
Detangling White Identity: 
Looking At The Theological Implications Of Whiteness In America 

Alexa Kutler 
Senior Thesis, Department Of Religion 

Advisor: Jennifer Heckart 
4/18/2011 

1 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract: ... 2 
Forward: .. .4 
Describing The Equipment: Central Terms and Ideas ... 7-IO 

Detangling White Identity 
1. Exploring the Roots of Whiteness ... 9 

Combing Out The Facts: Whiteness & Religion 
1. Whiteness As A Religious Identity ... 12 
2. Thinking About The Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination As 

God ... 13 
3. The Construction of Belief: Imagining A White Value System In 

The FHI. .. I5 
4. From Religious to Secular: "The Racing of Divinity" ... 22 
5. Converting to Whiteness: Immigration and the Cultural 

Reproduction of Whiteness ... 32 

Getting It Straight ... Or Not? 
1. Using James Baldwin As A Guide For Detangling White 

Identity ... 40 
2. Reproducing Whiteness Today ... 39 
3. Letting It Air Dry .. .45 

Works Cited .. .4 7 

1 



Abstract 
For the first section of my paper I will describe the ways in which Whiteness is 

ultimately a Religious identity, using the works of James Baldwin and James Perkinson. 

Then I will describe the ways in which the Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination (FHI) acts 

as a "God" from which Whites derive meaning. Next, I will look at understandings of 

difference as they are rendered in significant periods of American History. 

This will lay out a blueprint of White identity and look at its transformation from 

a religious project to a "secular embodiment." (Perkinson, 3) The focus of this section 

will be to unveil values and beliefs that color the FHI so that we might come to a better 

understanding of White value system was constructed1
• This discussion will help me 

articulate the idea that White identity at its core is religious (aka spiritual). This will be 

important for my overall argument because if the FHI, as God can be understood as an 

imaginative construction (and thus Whiteness as an identity which derives its meaning 

from this can also be seen as such) then we can have the potential to break from it by 

altering the way we imagine ourselves in relation to the world (religiously)? 

To address this, I will provide a collage of writings in order to highlight the roots 

of a White value system and argue that the locus of White values and beliefs can be 

found in concepts of difference that have been constructed through religion and science. 

Here I will show how our traditional conceptions of difference are rooted in a Protestant 

religious tradition. This section will help me to defamiliarize our understanding of 

difference so that we may see the constructed nature of the identities with which we are 

so connected today. 

The first chapter of this section will address the ways in which the racial 

categories of Black: White became conflated with the Christian notions of Heathen: 

Virtuous. The second chapter will then look at how these categories of difference were 

later translated into secular discourses through scientific and historical writings. In this 

space, beliefs are transformed into matters of nature and scientific fact. This will help 

1 I am doing this in order to help us see how our way is not necessarily the ""natural" or "right" way. It is 
important to see that a "White" way of being is itself shaped and particular- a consequence of a particular 
belief system. 
2 If Whiteness = a Religion. And the FHI= the 'God' of this religion. Under the idea that God is an 
imaginative Construction, we can argue that Whites do have the potential to shift the way we imagine 
ourselves. We are not stuck behind this curtain- while it will take a tone of action on a spiritual level 
(which is a significant part of it), it is a matter of changing the way we understand ourselves. 
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support my general argument that for Whites, race is not only a category of social 

identity, but also one which helps us orient ourselves in the ultimate construction of what 

is. Whiteness is not only a part of our social identity but that it is also a category we 

believe in to the extent that it gives meaning to our place in the world. 

In my second section I will look at the ways in which Whites have 'worshiped' 

the FHI through appealing to the White system of beliefs which I layout in Section 1. My 

focus will revolve around the meaning of citizenship as it was articulated from the 1790s 

to the 20th century. I will explore this theme by showing how the body became the locus 

for the extent to which one was or was not "American" and by looking at the experiences 

of immigrant groups to "pass" as "White". 

For my third section I will illustrate the ways in which these patterns of belief and 

worship continue to influence White Americans today. I will do this by looking at 

discourses around White women and their hair. This will illuminate one of the many 

ways in which Whiteness continues to be reinscribed through secular rituals and visuals 

that appear to be simple matters of the everyday3. 

For my conclusion I will discuss why this project is important for Whites. I will 

look at the ways in which our devotion to the FHI and the particular set of values it 

articulates, affects Whites on multiple levels and explore in light of Baldwin, into how we 

might reimagine our identities outside of this framework of the FHI. 

3 Which is exactly what they are- and why they are a problem. 
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Forward 
Where I come from in Texas, I have been taught that a person is only "being 

racist" if they refer to someone by a racist term. Through my interactions, I have found 

that most upper-middle class White Dallasites don't often look at the societal 

implications of race, for we have been taught that they have nothing to do with us. For a 

long time I thought this was legitimate, as it was all I knew, however, coming to 

Haverford has afforded me a critical distance from the world in which I lived. I see now 

that Whites have, in a sense, separated ourselves from those who are of lower socio

economic backgrounds to the extent that we feel we do not playa role in perpetuating 

inequality in the broader community. 

The dominant position of power that Whites have divinely inscribed for ourselves 

(and by ourselves) has, for a long time, given us the leisure to ignore our roles in history. 

As the dominant culture, Whites have forged a history of our own under the assumption 

that our view is the only view. When I was a Sophomore in Professor Hucks' African 

American Religious Experience class, I reflected on my experiences in highschool for one 

of our papers, writing, "For the longest time I was taught in school, in my society that 

racism and slavery were long gone; wounds that had been re-sealed (and may I dare say 

healed?) by history and time. However, when I came to Haverford and got the chance to 

listen and critically reflect on aspects of our society which I thought I understood, I found 

that what I thought was sealed was really not fully healed. Many of the broken things 

were merely concealed." I wanted my thesis to be a means through which I could explain 

to the people with whom I've grown up, the ways in which every single person is 

responsible not only to those around her but also to herself. In forging a White Identity 

and falling into "White" values, we loose track of ourselves. My thesis is an attempt to 

look at ways of resolving this crisis of Identity without losing our sense of groundedness 

in the world. 
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Describing The Equipment: Central Terms and Ideas 

In this section you will find descriptions of the ways in which I will be referring to 

particular concepts such as Race, Christianity, Whiteness, etc., in my paper. This section 

is intended to act as a guide for the reader, as these terms can be read in different ways if 

they are not contextualized. 

1. Race: In constructing this theory of culture, it is necessary that we imagine the 

category of race not as a fixed and given social fact, but rather a concept which is 

flexible. In his article By the Rivers of Babylon: Race in the United States, 

Michael Omi argues that race is a category which is "constructed from pre 

existing ideological elements," which are formed through a web of "competing 

discourses"4 Despite the fact that many White Americans understand race as a 

natural, biological category of aesthetic differences, Omi also argues that 

"dominant or hegemonic racial ideology is never objective or natural." (Omi, 83) 

While today, race appears to be something that is simply given (a man with dark 

skin is "black", a man with pale peachy skin is "White"), Omi explains that it is 

actually a concept which carries ideas from both the past and the present, " a grab-

bag of ideological elements drawn from a vast variety of different sources." (Omi, 

83) 

2. The Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination: Colonialism, slavery, lynching, Jim 

Crow, educational inequalities, socioeconomic disparity- all of these historical 

situations have been manufactured and maintained by our country's devotion to 

an incorporeal force. Theoretically, this force represents what Emilie Townes 

4 Gates, E. Nathaniel. Cultural and Literary Critiques of the Concepts of "race" New York: Garland Pub., 
1997. Print. 80 
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refers to as hegemony, a "set of ideas that dominant groups employ in a society to 

secure the consent of subordinates to abide by their rule."s While we often think 

of this force as a single machinery, Townes explains that it is actually a product of 

coercion, a force which is fueled by the values and behaviors of "the church, 

family, media, political parties .... " (Townes, 20) In her book, Womanist Ethics 

and the Cultural Production of Evil, Townes combines Foucault's description of 

'the fantastic,' Antonio Gramsci's understanding of hegemony, and the language 

of Christian ethics, to articulate what this force actually is and to explain how it 

functions in our society. The combination of these frameworks culminates in 

what Townes refers to as the Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination. (Townes, 19) The 

essential difference between the Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination (FHI) and the 

simple label of hegemony is the fact that the FHI manufactures not only our sense 

of social reality but our ultimate sense of what is real and what is not. It is in this 

framework that beliefs about reality itself are produced and reproduced. Townes 

challenges us to think about the ways in which we tum ourselves into caricatures 

by believing that we are or should be an image similar to those that are projected 

upon us by media. 

