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What Is Race?

There is a continuous temptation to think of race as an essence, as some-
thing fixed, concrete, and objective. And there is also an opposite temptation:
to imagine race as a mere illusion, a purely ideological construct which
some ideal non-racist social order would eliminate. It is necessary to chal-
lenge both these positions, to distupt and reframe the rigid and bipolar
manner in which they are posed and debated, and to transcend the pre-
sumably irreconcilable relationship between them.
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Racial Formation

The effort must be made to understand race as an unstable and “decen-
tered” complex of social meanings constantly being transformed by polit-
ical struggle. With this in mind, let us propose a definition: race is a concept
which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to
different types of human bodies. Although the concept of race invokes bio-
logically based human characteristics (so-called “phenotypes”), selection
of these particular human features for purposes of racial signification is
always and necessarily a social and historical process. In contrast to the other
major distinction of this type, that of gender, there is no biological basis
for distinguishing among human groups along the lines of race.* Indecd, the
categories employed to differentiate among human groups along racial
lines reveal themselves, upon serious examination, to be at best imprecise,
and at worst completely arbitrary.

If the concept of race is so nebulous, can we not dispense with it? Can
we not “do without” race, at least in the “enlightened” present? This ques-
tion has been posed often, and with greater frequency in"recent years.* An
affirmative answer would of course present obvious practical difficulties:
it is rather difficult to jettison widely held beliefs, beliefs which moreover
are central to everyone’s identity and understanding of the social world. So
the attempt to banish the concept as an archaism is at best counterintuitive.
But a deeper difficulty, we believe, is inherent in the very formulation of
this schema, in its way of posing race as a problem, a misconception left
over from the past, and suitable now only for the dustbin of history.

A more effective starting point is the recognition that despite its uncer-
tainties and contradictions, the concept of race continues to play a funda-
mental role in structuring and representing the social world. The task for
theory is to explain this situation. It is to avoid both the utopian framework
which sees race as an illusion we can somehow “get beyond,” and also the
essentialist formulation which sees race as something objective and fixed,
a biological datum.® Thus we should think of race as an element of social
structure rather than as an irregularity within it; we should see race as a
dimension of human representation rather than an illusion. These per-
spectives inform the theoretical approach we call racial formation.

Racial Formation

We define racial formation as the sociohistorical process by which racial
categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed. Our attempt
to elaborate a theory of racial formation will proceed in two steps. First,
we argue that racial formation is a process of historically situated projects
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Racial Formation

in which human bodies and social structures are represented and orga-
nized. Next we link racial formation to the evolution of hegemony, the
way in which society is organized and ruled. Such an approach, we believe,
can facilitate understanding of a whole range of contemporary controver-
sies and dilemmas involving race, including the nature of racism, the rela-
tionship of race to other forms of differences, inequalities, and oppression
such as sexism and nationalism, and the dilemmas of racial identity today.

From a racial formation perspective, race is a matter of both social struc-
ture and cultural representation. Too often, the arrempt is made to under-
stand race simply or primarily in terms of only one of these two analytical
dimensions.” For example, efforts to explain racial inequality as a purely
social structural phenomenon are unable to account for the origins, pat-
terning, and transformation of racial difference,

Conversely, many examinations of racial difference—understood as a
matter of cultural attributes 4 /a ethnicity theory, or as a society-wide

" signification system, 2 la some poststructuralist accounts—cannot com-

prehend such structural phenomena as racial stratification in the labor
market or patterns of residential segregation.

An alternative approach is to think of racial formation processes as
occurring through a linkage between structure and representation. Racial
projects do the ideological “work” of making these links. A racial project
is simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or explanation of racial
dynamics, and an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources along par-
ticular racial lines, Racial projects connect what race means in a particu-
lar discursive practice and the ways in which both social structures and
everyday experiences are racially organized, based upon that meaning. Let
us consider this proposition, first in terms of large-scale or macro-level
social processes, and then in terms of other dimensions of the racial for-
mation process. ’




