Neo-Racism, White Universalism, and the Double Bind of ‘White Trash’

“White trash… is the last racist thing you can say and get away with it.” 



John Waters

 
In the contemporary United States, racially-coded systems of producing and ordering subjectivity serve as the primary cultural register of identity, and as a primary conduit of power. This is of course no coincidence; the mechanism of racial identification and performance and the dynamics of power – especially in its institutionally repressive forms – have been inextricably linked here from the first colonial encounters in North America. In one sense, then, the historical narrative of the United States can be told as a series of racial/national constructions, crises, and restructuring, with some degree of continuity. The prevailing racial logic of the current moment shares important characteristics with the race-ordering regimes of previous periods, as an inclusive system of identification, division, and control based on what Warren Montag has described as “the universalization of Whiteness.”
 However, significant innovations in this system have emerged in the past several decades. 
As Etienne Balibar has argued, when the Enlightenment project of racial categorization based on genetic or biological variations finally began to falter, a new structure of racial differentiation emerged, “a racism whose dominant theme is not biological heredity but the insurmountability of cultural differences.”
 Still, this ‘neo-racism’ is also grounded in the (White) universalism of the European Enlightenment, working to sort and order humanity – via the operator of ‘culture’ – in a hierarchical frame of supremacy and subjugation, with the signifiers of Whiteness always in the position of predominance.
 


In the context of this neo-racism or ‘differentialist racism,’
  however, the contradictions of the category of Whiteness are considerably heightened.  As the categories of racial classification in the United States have been contested – for as long as they have existed – definitions of Whiteness have been modified in the social, political, and philosophical spheres, stretched far beyond the limits of “racial identity” and almost to the point of incoherence. The illogical constitution of Whiteness as a racial category is evidenced in the discourse of “white trash,” and its complex, contradictory position within the racial order of American society. With an emphasis on “Trash,” this expression is taken by many as a primarily class-based pejorative label, with only weak racial content. Through the analytical framework of differentialist racism, however, the racial component of the term becomes clearer. The appropriate question, then, is this: how do racially-coded (i.e., White supremacist) language and values operate directly against people who are visually included within the fold of Whiteness, and therefore reap some of its benefits? How can we understand the discourse of white trash as intrinsically racial, or rather racist, terminology, irreducible to its class element? 
In order to adequately examine these questions, it is necessary to first elaborate the ways in which differential racism functions, and the mechanisms by which White universalism is reproduced and diffused throughout society. Etienne Balibar’s work on neo-racism and universalism provides a useful point of departure. In Race, Nation, Class, Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein contend that the history of modern racism is not a history of “progress” but rather a history of continual transformation within and among the social structures of each given epoch, such as the particular forms of the nation-state, the social division of labor, and the developments of class struggle in contemporary capitalism.
 Balibar explains,

[I]n traditional or new forms (the derivation of which is, however, recognizable), racism is not receding, but progressing in the contemporary world… To the extent that what is in play here – whether in academic theories, institutional or popular racism – is the categorization of humanity into artificially isolated types, there must be a violently conflictual split at the level of social relations themselves… reproduced within the world-wide framework created by capitalism.

The particular field in which these forms emerge is fashioned by the historical conditions of capitalist social relations in the modern system of nation-states, and specifically by the antagonistic relations between capital and labor. More specifically, the successful ascent of the dominant classes in that system turned on their ability to anticipate resistance on the part of labor and transform itself accordingly. It is in this struggle that Balibar locates the imperative for a universalist ideology, in order to lock the class antagonism of labor into a world that is unified and identical with capital. As Balibar argues, “the universalism of the dominant ideology is therefore rooted… in the need to construct, in spite of the antagonism between them, an ideological ‘world’ shared by the exploiters and exploited alike.”
 Thus, universalism is far from incompatible with the hierarchies of racism; rather, it depends on them. Balibar notes that universalism and racism are mutually dependent,
 as the construction of a universally rational man requires its definition in relation to an Other, thus necessitating the hierarchical organization of humankind in comparison to a universal ideal. The logic at work here, according to Balibar, is that the differences among humans can only be understood as differences “among sets of similar individuals.”
 In this way, multiple lenses – such as race and gender, among many others – must be employed to distinguish the “more” universally human from the “less” so. 

