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HawLey Foco-Davis

And while our intuitions about justice are tied o constitutionalism, we
cannot rely solely on constitutional arguments to fight 1‘1Ecisu|.. We may be
able to draw a legal distinction between private ;mrll public racism, but the
picture becomes less clear when we attempt 1o delineate morally helmw.:en_
these two -domains. Private racial discrimination in the construction of
family lite, biological and adoptive, comports with the status quo and thus
fails Lo raise an eyebrow. We think it normal and uninteresting whm% a
white heterosexual couple adopts a healthy white infant. ‘:r’tet wl:_.u.:n a white
couple adopts a black child, curiosity abounds: “a crazy kind of look from
people in a passing car, or a little extra room :u':_rund our blalnke.ts at the
beach” (Meufeld 196g, 43). The thought experument ﬂ‘{' racial nmdufm—
ization aims to catalyze a rethinking of status quo assumptions about which
persons belong together in families. De facto racial segregation in L_he 80
cial and legal construction of family life is an 1I::u11_.- tcm_pﬂrul point in le.
re-ignition of our structural racism. Antiracist intervention at the point of

adoplive placement is a necessary, albeit small, part of a larger project ol

curbing intergenerational racism.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

You Mixed? Racial Identity
withoul Racial Biology

SaLLy HASLANGER

To set the context for this paper, it will be useful to begin with an anec-
dote. One recent summer 1 was in my neighborhood park with my then
five-year-old son, lsaac. We live in a racially mixed, though predominantly
Black neighborhood., The park consists mainly of a cement basketball
court and a play structure set in a huge sandbox. We had been playing bas-
ketball for about 45 minutes; for the Arst part of it | had been helping him
with his shots, but eventually a few other kids had joined us and I had
stepped o the sidelines to let them negotiate their play on their own. For
the time we were there, as is common, | was the only White person in the
park; Isaac, my son, is Black. In order to capture the potential import of
what follows, it is worth mentioning that in appearance I am quite WASPy
looking—straight brown hair, gray eyes, pale skin, and Isaac is dark with
nearly black eyes and black {virtually shaved) hair. The time came to leave,
and we wok our ball and headed down the sidewalk toward home, A boy
about nine years old rode up to us on his bike—he wasn't one of the ones
we'd been playing with and I didn’t recognize him, but let's call him
James"—and asked me a familiar question, “Is he your son?” I replied,
“Yes.” He looked at me hard with a somewhat puzzled expression and con-

For helpful comments and discussion, thanks to Linda Alcoff, Louise Antony, Margaret Burn-
ham, Ann Cudd, Derek Darby, Jorge Garcia, Robert Gooding-Williams, Diana Henderson, Ts-
hani Maitra, Ruth Perry, Jacqueline Stevens, Asta Sveinsdottic, Laurence Thomas, Jennifer
Uleman, Elizabeth Wood, Stephen Yablo, and members of the audience at colloguia given al
Syracuse Lniversity, Morthwestern University, Smith College, University of Chicago, and the
Coresater Philadelphia Philosophy Consortiom, Special thanks wo Charlooe Wit and Lawrence
Blum, who each wrote extensive comments on an earlier draft,
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SALLY HASLANGER

tinued, “You mixed?” I paused. I wasn't entirely sure what he was asking.
Although T am well aware that African Americans may have slmight h:mwn
hair, gray eyes, and light complexions, it seemed a huge leap ot the imag-
ination for anyone to read my appearance as mixed-race. Isusgectﬂ.! that
he might be asking whether Tam {or was when lsaac was conceived) in an
interracial relationship, thus explaining the disparity in Isaac’s and my ap-
pearance by an absent {Black) father. Sensing that this wasn’t one ui'lhu?'tr
times when a long explanation was called for, 1 replicd, somewhat mis-
leadingly (given what I took him to be asking), “I'm not mixed, but my fam-
ily is mixed.” He responded, *Oh, cool,” and rode ott. P8

This sort of conversation isn't at all uncommon when you're in a family
like mine, and it's the sort that tends to rattle around in the back of your
mind for at least a few days, if not weeks or months, What is “a family like
mine”? My family consists of me and my hushband Steve (also White) and
two African American children: Isaac (I've already mentioned) and our
daughter Zina (at the time this is being prepared for pulflif;uimn they are
aged nine and seven, respectively). We adopted the children wh.r:u they
were infants. They have different birth families, and their adoptions are
“fully open”: we have regular contact with their birth I';unilivr::i—im:]l.lrhn;_;
phone contact every few weeks, and visits lasting several days \:\'j_ltl'l.: typi=
cally we stay in their homes and they stay in ours. The birth families are an
important part of our extended family.

Many conversations rattle around in the back of my head because 1
worry about what they meant, what I should have said (iu contrast Lo what
I did say), or what my kids took away from the contact and how [ can use-
fully follow up on it with them: but most of them don’t inspire philosoph-
ical reflection. However, this conversation puzzled me about a number of
issues, and this paper is my most recent effort to sort out what I think about
them. .

The philosophical questions arise from a tension between certain theo-
retical claims about race and my own lived experience. Theoretically, I
agree with many others in law and the academy that our everyday racial
classifications do not track meaningful biological categories: there are no
“racial genes” responsible for the different clusters of physical or cultural
differences between members of racial groups, and divisions between
“racial” groups are a product of social forces that vary across history and
culture. But if that's the case, a certain dialectic develops that raises ques-
tions about my response to James and opens Murther ones,

First, if race is not biologically real, then on what basis do 1 so easily de-
scribe myself as White and my son as Black? On what basis can I claim s0
.L'UllrldEIll.l:.-' to James that I'm not “mixed” (even though my Tamily is)? This
is not just a question about the [acts of my ancestry—although none of my
known ancestors are Black, there are many gaps in the record, and for all
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I know I may have some fairly recent African roots. The more pressing
question for my purposes here, however, is that if race is a biological fic-
tion, then what does it even mean to atfirm or deny that 'm "White” or
that I'm “mixed”?

Although I reject the idea that there are biological races in which mem-
bership is determined by “blood,” and along with this reject the idea of
“mixed blood,” I don’tagree with some theorists who conclude that “there
is no such thing as race,” simply because there are no racial essences or
racial genes. 1 am a social constructionist about race: 1 believe that races
are social categories, and no less real for being social rather than “nataral.”
As a rvesult, 1 think it is accurate to classify myself socially as White and my
son as Black, and to classify others as “mixed race.” But [ have a rather com-
plicated and non-standard interpretation of what that means that takes
races to be social classes defined in a context of what might usefully be
called “color™ oppression. In the first section of the paper I'll sketch my ac-
count of race and say a bit about how it might handle the claims that T am
White and Isaac is Black,

But it will become clear that as it stands my account doesn’t provide suf-
ficient resources to understand the phenomenon of racial identity, espe-
cially in contexts where race and racial identity come apart. 5o in the middle
of the paper 1 will discuss racial identity with special attention to the phe-
nomenon of lite "on the color line™ hoping that this discussion may also be
of use in thinking about the phenomenon of “passing.” I will suggest that
there is a sense in which I can claim a “mixed” identity (though certainly
not in any of the senses that James probably had in mind) and in which it
is probably true that my kids do and will continue to have somewhat
“mixed” identities. However, the suggestion that my kids may grow up
without the "correct” racial identity—that their identity may be, at least in
a certain sense, “mixed” rather than “Black” or ®*African American"—raises
issues that, of course, are one concern in debates over the legitimacy of tran-
sracial adoption. So in the final section [ will consider briefly what I take to
be the import of my argpuments regarding the obligation of parents who
adopt transracially to raise their children to have the “right” racial identity.®

1. Somme powerul recent accounts of “life on the color line” include Williams (1995);
Mecbiride {1gg6); Lazarve (1gg7); Derricotte {1997); Piper (1gge); Dalmage (2oo0). Some
recent accounts of lving in (Black,/White) transracial adoptions include Rush (2ooo);
Thompson {zoeo); Simon and Reerda {(zooo), The isoe of "passing™ has received signifi-
cant attention recently, and [ will not be able to do justice to it here. However, some useful
(non-fiction) work beyond that alveady mentioned includes Ginsberg (1go6); Delgado and
Stefancic {1gyy7).

