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THE TANGLED KNOT OF RACE AND CLASS 
IN AMERICA

R. Jeffrey Lustig

A paradox haunts current considerations of class in America. Signs of 
class society appear all around us but the militant working class foreseen 
by traditional social critics is missing in action.

The living conditions of working men and working women deterio
rate, on one hand, as companies downsize; low-paying, dead-end jobs 
proliferate; union rights are thwarted; the ranks of the poor expand; and 
the gap between rich and poor widens. One percent of the U.S. popula
tion now owns 42 percent of the nation's wealth and enjoys the power 
that comes with it.^ Business exploits not only its workers but our envi
ronment and areas of social life—health care, schooling, the news media, 
even local government—that used to be protected from the profit motive.

On the other hand, the working class as an organized force and cham
pion of other oppressed groups in society is absent from national politics. 
If class forces are those that challenge the basic structures of corporate 
production, then many doubt that even organized labor fills the bill. 
Activists and social critics in recent years have located the major social 
cleavages on lines of race, ethnicity, gender, or attitudes toward the envi
ronment, not class..

Already by the 1950s, many social scientists had begun to deny that 
America was any longer a class society. Struck by the absence of cutthroat 
individualists lUce Rockefeller or Carnegie, distracted by midcentury 
prosperity, and oblivious to new methods of corporate capitalism, they 
annoimced that the two-party system had given a "democratic transla
tion [to] the class struggle"; workers were now integrated into the system 
as a nascent middle class; and interest-group competition now "guaran- 
tee[d] that the products of the society will not accumulate in the hands of 
a few power-holders."2 Mirroring the old socialists' belief that class soci
eties produce revolutionary struggle, these observers took the absence of 
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struggle to signal the disappearance of classes. They mistook the absence 
of the cure for the passing of the disease.

But class remains a stubborn presence, as Michael Zweig shows in this 
book's introduction. What obscures this fact and produces the paradox 
are two things; Americans' famous social mobility and their identification 
of themselves in unexpected terms. Geographical mobility and job shifts 
alter people's lives and confuse their understanding of their situations; 
but they do not usually produce a real shift in class position.® More cen
tral in explaining the absence of an organized class movement is the un
expected self-identification of a major part of the workforce. This is clear, 
for example, in the support a majority of white working men have given 
the party that leads the fight against their interests as workers since the 
1980s, the Republicans. Why do they do this? The answer is revealed by 
incidents like the Willie Horton ad in the 1988 presidential campaign, ap
pealing to race prejudice while appearing to address crime, or Califor
nia's Proposition 187 (discussed below), which coded race as illegal 
immigration. A majority of white workers currently identify themselves 
by race rather than class. And that has serious consequences not only for 
blacks, Hispanics, and other minorities but also for the white workers 
themselves and their efforts to achieve economic security.

Race and class are the "tangled knot" of American history.^ This chap
ter traces how those two forces have interacted to constrict the lives of 
working people and choke off the long-term struggle for democracy in 
the country as a whole. We need to examine that knot to understand how 
class works in America and how the idea of class might be rethought so 
that we can regain its power as a tool of social analysis. Examining that 
knot will also help us to understand how race works in America and, in 
particular, why the two most favored remedies for racism today, the goals 
of colorblindness, on one hand, and of recognizing "diversity," on the 
other, have proven so ineffective. The first of those remedies attempts to 
deny race, while the second seeks to accentuate it, but neither addresses 
the class basis of minority oppression. Neither acknowledges that ending 
racism require^ neither affirming nor denying blackness but, as Joel 
Olson puts it, "abolish[ing] whiteness"—dismantling a peculiar permu
tation of class and social power.® First, let's be clear about what we mean 
by "class."

TRADITIONAL CLASS THEORY

The language of class first emerged in England and France at the end of 
the eighteenth century to describe the new groups collecting around the 
emergent factories.® Those groups contrasted with the previous ranks. 
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castes, and estates of the feudal era in that the earlier castes and estates 
had been parts of an organic hierarchical whole, defined by law and le
gitimated by custom. The new "classes," by contrast, were made up of at
omized individuals, gathered by the accident of employment and bereft 
of customary rights and claims. The bourgeois fiction that everyone was 
an equal citizen released public officials from any obligations to or re
sponsibility for the misery and degradation of these people, many of 
whom worked seventy-two-hour weeks in the brutal conditions de
scribed by Charles Dickens, Emile Zola, and, later, Upton Sinclair.