3. Counter Memory: A counter memory is an evaluative and reconstructive study 

or piece through which an artist or scholar takes a idea that has been "accepted" 

or "naturalized" in society and opens it up for observation. Counter memories "do 

not rest solely or wholly on objectivity or facts. They materialize from emotions 

and sights and sounds and touch and smell." (Townes, 47) By looking at the 

5 Townes, Emilie Maureen. Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006. Print. 20 
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construction of American concepts of difference, we can get a better sense of the 

values that shape White identity in order that we might look more closely at how 

these ideas shape our understanding of ourselves. Counter memories push against 

normative frameworks in order to expose the nuances that shape them. They serve 

to uncover "the root that must be exposed ... in the very bones and capillaries of 

American culture, like a metastasized cancer.,,6 

4. Christianity: Baldwin describes the expression of Christianity to which many 

White Americans are devoted when he explains how "all the virtues to which 

[he], as a black man, was expected to aspire had, by definition, to be White."? 

This particular engagement with Christianity was by definition White in the sense 

that it had "nothing to do with Christ," and everything "to do with power." 

(Baldwin, 438) Baldwin refers to this particular rendering of Christianity when he 

critiques the Christian Church for deceiving its own principles in its attempt to 

manipulate others. He writes, "the nature of the lies the Christian Church has 

always helplessly told about me are only a reflection of the lies the Christian 

Church has always helplessly told itself, to itself, about itself." (Baldwin, 440) 

The specific Christianity to which I will be referring in my paper can be 

articulated as one that is guided, not on the principles of compassion or love, but 

on power and exploitation. I am by no means speaking of Christianity as a whole, 

merely the way that it has been used in the past as an instrument for oppression. 

6 Perkinson, James W. White Theology: Outing Supremacy in Modernity. New York: Pal grave Macmillan, 
2004. Print. 3 
7 Baldwin, James. The Price of the Ticket: Collected Nonfiction, 1948-1985. New York: St. 
Martin's/Marek, 1985. Print. 436 
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s. "Our": As a White female there is no way that I could write a paper on the 

reproduction of Whiteness without including myself in the discussion. Thus, even 

though I do not personally identify with all of the charges I am making, I am in so 

many ways connected to this history so I feel the need to take responsibility for it. 

For this reason I will be including myself when I refer to Whites. Rather than 

saying "they" or "theirs" I will say "our" or "ours". This is necessary for my 

project because part of it involves coming to terms with my own history and 

sharing it with the community from which I come. 

6. Whites: In this paper when I speak about Whites (specifically in a modern 

context), I will be referring to upper-middle class Whites who generally, for the 

most part (as I gather from my own experiences), have the least exposure to issues 

of inequality due to the fact that we often isolate ourselves as a result of our 

privileges in America. I have also chosen to capitalize Whiteness and White 

because I am thinking about it as a religious category. Capitalizing White is a way 

to visually mark its function as a category of meaning and identity for Whites in 

American life (as it is often looked upon by Whites as meaningless). I will be 

keeping black in lowercase in order to emphasize the contrast that Whites have 

constructed between blacks and Whites over the past few centuries in the US 
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INTRODCUTION 
Exposing The Roots of Whiteness 

For decades, Whites who have seemingly played no overt role in the reproduction 

of White superiority have felt wrongly accused, embarrassed, guilty, confused and even 

victimized in conversations about race in America.8 How is it fair that a White person be 

accused of creating a system of oppression in America when his/her ancestors did not 

even own slaves? Retorts and opinions of this sort come up most clearly in conversations 

about White privilege and accommodation. Some Whites express jealousy at their 

apparent "lack" of culture as Whiteness is often referred to as "plain" or "without 

culture.,,9 Ironically, James Baldwin, Emilie Townes and James Perkinson all suggest that 

there is a great extent to which Whites actively (often unconsciously) participate in 

maintaining our colorlessness, or what Sander Gilman would call our invisibility.1O 

We can see this clearly using Richard Dyer's breakdown of the ways the concept 

of Whiteness functions as both a color and a symbol. Dyer explains that often times when 

we think of the color of White we think of that which is blank, dull, colorless or bland: 

"A sheet of White paper is blank; White light is just light," and in the same sense, Whites 

as a social group might be thought of in the FHI as "just human" (Dyer, 47) Whiteness is 

posited as the ultimate category of humanness; the canvas off of which all other human 

groups emerge (recall Roe's writings). When Whites complain about feeling that we 

have no culture and want to connect with blacks so that we can feel more human, we fail 

to realize that it is our very colorlessness which gives us the 'freedom' to want culture. 

8 Hughey, Matthew. "The (dis)similarities of White Racial Identities." Ethnic and Racial Studies 33.8 
(2010): 1289-309. Web. 20 Dec. 2010. 
9 Dyer, Richard. White. London: Routledge, 1997. Print. 78 
10 Gilman, Sander L. Making the Body Beautiful: a Cultural History of Aesthetic Surgery. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton UP, 1999. Print. 
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In 1965 James Baldwin describes a similar invisibility in his essay "White Man's 

Guilt."ll In this piece, Baldwin calls out White Americans for being actively unaware of 

our roles in maintaining a system of oppression around color. Baldwin suggests that 

White Americans hide behind a "curtain" of color in order to ensure that we "do not see 

what they see." (Baldwin, 409) However, despite Whites' efforts, the evidence is 

unavoidable: "they do see what they see. And what they see is an appallingly oppressive 

and bloody history for which they bear an inescapable responsibility." (Baldwin, 409) 

As a theory, Baldwin's curtain is helpful for this project because it can help us 

imagine more concretely the meaning of an active unconsciousness on the part of Whites. 

Baldwin constructs the curtain metaphor in order to illustrate the idea that Whites 

actively deflect responsibility for producing and maintaining inequality in the US. Rather 

than trying to do something about our conditions, Whites use the curtain to blind 

ourselves from the production of the FHI. Rather than feeling ashamed about our history 

and doing something to change it, Whites hold onto the curtain, resulting in a more 

suitable and attractive feeling, guilt. In this sense, by erecting this curtain, Whites are 

able to convince ourselves that we are innocent and that social inequalities really have 

nothing to do with us. By allowing the curtain to stay up, we become convinced that we 

have earned our privileges and by contrast, others really have just not worked hard 

enough. The relationship between the curtain and the FHI is cyclical. The FHI exists 

because of the curtain and the Curtain exists in order to protect the FHI. The curtain is a 

metaphor for White American's active unconsciousness. 

11 Baldwin, James. The Price of the Ticket: Collected Nonfiction, 1948-1985. New York: St. Martin'slMarek, 1985. 
Print. 
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In this paper I will look at the ways in which Whites have conceived of 

difference in order to show how the Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination is sustained 

through the reproduction of Whiteness as an invisible, innocent prototype. Doing this will 

help to open up a space for more constructive dialogues about America's racialized past 

and present. Looking at the mechanisms through which Whites have conceived of 

difference can give us not only a sense of the ways in which blacks have been negatively 

represented in the US but also the ways in which Whites have understood our identity in 

opposition to an imagined construction of blackness. This type of exploration is 

necessary if we ever wish to come to a more honest or pluralistic sense of what it means 

to actually be White.12 Using the writings of James Baldwin, Emilie Townes and James 

Perkinson as guiding frameworks, I will undertake a project in order to better understand 

the roots of my own identity as a White female. As Baldwin once wrote, "if you know 

whence you came, there is really no limit to where you can go." (Baldwin, 335) 

By drawing the metaphor of the Curtain, Baldwin gives us a more concrete idea of how 

Whites can be actively unconscious. The purpose of my paper will be to give an 

explanation for what the curtain actually represents - and show how it was erected and 

also to show how it has been sustained. What does this active unconsciousness mean 

though? In this paper I will expand on Baldwin's theory of the Curtain in order to layout 

a blueprint of White's active engagement constructing the FHI. It is also to argue that the 

curtain not only makes us socially ignorant, but spiritually ignorant as well. The curtain 

prevents us from having a true sense of 'who we are' because it separates us from 

history- and history is "literally present in all that we do." (Baldwin, x) 

12 This is not to say that I should all of a sudden connect with my German roots. That would be fine, but the 
point of this project is to take responsibility for the privilege I receive as a White woman and to work 
toward deconstructing this so that I can have a better sense of the role I play in reproducing the FHI. 
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Whiteness as a Religious Identity 

Theologian James Perkinson articulates Baldwin's message in theological terms 

when he suggests that Whiteness represents not only goodness, but a sense of wholeness 

as well. He writes, "Whiteness has functioned in modernity as a surrogate form of 

'salvation' a mythic presumption of wholeness." (Perkinson, 3) Whiteness, like Christ, is 

worshiped by ritual practices that contribute to the continued presence of the "texts" or 

values that it represents in the FHI. 

In White Theology, Perkinson traces the relationship between soteriological 

beliefs and secular rationalizations for race to show us how our opinions today are shaped 

by early religious understandings of difference. Perkinson argues that White identity is 

religious because it functions in our lives as a sotereologic. (Perkinson, 23) Whiteness, 

he argues, is ultimately imagined as an entity of salvation. Coming closer to Whitness is 

in line with a Christian's commitment to following the teachings of Christ. Just as 

Christians find meaning for existence through Christ, Whites ultimately ground 

themselves in the world through rituals which continually reproduce Whiteness as 

something that is inherently worthy or valuable because it is intimately connected to a 

sense of ultimacy (also known as God, or in this case the FHI). 