2, Fora glimpse of the transracial adoption controversy, see NABSW (1g72); Bartholet
(1ggt); Bartholet (1993); Perry (199504} Howe (1954); NABSW (1g994); Simon { 1g94);
Smith (1gy6); Patton (zooo); Meal (n.d.). On the question of the “right identily” see also
Allen (1993},
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RacE as Social CLASS

In an earlier paper, “Gender and Race: (What) Are They? {What) Do We
Want Them To Be?” (Haslanger zooo), L argue that for the purposes of an
antiracist feminist theory, it is important to develop accounts trf race and
gender that enable us o identity the groups who arve targets ol r:1m:1! ad
sexual oppression.® Although it may well be that in the I_ung run I{_ alter Ll_u:
revolution”) we may hope that both race and gender will be e11111111.;11-.:d, in
the short run it would be a mistake not to recognize the ways in which race
and sex oppression divide us into hierarchical classes in which member-
ship is “marked” on the body. ;

In that paper [ propose that in order to accommadate the broad variety
of ways in which the notions of race and gender are emploved @ppm'cutl:;
to refer to quite different things, for example, racial norms, racial s_}rml:uls,
racial identities, racial social roles) we should take a “focal meaning ap-
proach to race and gender. A focal analysis undertakes to explain a variety
of connected phenomena in terms of their relations to one that is theo-
rized as the central or core phenomenon. As [ see it, the core pl:nenmn.c:-
non to be addressed is the pattern of social relations that constitute certain
social classes as racially/sexually dominant and others as racially/ 5r:§t1a!ly
subordinate; norms, symbols, and identities are gendered or raced drm.'—
atively, by reference to the social relations that constitute the relevant hi-
erarchy of social classes.? Although my definitions of race and gu.:n_dt?r help
Ul'g'dlli:.i{'. and clarify some of our everyday heliefs (or so Lmaintain), [ do

5. The definitions of mce below, and some of the wext surrounding them, arve taken di-
- | 1 . ¥R 1 T :
l“ll,':_h:{{T:ﬁ:ﬁrlsu:-:d the notion of a sodal cess as Lo wsing the term, it may be lmlphfl.m
consider other examples, A social class is a group of il.ll.:l.i.‘u'ldl.lm.'i. who are !111_*.111bf:rs.ur.ll?t_r LIT.ES
(or set) in question by virtue of having a cer tait su.n:u:ﬂ_pmpr:r_l_f_r or standing i J’].I.atl ;1-:11 E:
social relation, So, for example, the class of husbands is a 5:'»1.‘1.'L|.1:luﬁﬁ._ Men whi are e .!"_
prvarried ave lusbands, and their stnding i a legal marriage ml:nltm_:slu.pl is the b:‘uls.fm lhtlul
membership. Homeowners constitute a social :'_I'.L_u: they are those I'l_l.lil!l'l.'.lf.:l:llijI'l? 'I-'ill.lf: :J.Ilt‘ In-;i;.:!
owners of the property thit serves as their :Iu!uu'ulh'. I use legal J-L'I:Ltmu:w .!nl. these ;_Kn."rl'l_l u_j
because they ave very staightforward cases of social relations, 'IH“ othes rciabons, tok .”.:‘m.-
prliz, being a neighbor of, being a pastor ol, are social Lot awen't t'.ni.'l:l.!r:l in |il.':‘|'.. Mty ‘:E::.;
cially membership in the sets is not determined by and does not presuppose :“i} “1”[.-"'[“ )
of beliefs, psychological attitudes, behaviors, ete, anong 1_I1i:lllll'lll!11:'|5.. [One L-.].:1 e -II: u;::;‘
pwner without even being aware of it for example, ifa child inherits the hq..nfuw h:{!.;.ll .!-: ._5:
in when the parents die.) Eg., consider the class of scapegoats, u!'_tlw EI?H‘ of .tr_ar_ :u ts prI: g
In these cases iwembership is determined by the way one 15 both viewed .mq llt‘:‘lh‘-‘. -IDLE-
even here, we should not assuime that the inrli-.-ldm!:i whao Fall into ll:.l.t‘ t‘li,!ﬁhl.".:ﬁ are .n.-.-;u et :1_*:
they are scapegoats or that they funciion as u.::m'lm_r_s pn;-l.l:: and I.|kr1.u.sfr:, we 1._1|.Iu|'t-_nt"ass.-.|1‘|:;t;
common subjective experiende of being in this pusition. '1:.-_1 we vy winl Lo f.l} o swjln.lg u )
for example, hat some do come o have a scapegoat identity. My point is that one migl Itl Ir,&
tinguish being a scapegoat from having a scapegoat .td{'t!.lll'!.'._]ll.sl s one ng!:t :ll?'ltlgll.ll.s L )-c:—
ing a member of a race from having a I'Ell"i.'ll.. idemtiy. On the sr:_':m.:g:,-ll will _JIL l.‘III!]|?-f'I}'_III.E|
explaining what it is (o Tave a vacial identity will depend on the prior notion ol having a1ce.

2 ﬁt?
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not offer them as analyses of our ordinary concepts of race and gender
(whatever they might be). Instead, 1 offer these accounts in a revisionary
spirit as part of an explicitly political project.

My guiding idea is that systems of racial and sexual oppression are alike
(in spite of their many differences) in taking certain real or imagined fea-
tures of the body as markers for oppressive social divisions. Societies struc-
tured by racial and/or sexual oppression will produce culture that “helps”
us read the body in the requisite ways and will provide narratives or ratio-
talizations linking kinds ol bodies to kinds of social positions; they will also
be organized so that the roles and activities assigned to certain kinds of
bodies systematically disadvantage them (and to other kinds of bodies sys-
tematically privilege them) in concrete material ways. Sex and race op-
pression are structural—institutional—but they are also internalized in
our basic inln:1'|.1|'|:u|r.im|5 and understandings of our bodies, ourselves, and
each other.

Feminists have often used an (albeit contested) slogan to capture the no-
tion of gender: gender is the social meaning of sex. In keeping with the
ideas above, materialist feminists have argued that we must understand the
use of “social meaning” here along two axes—on one hand, social mean-
ing includes the cultural readings of the body, and on the other hand, the
material (economic, political, legal) divisions between the sexes, It is dis-
tinctive of materialist feminism that it refuses w prioritize either the cul-
tural or material dimension as (causally) prior. In other words, it is a
mistake to suggest that the ultimate source of the problem is "in our heads”
{in our concepiual scheme, our language, or our cultural ideals), or al-
ternmatively that it is in the unjust structure of our social arrangements, as
if'it must be one or the other: “culture” and “social /institutional structure™
are deeply intertwined, so much so, that they are soumetimes inextricable.®

On one materialist account of gender (in particular, one 1 suppm'tj,
men and women are defined as those hierarchical classes of individuals
whose membership is determined by culturally variable readings of the re-
productive capacities of the human body, In contexts in which the repro-
ductive body is not a site of subordination and privilege {presumably no
contexts we know of, but ones we may hope for), there are no men or
women, though there still may be other (new) genders,

Is this strategy uselul for thinking about race? Perhaps, though off-hand
this idea is not easy to develop. It is one thing to acknowledge that race is
soctally real, even ifa biological fiction; butit is another thing to capture in
racial terms the “social meaning” of the body. There seem to be too many

5. The interdependence of the cultural and material is an explicit commitment of ma-
terialist feminism as articulated in, for example, Young (iggo), 5. See also Delphy (1g84),
anel more penecally Heonnessey and Togralim {1997}
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different forms that race takes. Note, however, that the same problem
arises for gender: is it possible to provide a unified (cross-cultural, trans-
historical) analysis of “the social meaning of sex”™? The materialist feminist
approach offered a helpful strategy: don't look for an analysis that assumes
that the meaning is always and everywhere the same; rather, consider how
members of the group are socially positivned, and what physical markers serve
in a supposed basis for such treatment. Let this provide the commaon
framework within which we explore the contextually variable meanings.