The socialists took the plight of the new working classes seriously, and 
their keenest analyst, Karl Marx, discerned that the workers' misery was 
due to the fact they were exploited and the products of their labor taken 
for the new factory owners' profits. The production of wealth in the new 
capitalist system, he saw, was also a simultaneous production of poverty. 
The capitalists' wealth did not come from clever trading in the market
place (the realm of exchange), as they claimed, but from oppressing their 
workers in the factories (the realm of production). Because the new work- . 
ers lived under economic conditions "that separate[d] their modes of life, 
their interests and their culture from those of other classes," Marx pre
dicted in The Eighteenth Brumaire, they would develop different social val
ues, create alternative institutions, and organize politically against those 
others to create a society in which no one had the power to systematically 
exploit others, and the wealth modem production provided could be en
joyed by all.7

Many societies have been divided into the haves and the have-nots. It 
was the contribution of class theorists to note that in capitalism the haves 
have because they take from the have-nots. Owners of production wealth 
have the power to determine what the society will and will not produce, 
and how it will produce it, and what will be left to the workers for their 
survival. Employees put up with this only because they have to in order 
to survive, their "labor contracts" disguising as voluntary agreement 
what is actually a form of coercion. Class analysts also saw that modem 
democracy harbors a system of domination at its heart, because the Bill 
of Rights stops at the plant gates. The wealth gained by capitalists 
through exploitation, finally, confers on them a private power that will ri
val, and eventually exceed, the public's power to govern itself.

The early class analysts thought that intermediate strata (farmers, 
small businessmen, artisans) would disappear as capitalism developed, 
and a homogeneous, unified working class would appear.® They thought 
that the major social contradiction would acquire visible expression as the 
two major class formations became arrayed against each other: exploiters 
versus exploited, capitalists versus workers.

Most students of race relations and writers on economic development 
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agreed. They viewed racism as an obsolete holdover from the past, an 
epiphenomenon that would lose its force with time. In the 1940s, a decade 
before die civil rights movement, the sociologist Gunnar Myrdal con
cluded, "In principle, the Negro problem was solved long ago."’ Race 
seemed like a cultural accident, whereas class was structurally generated 
and fundamental.

Marx and others saw the working class emerging in the society's 
mines, mills, and factories, in short, as a social force that would put an 
end to exploitation, racism, and other forms of social oppression. Work
ers, coming to understand their exploitation, would become a "class-for- 
itself" and then transform the structures of their work and life in 
fulfillment of the communitarian values they had incubated on the shop 
floor and in their local institutions. They would prove to be a "universal 
class," "a class which did not claim particular redress, because the wrong 
which has been done to it is not a particular wrong but wrong in general," a 
class that would be "the dissolution of all classes" because it was in its in
terests to lay the groundwork for all people's liberation.^® Working peo
ple's values would lead them to spurn bourgeois selfishness in favor of 
solidarity and economic anarchy in favor of rational social organization. 
This would give rise to the demand not simply for higher wages but for 
a qualitatively different way of life,'^ not simply for a bigger piece of the 
pie but for a different pie altogether.

In this view workers were not only poor and not only kept poor de
spite their efforts but, more positively, were also the creators of social 
wealth, holders of strategic leverage, agents of collective action, and 
champions of general emancipation. In contrast to the recent notion of 
class that reduces it to a step on an income or status ladder, this larger 
theory saw class position as determined by ownership of wealth—pro
ducer (not consumer) wealth. Wealth confers individual power over 
life chances and social power over workers' lives, the nation's priori
ties, and the society's paths of development. ("Lack of income means 
you don't get by; lack of... [wealth] means you [also] don't get ahead. 
That class is a matter of power escapes those who focus attention on 
income gradients without taking time to examine the causes of the 
gradation.

In contrast to the view that reduces class to an income or status group, 
the broader theory also sees the relationship between classes as inherently 
conflictual. Businessmen concentrate their holdings and are constantly 
forced by the need for capital accumulation to try to cut wages and cur
tail workers' political rights in the effort to reduce them to the status of 
commodities. Workers, seeking stability and greater freedom for them
selves and their families, are forced to resist. The antagonism and con
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tradiction between the two survives even periods of quiescence and ap
parent truce.

