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From Shattered Ceilings to a Broken Democracy:  
The Post-Racial Condition of Trump’s Possibility 

Thank you so much for that kind introduction and for this wonderful 
opportunity not only to speak with you all but to actually escape from 
the United States. I very much feel that I’m walking in the footsteps of my 
idol, Ida B Wells, who found the London audience to be a worthy respite 
for her and a place where she could talk honestly about some of the things 
that were happening in the United States. It is my intention tonight to 
talk honestly about what’s happening in the US and to try to think a little 
bit about how the conversation is unfolding there around the spectacular 
events that have happened over the last eight months.

I think anyone who would try to take the politics of race seriously over the 
last eight years or so in American political life might suffer from a case 
of intellectual whiplash. A mere eight years ago, Barack Obama broke a 
historic barrier that was long taken as being impermeable and became 
our first African American president. Throughout the mainstream media, 
self-congratulation was the theme of the moment. In a blink of an eye, 
the American republic had become post-racial even as, one might have to 
say, African Americans and others begged to differ. The violent legacy of 
white supremacy had been repealed in one miraculous fell swoop. The guilt 
averse white majority and the grievance prone black minority could come 
together as one and get down to the real business at last.

Now, as it happened, the shelf life of post-racialism turned out to be far 
shorter than all of its cheerleaders supposed. A mere eight years later, 
the symbolic breakthrough of Obama’s election has plainly given way 
to a new political order that is anything but post-racial. White voters 
overwhelmingly rallied to presidential candidate Donald Trump, a leader 
whose racism was reflected in both word and deed, confirming that the 
candidate’s near-constant affronts to people of colour and other non-
whites – African Americans, Latinos and Muslims of all ethnicities – was 
not simply a pejorative pandering to a white base just to get elected. 
His appointments of white nationalist propagandist Steve Bannon as 
his closest White House advisor and his elevation of Jefferson Sessions 
cleared up any lingering hope that the real Donald Trump would repudiate 
his birther instincts once he moved into the Oval Office. Sessions, for 



example, was deemed too much of a rightist radical to be confirmed for 
a federal judgeship even during the Reagan era. He went on to waste no 
time signalling that the demands for police accountability, that were put 
on the agenda by Black Lives Matter, would now be a dead letter. Bannon 
got busy constructing an attempt to ban Muslims from entering the United 
States. So, we can clearly say that post-racialism has left the building. And 
it seems that there’s been no effort, as of yet, to take stock  
of its short and stressful life.

So, what shall we make of this sharp shift in racial politics in the United 
States? What do these two monumental elections have to do with one 
another? The temptation is great to declare one of these outcomes simply 
unreal, a mirage, an unexplained departure from the true meaning of 
America. People from left to right, from red to blue, have agreed with this 
binary scheme. The real America would be either the one that voted for 
Barack Hussein Obama, or the one that voted for Donald John Trump.  
The other would be a short-lived dream, or nightmare. 

The truth, however, is far more complicated. To borrow a turn of phrase 
that helped make Barack Obama famous, there is one America and it is 
this America that elected both Barack Obama and Donald Trump. And 
to complicate things even further, the post-racial celebration that greeted 
Obama’s assumption to power is not so much the opposite of Trumpist 
politics but reflects ideological investments that proved instrumental 
in the political rise of Donald Trump. Inside the rhetorical politics of 
post-racialism rest discursive elements of Trump’s possibility – elisions, 
settlements, pragmatic compromises and fabrications – all made in the 
name of social stability, institutional settlement and economic self-interest. 

These ideological efforts to put the ugly past behind us not only obscured 
ongoing patterns of deep racial stratification but enabled a backlash 
sensibility to find widespread expression without confronting significant 
and sustained contestation. Racism spoke in many languages in the so-
called post-reform period. It was reflected in new racist formations like 
the birther movement and in tried and true racisms imported from the 
past, like the xenophobic ‘othering’ of immigrants, the scapegoating of 
racial others, racial terrorism and black death at the hands of vigilantes 
in and out of uniform, and the naturalisation of staggering losses suffered 
by communities of colour as a consequence of the mortgage crisis and 
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the economic meltdown. Anti-racism, on the other hand, disciplined 
and weakened by post-racialism, spoke back meekly with beer summits, 
self-help strategies, respectability, evangelicism, and a rote insistence on 
cabining the uglier dimensions of white supremacy to the American past. 

Now, the utter collapse of post-racialism that was so vividly revealed in 
the 2016 presidential campaign, has uncovered not simply the widened 
gap between red and blue states. That, despite Obama’s wishful effort to 
declare America purple, is old news. What some might consider to be the 
new twist is the gap within the Democratic coalition about who and what is 
to blame for the backlash. And, importantly, what must now be done about 
it. Indeed, the most trenchant debates about what happened can be found 
between liberals and progressives, between those who march under the 
banner of class analysis and those who draw their battle lines around gender 
and race. Between those who are feminists and those who are anti-racist. 
And the consequences of the debates have perhaps reflected the sharpest 
reversals politically; from a pre-election prediction that the Republican Party 
was facing imminent extinction to post-election arguments that it is the 
Democrats who are facing a long, painful march into obsolescence. 