To extend this strategy to race it will help fest o introduce a technical
notion of “color.” What we need is a term for those physical features of in-
dividuals taken to mark them as members of a race. One might refer o
them as “racial” features, but to avoid any suggestion of racial essences 1
will use the term “color” o refer w the {contextually variable) physical
“markers” of race, just as | use the term “sex” to refer to the (contextally
variable) physical “markers” of gender. Note that Linclude in “color” more
than just skin tone: common markers also include eye, nose, and lip shape,
hair texture, physique, etc., and it is presumed of the physical markers of
race that the features in question are inherited through an ancestry that
can be traced back to a particular geographical region. Although the term
“people of color” is used to refer o non-Whites, 1 want to allow that the
markers of “Whiteness” count as “color”™; however, 1 still use the phrases
“people of color” and “children of color” as they are used to refer to non-
Whites.

Transposing the slogan used for gender, then, we might say that race is
the social meaning of color, or more explicitly, of the geographically
marked body. To develop this, I propose the following account (see also
Stevens 1g93; Stevens 19gg).° First definition:

A group is racalized iff | its members are socially positioned as subordinate or
privileged along some dimension (economic, political, legal, social, ete.), and
the group is “marked” as a target for this weatment by observed or imagined
bodily features presumed to be evidence of ancestral links to a certain geo-
graphical region.

Or in the more elaborate version”:

G, Special thanks o Jacqueline Stevens for help in formulating these deflinitions, My ver-
sion is guite similar (o the one she oflers in Stevens (1ggo). chap. 4. See Omi and Winant
(1go4), 55-G1. .

7. There are aspects of this definition that need further elaboration or qualification. For
details see Haslanger (2oo0), n. 17, Note also that there may be reasons to claim that a par-
ticular group is more mcialiced than another, depending, Tor example, on the degree of sub-
ordination or privilege, or an the role of plsical marks, Twould accommodate this by saying
ihat like many concepts, there are centeal and peripheral cases depending on the extent 1o
which something satislies the conditions.
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A group G is radalized relative to context C iE, members of G are (all and

only) those:

Lo who are observed or imagined to have certain bodily features presumed in
C to be evidence of ancestral links to a certain geographical region (or re-
gions);

2. whose having (or being imagined to have) these features marks them
within the context of the background ideology in C as appropriately occu-
pying certain kinds of social position that are in [act either subordinate or
privileged (and so motivates and justifies their occupying such a position);
andd

5. whose satisfying (1} and {2} plays (or would play) a role in their systemaltic
subordination or privilege in C, that is, who are along seme dimension sys-
tematically subordinated or privileged when in C, and satisfying (1) and
(2} plays (or would play) a role in thar dimension of subordination or priv-
ilege.

In other words, races are those groups demarcated by the geographical as-
sociations accompanying perceived body type, when those associations
take on (hierarchical) socio-political significance concerning how mem-
bers of the group should be viewed and treated. It is important to note that
the ideology in question need not use physical morphology or geography
as the entire or explicit basis or rationale for the supposed “appropriate™
treatment; these features may instead simply be “markers” of other char-
acteristics that the ideology uses to justify the treatment in questiﬂn.ﬂ

O this view, whether a group is racialized, and so how and whether an
individual is raced, is notan absolute fact, but will depend on context For
example, Blacks, Whites, Asians, Latinos/as, Native Americans, are cur-
vently racialized in the United States insolar as these are all groups defined
in terms of physical features associated with places of origin, and insofar
as membership in the group functions socially as a basis for evaluation,
However, some groups are not currently racialized in the United States but
have been so in the past and possibly could be again (and in other contexts
are), for example, the lialians, the Germans, the Irish.

The definition just provided focases on races as groups, and this makes
sense when we are thinking of group-based oppression. But the analysis as
it stands does not do justice to the ways in which an individual’s race is ne-
gotiated and depends on context. Racialization is definitely more pro-
nounced in some contexis than in others, and in most cases individuals are
not simply passive victims of its effects but are agents who are capable of
undermining or collaborating in the process. With this in mind, we can we
can say that S is of the White (Black, Asian . ..) race iff Whites (Blacks,

H, The point here is that the racist ideology that sustains the hievarchy may be o form of
cither ftrinsic or extrinsic racism in Appiah's sense. Appiah (1gyz), 15-15.
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provide a basis for color oppression [Stocking 19g3]), but the historically
persistent ways in which the marked body—in terms of color-ancestry-
geography—iakes on meaning and is used to justify and motivate social/
political status,

Although on my account there are races—understood as social classes—
this claim is not directly incompatible with a view that might be stated as,
“There are no races.” Typically in current discussions those who deny that
there are races believe that the concept of race is committed to a natural-
istic form of racial essence. I can agree with those who employ the term
“race” with such commitments that there are no races—in their sense. My
disagreement, instead, is with their background philosophical assump-
tions about !nnguuge and conceptual analysis. To clarify my point, then, we
might want to employ the terminology “bislogical races” and “social races.”
Dmaintain that there are no biological races, but there are social races, that
is, racialized groups. And 1 not only maintain that the concept of race is
sufliciently open-ended to include social races, but that there are philo-
sophical and political reasons o explicate the notion of race in a way that
accounts for racialized groups,

Let’s return, though, 1o my conversation with_James. Given this account
of race, we now have some way of accounting for the idea that I am White
and Isaac is Black, even though race is not an adequate biological classifi-
cation, I count as White because I reap tremendous White privilege by
virtue of the ways people regularly interpret my “color”, Isaac, although he
reaps some of the benelits of White privilege through my privilege, is al-
ready disadvantaged by the interpretation of his “color” and its social im-
plications. Because Isaac is socially "marked” as of African descent, and this
is a [actor in the disadvantages he experiences, he counis as Black.,

However, it is not uncommon in the adoption world to hear people de-
scribe the effects of transracial adoption (of children of color by Whites)
by saying, “You will become a minority family.” The purpose of such com-
ments is not o alert prospective adoptive parents to the lact that interra-
cial families are in the statistical minority, which of course is obvious, but
to suggest that a family with children of color counts as a family of color;
the strongest version of the claim would be that by virtue of the race of my
children, mine is a Black family. Lappreciate some of the intentions behind
this comment: it is meant o alert the naive White prospective parents that
they will suffer some lorms of discrimination hitherto unknown to them

once they adopt children of color. This is true. But I strongly resist the idea
that my family or 1 become Black by including Black children, mainly be-
cause my family and 1 retain enormous White privilege. A weaker version
of the claim is just that my family becomes an interracial family and so is
exposed to some kinds of and some degree of discrimination not felt by
White families; to this weak version of the claim Lam more sympathetic. It
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it makes sense to say that a family has a race (as opposed to an individual),
it may be that our family is racialized as non-white (our collective “colors”
are interpreted as a basis for some forms of subordination,/discrimina-
tion)—but this must be unpacked in a way that acknowledges the White
privilege we, the parents, bring to the family.