Despite the accuracy of many of the older analysts' predictions, class 
formation and political organization in America have not occurred in the 
manner predicted. The political scientists Donald Kinder and Lynn 
Sanders found that class division was "fading ... as a force in politics" 
and in contrast, intriguingly, to the growing importance of race. By the 
1990s, one Marxist scholar was forced to admit, "Class struggle ... has 
disappeared from the scene." And the historian David Brion Davis con
cludes, "We have entered another era when race has preempted class.

To see how this has come about and what it reveals about the short
comings of traditional class theory it helps to look at what recent schol
arship has revealed about the interconnected historical evolution of race 
and class in America.

THE LEGACY OF RACISM

When an emigrant population from a'^multiracial" Europe goes to North 
America ... and there, by constitutional fiat, incorporates itself as the 
"white race,"that is no part of genetic evolution.Itis.. .apolitical act."

— Theodore Allen, The Invention of the White Race

The first point to understand is that race and ethnicity affected class for
mation in America from the beginning. Already by the 1840s, organized 
"workers split themselves along ethno-religious lines. American-bom 
Protestant workers participated in broad evangelical reform movements 
or more nativist groups, while immigrant Roman Catholic workers with
drew into insular ethnic communities.... Workers fractured politi- 
cally."'^

Capitalist employers exploited those ethno-religious distinctions in 
their efforts to break strikes and periodically cut wages. But it was the 
workers themselves who "fractured politically.^' The early craft unions of
ten operated as protectionist guilds, for example, to exclude new immi
grants from Ireland and southern Europe (who were not yet "white") 
from apprenticeships, jobs, and political influence.

The second point is that, from the beginning, worker identity in Amer
ica included a racial identification. Coming to consciousness of their 
standing in a society that preserved racialized chattel slavery, members 
of the new working class often drew the distinction between themselves 
and the slaves more sharply than that between themselves and their bosses. 
Whiteness became an integral part of the new identity, "worker." This 
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identification was particularly important given that the workers, aspir
ing to dignity and independence, were constantly threatened with status 
demotion by common law master-servant precedents that treated them 
as less than full citizens?® Membership in the "white race" provided sta
tus and recognition and a shoring up against this threatened derogation. 
In the South, as W. E. B. DuBois famously noted, poor whites were paid 
"a sort of public and psychological wage" in social standing in return for 
helping police and coerce blacks, offsetting the sense of their own inferi
ority and distracting them from their own degrading job conditions?^

The subsequent struggle to create unions and workers' political asso
ciations in the late nineteenth century became in important ways a racial 
project, as Saxton has shown. The workers' clubs and political parties did 
not simply attract like-minded people; they created a propensity in their 
members for racializing those, like the Chinese in California, who looked 
different?^ Not incidentally, this helped create a sense of belonging 
among people who themselves were strangers in a strange land. Part of 
learning to be a "worker" for dominant sectors of the American work
force became learning to seek group advantage by racializing fellow 
workers and scapegoating them for problems not of their making. That 
assured access not only to scarce jobs but also to increasingly scarce dig
nity in the context of emerging class antagonisms.^®

This history, thirdly, reveals something important about whiteness. It 
reveals that that quality did not derive from a common ancestry, for there 
was none. French, Germans, Irish, and Eastern Europeans all eventually 
became "white" along with English people. Nor did whiteness refer to a 
common physiognomy, for the same reason. Nor, despite many people's 
claims, did it denote a common culture, there being little to unite Irish 
Catholics with Scandinavian Lutherans (or with Hungarian Catholics, for 
that matter), or impoverished sharecroppers with plantation bourgeoisie. 
What it did denote was membership in the white race, a sociological 
group that was "neither a biological nor a cultural category, but... a 
cross-class alliance between the capitalist class and a section of the work
ing class."^’

The precondition for membership in that race was what people were 
not—they were not black, the hue of the now-paradigmatic Other. "With
out fixe presence of black people in America, European-Americans would 
not be 'white,'" Cornel West observes; "they would be only Irish, Italian^ 
Poles, Welsh, and others.