This hierarchical directive remains under the new regime of ‘racism without races,’ a model which is likewise predicated on the naturalization of essentially artificial distinctions between people. In this paradigm, it is the markers of ‘culture,’ assessed and defined from above, which are used to justify the hierarchical arrangement of the race system. This discourse evades questions of power and authorship by supposing that cultural differences can be understood as the “natural” expression of their bearers’ humanity, so that its constructed array of racial difference is presented as the natural order of things. In this new schematic, Balibar explains, 
what we see is a general displacement of the problematic. We now move from the theory of races or the struggle between the races in human history, whether based on biological or psychological principles, to a theory of ‘race relations’ within society, which naturalizes not racial belonging but racist conduct.
 


The keystone of this outlook, of course, can be located within the internal logic of its dominant term: Whiteness, as the standard-bearer of cultural worth. This equation, according to Warren Montag, can be traced at least to the paradoxical humanism of Enlightenment philosophy. Rejecting the religious dogma that had previously defined the limitations of humanity in terms of God’s creation, the Enlightment impulse typified by John Locke that all men, in the ‘state of nature,’ are free and equal, faced a number of political and philosophical difficulties. Foremost among these was the problem of determining just what a “man” was, and how he could be recognized as such. Montag asserts that this project of universal equalization of mankind – dissolving the hierarchies internal to humanity – was only achieved by “[moving] irreducible difference… to the periphery of the species beyond which the universal no longer applies.”
 He terms this process of boundary adjustment ‘the universalization of whiteness,’ and demonstrates that the problem of boundaries “arises as one moves outside the realm of whiteness,”
 so that the real issue is only a matter of who else is to be included within the human threshold, and how. For Locke and many of his contemporaries, 

It is not simply what a man is, his physical appearance, that may serve as the basis for a questioning of his humanity; it is even more what a man (or group of men or people) does, his actions, practices, customs, and manners that may, insofar as they depart from reason, disqualify him as a man.

While Locke was preoccupied with establishing the internal limits of the ‘human,’ Rousseau was working to expand the category to (potentially) include species that were generally viewed as non-human. He argued that the state of nature taken for granted by other thinkers fell short, as it often incorporated necessarily “civil” characteristics and thus suggested too conclusive a split between the human and the animal. At first glance, Rousseau’s anthropology may seem to counteract Locke’s narrower humanism. Upon closer examination, however, the seeming contradiction between their philosophies is resolved within the institution of the ideal of Whiteness.  Rousseau’s inclusivity turns on the notion that man’s “perfectibility” – his capacity to rise above his original, natural state, makes it impossible to fully distinguish between the human and the animal. This framework appears to safeguard against “any bestialization of the human,”
 but in fact what Rousseau makes possible is the stratification of men ranging from the properly human (characterized by the degree of perfection to which they have risen), to the less-than-human (who are less perfect), to the nonhuman (who exist in a still quasi-animal state). Thus the human norm, and thereby any deviation from it, is measured not by its own merit but by the condition of lack or deficiency. Given this basis of judgment, Montag explains,

[A]n ideal emerges out of and against actuality that allows us to assign descending “degrees of perfection” to the individuals or groups we consider. It is the principle not external to humanity but immanent in it as an internal distance that separates humanity as it is from humanity as it ought to be, that receding horizon of perfectibility in relation to which specific anthropological cases may be hierarchized in order of failure.

This assignment is the fundamental function of Whiteness as a norm, an empty referent devoid of any independent content, which derives meaning only negatively in comparison to what it is not. Montag’s insights make clear the linkage between Enlightenment humanism and the presupposition of Whiteness as the apex of human evolution and perfectibility.