However, even if it is true that I am not able to exercise some ol my own
White privilege when in the company of my Eunily, Lmaintain that this does
not mean that fsomehow become racialized as Black (or more vaguely as
non-White). For me to be a member of the Black race (1o any degree), it
would have to be that my subordination (or in this case, my diminution of
privilege) was due o interpretations of my “color” as linked to recent an-
cestry in Africa. In those cases in which my privilege is weakened by virtue
ol my being a parent of Black children, it is not on the basis ol anyone view-
ing me as Black, though my Whiteness may be relevant to my status in their
eyes, 10

But there is also something more [ want to say about the possibilities of
racial “crossing™ in the context of transracial adoption. To put the point
bluntly, 1 believe that my own racial identity has been substantially altered
by being a mother of Black children, and although I am White, there are
ways of thinking about identity on which my racial identity is better un-
derstood as “mixed.” But so far the account of race 've offered provides
no resources for thinking about this, for although it offers one way of think-
ing about race, as it stands it doesn’t begin to address the issue of racial iden-
tity, Although races as social classes are the central phenomenon to be
considered on my approach, a crucial next step is to make the link between
race and racial identity.

RAciaL IDENTITY

In the interdisciplinary literature on race and gender there are many
dilferent senses ol the term “identity.” | do not want to argue that there is
one true sense ol “identiy™; T am happy to allow that there are several

1o, This is complicated. 1o oy e on the basis of my status as o White adoptive mother of
Btk children that my privilege is denicd. In this case | would want to say that the subordi-
mation is intersectional—racial asswmptions are working together with other non-racial as-
sumptions to disadvantage me. What this highlights is that race often does not function (does
it ever?) as a single variable in oppression. I0may be in contexts such as we are imagining that
my Whiteness is diminished, and this in (o may suggest that vace, even as | have defined i,
is o scalar notien, not all-ornothi at is, some individuals as well as some groups of indi-
viduals may be more “racialiced” than others, (Thanks 1w Larey Blum for helping me think
through some of these complexities; as I understand his view, Blum would argue that this is
evidence that 1 am giving an account of rcialization (and racialized groups), but not race,
See Blum (2001},
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senses that are important. My goal here is modest—to highlight a sense of
identity that is often left out of philosophical discussion.!!

On the approach I've proposed, the social construction of race depends
on both a set of symbolic and narrative resources for interpreting human
bodies and a set of social and political institutions structured to privilege
certain of those bodies, as interpreted. One strategy for thinking about
racial identity would be to Focus first on the social and political institutions
in which racial injustice is materially implemented, and to view racial iden-
tities as the normative subjectivities that are deemed appropriate for (and
help sustain) those institutions, The relevant analogy would be to see gen-
der identities as the modes of subjective femininity and masculinity that
are rtg;-u‘dcd as suitable to females and males respectively, and whose
“proper” or “appropriate” development create subjects who, more or less,
lunction effectively in the institutions constituting gender. Black, White,
Asian (etc.) identities are made available to us as part of the process of con-
stituting racial subjects who can function elfectively in the institutions con-
stituting race.

There are some advantages to this strategy: societies/ cultures have ways
of constructing subjects whose lives "unfold” in the sorts of ways that fit
within the structure of social life. Racial identity becomes the (idealized)
self-understanding of those who are members of racialized groups. Indi-
vidual members may have the relevant selfunderstanding to a greater or
lesser extent, but the sirengih of their racial identity is evaluated relative
to the “ideal.”

This strategy, however, is problemaitic for several reasons. Firsi, it (at
least) appears to prioritize the institutional over the cultural: subjectivity is
tormed in order to suit the needs of social structures, But we must ac-
knowledge that social structures also mutate in response to cultural shifis
in symbolic resources available for the construction of subjectivity. This is
a corollary, I believe, of the claim that racism is the joint product of social
structures and cultural meanings. On this approach, the shape and evolu-
tion of culture, and so of subjectivity, cannot be accounted for by a simplu
social functionalism.

Second, this strategy appears to make us victims of racial and gender
identities: it is unclear to what extent we are agents in constructing our
own identities, and itis unclear whether identities that are, admittedly, con-

11. Note that one of the uses of “racial identity” is for the notion of race (or racialized
group) as 've defined it above (or fora Lar motiom y, In the context of this peaper I use the
term “racial identity” to draw a contrast with the notion of race as social class. | don’t mean
1o legislate that the term “racial identity” should not be used o reler o one's racial class
membership (one's race); U'm using the term as | do largely because ['m dawing on work in
peychology and feminist theory where the move psychological Ssomatic meaning 1 am expli-
cating is one of the standard wses.
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structed in the context of race or sex oppression, can have emancipatory
elements. If one has a racial identity only to the extent that one is a “good”
racial subject, that is, a subject whose “identity” enables him or her to “fit”
with and so sustain institutions of racial domination, then we have no way
to accommodate the importance of racial identity, particularly in subordi-
nated groups, in resisting racism,

One possible response is to think ol identity, and so racial identity, as a
much more self-conscious and potentially political kind of awareness. On
this account to have a racial identity is not just to have a certain kind of
self-understanding, but for that selfunderstanding to include as an explicit
{and perhaps chosen or at least “owned?) part that one is a member of a
particular race. As an example of an account that leans in this direction,
consider Anthony Appiah’s account of racial identity in “Race, Culture,
Identity: Misunderstood Connections” (Appiah and Gutmann 1996, 30—
L05). On Appial’s account racial identity involves a process of “identifi-
cation,” and “identification” according to him is defined as

the process through which an individual intentionally shapes her projects—in-
cluding her plans for her own life and her conception of the good—by refer-
ence to available labels, available identities. (Appiah and Guunann 1996, 78)

He goes on to deline racial identity (roughly) as:

_a label R, associated with asaiptions by most people (where ascription in-
volves descriptive eriteria for applying the label); and identifications by those
who fall under it (where identification implies a shaping role for the label in
ihe intentional acts of the possessors, so that they sometimes act as an K),
where there is a history of associating possessors of the Tabel with an inherited
racial essence (even if some who use the label no longer believe in racial
essences). (Appiah and Guimann 1996, By—84)

As T understand this view, “White”, for example, is a racial identity just in
case it is a label that has a history of being associated with a racial essence,
and it is ascribed 1o people on the basis of descriptive criteria, and those
who are White identify with the label in the sense that they sometimes form
intentions to act as a White person, and subsequently so act.

The part of this view that is of primary interest for our current purposes
concerns what it is for an individual to have a particular racial identity.
(The suggestion that the identity is the label puzzles me somewhat.) Tak-
ing White identity as our example, Appiah’s answer seems to be that X'has
a White (racial) identily just in case “White” is a racial icdentity (itis a label
of the right sort) and the label “White” plays a role in X's sell-understand-
ing, so at least some of X's intentional acts are performed as a Wikite per-
son. (Is it also required that X be considered Whiter)
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This account solves several of the problems mentioned above, while also
providing a model that could be adapted to my account of race. Appiah
makes explicit that he does not view racial identities as {wholly) voluntary
{Appiah and Gutmann 1996, 8o0), but insofar as the main role of racial
identity is in the framing of one's intentional action, and this is a primary
site of agency, this account frees us from the concern that we are victims
of our racial identities. Moreover, the racial labels Appiah has in mind are
lintked with a history of racial essentialism, but there seems to be no func-
tiomalist assumption that requires us to explain the use or evolution of the
labels in terms of their role in supporting the background social strocture.
Admittedly, Appiah counts certain labels as “racial” by virtue of their asso-
ciation with racial essences, and my account of race makes no reference Lo
supposed racial essences; but it would be possible to require instead that
the labels count as “racial” by virtue of their association with a hierarchy of
“colors,” that is, geographically marked (and ranked) bodies.