So perhaps there’s no better illustration of the rhetorical war that Trump’s 
election opened up within the Democratic coalition than a New York 
Times op-ed that appeared about ten days after the election. Now, while 
millions of Americans were in early stages of what Eve Ensler and I call 
post-traumatic Trump syndrome, and some of you might have shared some 
of these symptoms – sleepless nights, panic attacks, inability to read the 
news, outbursts, feelings that no one understands how serious the crisis 
is except you. While all of us were still grappling with the aftermath of 
this election, a critic of identity politics penned a piece called ‘The End of 
Identity Liberalism’. Arguing that it was American overcorrection of its 
history that drove so many white male voters into the Trump column, the 
writer blamed the shocking outcome on Clinton’s embrace of diversity. 
This was a strategic mistake, he argued, because it left whites excluded and 
primed for Trump. Accordingly, this is exactly what happened, with two-
thirds of the white voters without college degrees voting for Donald Trump, 
as did over 80% of white evangelicals. 

The author praised, by contrast, President Reagan and President Clinton, 
who created a narrative, he said, of shared destiny. This Hillary failed to 
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do and by inference either Trump did do it, or, at minimum, he benefited 
from her failure to do so. Now, of course, there are many who beg to differ 
about whether President Reagan’s success can be attributed to a vision 
of America that reflects a shared destiny. Or more broadly that he stood 
apart from identity politics. This narrative flies in the face of a campaign 
that began in Philadelphia, Mississippi, where infamy was forged in 
American memory as the place where law enforcement and the Ku Klux 
Klan kidnapped, tortured, and murdered three civil rights workers at the 
height of the civil rights movement. And surely Trump’s campaign theme of 
taking our country back, one that legitimised white longing for a country 
that used to belong to them, fell far short of anything remotely described as 
post-identitarian. 

Explicitly and implicitly, the Trump coalition was disproportionately 
white, male, and working class, although even this underestimates how the 
majority of his voters reflected white voters. White women and middle-class 
whites also disproportionately voted for Donald Trump. Through what 
ideological prism, then, can the Democratic embrace of identity liberalism be 
framed as the problematic root of this election, while the white nationalism 
expressed by and through the Trump campaign is positioned as merely an 
understandable, if slightly discomforting, response to identity politics. 

But there’s more. On the left side of the critique are those who emphasise not 
the elevation of diversity per se but the failures across all elites to address the 
ways that the neo-liberal consensus among Democrats and Republican elites 
spurred a backlash among the white working class in America. For them, 
the explanations that focus on race or on gender overlook the angst of those 
who were left out, lost in a de-industrialised world in which the possibility 
of living a comfortable life has been all but stolen from them. Their anger 
was an expression of their frustrated aspirations that have evaporated in 
the ruthless upward distribution of wealth that’s unfolding in the United 
States and around the world. By this measure, the problem was not what 
Clinton did invoke but what she didn’t. Class. Yet, this too misses something 
seemingly fundamental and racial about the election, notwithstanding 
the truth about the lost standard of living in the United States. African 
Americans and Latinos voted overwhelmingly for Hillary Clinton; two 
groups that have suffered comparatively greater consequences from the neo-
liberal social and economic policies than their angry white peers. African 
Americans and Latinos suffered a monumental loss after the mortgage crisis, 
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both in terms of wealth and employment, with women of colour bearing the 
disproportionate losses of the foreclosure crises. If anyone had reason to vote 
against the political insiders, it would certainly seem to be them. Yet African 
American women, in particular, voted for Hillary Clinton. She received 94% 
of their votes, while 53% of white women voted for Donald Trump. 

Clearly, something is amiss in these arguments. What is it? Simply put, 
the conventional narratives about what went wrong reflect longstanding 
elisions about social injustice, particularly about race and its intersections 
with gender and class, that have distorted American conceptions of social 
justice and legitimacy. Indeed, upon closer inspection, the competing 
rhetorics from the left’s, liberals’ and centrists’ viewpoints on race 
in American society have embraced ways of perceiving and engaging 
institutional traditions and practices that have reinforced and legitimised 
key assumptions that underscore Trumpism. Such ideologies are linked by 
their investment in baselines that naturalise and insulate the status quo. 
Similar baselines in the past have anchored the reversal of the first and the 
second reconstruction; they’ve deradicalized racial justice movements; and 
they tied the hands and the tongue of the breakthrough presidency. 

Now, a key site of this convergence was the discursive investment in 
post-racialism. An ideological air of colour-blindness that contained and 
ultimately depoliticised the mid-century revolt against an oppressive social 
order. Although celebrated as a singular achievement in an inherently self-
correcting American republic, post-racialism in fact consolidated not just 
the defeat of racial justice advocacy but signalled a political embrace of a 
particular conservative legal ideology, one that explained deep structured 
patterns of inequality as deficits in people, in cultures, rather than deficits 
in our institutions. This elevation of deficits disarmed those who sought 
to challenge racial power at precisely the time that white resentment 
galvanised into a nationalist political formation. Now, importantly, 
understanding how this old story could possibly play out in a new time 
directs attention to the ways that ideological contestation is an important 
arena of social power. Battles over frames have real material consequences 
across the social terrain. 