Blackness for its part drew its meaning. Chief Justice Tawney candidly 
admitted in his notorious Dred Scott opinion, from the fact that whites had 
"stigmatized them... with deep and enduring marks of inferiority and 
degradation.''^! It j^^d become a "badge of servitude" not, that is, because 
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of anything intrinsic to African heritage but because of the physical op
pression to which African Americans had been subjected for economic 
purposes. Negroes wound up not just as noncitizens but as "anticiti
zens/'^ the Other against whom citizenship defined itself. And race, since 
its origins, has thus been an artifact of economic oppression and political 
decision (like the Dred Scott decision itself). Guinier and Torres acknowl
edge this with their idea of "political race."^®

Fourth, the creation of the white race alliance critically affected work
ing class formation in America. Class distinctions among whites were not 
ended "but secured by it," as Olson notes?^ The fact that in the years af
ter Reconstruction the dominant sectors of the working class were de
fined in racial terms served to blunt white workers' efforts to plumb the 
real sources of their degradation on the job and before the law, discour
aging them, in contrast to Europeans, from taking their own wage slavery 
seriously.25 This is not to say that the period lacked for class struggle. The 
Haymarket, Homestead, and Pullman strikes epitomized a long series of 
conflicts that shook the country at the end of the century. But the reluc
tance of workers to acknowledge the real character of their subordination 
prevented them, on balance, from analyzing their working conditions in 
a way that transcended traditional terms. "The chains that bound the 
African-American thus also held down the standards of the Irish-Amer
ican slum-dweller and canal-digger as well."^®

Fifth and last, racism would became part of the institutional reality of 
American society. The segmentation of the labor market epitomized by 
slavery continued in other forms and for other subordinated peoples. By 
mid-twentieth century, even social scientists who ostensibly denied the 
significance of class inadvertently acknowledged that "there are two 
working classes in America today," a white one and a Negro, Puerto Ri
can, and Mexican one—the former of which "benefit[s] economically and 
socially from the existence of these 'lower castes' within their midst. 
Segments of organized labor unfortunately played a role in maintaining 
this situation.2®

This labor market segmentation is the keystone in an arch of institu
tions—economic, educational, legal, and political—that function sys
tematically to disadvantage radalized groups and to advantage the 
racializers. The processes in different social sectors interact so as to create 
a system of institutionalized racism. It is not difficult to see how this 
works. To consider a simplified model: we know that a bad job pays poor 
wages; poor wages can pay for only cheap lodgings; areas of cheap hous
ing offer poor schooling; poor schooling in turn prepares people for only 
bad jobs; bad jobs pay poor wages ... and the cycle continues.^^

Racism, then, is part of the institutional and material, not simply the 



52 R. Jeffrey Lustig

attitudinal, reality of the society. Differential racial opportunities are 
churned out as part of the society's normal workings, and are not simply 
residues of an unfortunate past. Nor are they dependent on overt acts of 
prejudice.^® Without having asked for special favors, white people ac
quire what George Lipsitz terms a "possessive investment in white
ness"—an accumulation of assets gained from unequal educational 
access, job access, housing advantages, eligibility for bank loans, and ac
cess to insider networks.^^ While most may not be conscious racists, in 
the absence of a larger vision or shared purpose they oppose any effort to 
devalue those investments. Ending racism in America would require a 
breaking up of that cycle and enactment of broad social-structural re
forms, something more substantial than an appeal to tolerance or week
end "diversity" retreats.

RACE, CLASS, AND AMERICAN POUTICS

The Struggle for Social Citizenship

The knot of race and class has left its permanent mark on American pol
itics, blocking the path toward democracy. Democracy requires formal 
rights, like those enumerated in the Bill of Rights to free speech, free con
science, free association, trial by jury, and so forth. But beyond the formal 
statement it also requires that those rights be actually usable. And for peo
ple to have rights that are usable and effective, certain material precondi
tions have to be secured—a job, physical safety, an education, adequate 
housing, medical care. Without those preconditions the formal rights are 
a dead letter. They can't be exercised. This struggle for substantive (not 
merely formal) democracy is a struggle for social (not merely political) cit- 
izenship.®^ For a brief period after the Civil War, white and black work
ers both expected to secure this citizenship. Blacks looked to enforcement 
of the new Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments and the 
promise of "forty acres and a mule" (i.e., the acquisition of producer 
wealth). White workers hoped that the labor movement, the Homestead 
Act, and other measures would give them a starting stake. The betrayal 
of Reconstruction, however—the gutting of the Fourteenth Amendment 
and defeat of a divided labor movement—ended such hopes for sixty 
years.^ A solid South resting on that cross-class alliance, the white race, 
providing only minimal security for poor whites, was permitted to con
solidate itself.