The reproduction of Whiteness, then, must be understood in terms of its role "as 

the political surrogates of a formerly religious redemption." (Perkinson, 67) In this way, 

one could argue that our social and political opinions are actually shaped by beliefs that 

are based in a system of values which valorizes Whiteness. Beliefs, which hold more 

absolute consequences in peoples' minds, inform our behavior and attitudes towards 
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others and ourselves.u Maintaining a particular status quo (the PHI) then, can also be 

understood in terms of worshiping the FHI. 

In this sense, despite the fact that today, Whites are less likely to articulate the 

founding father's aspirations for a White nation defined by Protestant ethics and ideals, 

modern White identity is wholly informed by religious undertones that ultimately shape 

our understanding of self and our relationship to the world. Whiteness can thus be viewed 

as a religious identity whose structure parallels the Christian framework of God and 

Salvation. But who or what is the God of Whiteness and what values make up the moral 

code of the belief system? 

Thinking About The Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination As "God" 

Christians refer to God's word in the bible in order to define reality. Gordon 

Kaufman explains that in this tradition, God functions as an imaginative construction of 

the Ultimate Point of Reference.14 The Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination similarly serves 

as the 'God' of Whiteness. It is from this space that White values were formed and it is in 

regard to this construct that Whites worship through rituals. Just as there is nothing 

beyond God and his reading of the world is final, the FHI is manufactured in such a way 

that the world is to appear static; all there is. In this sense, Whiteness, in the PHi, is a 

"lived theology" which is carried by Whites through a secular discourse. Rather than 

being articulated as Christian ideals, today, the virtues of Whiteness and the particular 

13 To think about this more clearly I would suggest considering a political debate around a topic like same
sex marriage. It is not uncommon to hear opponents of same-sex marriage refer to the situation as 
something that is "un-natural" or "wrong". These discussions are not always coded in religious rhetoric and 
yet (as I will demonstrate in this paper) the very idea of natural is rooted in religious discourse. 
14 "The image/ concept of God, a human construct like all other symbols, is, and always has been, built up 
through ... development of certain finite metaphors or models in such a way that it can serve as the ultimate 
point of reference for understanding and interpreting all of experience, life, and the world." - Kaufman, 
Gordon D. "Theology as Imaginative Construction." Journal of the American Academy of Religion 50.1 
(1982): 73-79. Oxford University Press. Web. <http://http://www.jstor.org/stable/1462156>. 
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values it espouses are promoted simply as democratic, naturally right or fair. (Perkinson, 

3) 

Within the FHI, social knowledge is produced through a lens which equates 

history with fact. Throughout American history, the FHI has been reproduced specifically 

in light of race-based oppression. For example, rather than reading historical text as 

interpretation, we are often led to take in information as though it were an absolute 

reflection of the world. As a consequence, racialized images of social groups are 

absorbed into the cultural imagination which serve to uphold the ordinariness of evil. 

Here, discrimination or inequality becomes merely another aspect of the everyday. 

According to Townes, these images exist in our imaginations, not as fantasies, but as 

active representations, signifying a false construction of who we are. (Townes, 21) 

Using the public domain of the FHI, Whites have secured our power on part 

through visual representations of reality that are meant to be internalized and digested as 

facts. In ads, novels, films, blacks are characterized as negative stereotypes that resonate 

throughout popular culture. The Black Mammy, the Mulatto, Topsy, all of these 

characters, according to Townes, are reproduced and reinvigorated in the FHI as a way to 

justify the structural subordination of blacks. 

The productions of the FHI organize reality in such a way that inequality is 

naturalized and woven into a static definition of the way things are. But this is not all

Whiteness could not be the benefactor of the FHI merely by the production of negative 

images of Blacks. Whiteness must be consistently reinforced as preferred- right- good 

and above all, as I will argue, sacred. 
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The Construction of Belief: Imagining A White Value System In The FHI 

In order to expose the value system that underlies and shapes White identity, in 

this section I will explore various moments which illuminate the transition of America 

from a "Protestant empire" to the secular, democratic republic that we recognize today. 

In White, Richard Dyer notes that "Christianity brought a tradition of Black: White moral 

dualism to bear on a (group) that could itself be perceived as blacks." (Dyer, 67) 

Although race per se had not emerged as a category of difference in the 1600's, Dyer 

suggests that a heightened understanding of the opposition between light and dark did 

begin to emerge in Christian paintings from as early as the 15th century. (Dyer, 67) Seeing 

spiritual differences in skin-tone was not a pre-determined mark of Christianity; however, 

"increasingly, (Christ and the Virgin Mary) are rendered as paler, Whiter than everyone 

else." (Dyer, 66) This would prove to have a significant impact on the shape of the 

dynamic between the Christian settlers and the indigenous Americans, as their darker 

skin could be reader more easily through a Christian lens, that read a moral significance 

into the categories of light and dark. 

Dyer reads the emergence of this symbolic opposition in paintings like Madonna 

and Child with John the Baptist and Ste. Elizabeth (1490-5) by Giovanni Bellini, noting 

that "Christ and Mary are almost purely White while John and Elizabeth are much 

darker ... Historically speaking, all these people are Jews, but Christ and Mary are 

enlightened, saved Jews, that is Christians." (Dyer, 67) While this piece was created a 

century before the period to which I am referring, the significance of the changing 

meaning of color is nevertheless poignant as it reflects the interpretive framework in 

which the settlers were thinking. 
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Through the Fantastic Hegemonic Imagination, race has come to be understood as 

a natural, biological characteristic of difference. However, ideas of racial difference were 

not formed in reference to biology as we understand them today. Instead, notions of race 

and difference are rooted in early triumphalist readings of Christianity that emerged "in 

fantasies of difference that were projected, over the years, onto the indigenous and 

enslaved populations of the new world.,,15 From as early as the 17th century, (White) 

Christians have defined their world through the concept of difference. In this sense, one 

could argue that the value system to which a White religion speaks, is ultimately guided 

by the opposition between the virtuous and the heathen. As Townes emphasizes, 

" ... What endures is the self-image of being God's chosen people who are called to 

establish the new Israel." (Townes, 92) 

Although the category of race did not fully emerge until the 18th century, since the 

1600s, theological readings of the body have informed White people's conception of who 

should be considered fit for ruling, working and even living. As Judith Weisenfeld 

explains, when the settlers arrived on the land, their understandings of the indigenous 

peoples "were not predicated on understandings of race.,,16 Instead, the people were 

"encountered ... within a common Christian narrative," in which the very idea of 

difference could emerge along cultural or behavioral lines. (Weisenfeld, 33) 

While some settlers first imagined that the people they were encountering were 

"prelapsarian innocents" as time went on, many attempts to convert the indigenous 

people left settlers frustrated and led them to understand others in "somewhat more 

15 Goldschmidt, Henry, and Elizabeth A. McAlister. ""Heathens" and "Jews" in the Colonial Imagination." 
Race, Nation, and Religion in the Americas. New York: Oxford UP, 2004. Print. 33 
16 Judith, Weisenfeld. "Forum." Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 19.1 (2009). 
Web. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/rac.2009.19.1.1>. 
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familiar- and far less flattering- tropes of religious difference." (Mcalister, 33) Rather 

than representing perhaps, "members of the Lost Tribes of Israel," indigenous Americans 

became associated with barbarous ""heathens" in need of the Christian Gospel." 

(Mcalister, 33) Under the impression that they were the inheritors of a Divine race, 

colonizers believed that it was their responsibility to convert the individuals they 

encountered so that they might be 'saved' and purified in the eyes of God.17 

In doing this, settlers imposed their own understandings of the world onto the 

indigenous Americans, scattering the seeds of what would soon become a Fantastic 

Hegemonic Imagination. Whites did not recognize the practices of the indigenous peoples 

as anything close to Christianity so rather than accepting the idea that there could be 

multiple interpretations of the world, the Christian Americans imposed their view as the 

only View. Because "the settlers' vision of an 'absolute' form of salvation translated into 

nearly absolute genocide for the indigenous population," (Perkinson, 63), the Christian 

model could become the primary interpretive framework through which the world was 

imagined. 

As opposed to Indigenous peoples, the Christian settlers saw themselves lighter, 

more well behaved and above all, more spiritual. The indigenous on the other hand, were 

imagined to be darker and savage-like. For the White settlers, the natives, whose manners 

were reflective of a different culture, appeared savages (not plural- savage) and their dark 

skin reflected their unsaved souls. Settlers associated particular behaviors with these 

religiously informed notions of lightness and darkness. McAlister explains that "through 

17 Gates, E. Nathaniel. "A Great Racial Commission: Religion and the Construction of White America." 
Cultural and Literary Critiques of the Concepts of "race" New York: Garland Pub., 1997. Print. 107 
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the body, moral and spiritual essences were revealed, while ... the soul was revealed in 

skin tone, hair and beard quality, nose and eye shape, and brow angle." (McAlister, 4) 

As a result, settlers found it imperative to convert or save the heathens so that 

their connection with God would be honored. In Whiteness of a different color: European 

immigrants and the alchemy ofrace18
, Matthew Jacobson points out how we see this 

impulse in declarations like The Third Charter of Virginia (1611-1612), for instance, 

when the colony is dedicated to the "propagation of the Christian Religion, and 

Reclaiming of People barbarous, to Civility and Humanity." (Jacobson, 23)19 Similarly, 

The Declaration of Proposals of the Lord Proprietor of Carolina (1663) expresses that" a 

pious and good intention for the propagation of the Christian faith amongst the barbarous 

and ignorant Indians." (Jacobson, 23) Christians used their confrontation with the 

'savages' as a means to emphasize their connection to God. 