So, the thinking that I want to continue to share with you today is an effort 
to turn the debate about whether race can explain the rise of Trump on 
its head. What are the various ideologies about race that make it possible 
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to disclaim the role of racism as a pivotal factor in the rise of Trumpism? 
In other words, what can we learn from the claims that this is not about 
race? How do the discourses about how this was not a white-lash tell us 
more broadly about how American society as a whole has been legitimated 
across time? My claim here is that the frames that make these denials 
remotely plausible are the conditions that made Trumpism possible. 

But beyond this attempt, I’d like to complicate the conversation about 
what race had to do with it with a deeper point that I’d like to uncover. 
How discursive failures within social justice discourses – within legal 
ideology, within policy advocacy – have left in place a sturdy structure of 
white supremacy and patriarchy. Specifically, as regards to race, post-racial 
politics and the liberal race politics that preceded it fell far, far short of its 
transformative claims. Not only did this leave structural inequalities firmly 
in place, but it also reinforced the legitimacy of white over-representation 
across the social terrain. The language of reverse discrimination, of 
political correctness, of preferential treatment, captures investments in this 
over-representation and the various ways that racial stratification has been 
normalised and insulated. As a result, the feeling of loss that drove so many 
white Americans into the Trump column is salient not only politically but 
legally and constitutionally as well. And it has always been such.

The upshot is this: the battles raging over whether it was racism or sexism or 
classism betray a kind of non-intersectional thinking that has contributed to 
the possibilities of Trump. If it is true that the first American reconstruction 
happened not because of the overwhelming power of those who are elites but 
those who demanded their freedom, then the answer to this moment cannot 
be a response that depoliticises some of the most important movements that 
we have but it has to be an answer that looks to those most marginalised to 
understand how they perceive and conceptualise the political world. And, if 
it is true that the decline of the first reconstruction happened not because of 
the power of those who sought to end it but, instead, because of a failure to 
resist the forces of retrenchment, then those looking to rehabilitate American 
democracy have to bring history forward. Rather than pushing back 
against identity politics and all of its various epithets – political correctness, 
balkanisation, white guilt politics – democrats, small ‘d’ democrats, should 
be fighting to forge a more robust intersectional vision of politics in both the 
legal and discursive terrains.
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I’ve already given you my punchline, so now I’m going to sketch with you  
a few aspects of my argument that reflect the grounding of it in critical race 
theory and in intersectionality. Obviously, this is not an argument that hides 
its own ideological investments. In fact, it is grounded in a thorough critique 
of the conceit of perspectivelessness in which race and gender power are 
deeply embedded. Instead, I will here share what I take to be some necessary 
commitments – my commitments – in engaging this moment, in the hope 
that it’s evocative enough to carry the points forward. 

I start with my central point, which is that we must at this point resist 
normalisation of this status quo. This backlash must be historicised as one 
of the many big events in American history that revolve around contested 
baselines. Armed with a sense that we have been here before, and before, 
and before, Democrats must be willing to tell some very hard truths. They 
have to interrogate the ways that many forms of social justice politics 
have been complicit in incorporating baselines that themselves normalise 
other inequalities. And finally we have to think far more critically about 
intersectionality and its role in shaping political discourses and alliances. It 
isn’t just identity politics but it isn’t not identity politics either.

To get at these points I’m going to share a few snapshots with you, drawn 
across American social legal history, to uncover these shared frameworks 
that I believe we have inadequately contested. I end with a particular 
example of intersectional movement making, SayHerName, that embodies 
both the challenge and the possibilities of resisting the call to abandon race 
and gender justice and to build, instead, practices that resist baselines that 
are built on illegitimate power. 

Let me first share a sense of how baselines have initially constructed our 
sensibility about what constitutes inequality and what constitutes freedom 
and justice. Consider how the American republic’s baselines were grounded 
in first principles of slavery. Individual and state actions that departed from 
those baselines were framed as unconstitutionally redistributive, while 
actions that were consistent with those baselines were viewed as apolitical 
and simply neutral. 

So, here’s an example. When you as a slave ran away, your crime was a 
crime of theft. As Frederick Douglass said, I stand before you as a thief: I’ve 
stolen these hands. I’ve stolen these legs. I’ve stolen my work capacity from 
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someone to whom it was owed. Basically, I’ve run away and committed 
the crime of theft. Teaching slaves to read was criminalizable, sometimes 
framed as even treason. Congressional plans to emancipate, or refusals to 
recognise slaves in the new territory, were framed as acts of unconstitutional 
takings. Baselines determine whether failure to take action to return slaves 
is really neutral or actively injurious. States that refused to summarily return 
those accused of being escaped slaves were accused of violating national 
laws, the Fugitive Slave Act, for example, which forced states to abandon 
neutrality and allowed slaveholders to protect their rights to property. The 
constitutionalisation of baselines in slavery shaped, then, the legal character 
of a whole range of actions. Those that departed from the logic of slavery 
were unlawful. Some would even say immoral. Even the refusal to work was 
medicalized as a pathology. Slaves who resisted working without pay were 
diagnosed as suffering from drapetomania, a psychiatric illness. 

