, and the
top 5 percent received 5 percent, 42.7 percent,
and 15 percent shares of the aggregate income
of Black families, respectively. Two decades
ago, the bottom fifth’s share declined to 4.4
percent whereas the shares of richest fifth and
the top 5 percent rose to 44.3 and 15.3 per-
cent, respectively. A decade ago, they re-
ceived 3.3, 47.9, and 17.7 percent, respec-
tively. In 1998, the percentage gap for the
lowest fifth and the wealthiest 5 percent of
Black families remained the same.!® The
wealthiest 5 percent of Black families claimed
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17.8 percent of the aggregate share of Black
family income, compared to 3.4 percent for
the poorest fifth. Meanwhile, the richest
fifth’s share only declined by 0.3 percent to 47
percent."® The surging growth of the Black
elite, the gradual increase in the Black middle
class, and the dramatic decline of the working
class and poor have drastically exacerbated
wealth disparities among Black people. Cur-
rently, the richest 1 percent of Americans con-
trol 40 percent of the nation’s wealth, and the
richest 10 percent own more than the bottom
80 percent. Wealth disparities have not
reached such proportions in the Black com-
munity, but the trend has mirrored the world
and U.S. distribution patterns. The journalist
Salim Muwakkil reports, “The richest one-
fifth of African-Americans now eamn a record
50 percent of the total income of the Black
community.”"

Ghettoization and racial segregation, al-
though still central, have been transformed in
the new racial formation. Using an index
called “hypersegregation,” Douglas 8.
Massey and Nancy A. Denton discovered that
35 percent of blacks have almost no day-to-
day contract with nonblacks, especially Euro-
Americans."? David Theo Goldberg calls this
phenomenon “the new segregation.” Accord-
ing to him:

Today, while state and county level segrega-
tion has largely dissipated, neighborhood
segregation has solidified and it has been
bolstered by a new form as a consequence of
suburbanization; where blacks are located in
large numbers, whites and blacks tend not
only to live, work, go to school, and die in
different neighborhoods but in different
cities.'®

Furthermore, the possession of wealth, edu-
cation, jobs, and almost all other public
goods corresponds to the new municipal
apartheid.
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Public education mirrors and reproduces
the racialclass structure. Thus the quality of
education varies dramatically between inner-
city and suburban school districts. The cal-
iber of education was always poor in black
communities. Therefore Blacks traditionally
lagged behind Euro-Americans in educa-
tional attainment. But over the past four
decades, African Americans have eliminated
the statistical difference between them and
whites in high school completion. Currently,
88 percent of African Americans between age
twenty-five and twenty-nine graduate from
high school. In 1998, approximately 3 mil-
lion, or 15 percent, of African Americans in
this age group had completed at least a bach-
elor’s degree. This is nearly four times the
percentage of African Americans who held
four-year college degrees in 1960. Moreover,
according to the Census Bureau, “More than
800,000 had advanced degrees.”"" But just as
African Americans closed the gap in tradi-
tional educational attainments, the revolution
in computer technology made possession of
higher-level mathematics and computer skills
“basic” for job acquisition. Consequently, the
inequalities in school funding and racial
discrimination have produced a “new illiter-
acy"’llS

The “stagflation” of the mid-1970s, glob-
alization, and the resulting deindustrialization
and downsizing led to policies of racial re-
trenchment producing what Stephen Stein-
berg has called “the white backlash and 1ib-
eral retreat.”!'® One aspect of this
retrenchment was the 1980s judicial assault
on the gains of the Civil Rights and Black
Power eras. An especial target of the conserv-
ative attack has been political representation,
specifically majority Black and Latino/a vot-
ing districts. The purpose of majority-minor-
ity districts was to ensure that racial minori-
ties” votes counted. After the passage of the
1965 Voting Rights Act, various electoral
mechanisms, such as gerrymandering, multi-

member districts, and run-off elections were
used to dilute the votes of Blacks and other
people of color. The 1990 reapportionment
and redistricting process addressed vote dilu-
tion by creating majority-minority districts.
Redistricting increased the number of major-
ity-minority congressional districts from
twenty-nine to fifty-two and also substan-
tially increased the number of majority-mi-
nority legislative districts. By the mid-1990s,
the number of Black and Latino/a elected of-
ficials had risen to their highest number,
8,000 and 5,000, respectively.