The normalizing logic of Whiteness, driven to obscure the oppressive relations of power at its core, can thus be understood as racism in and of itself, using Balibar’s definition: a “mode of thought, that is to say a mode of connecting not only words with objects, but more profoundly, words with images, in order to create concepts.”
 This normative status is actualized through a variety of institutional practices and socialization, education, rhetorical tropes and habits of perception, whereby Whiteness has been naturalized as the generic standard, purportedly invisible and benign. 
This is perhaps the ultimate privilege of Whiteness – its representational position as the norm, the blank center in a system of difference. This allows white people to reap the tremendous advantages of that position without ever having to acknowledge the concomitant disadvantages necessarily afforded to those outside the normative center. These unearned advantages consist of both material and psychological benefits, collectively termed ‘White privilege.’ It is generally accepted that these advantages are conferred to whites by virtue of their skin color alone, and White privilege is thus understood as ‘the other side of racism.’ The material benefits of membership in Whiteness, as detailed elsewhere,
 may be said to include certain access to education, job security, health and healthcare, environmentally safe neighborhoods, legal impartiality and police protection, and so on. The psychological privileges associated with White privilege are derived from the reflection of a white identity in social standards of beauty, intelligence, humanity, and affirmative cultural images which reinforce the illusion that white people are “just people,” unmarked by race. 
In the American context, the project of establishing (an invisible) white racial identity was a corollary development to the process of accumulating political and economic power and social control for a small elite, and dates to the first waves of European immigration to the Western Hemisphere. Diverse white ethnics were homogenized and initiated into the white race because of the necessity, and by the action, of subjugating the black and indigenous populations. In exchange for buying into this violent construction of a white racial category, they received some of its psychological and material benefits. As James Baldwin observed, "White men – from Norway, for example, where they were Norwegians – became white by slaughtering the cattle, poisoning the wells, torching the houses, massacring Native Americans, raping Black women."
 The dehumanizing and disastrous psychological affects of this construction were visited not only on the subjugated, racialized ‘Others,’ but on the aggressors as well, as Baldwin eloquently explains:

[I]n this debasement and definition of Black people, they debased and defamed themselves.  And brought humanity to the edge of oblivion: because they think they are white.  Because they think they are white, they do not dare confront the ravage and the lie of their history.  Because they think they are white, they cannot allow themselves to be tormented by the suspicion that all men are brothers.
    

As Baldwin rightly recognizes, there is in fact no such thing as a white race. Pseudo-scientific racial categories, which arbitrarily classified modern humans based on physical and supposedly genetic characteristics, were first clearly articulated in the 19th century. These included the (white) Caucasian, the (yellow) Mongolian, the (black) Ethiopian, the (red) American and the (brown) Malayan races. 
 Today, the myth of race as a biological or scientific fact has been thoroughly debunked, and the recent proliferation of Critical Whiteness Studies offers multiple analyses of the white race as an invention, an imaginary category, and a falsehood.
 In one sense, it is all of these things; however, it is nevertheless a “real” force, as evidenced by its real and concrete consequences. 

At this point it is important to clarify the distinction between two discrete ideas: the notion of white people or a white race, and the concept of Whiteness. “White people” is an historically constructed identity usually based on skin color – and refers to specific white bodies that are inscripted with a particular social meaning. “Whiteness,” on the other hand, is a racially-coded discourse of power, a political perspective which functions to consolidate the wealth and control of an elite class. It is a hegemonic system of knowledge, ideologies, norms, perceptions, policies, procedures, and the amalgamated cultural practices of white ethnic groups.
 So while white people are often the subjects of Whiteness, because of the relative privileges its historical fictions may afford them, Whiteness does not always or exclusively correlate to white bodies. 

There is a gap between the universalizing system of Whiteness and the particularity of white bodies, where we can see white people distanced from, and non-whites in alignment with, the specificities of Whiteness as a social paradigm. It can then be understood that contemporary Whiteness (which we might call White supremacy), does not exist for the benefit of phenotypically white people. Rather, it exists to bind them, along with people of color, into its particular arrangement of social relations, disguised by the discourses of American individualism and meritocracy. White privilege then functions as a mechanism of this relationship, a divisive social control that helps to regulate – but does not determine absolutely – access to resources, mobility, particular opportunities and positions of power. 

The modern notion of Whiteness then, which refers to a social rather than biological category, is somewhat permeable and may include individuals who identify (and are identified by others) as brown or black. For example, as Audrey Thompson has observed, 

non-white academics who internalize white-privileging institutional norms may be said to benefit from and participate in the promotion of institutional [W]hiteness. Insofar as African Americans, Latinas, and other non-whites aspire to material privileges that are coded as white and insofar as they see that material well-being as earned through individual merit, they may be said to participate in material [W]hiteness.