The Civil War and the following period of Reconstruction was an attempt, 
however limited, to challenge the baseline of slavery and to create a new 
one rooted in antislavery. Under this new baseline, which is a new starting 
position, was a world in which the root and branch of slavery had been 
eliminated. The character of freedom-enhancing actions under such a 
world was thereby reversed. Actions that at one time were consistent with 
slavery now required repudiation and correction, such as: segregation and 
transportation, the inability to own property, the inability for freedmen 
to testify in courts against whites. These were all actions that were taken 
under a different baseline and, consequently, were seen as corrective rather 
than preferential. Yet President Johnson, who was Lincoln’s successor, 
vetoed these laws, declaring them to be discriminatory against white 
people. This, perhaps, was the first articulation of preferential treatment; 
reverse discrimination. Giving the freedmen access to the law, to the rights 
of free contract and property, was framed as reverse discrimination.

Now, Reconstruction Radicals repudiated that framework and for a time 
they were able to hold sway in Congress. In their commitment to dismantle 
slavery, Radical Republicans saw the creation of the Freedmen’s Bureau, 
equality in contracts and property, protection against segregation in public 
accommodations, all as corrective actions, remedial efforts to realise this new 
baseline in freedom. And importantly, with this new baseline in freedom, the 
failure to create these laws, the failure to protect against discrimination and 
public accommodation, that was the discrimination. So, neutrality in the  
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face of white supremacy was not constitutionally egalitarian. It was, instead, 
a continuation of the slavery baseline from the past.

Now, this work of dismantling law support for a system rationalised by 
white supremacy was, unfortunately, placed in the hands of the courts. A 
real problem, since they were never fully on board with reconstruction in the 
first place. So, before the ink was dry on the 13th and the 14th Amendments, 
the Supreme Court had begun a process of deconstructing Reconstruction, 
beginning with re-establishing a post-slavery discriminatory status quo as 
the relevant baseline. It was ratified by the Supreme Court’s repudiation of 
federal anti-discrimination laws, based upon the idea that they embraced 
special treatment for the freedmen. In so doing, the Court effectively 
naturalised systemic forms of discrimination across the entire country, 
constitutionalising the status quo against even legislative efforts to reform 
the status quo. 

A lost part of our American history, and of the critical discourse around 
it, is the way that these constitutional baselines grounded in slavery, in 
conquest, in manifest destiny, in patriarchy, have to this day never been 
fully unmasked and challenged. Even the Court’s mid-20th century 
embrace of civil rights failed to challenge the law’s grounding in a morbidly 
unequal status quo. Integration, for example, was rationalised as simply 
a reversal of injuries meted out to innocent black schoolchildren, not a 
reflection of an overall pattern of white dominance in American society. 

Now, this framework of baselines rooted in inequality was not something 
that simply the courts did. It was something that social justice advocates 
also participated in. A tragic example is found in the fracturing of the 
abolitionist movement around competing baselines of patriarchy and white 
supremacy. The fight for black suffrage waged by abolitionists was grounded 
on masculinised claims of what full citizenship conveyed. The denial of the 
franchise was a denial of the freedman’s manhood, argued abolitionists, 
thereby linking race reform to white supremacy historically. Lifting African 
American men to their rightful place explicitly was predicated on patriarchal 
investments that excluded white women and black women alike.

Now, white suffragists responded with an appeal predicated on the shared 
sense of whiteness that united them with their male counterparts in an 
American project to civilise and control non-whites, both domestic non-whites 
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and new immigrants. White supremacy, then, was the baseline from which 
Susan B Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton framed the unique insult of 
being denied the right to vote. White women, they argued, were not only more 
qualified to vote than the great unwashed and unclean, they were also made 
more vulnerable to men of colour without the access to the right to vote. So, 
with whiteness firmly rooted as their baseline, the injury of sex discrimination 
was framed as not receiving the privileges they should have been conferred 
as white people, simply because they were women. So, baselines made all the 
difference in the rhetorical postures of both the demands for suffrage on behalf 
of race and the demands for suffrage on the basis of gender.

Now, this pattern of basing an argument for group liberation on the 
normalised oppression of others reappears in contemporary politics as well. 
Not surprisingly, when feminism accepts white supremacy as a baseline and 
anti-racism is likewise premised on patriarchy, political tragedies are often the 
result. Crucial forms of marginalisation are ignored, the wellbeing of large 
groups of people are undermined, and the dignity and worth of society’s most 
vulnerable members disappear from view. 

Now, beyond the notion of baselines is the question of how frames 
in contemporary America reflect precisely the same investments in a 
constitutionalised status quo. I give you here two different frameworks that 
reflect both a critique and a defence of status quo baselines. The first: our 
constitution does not know anything such as a creditor or a debtor race. 
The concept is alien to our constitution’s focus on the individual. On the 
other side is a clarion call. It is a claim that says that America has defaulted 
on a promissory note insofar as citizens of colour are concerned. Instead 
of honouring the sacred obligation, America has basically given people of 
colour a rubber cheque; a promissory note that it has not yet fulfilled.

Some of you may know that the late Justice Antonin Scalia wrote in 
a famous affirmative action case that affirmative action was itself 
discrimination. Effectively saying that there was nothing that needed to be 
corrected. That the relevant baseline for determining what was preferential 
and what was corrective was the status quo, the existing distribution of 
rights and entitlements. In fact, as far as Scalia and eventually the Supreme 
Court were concerned, the very idea that racial disparity should be the 
predicate for race conscious redistributive action is itself discrimination, 
called racial balancing for its own terms. So, for him, a baseline predicated 
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in existing status quo distributions is the relevant way to distinguish 
between what is reverse discrimination and what is simply corrective.