In 1980, Alkalimat termed the use of the
census undercount to undermine the black
vote the “new disfranchisement.”!” Winnett
Hagens and Ellen Spears appropriated the
term to identify the effort by white voters to
repeal majority-minority congressional and
legislative districts: “The ‘new’ disfranchise-
ment gives people the right to vote, and in do-
ing so it breathes life into the illusion of a
society based on consent. This ‘new’ disfran-
chisement steals from the voters not their bal-
lot but their choice of candidates and repre-
sentatives. It also steals the power of the vote
through dilution.”**

In essence, the new disfranchisement nulli-
fies the long-standing principle that “The
right to have one’s vote counted is as open to
protection as the right to put a ballot in a
box.” Established in United States v. Mosley,
525 U.S. 120 (1915), this principle was reaf-
firmed in Gomillion v. Lightfoot, 364 U.S.
339 (1960), and Thornburg v. Gingles, 478
U.S. 30 (1986). The Supreme Court in
Gomillion ruled the racially motivated gerry-
mandering of the city of Tuskegee, Alabama,
unconstitutional because it diluted Blacks’
votes. And Thornburg determined that North
Carolina’s 1980 redistricting undermined
Blacks’ ability to “participate in the political
process and to elect representatives of their
choice.”'” Rejecting the principle that a per-
son’s vote must count, white voters chal-
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lenged the new majority-minority voting dis-
tricts.

Immediately after the 1990 redistricting,
whites began contesting voting districts that
were drawn to ensure African Americans a
chance to “elect representatives of their
choice.” In Shaw v. Reno, 509 U.S. 630
(1993), the Court ruled a majority-Black
North Carolina congressional district was un-
constitutional according to the Equal Protec-
tion Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment be-
cause voters could be separated on the basis
of race. In Miller v. Johnson, 515 U.S. 900
(1995), the Court made a similar determina-
tion, finding race was the “predominant,
overriding factor” behind the shape of Geor-
gia’s Eleventh District. Contradictorily, in
Shaw v. Reno the Supreme Court ruled that
Black plaintiffs must prove “discriminatory
intent” and “discriminatory effect,” yet did
not impose these same requirements on white
plaintiffs in Miller V. Johnson. These deci-
sions undermine the Fifteenth Amendment
and the Voting Rights Act. Collectively, Shaw
v. Reno, Miller v. Johnson, and more recent
decisions not only restrict the growth of black
and brown political power but attack African
Americans’ and Latino/as’ right to choose
their representatives.'

The right’s judicial-legislative assault ex-
tends far beyond voting rights, however, and
their attack on African Americans transcends
legal means. Since California’s repeal of af-
firmative action, eleven other states are
poised to follow its lead. Similar to the over-
throw of the “first reconstruction” and initia-
tion of the “first nadir,” the right’s strategy
again involves a coordinated use of legal and
extralegal tactics. According to the Southern
Poverty Law Center, the number of hate
groups increased 12 percent from 1997 to
1998, from 474 to 537."! Private and public
racist violence has increased at an alarming
rate and become more heinous. The murder
of James Byrd Ir. represents the former; the
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police brutalization of Abner Louima and
murders of Tynisha Miller and Amadou Di-
allo accent the latter.

Perhaps the most devastating aspect of the
right-wing assault has been the criminaliza-
tion of a generation of Black youth. The
criminalization of Black youth is a conse-
quence of the emergence of the prison-indus-
trial complex, which is a product of the glob-
alization of capital. According to prison
rights activist Eve Goldberg and political
prisoner Linda Evans, like the military-indus-
trial complex, the prison-industrial complex
represents the “interweaving of private busi-
ness and government interests” for the pur-
poses of profit and social control.' President
Reagan’s “war on drugs” has through its
racial profiling, targeting of urban areas,
mandatory minimum sentences, and sentenc-
ing disparities created a legal superstructure
that has made it a war on Black youth. The
assault on Black youth has had three interre-
lated impacts: (1) it has accelerated racialized
incarceration; (2) it has facilitated the “mug-
ging of the black male image”; and (3) it has
increased racial polarization.

The pursuit of profits has driven major cor-
porations such as American Express and
General Electric to invest in private prison
companies and new prison construction and
contractual services. The resulting prison-in-
dustrial complex produces profits on two lev-
els: first, for contractors, including private
prison operators; and second, from prison la-
bor. According to the journalist Joe David-
son, “the real money from crime” is made by
“those who profit from the expanding correc-
tional-industrial complex” and “vie for every-
thing from the building contracts to the right
to sell hair care products to prisoners.”** Al-
though private prisons warehouse only about
80,000 of the nation’s 1.8 million inmates,
the two largest U.S. private prison compa-
nies, Corrections Corporation of America and
Wacken Corrections Corporation, made a
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combined net profit of
nearly $65 million in
1997 1

In addition, the ex-
ploitation of prison labor
is escalating. Some south-
ern states have reinsti-
tuted chain gang labor,
and major Fortune 500
companies are profiteer-
ing from the cheapest and
most disciplined labor
since slavery. Prisoners
work forty hours a week
for UNICOR (the federal
prison industry corpora-
tion) for about forty dol-
lars a month and they
make twenty-two cents an
hour working on contracts
for giant transnationals
like AT&T, Chevron,
IBM, Microsoft, Boeing,
Texas Instruments, Dial
Soap, and TWA.