Sixty years after Reconstruction this bloc came back during the New 
Deal to thwart poor whites' renewed effort to attain the material precon
ditions for equality and citizenship. The southern elites, constituting the 
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hidden power in the Democratic Party, made up the "reactionary core... 
at the heart of the New Deal coalition" that stopped the New Deal in its 
tracks and "prevented all Americans from securing the boon of social cit
izenship." The southern Bourbons successfully weakened the efforts to 
provide national unemployment and full old-age insurance, erect labor 
protections for all (including agricultural and domestic workers), fashion 
an effective Fair Labor Standards Act, and put teeth into the Employment 
Act of 1946.^ While the civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s suc
ceeded in ending legal segregation and overt discrimination, they did not 
return to this older struggle for substantive democracy.

As we enter the twenty-first century American society still reveals the 
disregard for working people's interests (opposition to their right to or
ganize, for example, or absence of low-cost housing), the subordination 
of their needs to the interests of capital (as with plant closures and job 
loss), the failure to provide decent wages or unemployment insurance, 
and the depleted public services (deteriorating schools and mass transit, 
shuttered libraries) characteristic of a class society. But the anxiety and 
dismay produced by such dislocations expresses itself in other than di
rectly economic terms. Pain travels.

And American racism endures and evolves. It continues to justify the 
displacement of capitalism's human costs onto the weak. It provides a 
way for whites still suffering insecurity and poverty to shore up scarce 
status and dignity. And by providing a lightning rod for ultimately class
based fears and worries, it masks the major causes of social inequality and 
makes it seem "natural." It, of course, does other things as well. Race in 
America has always had its own character, dynamics, psychologies, and 
approach to social control—along with the positive beauty and richness 
of ghetto and barrio cultures. It would be a mistake to reduce race to class. 
But it would also be a mistake, we see, to try to understand it without 
class.^ Race is a political and economic, and not just a cultural and psy
chological, phenomenon.

Further Twists in the Knot

Understanding the knot of race and class makes it possible to also un
derstand the outbreak of race and immigration politics during the 1990s 
that heralded a distinctly undemocratic turn in national politics.

California is often regarded as the bellwether of developments in the 
rest of the country, and events in that state are instructive about this turn 
in national politics. A new punitive mood had become apparent in the 
Golden State already back in 1986, when voters, ignoring their state's 
bilingual origins and booming immigration rate, passed an initiative 



54 R. Jeffrey Lustig

(Proposition 63) that declared English to be the state's official language?® 
That mood took on breadth and force during the economic downturn of 
the early 1990s, as voters, blaming the scarcity of jobs and state monies 
on an alleged generosity toward immigrants and prisoners and on affir
mative action benefits for minorities and women, passed further retribu
tive measures.

Proposition 184, the "three-strikes" law that mandated prison sen
tences of twenty-five years to life for criminals convicted of a third felony, 
passed in 1994. Considering the demographics of those convicted and 
sentenced, many saw it as part of a coded racial agenda. Proposition 187, 
passed in the same election, sought, more importantly, to annul the rights 
of undocumented immigrants (now construed as criminals) to social ser
vices, nonemergency health care, and public schooling. The measure, 
which also required social service providers to report suspicious appli
cants to authorities, inadvertently created a new Insider in the process of 
fashioning a new Outsider—the citizen as informer to match the noncit
izen as criminal welfare cheat. The sentiments kindled during its contro
versial passage helped persuade the federal government to later cut 
benefits for legal immigrants in the welfare reductions of 1996.