On the other side of the scale is this quote from Martin Luther King:

But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred 
years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of 
segregation and the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, the 
Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of 
material prosperity. One hundred years later, the Negro is still languished 
in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own 
land. And so we’ve come here today to dramatize a shameful condition.

In a sense we’ve come to our nation’s capital to cash a check. When the 
architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution 
and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory 
note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise 
that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, would be guaranteed 
the “unalienable Rights” of “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” 
It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note, 
insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this 
sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a 
check which has come back marked “insufficient funds.”

But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to 
believe that there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of 
this nation. And so, we’ve come to cash this check, a check that will give us 
upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of justice.

This language comes from his famous ‘I have a dream’ speech. Many people 
don’t know this speech, partly because what is in the constant loop of 
American memory is, ‘we shouldn’t judge people by the colour of their skin but 
by the content of their character’. The fact that the speech was predicated with 
a profound indictment of American social structures, a profound criticism of 
existing baseline, has largely been lost to history as this becomes the endless 
loop that tells us all we need to know about Martin Luther King’s dream.

So in contemporary rhetorics, much of what is identified as identity politics 
on one hand or resentment politics on the other, are traced back to these 
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two different frameworks for thinking about American social structure. 
Perceived departure from the expectations reflected in Justice Scalia’s 
position fuelled ideas around nationalism and disparate ideas about the 
need for taking our country back. But it’s important to acknowledge that 
this is not just a conservative project. Much of this debate about identity 
politics, about diversity, about affirmative action, in which these policies 
have been derisively framed as preferential or antidemocratic, have 
also been shaped by liberal failures to fully contest the way that racial 
preferences are actually built into the functioning of American society. 

Consider, for example, the litigation around an affirmative action case 
in 2001 involving the University of Michigan. The question was whether 
an admissions strategy that gave 20 points to students of colour was an 
unconstitutional form of preferential treatment that discriminated against 
white students. But, as social psychologist Claude Steele perceptively 
argued, when you actually look at the admissions scheme – what you 
get points for and what you don’t – the question isn’t whether 20 points 
was too many. The question is whether it was too few. If you look at some 
of the things you get points for – what makes a qualified applicant – most 
of them were dramatically and unwarrantedly maldistributed by race in 
American society. So, attending a school in which advanced placement was 
offered gets you 18 extra points, even if you didn’t take those courses, by 
the way. If you attended the school and took the points, you got 18 points. 
Now, where those schools are is clearly a reflection of class and race in 
American society. Those who are mostly likely to get those points are 
dramatically white Americans. Those who are least likely are dramatically 
Americans of colour. But let’s go further. You get six points for being from 
an underrepresented county: basically, not being from Detroit in Michigan, 
and not being from an urban area. That is disproportionately going to 
benefit white applicants and not applicants of colour. And the last one, you 
get four points for being a son or daughter of someone who once attended 
the University of Michigan. So, when you add up all these points, there’s  
28 points which would be extremely difficult for most minority students  
to get, as opposed to 20 points that are meant to offset the embedded way 
in which the admissions system actually represents preferential treatment 
for white applicants.

So, it’s only by naturalising these criteria that it could be said that these 
20 points to offset constitute reverse discrimination. As my colleague 
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Luke Harris has argued, much of the debate about affirmative action in 
the US has been nothing more than a bitter struggle about diminished 
overrepresentation of white Americans in our institutions; in institutions 
that were once exclusively white or at least nearly so. In this context, even 
modest levels of minority inclusion made possible by changing assumptions 
that traditional indices of merit are fair, objective and universal, seems like 
reverse discrimination.

Now, these struggles, importantly, were not just between conservatives, 
liberals and critics of civil rights but they played out in determining 
discourses that race liberals were using. A central fault line between 
race liberals and their radical critics has waged about the meaning of the 
collapse of formal segregation. So, among traditional liberals, formal 
equality based on colour-blindness was the Holy Grail. That is what 
Civil Rights was all about. For many, though, the short-term exception 
to colour-blindness might be necessary for diversity purposes, but these 
were largely framed as exceptions to colour-blind meritocracy. Meritocracy 
remains the ideal.

Now, these investments reflected a narrow conception of what it would mean 
to dismantle white dominance in American society. What would it mean to 
actually create a new baseline? It created a limited view about whether and 
how we would be shifting away from those baselines in which inequality 
was automatically reinforced. Law schools were a site of these conflicts, as 
students and faculty members battled with each other over curricula offerings 
in particular, as faculty members refused to take up questions about how law 
insulated American social order. Critical race theory actually emerged from 
these fights as students and faculty members banded together to develop a field 
of study that was framed as an alternative to the evolutionary approach. And 
when I say evolutionary, I mean that somewhat literally. Many of our liberal 
allies in Harvard and other elite institutions responded to student demands 
by saying that there simply were no scholars of colour who were qualified 
anywhere in the world to come and teach in these institutions. The solution 
was not to interrogate what counted as meritocracy. It wasn’t to challenge the 
idea that the same systems that created merit in a period of formal apartheid 
might not be appropriate in a post-civil rights period. Instead, the attitude was, 
we will watch the pool to see whether fish can finally develop legs and get up 
and walk out of that pool. So, this gave new meaning to the diversity struggle.
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Now, it’s important also to remember that diversity in the United States 
was an ideological and rhetorical loss for the civil rights movement, one 
that was a copy of a copy of a copy of an argument for race-conscious 
social reform. As far back as DuBois and Oliver Cox, frameworks that 
understood race in America not as matters of prejudice or of authoritarian 
personality disorder but instead as matters of power, as between 
communities, had long challenged the emphasis on the idea that all we 
need to do is to provide opportunities for people of colour to come together 
and in those opportunities, racism would somewhat magically fall by the 
wayside. These critics had long foregrounded the idea that equality was 
contingent upon access by people of colour to a variety of institutions, 
importantly, knowledge-producing institutions, so that people of colour 
would be able to participate in the rationalisation process in deciding 
how opportunity is distributed in American society and how burdens are 
distributed in American society. This, in turn, would create the conditions 
for equalisation, not simply the idea of diversity.