The slippage that allows non-white people access to the system of Whiteness is a necessary means for maintaining the invisibility of the class antagonism within which it is built. In this way, Whiteness appears to be a generic system in which individuals succeed on the basis of merit and hard work, in which whites ‘just happen’ to be overwhelmingly more successful. The inclusion of racial others in this paradigm serves to obscure its ontological emptiness, and reveals its universalizing tendency as a ‘general social equivalent.’ In other words, according to Linda Kintz, “whiteness is not unlike money, infinitely fluid, without parameters, devoid of any intrinsic value but the power to name and assign value itself.”
  The comparison to money suggests a number of interesting contradictions: first, by explicitly linking the production and reproduction of racial subjectivities to the social relations of capital; and second, by drawing attention to the adaptability of Whiteness as a means of social assessment and valuation, rather than a stable, monolithic identity. The normative understanding of Whiteness, as Jacqueline Wilson has argued, 

overlooks the highly diverse range of degrees of agency, autonomy, status and social power within White society, and hence assumes, for those residing at its lowest stratum, a degree of implicit benefits from being a member of the dominant race that many underclass individuals have in all likelihood never enjoyed, nor are ever likely to enjoy; concomitantly, it imposes upon them moral responsibility for the evils consequent on that same dominance – and it does so by virtue of no other quality or attribute than the colour of their skin.

With Kintz’s linkage in mind, however, it is easy to see the class operation of racial discourse and that, despite the seemingly straightforward critique of White privilege, not all white people have (or have ever had) the same, unproblematic access to Whiteness. These contradictions and asymmetries are plainly manifest in the modern discourse of “white trash,” which provides a fertile ground for extending the deconstruction of Whiteness.  

Since, as we have seen, Whiteness is both empty and normative, “white trash” is most often not understood as a racist epithet. It should, on the contrary, direct our attention to the ways in which racism is directly related to the positioning of social class. However, given the traditional categories of racial distinction and the American tale of classlessness, it is nearly impossible to understand a subject who is both white and subjugated. In fact, in the modern context it has become a term of self-identification as a kind of ‘badge of honor’ for many (mostly rural) whites wishing to distance themselves from the perceived meaninglessness of white ‘bourgeois’ culture – or, at least, to contest the dual invisibility of being both white and poor. However, given the current and historical use of the term to invoke one’s racial identity as an operative factor in naming a transgressive, deviant, deficient position in relation to the universal ideal, it follows that white trash must be analyzed as a racist tag.
It is generally accepted that the term was coined in the early 1800s by African-American slaves in the American South, to derisively describe white servants and indentured laborers. In this sense the raced content of the expression is immediately recognizable and the class connotation, in that it was distinguishable from the white slaveholding class, served to underscore the deviation of White Trash from the white racial ideal – in much the same way that racial slurs against other groups work by highlighting their distance from that same universal norm. 
Following the Civil War, the discourse of white trash entered into the general social lexicon of the Southern elite and white communities at large in the North. Its typical object was the poor rural whites of the Appalachian Mountain region (alternatively disparaged as ‘hillbillies’), but the term was increasingly applied to indigent white communities more generally. By the end of the nineteenth century, the broader use of this pejorative had entered into the official discourse of the political class and was promoted by the eugenics movement in the US. In this final context, the term carried the implication that the depravity of poor whites “had its source in the ‘tainted blood’ that ran through their veins.”
 

As waves of rural poor migrated into industrial city centers through the mid-twentieth century – inevitably swelling the ranks of the urban poor – “white trash” gained further popularity as the white middle class in particular sought to distance themselves from any identification with the newcomer ‘dregs’ of society. John Hartigan describes the ways in which an influx of poor rural whites aroused a particular anxiety and upset the racial order of northern cities by distorting what had previously been taken for granted as a natural structure of difference. “Hillbillies, they said, were lazy, licentious and prone to violence. White Detroiters were appalled, too, at the way these character traits blurred a rapidly collapsing social line between black and white racial orders,” he explains. Southern white and black workers in Detroit “shared regional communal ties in speech and lifestyles that unnerved native white Detroiters, compelling them to abandon the city.” 