However, 1 don’t think this captures much of what is at stake in theoriz-
ing racial identity. So [want to offer a different notion (perhaps just to add
to the collection) that I think is better suited to understanding how race is
not just an idea acted upon or acted with, but is deeply embodied. Part of
what is motivating me is the sense that most people who I'd locate centrally
as having a White identity do not seem to employ the label *"White” in the
way Appiah’s view would require, since Whites, as the privileged group,
tend to think of themselves as “raceless,” and T suspect that most would find
it dilficult 1o point to any actions they perform "as a White person.” They
don’t “identify” as White in the strong sense in question, but they are
White, and [ would like to claim that they also have a White identity.

What worries me most about Appiah's approach is its hyper-cognitivism,
particularly its intentionalism. There are important components of racial
identity, I want to argue, that are somatic, largely habitual, regularly un-
conscious, often ritualized. Our racial identities deeply condition how we
live our bodies and velate 1o other bodies. Individuals are socialized to be-
come embodied subjects, not just rational, cognitive agents; so race and
gender socialization isn't just a matter of instilling concepts and indoctri-
nating beliefs, but are also ways of taining the body. Training the body to
feel, to see, 1o touch, 1o fear, to love. I do not claim that our identities are
entirely non-cognitive, but to focus entirely on the cognitive, especially the
intentional, is to miss the many ways that we unintentionally and uncon-
sciously participate in racism and sexism,

A turther concern that arises in philosophical discussion of identity is
that there is a tendency to think of identities as something that either one
has or one doesn’t, and there is a canonical way ol having one. Psycholo-
gists, however, tend (o see identity Tormation as a developmental process,
as something that happens in stages, that can be disrupted, that can be re-
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visited (e.g., Tatum 1997). One also finds in the psychological literature a
strong interest in disaggregating the elements of identity; for example, in
one study (Cross 1991, 42) Black identity has been theorized as having two
main components (personal identity and reference group orientation),
the first of which (PI) is broken down into nine elements,'® the second
(RGO) into eight.'? This disaggregation allows, among other things, that
an individual’s racial identity can be strong along one axis and notanother,
and can shift with respect to the balance of elements over time.

Although I think that the philosophical and political uses of the notion
of ‘idﬁlllii}'" shouldn’t bow to the psychologists as experts on the sense we
want or need, it is helptul, nonetheless, to bear in mind that identities may
not be all or nothing (e.g., racial identities may come in degrees and have
different formations), and that a conception of identity that we happen to
be focused on may be only one stage of a much broader developmental
process, | have a particular interest in the developmental issues, because 1
am keen o understand the process by which societies construct individu-
als with particular race and gender identities, and how those identities are
lived and unlived, embodied and disembodied. To make this point more
vivid, let me turn o some more personal refllections,

Let me emphasize to begin, however, that I am speaking from my own
experience and a very small sample of others, and | don’t mean to suggest
that the phenomena | describe occur in all adoptive families or all inter-
racial Gunilies, Moreover, | certainly want to allow that some of the expe-
riences 1 describe can happen in other contexts besides transracial
parenting, for example, in close interracial friendships and love relation-
ships; further, as our communities become more anti-racist, the bound-
aries of racial identity—should there be any—will have very different
meanings than 1 describe here and, in fact, one may lind important gen-
crational differences already. What interests me, however, are the ways that
racial identity can be disrupted and transformed, and how.

CrossinG THE CoLor LINE

Begin with the body. Although adoptive parents do not have a biologi-
cal connection to the bodies of their children, like most (at least female)
parents, adoptive parents of infants are intimately involved in the physical
being of their baby. Parents learn to read the needs and desires of the baby

from cries, facial expressions, body language, and in some cases it is as if

12, Sellesteem, selworth, sell-confidence, self-evaluation, interpersonal competence, ego-
icdeal, personality taits, intoversion-exiroversion, level of anxiety. _

15, Racial identity, group identity, race awareness, vacial ideology, race evaluation, race es-
tecim, race image, racial sell-identification.
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the patterns of the child’s hunger and fatigue are programmed into your
own body. You know when to expect hunger; and when they are a little
older, you know when to suggest that they use the potty or take a nap. In
the case of older adoptees from other countries, the same may happen in
the early phases of trying to parent across language barriers. This empa-
thetic extension of body awareness, this attentiveness to the minute signals
of another’s body, does not in any metaphysically real sense make the other
body part of your own. But taking on the needs and desires of another body
as if your own, perhaps especially if the other’s body is marked as different,
alters your own body sense, or what some have called (following Lacan)
the “imaginary body.” Moira Gatens has argued, “[The] psychical image of
the body is necessary in order for us to have motility in the world, without
which we could not be intentional subjects. The imaginary body is devel-
oped, learnt, connecied to the body image of others, and is not static”
(Gatens 1996, 12). In some cases of transracial parenting 1 think it would
be correct to say that one's “imaginary body,” that is, the largely uncon-
scious sense of one’s own body, becomes racially confused. !

The constant attentiveness to the other’s body trains one 1o read it one
is cued to respond to it. But importantly, as a parent, one comes Lo love it
The child and [uture adult to which one will have some person-to-person
relationship is not there yet, and so parental love often takes the form of
a delight in the body of the infant—its shape, movements, warmth, etc,
The playful and loving engagement of a White parent with a Black infant,
however, disrupts what some theorists have called the “racial social geog-
raphy” (Mills 1990, 52; Frankenberg 1993). Charles Mills develops this no-
tion: "Conceptions of one’s White sell map a microgeography of the
acceplable routes through racial space ... imprinted with domination”
(Mills 1999, 52). Among other things, such maps “dictate spaces of inti-
macy and distance” and carry with them proscriptions and punishments
for violation. A White parent’s daily routine demands these violations.
However, the experience of “trespassing” does not give way just to a sense
of neutral ground; the experience of holding and physically cherishing
one's child can bring the Black body into one’s intimate home space—that
space where the boundaries of intimacy expand to encompass others,

Interestingly, the effect is not just to alter one's “microgeography” of
ace to accommodate one’s relationship to one’s children; one's entire so-

14. I've heard a story recounted in which a White mother of two Korean-born adoptees
returns with them w Korea when they are still children. Upon arriving, she expresses a de-
light in being somewhere where “everyone looks like us,” only registering after receiving
sonne curious and pugeled looks that (in the relevant sense) she doesn't look like those
aroned her, On the “imagi ary body™ see Gatens (196}, viii and chap, 1; Cornell (19g95),
chap. 1. Both Gatens and Cornell discuss the gendered imaginary; here Tam suggesting that
their discussions are relevant to the macial imaginary.
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cial map is redrawn.'® For example, | can find many changes in my physi-
cal presence among others: whose faces do [ first notice in a group? With
whom do I make eye contact? Next to whom do I sit? How close do 1 stand
to others in conversation? Whom do | touch in an affectionate greeting?
These questions have different answers than they used to. 1 am physically
at home amongst African Americans in a way I was not belore.