Yet the Supreme Court rejected all arguments about race-conscious 
inclusion that were based on elevating an equalising power between 
groups. So, the idea that affirmative action might be justified because of 
discrimination and poor schooling. Or it might be justified by the reality 
that professionals of colour are far more likely to serve communities of 
colour than white professionals. Or that the very integration of professions 
would change the substance of what those professions were. All of these 
arguments were repudiated. And the only arguments that were accepted 
were arguments that said affirmative action was good for the institution. 
It was good for the bottom line. It was good for the profit. It was good 
for national security. So, if the argument could be framed in terms of 
profit maximisation or enhancing the quality of the classroom for those 
who would have been there anyway, then integration was able to be 
foregrounded by a positive policy. But if the argument was ‘this is for 
the equalisation of communities of colour’, that was framed as reverse 
discrimination. 

Now, the fact that all sides of the liberal compromise seem to embrace these 
ideas didn’t become abundantly clear until Barack Obama was elected. So, 
now we have the advent of post-racialism and effectively where the story 
comes to a sad conclusion. In retrospect, it is surprising just how quickly 
post-racialism replaced colour-blind discourses as the new racial justice 
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discourse. On the very day of Obama’s election, CNN’s competent panel 
of experts declared that the biggest losers in Obama’s victory were Jesse 
Jackson, Al Sharpton and, by extension, the entire civil rights leadership. 
They were presumably now the newly unemployed. And, as if on cue, now 
with Obama in the White House, we can all put race behind us.

Now, post-racialism conferred a rock star status to a very old idea, 
rebranding it with an internationally recognised symbol attached to its 
conservative rhetorical posture. The coolness of the new president on 
racial issues became the embodiment of the post-racial stance, and he was 
rhetorically punished on the rare occasion that he failed to live up to that 
implicit promise. As if the message wasn’t clear enough that post-racialism 
would be an entrapment, consider the first foray of President Obama into 
the Skip Gates affair that some of you may know about. Skip Gates is one 
of the most well-known black professors in the United States. Police were 
called to his home when he had difficulty entering the door. He eventually 
did gain access to his home and was able to prove by the pictures on the 
wall, no doubt a few of them with the President himself, that this was in 
fact his home. Notwithstanding that, he was arrested by the police officer in 
question. Barack Obama simply indicated that the officer had acted stupidly. 
And for saying that the officer had acted stupidly, a cry rose up from the 
masses of those who believed that this post-racial president had violated the 
sacred understanding that he would not engage in racial complaint. 

So, in this moment we got a clear sense of what the new equation was. The 
new equation was, we cannot have conversations about racial power. We 
cannot have conversations that are framed as racial complaint. We can have 
conversations about race, however. And we can have conversations about 
racial difference. So, the equation is something like this: racial difference 
can lead to racial inequality. But we don’t talk about racial power. So, 
when you have difference in equality minus racial power, you wind up with 
a framework that understands racial inequality as a problem of the deficits 
in the other. Not a deficit in history. Not a deficit in institutions. Not a 
deficit in law. 

So, if you look at conversations in American society about racial inequality, 
the entire gamut of racial difference is offered up as a justification and also 
as a reason why that inequality is seen as natural. So, we hear about hip 
hop; the lack of role models; the inability to defer gratification. Old ideas 
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have been repackaged as explanatory modalities. And at the same time that 
this is happening, old racial injustice frames are being cabined and pushed 
aside. The institutional and structural features of American society are 
now put in the background, the baseline which is no longer challenged. 

Now, what came forward then in this moment were allegations that these 
inequalities, that are basically located in the other, are proof positive that 
efforts to try to intervene, to create racially equitable outcomes, are in fact 
reverse discrimination. This is both what the Supreme Court has effectively 
been doing, and importantly it was the set of beliefs that Donald Trump 
was able to tap into. 

Now, one of the most significant dimensions that goes to now my last 
concern, which is the way that the social justice embrace of these baselines 
actually is devastating, turns on the Obama administration’s final effort 
to address race. One of the consequences of this liberal embrace was 
that when highly controversial cases came up, like the Trayvon Martin 
homicide. As some of you may know, Trayvon Martin was a 15-year-old 
African American boy who was accosted by a vigilante on his way home 
from a convenience store. And in that encounter, the 15-year-old was shot 
through the heart by the defendant, George Zimmerman. And eventually, 
after a hue and cry from across the country, Zimmerman was prosecuted 
and he was ultimately acquitted. For so many Americans, this just rang of 
Emmett Till all over again. The idea that a black boy could be killed and 
that his killer could be acquitted, based largely on stereotypes about how 
Zimmerman was afraid for his life and simply protecting the community 
from a criminal element, seemed to simply replay ideas that came from  
60 years earlier.