A spate of antiminority measures followed. The Regents of the Uni
versity of California banned racial preferences in college admissions in 
1995. By spring of that year ten anti-affirmative action bills moved 
through the state legislature. These were lumped into Proposition 209, 
prohibiting the use of race, ethnicity, or gender in public university ad
missions and public sector hiring and contracting. This proposition be
came a constitutional amendment in 1996, also effectively outlawing any 
voluntary public-sector efforts to break up the mechanisms of institu
tional racism unless ordered to do so by the court as remedy for past dis
crimination.^^

In 1997 the state's Industrial Welfare Commission also abolished a rule 
dating back to the Progressive Era requiring most nonfarm workers who 
put in more than an eight-hour day to be paid overtime. And in 1998, state 
voters passed Proposition 227, drafted and financed by a Silicon Valley 
executive, outlawing bilingual education and requiring that foreign stu
dents be immersed in English-speaking classes.

These were serious measures, rekindling xenophobic and exclusionist 
sentiments and recasting the terms of social membership, even if key 
provisions of Proposition 187 were later overturned by the courts. A phys
ical wall began to be built through a binational society at the Mexico- 
United States border at the same time walls were being tom down in 
Berlin and South Africa. Such drastic measures were defended by only 
the flimsiest of pretexts. The half-billion dollars spent on social services 
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for people without papers hardly accounted for the massive $14.3 billion 
state budget shortfall of 1991-1992 and multibillion dollar deficits there
after. Many studies indicated that the newcomers actually made a net con
tribution to the state's finances.  ̂In fact, undocumented immigration had 
long been part of the state's policy for precisely that reason, to fuel profits 
for agribusiness and for marginal firms in Los Angeles. Nor had affirma
tive action or bilingual classes provided significant preferences given the 
institutionalized pattern of advantage and disadvantage noted above.

The fears about jobs and personal stability were real enough, but their 
causes lay elsewhere. They lay in a national recession, cutbacks in defense 
spending, job loss as capital encouraged by tax laws sought super profits 
in other nations, and a frayed public safety net caused by file structural 
budget crisis that began to appear after Proposition 13's tax cuts of 1978. 
In the era of corporate capital, wealth wrested from workers in factories 
is no longer enough. Wealth must also be siphoned away from public pro
grams and the limited reforms of the New Deal dismantled. Public con
trols on capital must also be removed to increase its freedom of maneuver 
(as with Enron), and convert the state into a vehicle of corporate welfare. 
The causes, that is, were largely class causes.

Affirmative action is essentially a rationing system that attempts to off
set the operation of the nation's primary system, which is rationing by 
wealth and the cultural literacy wealth provides. It seeks to make up for 
minorities' lack of a real starting stake and to make genuine equality of 
opportunity possible. Wealth, cultural literacy, and the economic patterns 
described above, not some pristine "merit," are what allocate scarce ed
ucation, health care, housing, and legal resources in our society. (That's 
why one researcher can say, "Tell me the zip code of a child, and I will 
predict her chances of college completion.")^®

But the real question posed in the 1990s had less to do with methods 
of rationing than with why rationing is necessary in the first place. It had 
to do with that preexisting scarcity. Why should the material conditions 
of citizenship be scarce? V\^y in the wealthiest nation in the world are jobs 
and housing and health care hard to get? Given the record salaries of the 
biggest CEOs and increases in wealth of the richest citizens in the 1990s 
at the same time that massive reductions caused a disinvestment in edu
cation, hospitals, and social infrastructure, this is a question about the 
power of private profit to work its will against social needs. It is a class 
question.

It cannot be recognized as such, however, and class questions cannot 
be raised politically as long as people stick to the racial terms in which is
sues and social conditions are currently presented. Nor can the power of 
business to siphon off more jobs and degrade working conditions be 
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checked, nor the public's power to rebuild higher education and public 
health facilities be restored. Nor, finally, can white workers and their fam
ilies see that they too will suffer from the continuing fragmentation of 
popular power.