It is hard to lovingly parent a child without finding him or her beauti-
ful—sometimes exceptionally beautilul, For a White parent of a Black
child, this process also disrupts the dominant society’s “somatic norm im-
age” (Mills 19gg, G1; Hoetink 1974%). Insofar as the dor nt society
teaches us the aesthetics ol racism—which is common, but fortunately not
ubiquitous—Black bodies are regarded as less beautiful than White ones;
or at least more typically under the current acsthetics of racism only those
Black bodies that fullill certain White stereotypes of Blacks (the exotic, the
“matural”) count as beantilul. Mills suggesis:

The norming of the individoal also involves a specilic norming of the body, an
acsthetic norming. Judgements of moral worth are obviously concepiually dis-
tinct from judgements of aesthetic worth, but there is a psychological tendency
to conflate the two. . ., (Mills 199g, G1)

But a White parent’s (White) somatic norm image cannot remain intact in
the face of her child’s beauty, One can find lengthy conversations on adop-
tion ermail lists showing how dramatically the tansracial adoptive parent’s
personal aesthetic does change: White babies come o appear pale, wan,
even sickly . . . there's a magnetic pull to babies of color. Although some
have suggested that such an aesthetic and emotional response 10 babies
that look like your own is a “conditioned reflex” that parents develop (Reg-
ister 1ggo, 45), it isn't just an infant or child aesthetc that changes, One's

15, IUis important w think abowt the similarities and ditferences between the White par-
ent of a Black child, and the Black nanny of @ White child, Largue here thin the “rrespassing”™
involved in a White's allowing a Black child into intimate space disrupts some important as-
pects of White identity, But it would seem that there is nmeiry in the case of o Black
manny of a White child: the nanny allows the White child into intmate space, but this argualily
dowes ot {in most cases?) diseupt ber Black identity. How can 1 account for this? Although |
don't have a full answer, [ think attention should be devoted o thinking abou different
modes of intimacy, the specific contours of rmcial geography, and what counts as racial tres-
passing: Black carctaking of Whites carvies a very different meaning than White caretaking
of Blacks. Perry (1998, sec. 1. 50 the operative fctors include not just contact and aifection,
bt power relations and the details of the transgressive relationships. Even with this in mind,
it isn't clear that the asymmetries can be accounted for in any simple way, Consider, for ex-
ample, the relationship between Cora (a Black servant) and Jessie (Cora's white employer's
daughier) in Langston Hughes's "Cora Unashamed”™ (Flughes yghz [1g43], $=18): "In her
heart [Cora) had adopted Jessie.” Although the relationship altered Jessic’s racial geography
1o be closer o Cora's, arguably Cora’s racial geography was not affected, 1s chis because the
danger to Cora of such a shift would be so clear and present?
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response 1o and “evaluation™ of adult bodies and, in My OWIL Case, even my
own body—my shape, my skin, my hair—can change.

Sometimes, through parenting a child of another race, one is drawn into
cultural rituals concerning the body. In the case of White parents of Black
children, the most obvious are the rituals of caring for hair and skin. [ re-
member vividly our first trip to a Black barbershop for Isaac's first haircut,
our anxiety at crossing an important color line. Having moved several
times since Isaac joined our family, each time we've had to negotiate the
dynamics of entering with him a predominantly Black male space. And
when Isaac met his birth grandparents for the first time (we visited them
for a long weekend), one of the most important trips of the weekend was
to the barbershop, where we were introduced as family.

The issue of girls” hair is even more laden and contested: a friend and
mentor confided in me shortly after our daughter Zina joined our family
that when she gave birth the second time and the doctor announced, “Its
agirll™ the very first thing that went through her mind was, “Oh my gosh,
three heads of hair 1o do each morning!” I had only the vaguest apprecia-
tion of what she meant until I found myself trying to comb out my sleep-
ing (toddler) daughter’s hair to find myself two hours into it with her
awake, screaming, and me in tears. But I have been guided and coached,
by friends and acquaintances, by beauty store clerks, the crowd at the bar-
bershop, by Zina herself. It is not just that 1 have learned various tech-
nigues and the use of products [ never knew existed, but the hours and
hours Zina and I spend together doing her hair have a deep effect on our
relationship, and I'm certain that this would have no correlate with a bio-
logical daughter of mine. Moreover, this experience has affected my rela-
tionship with Black women (both friends and strangers!) —we talk of hair,
of the effects of hair rituals on mother-daughter relationships, of aesthetic
and political values represented by hair,

Steve and 1 master the rituals of the body not just for Isaac and Zina's
sake, but because norms of appearance vary across race, and we as parents
are judged by those norms. Although it is not the case that there is a sin-
gle unified African American “culture” or set of appearance norms—these
vary by class, region of the country, even neighborhood—norms of ap-
pearance lor children, for example, how the hair should be worn, what
sorts of clothes and shoes are appropriate, in most contexts are riace-spe-
cific. These norms are gradually internalized: I feel anxious at not meet-
ing the standards; | judge others by them, etc. Although I don’t uncritically
accept the norms of the local Black community in deciding on the ap-
pearance or behavior of my children (isn’t everyone's relationship to their
local norms complex and negotiated?), those norms are ones that [ daily
consider and respond to,

My own sense of community has dramatically changed. I'm not entirely
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comfortable anymore in an all-White setting; if I go to a large event that is
filled with a sea of White faces, I'm unsettled. Some of the discomfort may
come from the wariness that develops when my children are with me in
such contexts; I'm concerned about other people’s responses to them,
their own sense of belonging. This may rub off so that similar feelings arise
even when they aren’t with me. But it is more than this, for I think it is sim-
ilar 1o the discomfbort that arises sometimes [or those with non-White an-
cestry who are not distinctively marked physically as a person of color. One
carries a background anxiety that someone, not knowing your family, your
background, is going to assume that you're White or of a White Tanily and
display their racism (Piper 19g2; Derricotte 1997}, And then you'll have
to say something, or not, and you'll have to live with what they said or did.
In my own case, it is actually casier for me 1o bear offensive actions aciu-
ally directed at me, than to bear them, whether performed knowingly or
not, directed at my kids. Racism is no longer just something 1 find offen-
sive and morally objectionable; T experience it as a personal harm. There
is an important sense in which a harm to my kids is a harm to me; by be-
ing open to that harm, Lam more Tully aware of the cost of racial injustice
for all of us.'®

But it isn’t just a matier of anxiety around large groups of White
strangers; in mixed settings where there is a tendency to group by race or
at least by White / non-White, 1 am drawn o those who aren’t White, Ofien
I feel that T have more in common with them, that their life concerns are
closer to mine. | am a mother ol Black children, my extended family is at
least one-third Black. When | want to talk about my kids, their futare, our
Family, there's a lot that T don’t think my White friends and family under-
stan,

Racian IDENTITY REVISITED

Is there some way to organize these anecdotes toward a more theoreti-
cal account? It appears that together they highlight several different di-
mensions of racial “identity” we might want to capture:

1ti. Sharon Bush (2ooo) suggests the concepl ol "wansformative love” for this experience:

Transformative love . . moves bevond macial empathy Becanse it does not depend on Whites” 'il:l..lgi-
nations. A person whio experiences tansformative ove livevally feels some of the direct pain cansed by
vacisnn. ... lwpestantly, L am mol saviog than 1 ko what Blacks feel when racism hits thens; 1 don't
anel mever will, 1o sagings e 1 osed o ihink cmpathy was as close as one conbd gen w underseand-
i:lg anailer's |mi||. Im.iug wcrnss e codon e, 1am I1'1'Ii.||g 'v:!ll:ll:'llliJIK that is I:II:“I."|H:I anwel e -
sinnil than 4~1|r|uriu'|i; |Mi|1 Boesrvically, tligs mew !e'rlillg. i|.|1|1r)|||_1|: stk ] any Ig':'ling 1hae ||:|i|1 al il
imjustice, is more capowering thin empathy when it is mixed with love, (g
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= unconscious somatic (routine behaviors, skills and “know-hows™)

unconscious imaginary (unconscious selimage /somatic image)

* tacit cognitive (tacit understandings, tacit evaluations)

* perceptual (perceptional selectivity, recognitional capacities)

* conscious cognitive (fear, apprehension, attraction, sense of commu-
nity)

* normative (aesthetic judgments, judgments of suitability or appropri-
ateness, internalized or not?)