It also broke the post-racial embargo. It was impossible for the President 
not to address this moment. So, the question was going to be, how can 
you address a racial problem with a post-racial frame? How can you do 
something when you’ve basically said that the problem of racial injustice 
was a problem of deficits in the other, not a problem of deficits in the 
political structure? So, the President said he was going to do something.  
Six months later, the President came out with the thing that he was going  
to do. And the thing that he was going to do was to create a privately 
funded philanthropic initiative to create role models and father figures  
for men and boys of colour.
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Now, the fact that Trayvon Martin’s death had absolutely nothing to do 
with fatherlessness – in fact, he was with his father when he was killed – 
didn’t dampen the enthusiasm for this particular framework for thinking 
about racial injustice. More interestingly is who the strange bedfellows 
were that were part of this initiative. So, standing beside President Obama 
when he announced this was none other than Bill O’Reilly, the conservative 
commentator who was perhaps the cheerleader for the idea of entitlement, 
of reverse discrimination, of the unfairness of racial justice advocacy, 
and two mayors who oversaw police departments that were notorious 
for profiling and killing people of colour: the New York City Police 
Department and the Chicago Police Department. There is now a judgement 
against the New York City Police Department for a pattern and practice 
of racial profiling. Yet, Mike Bloomberg and Rahm Emanuel were able to 
stand in partnership with a whole range of civil rights groups to embrace 
the idea that racial justice could be advanced by providing mentors and 
programmes to lift up boys of colour.

Now, what was the race in this? What was the race was structural 
inequality, the declining industrial sector, the defunding of public 
institutions, the increase of punitive measures, mass incarceration, 
the elevation of anti-black stereotypes against men and women that 
fuelled both welfare reform and mass incarceration. All of these factors 
contributed to the disparate outcomes of people of colour, and they also 
contributed to beliefs among white Americans that people of colour get 
what they deserve. Now, nothing in My Brother’s Keeper, nothing in post-
racialism, contested the terms of this understanding. In fact, polls show 
shocking numbers of white Americans believe that racism is indeed a thing 
of the past as it pertains to people of colour. But the majority believe that 
Americans who suffer from race discrimination are white Americans. 

So, completely out of this equation were African American women. 
The emphasis on fatherlessness has nothing to do with women. And 
importantly, the consequences have nothing to do with efforts to draw 
attention to the social economic status of the majority of single households, 
which are women who are supporting children on a woman’s wage. None 
of these issues have come into play in My Brother’s Keeper. So, this is an 
example of building a racial justice programme on a baseline rooted in 
patriarchy. Only if you freeze all the social background in which females 
are paid less for the same work, in which jobs are shaped around a male 
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wage earner, only if you took all of that as a for granted, as part of the 
baseline, would it make sense to focus on black men.

So, I come to a curious moment at the end. If there was any constituency 
who had a right to be angry, any constituency that might have felt they 
were left behind, both by race politics, and by gender politics, and by class 
politics, wouldn’t it have been African American women? Wouldn’t it have 
been other women of colour? Yet, for reasons that we do not apparently 
understand, they were disproportionately the ones who resisted the politics 
of nationalism, resisted the scapegoat ideology, resisted the idea that 
inequality should be naturalised. So, what can we conclude? We can at least 
assume that one of the most significant things that having an intersectional 
consciousness provides is a resistance to the idea that that other group is 
keeping you down, particularly when you are also part of that other group. 
So, patriarchy as a baseline, racism as a baseline – all these things appear to 
be non-engaging for the majority of women of colour that resisted them.

Now, a fuller explanation is beyond the scope of this talk but we have to at 
least consider the possibility that not only should we not repudiate identity 
politics, we need to complicate identity politics. These aren’t politics 
about big groups of people organised around race and separate groups of 
people organised around gender. But they reflect the intersections of these 
vulnerabilities. There is where the prospect of a true democratic possibility 
might emerge.

So, in short. Are the real-world wages of colour-blind, post-racial rhetoric 
apparent to all of us? In this world, historical black resistance leaders, who 
bled and suffered for incremental gains and racial justice, have now been 
framed as grievance-mongers. One certainly doesn’t have to strain hard to 
hear the redemptive echoes of Trump’s campaign to make America great 
again. Just eight years after the much-ballyhooed dawn of post-racial social 
order, racial grievance has returned to the centre of American politics. 
Only this time it is white. 

Thank you.



Question & Answer

Question: I really applaud your achievements, your scholarship, and your 
enthusiasm to contribute to public life. I will make this very short and 
will leave out other things that I was going to say. But how do you think 
the Obamas could contribute to an encouragement of better race relations 
in America, given what I see as their need not to make extra money after 
book deals etc – I’m revealing a bias!  But I just think people who are at 
a particular level of income could contribute something. And you look 
at Chicago – which is one of the worst cities for gun crime and teenage 
violence – what could the Obamas do to encourage better race relations and 
lack of gun crime?