Notions of difference then were integral to the Englishmens' understandings of 

their very purpose in the colonies and in the world. Settlers even "believed that God was 

testing their faith," by setting them down in a land wrought with "unholy savages," for 

the sake "the improvement of their moral discipline." (Lee, 106) The settlers' use of 

religion allowed them to justify for themselves, the idea that they were better than the 

indigenous, and more, that they were chosen. Here we can see the formation of the 

Curtain to which Baldwin refers. By justifying their actions through God Whites could 

distance themselves from the consequences of their actions so that it would not be their 

responsibility, but God's. They did this in order that their identity (which revolved 

18 Jacobson, Matthew Frye. Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of 
Race. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1998. Print. 
19 A few of my historical examples were taken from Jacobson's text. Some of them I will use in similar 
context in which he wrote about them. 
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around the idea that their way was best) could remain intact. Facing the unfamiliar 

cultural habits of the natives, White identity was made vulnerable. Thus, this philosophy 

defined not only the new Americans' sense of the other but also gave them significant 

insight as to who they were as individuals. 

Settling upon an entirely unfamiliar setting, Whites relied on the interpretive 

framework of Christianity to translate and make sense of their experiences. The issue was 

not merely one of social questioning (why are these people acting so differently than me) 

but rather one which carried existential implications: To avoid the dissolution of their 

identity then, settlers turned to the framework they knew and in doing so distanced 

themselves further from the reality of plurality which they found so frightening. Settler's 

reading of Christianity laid down an interpretive framework through which the world 

would be understood. Most importantly, one could argue that this framework was not 

"Christian" per say, but built around the power dynamics of those who possessed and 

those who did not. 

For example, in 1630, John Winthrop writes "A model of Christian Charity,,,20 a 

sermon in which he describes the reasons by which God has made a hierarchy of humans. 

Winthrop's sermon echoes the sentiment that Christians were chosen to lead mankind. He 

writes, "His most holy and wise providence, hath so dispossessed of the condition of 

mankind, as in all times some must be rich, some poor, some high and eminent in power 

and dignity; others mean and in submission." (Winthrop, 1 - Emphasis added) It was in 

God's order that some would be in power and others disposed. By using this language, 

Winthrop dissociates himself along with the rest of the White elite, from the structural 

20 Winthrop, John, and Richard S. Dunn. The Journal of John Winthrop 1630 - 1649. Cambridge, Mass. 
[u.a.: Belknap of Harvard Univ., 1996. Print. 
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forces that promote inequality. Not only was the status quo not Winthrop's personal 

problem, but it was also reflective of a divinely ordained blueprint of worldly order. 

Winthrop's assertion that "no man is made more honorable than another or more wealthy 

etc., out of any particular and singular respect to himself, butfor the glory of his Creator 

and the common good of the creature, man," (Winthrop, 2 - Emphasis added)reflects the 

spirit of Triumphalism that pervades English understandings of self and God at this time. 

God gave him (the White man) power so he could rule. It was not his choice, but his 

destiny. 

As Mathew Jacobson contends, "the presence of "savages" or "barbarous nations" 

defined the boundaries of a polity of unsavage, unbarbarous Englishmen." (Jacobson, 23) 

The production of this hegemony then, relied on the oppression of the other in order to 

define who was 'White', or rather, who was Christian and English. As Winthrop Jordan 

explains, "from the initially most common term Christian, at mid- century there was a 

marked shift toward the terms English and free.'>2l In the time between the 17th and 18th 

centuries, rhetoric around choosiness shifted from a religious to a national tone and "after 

about 1680, taking the colonies as a whole, a new term of self-identification appeared: 

White." (Jordan, 52) The later emergence of the category of race is significant because it 

left space for colonists to understand White behavior as inherently Christian. White skin 

would be seen as naturally Christian rather than socially molded. This has an impact on 

the way Whites imagined and engaged with the values purported by their own 

community. White ways were assumed to be a reflection of Christian ways, since Whites 

were chosen by God to be Christians. 

21 Jordan, Winthrop D., and Winthrop D. Jordan. The White Man's Burden; Historical Origins oj Racism in 
the United States. New York: Oxford UP, 1974. Print. *Found originally in an essay from Cultural and 
Literary Critiques . .. 
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This idea conflates Whiteness with Christianity, and communicates the idea that 

the White man is the best human because he is Christian- when in reality it is because of 

his Whiteness. As Johnson explains, "what was at stake theologically, therefore, was not 

a mere association between White identity and the Christian religion. At stake was 

nothing less than the race-ing of divinity, the people-ing of God.,,22 (Johnson, 21) Rather 

than being seen as a problematic domination of others, Christian essentialism was looked 

upon with favor by Americans. 

What is also significant about this is the fact that the means through which 

Americans began to understand their identity at this time was more theological than it 

was political. Thus, "these religious imaginations of redeemable difference" were 

eventually transformed into understandings of innate qualities that were particular to 

different groups according to their race. (McAlister, 33) In 1893, Josiah Strong's writes: 

"When such religion and such culture are thus united in every member of the human 

family the race will have been perfected ... for when men are brought into perfect 

harmony with God they will be in perfect harmony with each other.,,23 It is in this 

cultural framework that Whiteness becomes representative of salvation. The more 

"White" you are, in terms of behavior, beliefs and values, the more Christian you 

appeared and the closer to salvation you became. 

22 Johnson, Sylvester A. The Myth of Ham in Nineteenth-century American Christianity: Race, Heathens, 
and the People of God. New York: Pal grave Macmillan, 2004. Print. 
23 Strong, Josiah. The New Era; Or, The Coming Kingdom,. New York: Baker & Taylor, 1893. Print. 71 
(Emphasis added) * Found first in Cultural and Literary Critiques ... 
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-------------------------------------------- - ------------

From Religious to Secular: "The Rac-ing of Divinity,,24 

Perkinson argues that there is a significant link between "colonialisms' 'drive to 

civilize'" and "the early Christian obsession with likeness," and pushes further to argue 

that this philosophical posture also had a significant influence on the significance of 

Enlightenment rhetoric in eighteenth century America. Along these lines, White 

Americans promoted the ideals of "an appeal to the person as an independent unit; the 

autonomous, self-determining ego ... personal responsibility; and the abhorrence of 

dependency," (Townes, 124) concepts which define individuals (particularly slaves) in 

terms of their particular role in society. While the Enlightenment promoted a form of 

individualism that would cater to religious freedom, the spirit of triumphalism, which 

favored the White Christian idea of the world over all others, did not dissipate in the 18th 

or 19th centuries. Rather, than being read into religion Whites began discriminating 

against others according to what they considered to be a natural hierarchy. The values of 

the settlers were translated into a secular language that relied on reason, rather than God. 

Now, the body became the locus of discrimination. As Perkinson explains, "The question 

"are you savable within the spiritual economy of a redeemed Christian humanity?" 

becomes in Enlightenment form, "are you orderable within the scientific taxonomy of a 

civilized European humanity?" (Perkinson, 68)Today it is not uncommon to hear people 

speaking about "human nature," but it is important that we defamiliarize this category-

from where did the idea of nature actually emerge? 

Over a century ago, William James wrote in his article, "The Will to Believe" a 

statement that has helped us shed light on the relationship between science and religion?5 

24 (Johnson, 21) 
25 Menand, Louis. Pragmatism a Reader. New York: Vintage, 1997. Print. 
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While the two categories are often considered to conflict with each other, James explains 

that "if anyone should thereupon assume that intellectual insight is what remains after 

wish and will ... have taken wing, or that pure reason is what then settles our opinions, he 

would fly quite as directly in the teeth of the facts."(James, 76) When you get down to 

the root of science and rational thinking, the postures are not as radically different from 

the religious posture, or the posture of belief, as we may suspect. According to James, our 

"willing nature," which consists of "all suchfactors of belief as fear and hope, prejudice 

and passion ... " (James, 75) is cemented by a matter of belief. While scientists may argue 

that their sense of the world is ultimately grounded in their discoveries and in the facts of 

nature and science, James argues that as humans this cannot be entirely true. 

Thus, while scientists claim to be empiricists they are fundamentally 

"absolutists," being "only empiricists on reflection." (James, 76) Science, then, is 

ultimately guided by values. Our understanding of Truth is always determined by our 

definition of what actually constitutes fact and thus it is inherently rooted in value. It is in 

this sense that "Nineteenth-century American race discourse, whether religious or 

scientific, was persistently theological." (Jordan, 21) Enlightenment philosophies, while 

seeming to free White Americans of the religious pressure that was placed upon them in 

Europe, actually allowed them to articulate a similar vision of inclusion and exclusion in 

terms of race. 