In all of its modern uses, the terminology of white trash carries a special implication of ‘congenital’ indigence – poverty of the sort that is passed down from generation to generation, and embodies not only a lack of material resources, but a lack of either the desire or the ability to pursue the upward social mobility of the ‘American Dream.’ From the eugenics theorists of the nineteenth century to modern proponents of the “bell curve,” the position of poor whites has been “explained away” by the idea that they are simply not as smart or industrious as other more successful whites. Moreover, according to Annalee Newitz and Matthew Wray, 

[T]he category “white trash” is used to blame the poor for both their poverty and their social problems, which can be found at all levels of the economic ladder. For example… we know that sexual abuse occurs in all segments of the population. But white trash is associated with and blamed for the kinds of sexuality that people may experience no matter what their class background. This is likewise the case when poor whites are stereotyped as virulently racist in comparison with their wealthier white counterparts.

This phenomena of racial and economic scapegoating clearly displays the ways in which poor whites are pathologized and marginalized in order to maintain the stability of the social structures that uphold both class and race interests in the US.
Still, there seems to be an intransigent resistance to acknowledging white trash rhetoric as an operator of racist power relations, and not only from those who stand to benefit from those structures. Within the ranks of critical race studies, traditional anti-racist activism, and among poor white communities themselves, the recognition of such a relationship would highlight contradictions that lie at the very foundation of these groups’ understandings of how race works. By reading white trash solely through the lens of class, or even as a moral indictment, two seemingly opposed tendencies can be simultaneously fulfilled. On the other hand, for many poor whites who are otherwise disenfranchised and alienated from the dominant class and elite culture, their inclusion in the White imaginary provides the means for a sense of national identity and belonging and political empowerment. This dynamic is particularly dangerous as it can evoke violent racism against other groups who are perceived as external competitors and threats. Many poor whites are invested in the larger project of Whiteness, though at their own expense, and thus endeavor either to maintain its primary fiction – that “white” is the invisible or non-raced category – or to invert it through claims of ‘reserve racism’ or white embattlement. 
 In either case, to identify white trash as a racial term would threaten to expose the myth underlying the norm and undo the White universal fantasy.
On the other hand, from the position of what Newitz and Wray have called “vulgar multiculturalism,”
 this constrained reading of Whiteness exempts anti-racist thought from the need to problematize and interrogate what it has taken as a uniform and monolithic nemesis: the fact of the white race, imaginary though it may be. This kind of multiculturalism “holds that racial and ethnic groups are ‘authentically’ and essentially different from one another and that racism is a one-way street: all racists are white and all victims of racism are nonwhite.”
 To consider that Whiteness as such could also produce oppression against visibly white people, and that White privilege flows through complex circuits of racial identity, cultural practices, and structures of political economic power in the social relations of capital would destabilize the fundamental denunciation at the heart of multicultural thinking. For instance, the notion that poor whites could commit “treason against Whiteness” (the popular entreaty of so-called ‘race abolitionists’ such as Noel Ignatiev and John Garvey), makes little sense when their actual distance from the power of Whiteness comes to light.  

The analytical framework provided by Balibar and Montag allows us to more fully comprehend the racist substance of white trash discourse. Because this category is identified and defined by supposedly natural, cultural indicators – for the purpose of subordinating its members under the universalism of normative Whiteness – it can only be concluded that ‘white trash’ has been incorporated into the logic and objectives of neo-racism. This is apparent in the representations loaded into the expression ‘white trash’: laziness and ill regard for education; sexual deviance and a lack of traditional family values; language, speech and accent (since the accent of the dominant cultural norm is considered accent-free); poverty and criminality; and general vulgarity and coarseness in habits and appearance. By its stereotypical markers, ‘white trash’ means a lack of intelligence, alcoholism, and unemployment as much as it means trailer parks, mullets, and bowling leagues. Importantly, the social disadvantages as well as the ‘tacky’ aesthetics are straightforwardly attributed to the inherent culture of their carriers, in Balibar’s terms. These same signifiers are taken to suggest the failure of poor whites to ascend to the proper expression of humanity as it ought to be, as Montag might explain. In either respect, when it is made plain that “the whiteness of ‘white trash’ signals something other than privilege and… power,”
 new directions open for the investigation and critique of the relationship between identity and social power. A more nuanced and complicated theorization of the ways in which race and class are interwoven requires exposing the ways power is consolidated and deployed through discourses of difference among whites within the social relations of capital. By examining the discourse and representations of white trash, then, we can begin to move toward social practices that challenge the hegemony of White universalism in a way that makes possible the pronouncement of a new white identity that is both anti-racist and anti-capitalist.
  
  – ajl, El Kilombo Intergaláctico, December 2007
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