Class questions cannot be raised because the groups that might raise 
them remain divided between racializers and racialized, fighting in a box 
without questioning the existence of the box itself. And despite the hopes 
of many, those divisions are not diminishing. All too many blacks "are 
more deeply mired in poverty and despair than they were during die 
'separate but equal' era.""*^ And the difference between blacks and whites 
on many public issues is "greater today than in any other period for 
which we have data," political scientists Kinder and Sanders report.^

The social construct of "whiteness" also remains intact. Indeed, Cali
fornia's politics in the 1990s are to be understood not primarily as ex
pressions of nativism or exclusionism but as efforts to hang on to the 
privileges of whiteness in unstable times. Whiteness remains, first, in 
those socially conferred privileges noted above. Even the poorest whites 
can avail themselves of at least some "wages" of status and opportunity. 
Whiteness remains, second, as an assumed commonality with the pow
erful, a fictional likeness that blinds people to the fragility of their own 
hold on economic security and the ways the game is rigged against them. 
Whiteness remains, finally, as that most basic of benefits enjoyed by a 
dominant order, the privilege of thinking oneself normal, of taking one's 
own position for granted and not having to reflect on one's relations with 
or responsibilities to others. The color of power is white.

The tangled knot remains. In order to deal with class we will have to 
overcome race. But in order to deal with race, as David Brion Davis sug
gests, Americans will have "to confront the underlying reality of class di
vision in America and the destructive myth of a classless society."^®

CLASS RECONSIDERED

It will help in clarifying this underlying reality if we understand that the 
ordeal of race in America not only disproves the predictions of older class 
theorists but also identifies elements of class theory that need to be 
rethought and reformulated if we are to comprehend the character of so
cial power and the plight of other groups in addition to African Ameri
cans. We can summarize these points before concluding this chapter.

First and most obviously, the continued salience of race disproves the 
prediction that working people would develop a single homogeneous 
identity and that the social structure would become simplified over 
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time.^ Working people in all industrial societies remain differentiated be
yond race by skill level, urban or rural location, industrial sector (white 
collar versus blue collar), and divisions based on new job categories (e.g., 
new technologists versus high-tech workers). These factors provide dif
ferent bases for group identification and rivalry.

Second, then, the experience of racism warns against assuming that 
people's interests can be deduced directly from their positions in the eco
nomic structure and that objective laws can be deduced about them. Hu
man beings are not physical objects or stimulus/response mechanisms 
about whom scientific laws can be formulated. Between stimulus and hu
man response, consciousness intervenes; and consciousness is a product 
of history and politics.^ This is where America's famed social mobility 
plays a role—not disposing of class, but constantly disrupting the cul
tures that might help us to understand class situations and roles over 
time. Without this focus many workers may, on the basis of their histories 
or of current politics, choose, as we have seen, to trace their troubles to 
workers of color, or immigrants, or even the government.

Third, in light of these different social divisions, the very idea of "iden
tity," with its implications of singularity, may be misleading. People pos
sess multiple, overlapping self-conceptions. They may simultaneously 
identify with their job, their region, their ethnic group, the nation (as pa
triots), the middle class (as consumers), or the working class (as produc
ers). "Class," Aronowitz writes, "never appears in pure form."^® Which 
of these aspects acquires priority depends on the issues at hand and how 
they are framed. Rather than objective positions producing "interests," 
the way a political struggle is defined and explained often determines 
how people identify themselves.

Thus, fourth, we need to reimagine the sort of body that can give voice 
to class issues. A class-for-itself is not an objectively given entity. Nor will 
future class issues be formulated or struggles imdertaken on the lines tra
ditionally predicted. Class issues will most probably be raised by an al
liance or bloc of forces, the elements of which experience class in different 
ways. And class issues will become politically significant only to the ex
tent that working people reforge the connection with the community sev
ered by modern industry, and remember that class consciousness is not 
an exclusive product of the shop floor or the union movement. That con
sciousness, as Thompson emphasized, is also a product of larger com
munity institutions engaged in struggle. (The success of the Justice for 
Janitors' and hotel employees' struggles in Los Angeles in the late 1990s 
was due to their appreciation of this fact. They understood the threats 
posed by Proposition 187 and other measures and successfully recruited 
their larger communities to their struggles.)



58 R. Jeffrey Lustig

The variability of group identification warns us, lastly, against assum
ing the automatic leadership or universal role of any group in the broader 
community institutions. Different oppressed groups face different forms 
of injustice, and they seek different remedies. Ridding die society of sys
tematic economic exploitation is a necessary condition for overcoming 
racism, and ethnic prejudice, and sexism, and neocolonial pretensions; 
but it is not the only condition. It is perfectly legitimate and desirable that 
different groups will give different issues priority. The cultures of such 
groups may even provide the qualitatively different values and commu
nal forms that traditional class analysis recognized as necessary for real 
social change.