During the 18th century, America's dependence on the African Slave Trade, and 

the resulting influx of non-White (black) Africans, created a need in the eyes of White 

Americans to reemphasize the lines between who was to be counted as a citizen and who 
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was not. 26 Pushing Winthrop Jordan's argument that "Slavery ... forced the colonists to 

come to grips with novel problems which arose from the nature of the institution," 

(Carter,271) J. Kameron Carter suggests that the ultimate question at this time revolved 

around how White males should engage with people of African Descent "so as to 

maintain control over a burgeoning black populace." (Carter, 271). In response to this 

question of social and political identity, the leaders of the US refined the meaning of "the 

people" in light of those categories of difference that had developed during the 1600s. 

Rather than seeing the slave's conditions as being reflective of the environment in 

which they were placed under the assumption that individuals had control over their own 

lives, any behavior that a slave or black person exhibited was understood to be of the 

quality of responsibility that he or she took for his/her own life. Thus, the popular 

representation of non-Whites as careless or barbarous was argued to be reflective of a 

group of people who were not taking agency for their lives. 

Colette Guillaumin notes that, 

"The taxonomies were transformed into classification systems 
based on a morphological mark, in which the latter is presumed to 
precede the classification, while social relationships created the 
group on which the mark .. .is going to be "seen" and attached.'>27 

In other words, color (the mark) was assumed to be a reflection of inherent 

characteristics of groups in the same way that non-Christians were seen as inherently 

savage because of their "non-Christian" behavior. The place that these groups occupied 

on the social ladder was a reflection not of the social environment in which the groups 

were formed, but rather of the color, or mark by which they were characterized: "the 

26 Carter, J. Kameron. Race a Theological Account. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2008. Print. 
27 Gates, E. Nathaniel. "Race and Nature: The System of Marks - The Idea of a Natural Group and Social 
Relationships." Cultural and Literary Critiques of the Concepts of "race" New York: Garland Pub., 1997. 
Print. 124 
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natural mark is .... presumed to be ... the very origin of these relationships." (Gillaumin, 

12126) Further, Christianity gave Whites the divine authority to cement these ideas; it 

was God who intended that these natural states be as they are. 

This era marks an important transition in the way that (in general) Whites were 

thinking about race in America. When Whites began to assume that a person's social 

status and behavior was reflective of his choice to act and not his circumstances in such a 

role, the notion of race soon became understood in terms of nature. Now, as Colette 

Guillaumin explains, the significance of Whiteness would transform from its "traditional 

status of a symbol to that of a sign of a specific nature of social actors." (Gillaumin, 124) 

Rather than seeing White skin as an indicator of Christianity, Whites assumed that people 

of light skin were inherently or naturally more inclined to harbor ideals of purity, where 

as blacks were 

Despite the shift from speaking about race in religious terms to speaking about it 

as an aspect of nature, it is important to note that the settlers' particular reading of 

Christianity, nevertheless informed and defined the significance what Whites began to 

call 'natural'. In framing this, Whiteness, which had inherited a value of purity and 

virtue from the beliefs and actions of the colonists, continued to carry with it a sense of 

righteousness and a moral superiority. 

According to Whites, God established that men of particular colors would carry 

particular characteristics, and Whites would reflect his most pleasing vision. In order to 

explain the origin of these natural characteristics, Whites looked to the Bible, specifically 

verse 9.24-5 of Genesis, which has come to be recognized as, "The Myth of Ham," to 

justify their claims. This verse reads: "cursed be I Canaanl a slave I of slaves I he shall be I 
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to his brothers.,,28 The verse was read by Whites as evidence of the idea that Black people 

were intended by God (or nature) to be slaves. Ham was believed to be an "ancestor of 

the Negro race." (Jordan, 31) White Americans believed Ham was morally blighted 

because of his sin against Noah, which produced consequences in American 

Negros ... and that the race of Hamites, as heathens, had not been among the people of 

God." (Jordan, 32) 

Jordan notes the very specific ways in which Americans interpreted the story, 

explaining that although the verse does not explicitly refer to black people, Whites were 

insistent upon the fact that that the name Ham was a signifier for" 'heat' or 'dark,' due to 

the similar appearance for the words in Hebrew," and thus necessarily spoke to the Black 

race. (Jordan, 28) The Myth of Ham was valuable to Whites specifically because it 

included both a blessing and a curse. 

Whiteford suggests that the Myth of Ham was not even cemented as justification 

for slavery, "it was only when that legitimacy itself was undermined that the Curse of 

Ham rose to the level of utility." (Whiteford, 15) Through the Myth of Ham, Whiteness 

retained its status as inherently good and blackness was posited as inferior. The story of 

Ham, coupled with White 'observations' that blacks were being oppressed by choice not 

only secured blacks as 'natural slaves' but also Whites as divinely ordained rulers of the 

US. Acknowledging this is significant to understanding the theological underpinnings of 

Whiteness today in the sense that the concept nature has been normalized under the rubric 

of science and we often fail to see its origins. 

28 Whitford, David M. The Curse of Ham in the Early Modern Era: the Bible and the Justifications for 
Slavery. Farnham, England: Ashgate Pub., 2009. Print. 
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Looking at some discussions about the supposed nature of blacks and Whites as 

they were addressed in the 1800's, can help us see the context in which this category was 

originally formed. Jacobson contends that ultimately, "science provided an alternative 

vocabulary to the polarities of "heathendom" and "Christianity." (Jacobson,33 ) Now, 

however, rather than making assessments based on "belief," Whites could determine their 

own superiority through the idea of nature, "marking peoples nonetheless as possessing 

an inherent degree of righteousness, now refigured as innate capacity." (Jacobson, 31) 

Examining works like Harriet Beecher Stowes' Primary Geography For 

Children29 (1833) can help us see the ways in which these concepts about difference were 

woven into popular representations of race. The language of race, specifically the idea of 

a Black! White binary was deeply rooted in White American understandings of the self. 

In her writing, Stowe explains that Asians have "dusky, yellowish skins, of the 

color of dried orange-peel, and sometimes of a tawny White." She merely writes that 

"the African race have ... black skin." (Stowe, 1833) Stowe's description echoes the 

nature of the burgeoning binary as it was often read in the Bible. Despite Beecher's good 

intentions, her understanding of race is nevertheless wrapped in the codified categories 

of difference that surround her social milieu. Americans are not pink or peach, but White; 

blacks are not brown but black. Do these colors accurately depict the skin color of these 

nations? 

Stowe also explains that "All of the people in Europe ... have fair complexions, 

and their features are more regular and beautiful than those of any other class," (Stowe, 

1833) reinforcing the concept that Whiteness was naturally preferred and the most 

29 Beecher, Catharine Esther, and Harriet Beecher Stowe. Primary Geography for Children on an Improved 
Plan. With Eleven Maps and Numerous Engravings. Cincinnati: Corey & Fairbank, 1833. Print. *Example 
was originally used in 'Forum'. 
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aesthetically appealing. This connects both to scientific conclusions about race from the 

timer period and by extension the and to the Myth of Ham. Stowe's writing about 

Africans echoes the conclusions that the colonists made about the indigenous people. She 

writes, "these countries are inhabited by negroes, who have the features of the African 

race .... the inhabitants, many of them, are fierce and cruel. .. As for their religion, they 

worship all sorts of things for Gods- worms- sticks- stones- beads- bits of paper- or 

anything that they can find." Stowe's description of Africans as worshiping "all sorts of 

things" locates her writings along the lines of the tradition we're examining. 

Whites were able to cement the notion of a natural hierarchy, which had 

previously been justified through appeals to God and the Bible, as something that was 

intended by nature. Jacobson pulls from Audrey Smedly's research in which she 

describes five elements that distinguish the idea of race as it is understood through belief 

and through science. According to Smedly, the scientific notion of race entailed the 

following: 

"1. The classification of human groups as 'discrete and biotic 
entities' measured by physical and behavioral variations 
2. An inegalitarian ethos that required hierarchical ordering of 
human types 
3. The belief that outer physical characteristics were but markers of 
inner intellectual, moral or temperamental qualities 
4. The notion that these qualities were heritable 
5. The belief that 'the imbued differences, believed fix and 
unalterable, could never be bridged or transcended," so distinctly 
had the populations been created." (Jacobson, 31) 

Smedly's reading of what a scientific understanding of race entailed points to a number 

of issues which are clearly intended to privilege the White race. For instance, in number 

one, by cementing as natural, the idea that there are "discrete and biotic entities measured 
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by" race, individuals are given full responsibility for their social positions and systematic 

inequalities are ignored. Just as heathens were meant to be disposed by God, Blacks as a 

race, were assumed to be naturally inferior to Whites. Secondly, _one cannot deny the 

connection between linking physical characteristics to "inner intellectual (or) 

moral. .. qualities" ,and the tradition of religious understandings of the divinely ordained 

nature of individuals. (Jacobson, 31) 

The combination of the points that Smedly lays out ultimately outlines a 

conception of nature that binds the character of individuals to the pre-determined 

stereotypes that were conferred upon them in the past. Thus, it was understood by White 

Americans that non-Whites were considered inescapably "savage-like" and Whites, by 

contrast, were properly fit to rule. Recall the writings of Josiah Strong, who suggested 

that the White man was a reflection of the perfect faculties of God- it was this narrative 

is informing our "scientific" language, regarding the nature of race. 