Question: I have more of a comment than a question. You started by taking 
solace from coming to England in the footsteps of Ida B Wells. And we 
know from US history that Frederick Douglass also found residence here. 
But in the three and a half years I’ve lived in the UK, I’ve been struck by the 
almost complete absence of a public conversation on race and as an African 
American I have found that stunning and surprising. 

Answer: OK. Thank you for the question and for the comment. You know 
I think it’s a very hard question to engage. You know. What should the 
Obamas do? And I’ll say it in this way. What can you do…

Audience Member (shouts out): What can anyone do?

Question: OK.  I love that! That’s better! 

You know because one of the problems with the expectations is that you 
know it was often said that focusing on them was illegitimate. They were 
not civil rights leaders, they were the first family, you know. And I agree 
with that. I think they were the first family and you shouldn’t focus on their 
leadership for racial harmony. Yet, in fact, that’s what a lot of folks who 
want to distinguish between the more acceptable ways of engaging in racial 
justice advocacy and those that are less acceptable, like Black Lives Matter. 
There’s a tendency to lift them up and to denigrate other folks so I’m glad 
that wasn’t your question, but I wanted to say that. 
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So, part of what I’ve been trying to suggest in this talk is that there is a 
conversation to be had. It is not the conversation that post-racialists want 
us to have. Post-racialists want us to have – and I’ve put this back in to 
President Obama’s framework – the conversation they want us to have 
is one in which we don’t talk about the past. In which we we talk about 
shared values. In which self-interest is the most important framework. 
Obama’s famous Philadelphia speech was exactly that. It’s just this 
symmetrical misunderstanding that will eventually die off and we just have 
to figure out how we’re going to make this thing work together. So, let’s 
talk in language of shared values and shared commitments. 

I think that there is another history of actually being able to appeal to 
shared values and commitments that doesn’t actually involve denying the 
way in which race is continually playing out in American society. The civil 
rights movement was not just a movement of people of colour. There were 
hundreds and thousands of white people who were deeply involved in it; 
who deeply believed that that their own future turned on creating a nation 
that was capable of living up to its promises. So, it’s not that we can’t do it. 
It’s that we can’t do it by reinforcing this belief that nothing has to change 
other than our thoughts. Nothing has to shift other than attitudes. 

Attitudes and thoughts are important. But so is access to institutions. So is 
the ability to exercise political power. So is the ability to live in environments 
that are not continually being contained and policed by paramilitary forces. 
So, real questions of social power, not just what your attitude is. 

So far, the dominant framework for talking and thinking about race has 
come out of this Gunnar Myrdal idea that it’s all about prejudice and it’s 
all about trying to expose people so they change their minds about things. 
That’s less important than changing the distribution of benefits and burdens 
in society. We should not be able to go into a prison and know the skin 
colour of the people who are going to be there. Nor should we be able to go 
to the board of a Fortune 500 company and know what the racial identity of 
those folks might be. That’s the kind of distribution that has to be changed.

So you can do a lot of things. You can actually be that person in your own 
network that talks about those things. I think it’s just untenable for people to 
act as if race no longer shapes our social discourse when I am confident that 
on least on a daily basis – at least in the United States – racial comments are 
common. And racial entitlement is common. 
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I would like for the Obamas – if they do anything – to move away from 
deficit arguments about what ails communities of colour. Quite frankly, 
the framework that suggests that it is fatherless families – rather than the 
structure of work, rather than the collapse of industrialisation, rather than 
globalization – all of these are justifications for not dealing with the facts 
that communities of colour have been left behind by the laws, by policies, by 
economies, by ideologies. And so to frame all of that as the consequence of 
family structure is as wrong and counterproductive in 2017 as it was in 1965 
when it was argued that we were at the end of the civil rights movement and 
that the only way that African Americans were going to achieve equality was 
through effectively changing the gender norms in black communities. That 
was a ridiculous argument – to make that argument then, when we were 
still in a position of apartheid. We were still in a position where miniscule 
numbers of people of colour were in institutions like this, or even able to 
become policeman or firemen. To make that kind of argument, that has 
nothing to do with the social and economic structure, if you could do it in 
1965 you could do it in 2017.

So I would like to see them reinvest their resources in bolstering an analysis 
of – and the capacity to actually deal with – the structural outcomes of 
globalization. To deal with the political outcomes of creating a Voting 
Rights Act that does nothing. To deal with the fact that because of racial 
segregation, most people of colour who are poor live in communities where 
there really are very few opportunities to seek gainful employment. 

So, talk about the stuff they don’t want to talk about. Talk about the stuff 
the police chiefs don’t want to talk about. Talk about stuff that Goldman 
Sachs doesn’t want to talk about.

So, if you are asking me what they could do – they could change the 
discourse. And they could be very powerful agents in changing the 
discourse. And on the question of – well, it’s not a question, it’s a comment 
– I think that it is interesting and true that conversations are sometimes 
easier to be had at a distance. So, it was easier for me to talk about white 
supremacy starting in slavery. If I had I not started in slavery, that analysis 
might have been harder for people to actually wrap their head around. So, 
I start at a distance and bring the analysis to the present. And I think those 
distances aren’t just temporal.

Thank you.
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