Many of these, I believe, cannot be captured in the kind of intentionalist
account Appiah olfers (Rorty and Wong 19go). And plausibly we will need
a quite complex model to do justice o all of them. At this point we may
have to make do with metaphors that point to a model.

In his book on African American identity, William E. Cross provides a
compelling account of the development of racial identity, According (o
Inin,

In a generic sense, one’s identity is a maze or map that functions in a multi-
tude of ways o guide and direct exchanges with one's social and material re-
alities. (Cross 1gg1, 214)

{Remember, the map image was also present in Mills.) Does the image of
an internal map help in rethinking racial identity? In the context of femi-
nist work on gender, the image of a map is more often replaced with the
image of'a script. But the map image might be preferable insolar as it need
not be understood linguistically, and may involve a “map” of one’s own
bady, Some may prefer the notion of a “program,” since it seems even less
cognitive than a map—but it can also invoke the specter of determinism.

There are some advantages to the metaphor of a map: map boundaries
vary—what's included and what's not; their design is responsive Lo differ-
ent concerns (contrast road maps with topographical maps) and different
values (what's central, what's marginal); they vary in scale and effective-
ness, Maps also function to guide the body: they are a basis for exercising
“know-how,” they provide information on the basis of which we can form
intentions and act. And yet, the image of @ map suggests that one's racial
identity is something conscious (to be consulted?) and still rather cogni-
tive (e.g., the idea that one knows how to ride a bike because one employs
an internal "map” is not plausible). Moreover, we need racial identity not
only to guide social interactions but also to frame in a much more basic
way our perceptions and evaluations of ourselves and others. (Yet when
navigating in unfamiliar locations, don't we sometimes fail to see what is
not included on our map?) Perhaps the solution is to think of “maps” as
sometimes tacit and unconscious, sometimes more explicit and conscious.
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Interestingly, it is plausible that in crossing “the color line,” as in transra-
cial adoption, the tacit racial maps are forced into consciousness and macde
explicit.!?

MNonetheless, keeping in mind these limitations of the metaphor (and
perhaps drawing on Cross's other suggestion ol an internal “maze”—a
framework or structure of thought), is there some way o distinguish dif-
ferent racial maps that lunction as different racial identities? And is there
a way o do it without assuming that all Blacks, or all Whites, or all Asians
have the same substantive identity, thatis, that their identities have the very
SaIne content?

Here is a proposal. The account of race | offered above gives some way
of identifying the “social and material realities of race” for particular
groups: the social and material realities of Whiteness, for example, con-
cern the cultural process of marking the body as apparently descended
(predominantly) from Europeans, and the stractural privileging of those
so marked, Given this, however, we can then [ocus on those aspects of our
overall identity, that is, our broad map—perhaps our atlas?—that guides
and directs exchanges with the racial dimension of our lives. 50, someone
has a White racial identity just in case their map is formed to guide some-
one marked as White through the social and material vealities that arve (in
that context) characteristic of Whites as a group. More generally, one has
an X racial identity just in case their map is formed o guide someone
marked as X through the social and material realities that are {in that con-
text) characteristic of Xs as a group.'™ Note that on this account a White
prersun who resists the privileges of Whiteness—and so works from a map
that navigates them around those privileges, rather than foward them—

nonetheless has a White identity, for their map is formed in response to
(though not necessarily accepting) the material realities of being White.
Likewise, a Black person who resists the disadvantages of Blackness—nav-
igating around those disadvantages in any number of different ways—has
a Black identity.

MNote that this proposal addresses the two concerns raised before: it does
not entail that a White racial identity is constructed to sustain White priv-
ilege (or that the identity of a person of color must be constructed o sus-

19, S0, anticipating what is vet 1o come, not only is a transtacial adoptee’s (and transra-
cial parent's) racial identity different from other racial “tvpicals,” by being “mixed,” but is
also different in being less tacit and taken for granted, and more conscious and navigated.
Thanks to Charlotte Witt for helping me think through this point.

18, Note that this analysis depends on the prior definition of race or racialized groups in-
sofar as it presupposes that we can specify the markings and social /material realites of par-
ticular racialized groups, Bt because T am offeving a focal analysis in which racial identity is
the devivative motion and vace the cental or focal notion, this is not problematic. s in fac
an important feature of the projece that the derived notions depend in this way on the cen-
tral nastion,
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t:Lin_ l!w:ir subordination); the point is rather that the identity is formed in
navigating the social and material impact of one’s race. In special cases
one's identity is formed or reformed in navigating the impact of l:ult:'sl
Im'-:.d one’s race, or perhaps a race one wants or needs to have; it can also
tl( riunm:d or reformed through a conscious commitment to anti-racism.
_lhm account allows that, at least insofar as it is possible to have some crit-
Ifl.‘iﬂ agency with respect to the maps that guide us, we are not helpless vie-
tims of racial socialization. Moreover, it allows that racial identity comes in
tlcgr_trvs: we vary in the extent to which our lives and sellFunderstandings
are formed in response to the social frameworks of race, Let me conclude
1h|sls:~¢:tiqn, however, by saying that although I am hopeful that uses of the
notion of a map by Cross and Mills will be helptul in developing further
this account of racial identity; T think quite a bit more work needs to be
done in explicating it. .

“Mixep” lDENTITIES

Earlier I suggested that there is at least one sense of identity in which my
mcilnl identity has changed tremendously through the experience of par-
enting Black children. It would be wrong, 1 think, to say that I am Black
or that I see myself as Black, or that I intend sometimes to act “as a B]Hli‘:.
person”; I don't even think it is correct to say in a much weaker sense that
I have a Black identity. But I do think that my map for navigating the so-
cial and material realities of race has adjusted so that I'm now navigating
"".wh more often as if my social and material realities are determined by
being “marked” as of African descent. As I've emphasized, I am not marked
as of African descent. But as a parent of children who are, my day-to-day
life is filled with their physical being and social reality, and by extension
the reality of their extended families and their racial community. Ane 1_|lf'il1'
realities have in an important sense become mine,

But it is also the case that there is much of my life in which I continue
Lo rely on old (White) maps, and in which 1 work to contest and challenge
the realities of my Whiteness from the position of being White, As a result
I'm tempted to conclude that my racial identity, in at least the !il}l:l‘.‘i]il:
sense I've outlined, should count as “mixed.” | have, in an important sense,
been resocialized by my kids, and although I do not share their “blood,” 1
have “inherited” some aspects of their race.'?

It may be worth taking a moment, however, 1o consider different ways in
which racial identity might count as *mixed.” The term “mixed” is typically
used to refer to individuals whose recent ancestors are dilferently marked

1g. Thanks to Jackie Stevens for pointing out this inversion,
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racially. And in contemporary racial politics, there is a movement to affirm
the identities of those who count as “mixed” (note the recent change on
the U.5. Census to include a biracial category). My point here is not to
claim a mixed identity in this sense:

X has a racially “mixed” identity, just in case (and to the extent that) X's in-
ternal “map” is formed o puide someone marked as of “mixed” ancestry
through the social and material realities that structure (in that context) the
lives of those of “mixed” ancestry as a group,

But there is an alternative notion that may also, at least in some conlexis,
characterize those of "mixed” ancesury:

X has a racially "mixed” identity, just in case (and 1o the extent that) X's in-
ternal “map” is substantially Fragmented, that is, is lormed w guide, in some
contexts and along some dimensions, someone marked as of one race, and in
other contexts and other dimensions, a person marked as of a dillerent race.