In his "report on the Diseases and Physical Peculiarities of the Negro Race," 

written in 1851, Samuel A. Cartwright writes that "there are other differences more deep, 

durable and indelible, in (blacks) anatomy and physiology, than that of mere color. In the 

albino the skin is White, yet the organization is that of the negro.,,30 This reading of 

Black bodies suggests that there is something inherent to blackness or black people that is 

different from Whites. Looking White, then, is not enough to pass as White- rather, it is 

in the actions and behaviors of Whites that we find the essence of identity. A black 

person could not achieve this because according to Cartwright, all blacks were internally 

"tinctured with a shade of the pervading darkness" (Hammonds, 67) 

30 Hammonds, Evelynn Maxine., and Rebecca M. Herzig. "Report on the Diseases and Physical 
Peculiarities of the Negro Race." The Nature of Difference: Sciences of Race in the United States from 
Jefferson to Genomics. Cambridge, MA: MIT, 2008. Print. 
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Cartwright's suggestion that there is somehow a darkness which pervades the 

black man's internals, explicitly locates his argument in the line of the tradition I am 

tracing. At the time when this was written, one could argue that the symbolic conflation 

of "light" and "dark" with Christian categories of "good" and "evil" were so prevalent 

that a White person would most likely not question Cartwright's diagnoses. The 

association of blacks with degradation and darkness then, was read onto the skin and 

reinforced in scientific assertions such as these. 

Cartwright's writing also serves to transform a biased social observation with fact 

when he argues that "everything ... partakes of sensuality, at the expense of intellectuality. 

Thus, music is a mere sensual pleasure with the negro." (Hammonds, 67) Unlike Whites, 

who valued reason, logic and control, Blacks may engage the world through the senses 

and not the mind. There is nothing in his music addressing the understanding; it has 

melody but no harmony; his songs are mere sounds, without sense or meaning ... his ear is 

gratified by sound, as his stomach is by food." (Hammonds, 68) 

Cartwright's reading of the way Blacks experience music reflects on and 

reinforces the commonly accepted correlation that was drawn between blacks and 

animals. By doing this, Cartwright contributed to Whites' understandings of themselves 

as more human than blacks; seeing their own habits as less sensual (which he understood 

to be of the body and less thoughtful Ireflective) and more contemplative. 

Diagnoses of this sort served to cement the idea that Black and White races were 

fundamentally different. These ideas have remained steady even well into the 20th 

century. In 1944, Louis Wirth and Herbert Goldhamer appeal to this very notion of the 

fixed biological nature of race in their article "The Physical Characteristics of the 
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Hybrid." In describing the physical outcomes of miscegenation and "race mixing," Wirth 

and Goldhamer refer not to individuals as "mixed race" (conferring the idea that race is 

an identity) but rather "mixed blood". (Hammonds, 266) As Guillaumin writes, it was "as 

if "being black" existed in itself, outside of any social reason" (Guillaumin, 125) By 

promoting the idea that there is such thing as a "pure-blood Negro" or that "White blood" 

is a sort of entity in itself, these doctors subscribe to the notion that race is somehow 

inherent to biology and not something that is inscribed through social relationships. 

Through scientific writings, the idea that people could be naturally one way was 

cemented into the vocabulary of the FHI. 

Writings from thinkers like Samuel Wells, who wrote that Blacks' skulls 

contained a "prognathous type," in which "the animal feelings predominate over both the 

intellect and the moral sentiments." (Wells, Viii) 31 served to maintain the idea that the 

White posture was reflective of the ideal manifestation of the Christian faith, and thus 

should be seen as rational, logical and centered, where as non-Whites would be seen as 

intellectually inferior. 

The significance of this was huge, not only because taxonomies of difference 

were being transformed from a spiritual to secular rhetoric, but also because Whites were 

continuing to carry the Heathen / Virtuous through the meaning that the rhetoric would 

signify. The language in which Whites spoke about race not only reflected Christian 

rhetoric, but also the deeply engrained belief in the reality of absolutes and specifically, 

the reality of a good/evil binary that was explained Biblically. 

31 

http://books.google.com/books?id=bMwT AAAA Y AAJ &printsec=frontcover&dq=Samuel+ Wells++ 1870s, 
&source=bl&ots=cszKmluqRF&sig=QIIEXkNibb7cWepeuOhdJZsXgvo&hl=en&ei=dnOqTfSZMIyatwep 
hIXeBw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5&ved=OCDIQ6AEwBA#V=snippet&q=negro&f=fal 
se 
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Converting to Whiteness: Immigration and the Cultural Reproduction of Whiteness 

Immigration carried the issue of citizenship to the forefront of discussions about 

Race. As Matthew Jacobson points out, the Naturalization Act of 1790, which stated that 

"all free White persons, who have, or shall migrate into the United States, and shall give 

satisfactory proof .... shall be entitled to the rights of citizenship," (Jacobson, 22) draws 

clear lines around who was welcome in the United States and who was not. He explains, 

"it was this law's unquestioned use of the word 'White' that allowed for the massive 

European migrations of the 19th century." (Jacobson, 22) The Naturalization Act 

explicitly linked Whiteness with citizenship, thereby ensuring that non-Whites would not 

have the rights of a White citizen. Immigration laws served to cement the scientific 

elevation of Whiteness as a privileged racial category by bringing the theory of racial 

hierarchy (who was 'fit' for citizenship) into the material lives of US citizens. 

Ultimately, immigration laws, which defined who was 'fit' for US citizenship and 

who was not (Jacobson, 7), cemented as 'real' and 'valid' social and biological givens, 

the scientific ideas that were ultimately grounded in the spirit of essentialism and 

Christian Triumphalism. (Jacobson, 31) Immigration laws 'drew a line around, rather 

than within Europe,>32 reflecting the assumption that there was something naturally 

superior about Whiteness or White people. When the Europeans arrived, however, the 

coherence of a White identity was put into question. Despite the influx of "free White 

persons," who entered the United states after the 1790's, the immigrants who came to the 

US after this time were not considered racially White in the sense that people of 

European descent are today. 

32 Gates, E. Nathaniel. Optic White: Blackness And The Production Of Whiteness. Cultural and Literary 
Critiques of the Concepts of "race" New York: Garland Pub., 1997. Print. 124 
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White Americans felt threatened by the influx of new immigrants, and, as Judith 

Weisenfeld notes, "given the solidified White protestant national identity that superseded 

sectional differences for White Americans by the end of the 19th century, the case of 

immigrants' arrival, presented a variety of challenges to operative definitions of 

Whiteness." (Weisenfeld, 31) 

Before the Civil War, it was not uncommon to see Irish_and Jews and Southern 

Europeans placed under the category of "non-White" despite the fact that legally, they 

were considered so. (Mullen, 81) As Jacobson notes, "an earlier generation of Americans 

saw Celtic, Hebrew, Anglo-Saxon, or Mediterranean physiognomies" (Jacobson, 10) The 

cultural and behavioral differences exhibited by European immigrants highlights the idea 

that Whiteness is not merely a racial (biological) fact, but a system of values, manners 

and behaviors. It is a framework through which one engages the world, much like 

Christianity. 

In his essay, "On Being White,'m Baldwin describes the transformation that 

European Immigrants underwent when they came to America. He explains that "White 

men- from Norway, for example, where they are Norwegians - became White: by 

slaughtering the cattle, poising the wells, torching the houses ... " (Baldwin, 2) For 

Baldwin, the experience of European immigrants differs from that of blacks because 

despite the fact that both groups were discriminated against, Europeans were able to 

assimilate in a way that blacks could not. 

Jacobson explains that after the 1930's, " ... the 'Negro Question' steadily eclipsed 

every other race question on the national agenda between the 1930s and the 1950s ... " 

33 Baldwin, James. "On Being White." Essence Apr. 1984: 1-3. Web. 
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(Jacobson, 247) This supports Baldwin's argument that. .. the Irish became White when 

they got here and began rising in the world" (Baldwin, xx) Where as blacks could not 

pass, European Immigrants had the lUxury of seeing race and placing themselves behind 

the curtain. Baldwin writes, " ... The Irish ... had absolutely no choice but to make certain 

that I could not menace their safety or status or identity," (Baldwin, xx) and for this 

reason they chose to pull the curtain in front of them to worship the FHI. 

In this sense, immigration played an important role in shaping White identity. 

Passing, which essentially involved manipulating one's behavior and appearance so that 

one could appear more American (White), became a necessary practice for European 

Immigrants and it continues to impact the way we engage the public space today. 