Contemporary  drug
policy has been a thinly
veiled rationalization for
expanding social control.
In 1985, 21,200 whites
were in state peniten-
tiaries, compared to
16,600 Blacks. Between
1990 and 1997, five years
after the passage of harsh
“drug” laws, state expenditures on “correc-
tional institutions” soared from approxi-
mately $17 billion to $29 billion. By 1995,
the racial composition of America’s prisons
was dramatically reversed, and Blacks now
outnumbered whites 134,000 to 86,100!'*
Moreover, the state has used the war on drugs
to extend the police state created in response
to the urban rebellions. Presidents Reagan,
Bush, and Clinton have built on the “federal-
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ization” of local police forces incorporated in
President Nixon’s 1968 Omnibus Crime Con-
trol and Safe Streets Act. Clinton has not only
added 100,000 street cops, but, more impor-
tant, he has further blurred the lines separat-
ing local police from federal agencies such as
the FBI; the Bureau of Alcohol, Firearms,
and Tobacco {AFT); and the military. The
federal government now supplies “surplus”
weapons and vehicles to local police, funds
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the purchase of battlefield high technology,
and uses the military to provide “tactical”
training to police forces.

Furthermore, the huge profits enable the

ruling racialclass to pay relatively large
salaries to working-class whites who work in
correctional institutions. In California, begin-
ning college professors make $41,000,
whereas prison guards can make $51,000 a
year! According to Akua Njera, “These high
salaries and the strategic placement of pris-
ons in economically depressed rural white
communities work to cement white working-
class support for harsh criminal laws, exten-
sive prison building, and racism.”'* More-
over, prisons are the grounds that spawn the
most violent white supremacist groups, such
as the Aryan Brotherhood.” Racialized in-
carceration has made the major victims of
deindustrialization invisible, generated a new
source of profits, and provided material and
ideological incentives for consolidating im-
poverished whites (especially those living in
rural areas) to a racist right-wing agenda.
Concomitant with economic, social, politi-
cal, and cultural changes in the system of
domination have come a new rationalization
of racial oppression, “color-blind” racism.
What is color-blind racist ideology? Color-
blind advocates claim race (read: discrimina-
tion against people of color) has declined and
is no longer, nor should be, salient in U.S. so-
ciety. Over the past quarter of a century, theo-
rists have attempted to conceptualize the tran-
sition to what Baron called “advanced

racism.” Recently, social scientists and jour-

nalists have coalesced around the concept of
“color-blind racism.” According to Helen
Neville and her associates, color blindness re-
jects race consciousness and entails beliefs
that race ought to be and is irrelevant in U.S.
social relations. More specifically, in one of
the few empirical studies on color-blind
racial attitudes they found that persons who
hold color-blind racial attitudes (1) deny the
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existence of white privilege, (2) deny the ex-
istence of racial oppression, and (3) reject the
need for ameliorative social programming.
Additionally, they discovered that color-blind
racists might acknowledge past discrimina-
tion but believe that racism “is not an impor-
tant problem today.” Yet, contradictorily,
Neville et al. found that individuals who
adopt a “color-blind” perspective believe
race-conscious remedial policies such as af-
firmative action discriminate against
whites.'?

Leslie Carr traces the roots of *“color-
blind” racist ideology to the founding fathers’
evasion of the words “slave,” “African,” “Ne-
gro,” or any other term that specified en-
slaved or quasi-free blacks in the Constitu-
tion. According to Carr, the notion of color
blindness received one of its first and perhaps
best articulations in Justice Harlan’s dissent
in Plessey v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896).
Objecting to the Court’s majority, Harlan de-
clared:

The white race deems itself to be the domi-
nant race in this country. And so it is, in pres-
tige, in achievements, in education, in
wealth, and in power. . . . But in view of the
constitution, in the eye of the law, there is in
this country no superior, dominant, ruling
class of citizens. There is no caste here. Our
constitution is color-blind, and neither knows
or tolerates classes among citizens. In re-
spect of civil rights, all citizens are equal be-
fore the law.'”

In the . 1950s, elite civil rights activists
adopted this argument to support their strug-
gle against racial segregation. Reverend Mar-
tin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech is
the quintessential example of civil rights
elites’ use of color-blind rhetoric.