In contexts where it is important to keep our terminology clear, we might
speak of racially “mixed” identity (the first sense) and racially “aggregated”
(or fragmented?) identity (in the second sense).

But what of my kids? What is their racial identity? OF course the racial
identity of young children is a very different matter than the racial iden-
tity of adults. But what are the prospects for their racial identities? Given
that neither have any prospect for passing as White, they will grow up with
the realities of racism and will develop identities that are responsive to
those realities, A more pressing question, however, is whether they can, as
our children, develop healthy Black identities. Living in a Black neigh-
borhood, attending integrated schools and a Black church, having Black
friends and extended Family, 1 think it is almost certain that they will have
resources for developing strong and healthy Black identities, that is, it will
be possible for them to construct maps that guide them in self=afflirming
and racial group-atfirming ways, But no doubt they will also be sheltered
from certain aspects of racism by living with us, they will learn by our ex-
ample some patterns ol social interaction that are responsive to White priv-
ilege, and they will develop some primary somatic connections to White
bodies. So it is arguable that their identities will also be, at least to some
extent, “mixed” (i.e., "aggregated”). But is this a problem? 1s this by itself
grounds for doubting that wransracial adoption is acceptable?

Ta btrgin, let me note that there are many different reasons for ques
tioning the practice of transracial adoption, especially as it occurs under
current social conditions.® Even if one believes that in many cases trans-

go. The werm “ransracial adoption,” although sometimes vsed o reler o international
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racial adoption is permissible, one might object to the child welfare poli-
cies and broader context of economic injustice that make transracial adop-
tion appear to be the best option for some birth families and children of
color (Perry 1998; cf. Bartholet 19gg). Itis important to keep in mind that
the debate over transracial adoption is not just about “identity” but also
concerns questions of power (racial, sexual, cultural, and economic) and
autonomy (individual, community, and national).

With this in mind, I want to maintain that the fact that tansracial
adoptees plausibly develop “mixed” (“aggregated”) racial identities is not
a basis for opposing transracial adoption. First, it is plausible that many
middle-class Blacks have similarly “mixed” identities, and it is problemaric,
I think, to insist that there is a form of “pure” Black (or other raced) iden-
tity that should be the ideal for anyone, including adopted children.
Second, although there is much of value to be found in racialized com-
munities, | would argue that organizing ourselves (both psychically and as
communities) primarily around race—rather than, for example, values,
histories, cultures—should not be our long-term objective. It is politically
important to recognize that race is real and has a profound effect on our
lives, but it is also important to resist being racialized and participating in
racial forms of life. (Recall that on my view, race is inherently hierarchical;
ethnicity is its non-hierarchical counterpart [Haslanger 2o00]). To this
end, the formation of "aggregate” or “fragmented” identities is one strat-
egy (of many) for disrupting the embodiment of racial hierarchy and the
hegemony of current racial categories. Another (not incompatible) strat-
egy might involve working against racial hierarchy (and so, on my view,
against race) in a way that maintains extensional equivalents of racial cat-
egories that function more like ethnicities: by re-valuing racialized traits,
recon f‘ugm—jug racialized practices to be more egalitarian, eliminating
racist institutions,

But perhaps my argument does not address the real issues. The more
common objections to transracial adoption are not to cases in which chil-
dren of color are part of an integrated community in open adoptions. The
cases of greater concern are those in which the parents’ identity does not
shift, because the ordinary somatic norms and racialized maps are en-
trenched, orin which the children are given little or no resources for form-
ing the kinds of identity that will enable them to integrate into a Black

aclopiions in which the adoptee's race differs from that of the adoptive parents, tends to be
used more often in the context of domestic Black-White adoptions, specifically where the
adopiees are Black and the adoptive parents are White, (“Cross-cultural® adoption is more
commonly used for international adoptions of children of color by White parents. ) Through-
out this paper | have focused on the domestic Black-White “transracial adoption,” mostly be-
cause U've been explicitly drawing on my personal experience in such a Gunily, However, 1
inl:'n;i the poinis am making here 1o apply under the broader sense of the term, See Perry

1), :
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community (or a community ol individuals “marked” in relevantly similar
ways as the child), or to form adequate defenses against racism. This can
happen, no doubt about it. And it certainly would be a horror o be
brought up by parents whose racial identities cast you, their child, as a
racialized Other. I it can be determined in advance that particalar pro-
spective adoptive parents would be incapable of a loving attachment to a
child of a different race, this is obviously a good reason not to allow a tran-
sracial adoption in the particalar case, Whether placement would be ab-
solutely precluded would have 1o depend, 1 think, on what the other
options [or the child are. But 1 hope that the anecdotal evidence offered
above shows at least that it is possible for the racial identities ol White par-
ents o shift in significant ways, for their racial “maps” 1o be profoundly al-
tered.®! This is crucial in order for parents to mirror back to the child the
kind of allirmation and love that enables selt-love, and that one demands
of healthy parenting.

It does seem possible FTor While parents to overcome some ol those as-
pects of their identity that would make transracial parenting only a poor
imitation of same-race parenting; and it does seem possible for White par-
ents o provide a context in which children of color can form healthy racial
identities. This is not easy; it s a {:Imllcugr: for any parent I{biulugical or
adoptive) of a child of color to raise a child with secure seli~esteem and el-
Fective strategies to combat racism, White parents of a child of color will
no doubt have o depend on the skills and knowledge of the child’s racial
community in order to succeed.

But a further question is whether and to what extent encouraging the
development ol a racial identity is a good thing. 1f, after all, race is a sys-
tem of dominance and subordination, shouldn't we be attempting to bring
up children who do not identify with one race or another, shouldn’t we fos-
ter color blindness? And aren't transracial families the ideal place 1o do
this?

On the rough account U've given of racial identities, they are responsive
to the realities of race and racial subordination/ privilege, but they don't
necessarily sustain those realities, for the maps we use (o navigate our racial
positions may also guide us in vesisting them, T would argue that it would
be irresponsible 1o bring up kids who will inevitably face racisin without
the resources to handle it and identities that provide a defense against it
This requires attention to the social differences between White parents
and children of color and, I think, over time, requires providing children
the tools to construct their own political analysis of those ditferences. But

21, In fact, Cross cites one study in which the RGO ol transracially adopted children at
age four is “stronger” and more “Black oviented * that thae of their invacially adopted peers,
See Cross (Lggl), 11

zu, O the development ol seli-love in a context of injustice, see Thomas (gooo).
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the sense of race they develop need not be essentialist and can be prag-
matic. My hope is that ultimately cultural/ethnic differences will replace
racial differences. In the terms of my account, that cultural /ethnic differ-
ence will not be marked as a site of subordination and privilege. When that
time comes, 1 think we will no longer have the need of racial identities; that
is o say that we will no longer need maps that guide us in navigating the
social and material injustices of race. I am deeply committed to bringing
about that day, but clearly itis not today, nor will it be tomorrow, Until then,
the best I can do is to navigate the racial spaces of my life with maps that
support and guide me in resisting racial dominance and subordination,
and to offer my children resources for constructing maps that will sustain
them in the face of it :
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