Baldwin writes, "the price the White American paid for his ticket was to become White-

-: and, in the main, nothing more than that, or, as he was to insist, nothing less." 

(Baldwin, xx) 

When Europeans came to America, their identities underwent significant shifts: 

"They come through Ellis Island, where Giorgio becomes Joe, Pappavasiliu becomes 

Palmer, Evangelos becomes Evans, Goldsmith becomes Smith or Gold, and Avakian 

becomes King. So, with a painless change of name, and in the twinkling of an eye, one 

becomes a White American." (Baldwin, xix) Europeans became White Americans by 

toning down the extent to which they stood out. What is more, they did this at the 

expense of blacks. But this is not all. The reconstruction of immigrant identities required 

not only a change of name, but also a change of appearance and behavior. 

With the influx of Europeans, the category of American Whiteness was 

challenged and had to be reshaped in order that it could sustain its value. Ideas of 
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difference between racial groups that today we consider "White," emerged in relation to 

both physical appearances and notions of the overall character of the races. Looking at 

the ways in which White Americans looked upon European Immigrants (whose skin was 

light like their own) can gives us a better understanding of the ways in which race 

continued to function as a category that was flexible, despite the fact that it was socially 

understood as fixed and given. 

Rather than simply referring to White skin, in the lateI800's, popular 

representations of Whiteness articulated more detailed understandings of what it meant to 

be truly 'White'. In 1887, Joe Orlando Roe, an otolaryngologist from Rochester who has 

been termed the "the father of aesthetic rhinoplasty," referred to the commonly accepted 

idea that the nose fit into "the category of anatomical conformations that are indicative of 

special traits of character." It was also a "measure of force in nations and individuals." 

(Hammonds, 52) Roe speaks of noses in terms of classes and describes 5 noses in 

particular, "The Roman, The Greek, The Jewish, The Snub or Pug, and the Celestial 

noses." (Hammonds, 52) 

Roe also refers to references that suggest a correlation between nose and 

behavior: "Mr. Warwick says: 'a snub-nose is to us a subject of most melancholy interest. 

We behold in it a proof of a degeneracy of the human race." (Hammonds, 53) In the FHI, 

then, (Protestant American) Whiteness was constructed as the primary standard of beauty 

because of the way it is looked upon as "the subject without properties." (Dyer, 71) The 

Protestant American face, was then painted as "nothing particular," so that it could be 

seen as starting point of human beauty; the prototype off of which all others would be 

compared. 
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It is important to note that Roe describes the ways in which different noses were 

formed against the prototype of the Roman and Greek noses, which respectively indicate 

"electiveness or strength" and "refinement." (Hammonds, 52) The pug nose, he explains, 

results from "excessive development of the .... end of the nose" and "a lack of sufficient 

development. .. of the base of the bridge of the nose ... " (Hammonds, 53). Roe's 

understanding of lack and excessive is informed by his belief that the Roman nose (that 

is, the nose that is really White and reflective o/White values) is not only the best nose, 

but also the nose from which all other noses merely degenerated. Rather than accepting 

the idea that race was not actually fixed, Whites looked for specific physical 

characteristics that would define Europeans as non-White. For instance, "the 'pug' nose 

defined the Irish as 'black' in the racial climate of the united states." (Gilman, 95) In this 

sense, Baldwin describes a shift. No longer could one's sense of social worth be 

determined merely by the color of her skin. Now that, "there were no longer any 

universally accepted forms or standards .... the problem of status in American life became 

and it remains today acute." (Baldwin, 231) Baldwin writes, "In a way, status became a 

kind of substitute for identity," both socially and spiritually. (Baldwin, 231) 

A significant part of Baldwin's critique comes from the idea that the European 

Whites believed they could abandon their (for instance) Jewish visibility without loosing 

their Jewish identity. In this sense, Jews could pass as White without actually becoming 

White- without fully inculcating themselves in a White identity or White value system. 

Sander Gilman expresses this sentiment when he describes how "the desire for 

indivisibility, to "look like everyone else," still shaped the Jew's desire to alter his/her 
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body ... these young women gave no sign of wishing to abandon their Jewish identity, 

only their Jewish visibility." (Gilman, 193). 

Perkinson argues that when a group is willing to threaten or put at risk the 

livelihood of another group in order to benefit themselves or "achieve wholeness ... then a 

soteriologic is at work (whether consciously or less-than-consciously)." (Perkinson, 66) 

This idea suggests these practices, some of which explicitly, and some of which 

implicitly, elevate Whiteness at the expense of non-Whites, are ultimately fueled by the 

deflection of vulnerability by Whites (the dominant group). This vulnerability, Perkinson 

would argue, originates in Whites' need to secure a position in the world that appears 

certain and absolute (in the same way that the colonists considered conversion of natives 

to be a moral imperative- one that would secure their connection with God). White 

Immigrants used Blacks to form a basis off of which their own sense of not only 

superiority but also self-worth, could be validated. Thus we can see how Whiteness is 

functioning as a substitute for identity here. 

Becoming invisible, one could argue, was an act of Whiteness in itself. As 

Mullen suggests, "Assimilation relies upon the genetic reproduction of Whiteness and the 

cultural reproduction of values." (Mullen, 43) By manipulating their public visibility, 

Europeans could pass as White and enjoy the privileges that public (in)visibility awarded 

to White Americans. Blacks, on the other hand it could not, for at this point, blackness 

remained the ultimate bottom, the primary degeneration of Whiteness. This point is 

illustrated in the idea that one could "[Trace] the 'black within'." (Gilman, 114) In fact, 

Mullen refers to this process of 'passing as one of the primary means by which Whiteness 

is reproduced: "while the chosen White identity is strengthened in each successive 
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generation by the presumption that White identities are racially pure." (Mullen, 42) Soon, 

a number of influences including immigration restrictions and increasing tension among 

Whites and blacks in the workforce served to" [create] Caucasians where before had 

been so many [others.]" (Jacobson, 14) However, despite this complex history of Racial 

identities it would seem today that all Whites are in some sense the same. Again, this can 

be seen as a result of White immigrants placing themselves behind the curtain of color. In 

my next section I will show the ways in which Whites continue this tradition today and 

suggest ways to transcend this limiting framework. 
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GETTING IT STRAIGHT ... OR NOT? 

Reproducing Whiteness Today 

The instruments and materials of the FHI, serve not only to posit blackness as evil 

but also to erect Whiteness as pure, safe and God-like. Today, as a symbol, Whiteness, 

"especially when paired with black ... remains firmly in place at the level of language

most people find themselves saying things like "everything has its darker side', ' its' just 

a little White lie' and 'that's a black mark against you.'" (Dyer, 60) This use of language 

continually reinvigorates the sight of light and dark bodies as signifiers for good and bad. 

Although this language may appear more innocuous than overtly racist discourses, not 

paying attention to the origin of these terms and the meanings they signify contribute to 

the influence of the FHI on White identity. 

There is still a great extent to which Whites choose (unconsciously) to distance 

ourselves from what we might consider the 'dirt' that litters the world around us. Our use 

of the term "White" to categorize ourselves, itself plays a role in maintaining the 

invisibility of White hegemony. The symbolic idea of Whiteness, whether we are aware 

of it or not, has a great impact on the way we perceive ourselves and others. Dyer notes 

that "all lists of the moral connotations of White as a symbol in Western culture are the 

same: purity, spirituality, transcendence, cleanliness, virtue, simplicity, chastity ... " 

(Dyer, 72) What is important to see here is that all of these ideas (as I have shown) are 

rooted in a particular history wherein Whiteness has been valorized to the extent that it is 

worshiped Dyer writes that "to look White is to look clean." (Dyer, 76) In the same way, 

the Whiter we are, the more innocent we appear. (Dyer, 75) 
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Despite the fact that many Whites feel sad about not having "culture," I wonder whether 

we would be willing to ever give up our invisibility; our cleanliness for an alternative 

style of living that required us to "become dirty". 

Using James Baldwin As A Guide For Untangling White Identity 

Baldwin critiques White Americans for what he considers a failure on our part to 

push against the world they know. Rather than seeing and engaging the world for what it 

is, he would say, Whites maneuver their sense of responsibility in such a way that it 

manifests as guilt; a feeling which might be articulated as 'what is done is done. I feel sad 

about this and it is very unfortunate, but what can I do?' Baldwin writes: "the nature of 

this stammering can be reduced to a plea. Do not blame me. I was not there. I did not do 

it. .. What have you got against me?" (Baldwin, 411) Because it allows Whites to remain 

innocent and it gives us leeway to lead lives that only concern ourselves, the curtain 

"eventually becomes their principal justification" for the lives that White people lead. 