Beginning in the late 1970s, neoconserva-
tive ideologues who rejected the stigma of
racism appropriated the color-blind thesis. By

R R




Racial Formation and Transformation S ——————————————

decontextualizing civil rights activists’ call
for a color-blind society, neoconservatives in-
verted their meaning and converted a liberal
antiracist ideology into a rationalization for
conservative policies that negatively impact
Blacks and other people of color. Neoconser-
vative color-blind advocates ignore the fact
that when King requested that people be
judged by “the content of their character,
rather than the color of their skin” he was
fighting for the dismantling of white su-
premacy. Equally important, neoconserva-
tives marshal the color-blind thesis to oppose
all public programs designed to remedy the
effects of structural racism. Their attack on
affirmative action and majority-minority vot-
ing districts and promotion of winner-take-all
territorial districts are two examples.”™ Ex-
tending Wilson’s thesis from the economy to
the polity and civil society, color-blind racists
evade evidence that demonstrates the resur-
gence of racism in all facets of U.S. life.

Building on the residues of the “culture of
poverty thesis” color-blind racists explain the
contemporary position, condition, and status
of individual African Americans as a conse-
quence of the deviant values of African-
American culture. Moreover, despite its
white supremacist history, color-blind racists
miscast the Constitution as a color-blind doc-
ument and invert laws and court decisions de-
signed to eliminate white supremacy into ra-
tionalizations for repealing racial reforms
enacted during the Civil Rights and Black
Power eras.”

The most pressing task for African-American
activist intellectuals is to explain racial op-
pression and the historic and contemporary
transformations to new racial formations. To
do so requires the development of a theory of
rac(e)ism and the construction a theory of
African-American history. Theories of his-

tory, according to Alex Callinicos, include
theories of structure, transformation, and di-
rectionality. Black Racial Formation and
Transformation theory argues that racial for-
mations are structured by the dialectical rela-
tionship between processes of racialization
and modes of production. Racialization in-
cludes both the concept of race and the
processes of rac(e)ism. Rac(e)ism is viewed
as a relationship of domination in which la-
bor exploitation has historically been its ani-
mating feature. It includes structural domina-
tion and corresponding ideologies. Racial
oppression through superexploitation, dis-
crimination or exclusion, and degradation has
been integral to both public and private U.S.
institutions. In addition to systemic organiza-
tion of institutional regulations and practices,
individual beliefs and behaviors have mani-
fested in hostility and vicious violence, in-
cluding race riots, lynching, and hate crimes.
Racial oppression has also produced corre-
sponding ideological rationalizations and
representations. Each racial formation gener-
ates a unique rationalization of its racial dis-
tribution of power. Thus theories of African
biological inferiority were used to justify
slavery. After African Americans were prole-
tarianized and incorporated in industrial and
corporate production, social-Darwinist theo-
ries of cultural depravation replaced notions
of genetic inferiority as the dominant expla-
nation for those racial formations. And in the
contemporary  conjuncture, color-blind
racism has emerged as the rationalization of
the deproletarianization and subproletarian-
ization attending global capitalist restructur-
ing.

Rac(e)ism has been integral to the develop-
ment of the U.S. social formation virtually
since its inception as thirteen British
colonies.™ The term “racial capitalism” con-
veys the centrality of racial oppression to the
development and maintenance of capitalism
in the United States. (Black) racial oppres-
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sion has not been an aberration or a contra-
diction of the American creed; it has been a
constitutive part of the society. Moreover, it
has been dynamic, extremely adaptable, and
capable of transforming itself into newer
racial formations. Each new racial formation
took shape in a specific sociohistorical con-
text and constituted a particular racist
arrangement of both repressive and ideologi-
cal institutions and individual actions. It has
been undying, constantly changing, shedding
its old skin as Douglass said, and reappearing
in ever newer forms: slavery, sharecropping,
proletarianization, and labor marginalization.

Callinicos also argues that in addition to
analyzing the process of change, historical
theories also posit the direction of historical
change. Racial formation and transformation
theory argues that change in African Ameri-
cans’ relationship to the political economy,
the state, and civil society has multiple
sources, that it is overdetermined. Transi-
tions and transformations in racial forma-
tions are the consequence of technological
innovations, economic reorganization, and
political conflict. Specifically, change resuits
from the dialectical interactions between the
dominant U.S. mode of production, the sub-
ordinate political economy in which Blacks
are located, the structures and ideologies of
Black racial oppression, and African-Ameri-
can agency. Racial formation and transfor-
mation theory also posits that the nature and
extent of African Americans’ incorporation
in the labor force has been the central factor
determining whether their quality of life was
improving, static, or regressing. Racial for-
mation and transformation theory self-con-
sciously repudiates objectivity and offers a
meta-narrative that facilitates the construc-
tion of radical readings of the African-Amer-
ican experience that reconstruct the past into
arguments for Black liberation and socialist
construction.
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