Creating unity between different subordinated groups, developing 
different forms of class consciousness in each, and framing an alternative 
vision that can unite them will not be achieved by any preexisting "uni
versal class." These are tasks that can only be accomplished through po
litical struggle. And such a vision, to truly appeal to a majority of people, 
would have to be built up out of their current identities and the different 
ways they live class now.

CONCLUSION

After three centuries of bond labor, Jim Crow laws, and segmented labor 
markets, race is an established part of American life, part of its "material" 
reality and not just a cultural epiphenomenon. It is the social formation 
that openly manifests among other things the society's class contradic
tions.

That's why the struggle against it holds a central place in the larger 
struggle for democracy and against the concentration of power and the 
suppression of human possibility characteristic of class societies. The 
class character of American race also explains why it is that the current 
remedies for racism have been so ineffective in their results. One of these 
remedies, we noted, seeks to achieve colorblindness. It attempts to attain 
equality before the law, but without acknowledging that lacking the ma
terial conditions of citizenship, this will not provide equality of opportu
nity or any other meaningful parity. It fails to recognize the truth of Justice 
Blackmun's dissenting opinion in Bakke: "In order to get beyond racism, 
we must first take account of race.... In order to treat some persons 
equally, we must treat them differently.''^^

The contrasting appeal, to "diversity," takes its cues from identity pol
itics and our differences rather than any underlying commonality. The 
proponents of black (or brown, or feminist, or gay) politics have made 
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genuine contributions to our understanding of social injustice and iden
tified forms of exclusion formerly denied by both mainstream and radi
cal politics. But in recent years they have moved away from broad social 
critiques and ceased to look for the deeper causes of their inequalities. 
And they have ceased to present qualitative alternatives to current 
arrangements and a larger social vision that could unite their struggles 
with others'.^ They therefore risk reducing the call for diversity to a call 
only to get more members from their own groups in corporate head
quarters and state legislatures. They risk limiting themselves to the call 
for a larger share of the spoils of a game still rigged to exclude the ma
jority of their fellow-citizens.

Neither of these approaches addresses the reality of institutional 
racism or its deeper class character. Neither addresses the need to con
front the class conditions of racial minorities' lives. And neither ac
knowledges that whiteness, as the visible sign and mask of a system of 
power, is not something to be emulated or treated on par with other eth
nicities. It is the sign of a cross-class bloc of power that needs to be dis
mantled. And that can only be done by creating a cross-racial alliance 
among working people.

It will help in this if white workingmen and workingwomen remem
ber two truths learned by our forbears in earlier struggles. The first is that 
democracy is not provided by official documents or large armies sent 
overseas but by political activity on the part of all, having secured the ma
terial bases for a citizen's life. Racializing minorities and scapegoating 
outsiders does nothing to accomplish this, and raises barriers against it 
instead. The second is that freedom is ultimately a matter of mutual care 
and social solidarity, not of private possessions and separate group for
tunes. We are dependent on each other, "members one of another," as the 
old Puritan phrase put it. Social obligations precede political rights.

At the beginning of a new century things look worrisome for both the 
racializing and racialized sectors of the workforce. Both are on thin ice in 
their job rights and living standards. We are entering another period in 
which white workers will be divested of gains they thought they'd won, 
and minorities cheated of advances they thought were coming their way. 
Security in the job is gone, public services are starved, the quality of life 

. is declining. We know from understanding how capital works that pres
sures to deprive workers of decent job conditions and social rights will 
increase. We also know that the political party on which both groups de
pended in the past is no longer seriously interested in their plight. There 
is nothing, then, to prevent the pressures from breaking through the thin
ning ice in the next decade.

Nothing, that is, except working people's own political struggle. Will 
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we react to coining reverses by fracturing again on racial lines, whites and 
would-be whites turning on the weak, as anticipated by California's 
•Proposition 187? Or will we get out of this historical rut, attempt a cross
race alliance, and resume a common struggle for democracy? The answer 
will depend not on outside forces, economic trends, or national leaders 
but on the character of our own political leadership and organizing.
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