(Baldwin, 413) 

In this sense, we could argue that the curtain acts as one of the primary 

mechanisms through which the FHI is maintained in the US. Baldwin laments, "no 

curtain under heaven is heavier than that curtain of guilt and lies behind which White 

Americans hide." (Baldwin, 412) The curtain allows stereotypes in the FHI to 

proliferate and become woven into the popular conception of what is real. Because 

Whites choose to hide behind the curtain and ignore history, Baldwin explains that they 

are "impaled ... like a butterfly on a pin and become incapable of seeing or changing 

themselves, or the world."(Baldwin, 410) Whether we like to see it or not, "history is 

literally present in all that we do," it is through the lenses of history that we "owe our 
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frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations." (Baldwin, 410) Baldwin's 

curtain metaphor can help us expand Townes' illustration of the FHI. Ultimately, the 

combination of these frameworks can help us come to a better understanding of how our 

own prejudice and superiority complex are maintained and produced. 

Today, the curtain has yet to be torn down. Despite the progress that communities 

of color have made over the last 40 years, Whiteness continues to act as the dominant 

interpretive framework (or system of values) for Americans (or at least those Americans 

who are in power) today. Those in power continue to watch passively, seated behind the 

curtain, as the rest of the country struggles with healthcare, education, food reform and 

the likes. 

For Baldwin, this ignorance or blindness has consequences not only for the social 

conditions of others, but also for the spiritual wellbeing of Whites. The curtain that 

Whites erect before ourselves distances us not only from the tribulations of Black 

America (and our role in maintaining them) , but also from "[our] conscience." (Baldwin, 

412) Because we often imagine that we are invisible and cultureless, Whites often fail to 

realize that, whether we like to see it or not, "history is literally present in all that we 

do," it is through the lenses of history that we "owe our frames of reference, our 

identities, and our aspirations." (Baldwin, 410) 

Baldwin wrote this piece in 1965 when segregation point to a stark contrast 

between Blacks and Whites. While today Americans do not face the same quality of overt 

legal discrimination, Baldwin's writing remains appropriately descriptive and critical of 

White identity. Baldwin's curtain metaphor is an extremely useful tool for thinking about 

the FHI because it represents the primary mechanism through which Whites stabilize and 
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secure the fluid reproduction of the FHI. In 1965, it was appropriate for Baldwin to 

define the curtain behind which White Americans hid in terms of color. At that point in 

history, color was the most obvious marker of difference by which White American 

distinguished themselves. (Baldwin, 412) 

While this holds true today in many respects, one could argue that the current of 

liberalism and political correctness has in a sense, washed from White Americans the 

idea that there is a "color problem" at all. Despite this, inequalities in American education 

systems, housing and healthcare (among a few) point to the fact that White Americans 

have not drawn the curtain away to free our gaze. As a result, Baldwin would argue that 

Whites actually loose touch with reality; with what it means to be truly human: "the 

person who distrusts himself has no touchstone for reality-for this touchstone can only be 

oneself." (Baldwin, 350) 

Baldwin realizes that Whites' primary motive for holding onto the curtain is to 

retain our identities. Baldwin recognizes this fear but would challenge it by saying that 

counter memory is a means to deconstruct an identity that expands rather than deflates a 

sense of self. It strips from us the fact of "homogeneity" and opens us to see ourselves for 

what we really are rather than imposed generalizations of ourselves. To do this, they 

refocus what we typically consider 'universal narratives' so that we see the dominating 

role of one voice over another. 

While stepping in front of the curtain and realizing the authenticity of counter 

memory is frightening for Whites, Baldwin suggests that we will find ourselves 

experiencing reality in a more authentic way if we do. Counter memory can help bring us 

closer to a more authentic reality, showing us how our perception of the world is 
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manipulated/or us and how we unconsciously allow the creation of our own worlds to be 

dominated by a force that is not us,s4 In other words, counter memories help to dissolve 

the curtain behind which Whites hide. 

Examining the normative construction of White women's hair is one example of 

this. In their book Hair, Biddle-Perry and Cheang (eds) examine how anthropologists 

have used hair to define human types throughout the past century. Based on the idea that 

the "body serves as the touchstone of 'authentic being' for humanity,,,35 hair was used by 

anthropologists as an indicator for racial identity. It was believed that texture and color 

held the key for a hierarchy of authenticity in terms of who could be considered the most 

human. Because hair came directly from the head it came to be seen as a more 'real' 

indicator of one's biology for anthropologists (Cheang, 28) 

The tradition of associating White women's hair with 'good hair' can be traced 

back to biblical representations of a blonde haired blue eyed Jesus. Dyer notes the way 

Jesus and Mary, who are enlightened, are painted as having a different type of hair than 

those around them: "John's .... black hair falls in ringlets (whereas Christ's and Mary's 

hair is straight and fair). (Dyer, 67) 

In her article, "Why African American Women Try To Obtain 'Good Hair,,,36 

Whitney Bellinger explains that during the 1800's, both as a symbol of pride and a means 

to be aesthetically pleasant to Whites, Black "house slaves were often given time for 

grooming and slave women were encouraged to iron their hair straight in the manner of 

34 I would not argue that there is any such idea as a wholly authentic reality, however, being mindful of the 
idea that our reality is historically constructed can help us understand that the fixed reality to which we are 
so anxiously attached, is fictitious. 
35 Biddle-Perry, Geraldine, and Sarah Cheang. Hair. Oxford: Berg, 2008. Print. 27 
36 Bellinger, Whitney. "Why African American Women Try To Obtain 'Good Hair'" Sociological 
Viewpoints (2007). Web. 
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their White counterparts." (Bellinger, 64) Field slaves, on the other hand, who were 

thought of as less worthy of Whites' attention, "were given little time to work on their 

hair," and their hair was "often wrapped in a scarf hiding the offensive 'wool,'" 

(Bellinger,64) We can see that the texture and quality of White hair has had a significant 

impact on social identities for quite some time. Curly, nappy, or kinky hair was looked 

down upon as the essence of that which was not White: "if the hair showed just a little bit 

of kinkiness, a person would be unable to pass as White." (Bellinger, 65) In the 1800's, 

one's hair communicated her slave status'. While today hair is not signified in the same 

way, Bellinger notes that hair continues to be a loaded signifier which communicates 

"beauty, economical status, power, and beliefs." (Bellinger, 65) 

One woman who Bellinger interviewed articulates the normativity of straight hair 

when she suggests that "the standard of beauty in our society is straight hair, and 

anything that deviates is considered 'ugly.''' (Bellinger, 68) As a result of this, girls 

whose hair is not particularly straight, silky or smooth, will grow up believing that their 

hair is somehow wrong, and will "learn to dislike its natural state." (Bellinger, 68) In the 

end of her article, Bellinger argues that "no longer is hair only a marker of what status 

one has, it is now a marker of individual personality, and a matter of convenience. Thus, 

girls will chemically straighten their hair because it is "easier to manage." (Bellinger, 71) 

While Bellinger makes a good point, I would argue that convenience is a relative term, 

for if a girl had the choice to get out of bed and fix her hair in its natural state, she would 

not have to go through the tedious process of chemically straightening her hair in the first 

place. The tradition of associating White hair with Good hair, then, has not left us. 
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Blonde hair (and straight or silky hair, for that matter) continues to be produced as the 

basis or norm of femininity. (Cheang, 251) 

Letting It Air Dry: 
Coming To Terms With A Deeper Sense Of Self By Stepping In Front Of The Curtain 

Interestingly enough, in line with Baldwin's arguments that Whites have no true 

touchstone for reality Dyer writes that "Whiteness as an ideal can never be attained, not 

only because White skin can never be hue White, but because ideally White is absence: to 

be really, absolutely White is to be nothing." (Dyer, 78) When girls straighten their hair 

in order to appear more "normal" or "sophisticated" we are actually stripping ourselves 

of an essential element of who we are, and thus intentionally (although again, 

unconsciously) loosing the identities which we feel so sad about not having in the first 

place. In other words, by passing as a particular idea of White, White Americans strip 

themselves of the potential for claiming any identity that is other than White (other than 

the absence of identity). 

According to Baldwin, the only way for Whites to transcend their false identities 

would be to examine more thoroughly the roots of their identities: "one wishes 

that ... White Americans ... would read, for their own sakes, this record and stop defending 

themselves against it. Only then will they be enabled to change their lives." (Baldwin, 

410) Unwrapping history, is an essential project according to both Baldwin and Townes. 

Only by understanding the ways in which we are what we are, can we ever come to terms 

with the fact that what we "are" is a historical construction. I am not trying to argue that 

there is a particularly "authentic" self waiting to be discovered, nor, I believe, is Baldwin. 

However, by looking at the history behind the concept of White American Identity, we 

can come to a better sense of the origins of our own prejudices and the forces that 
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propelled and sustained them. In 65, Baldwin wrote that "this is precisely what the 

generality of White Americans cannot afford to do. They do not know how to do it." 

(Baldwin, xix) What about today? 

Finally, regardless of the type of epistemic resource we have employed to 

understand difference, each has been born in the FHI.It is the overarching cultural 

imagination which shapes our beliefs about what is real in the world. In line with the 

ideas that Perkinson explores, Baldwin suggests that the issue of color in America (for 

Whites) ultimately "has something to do with our concept of what god is ... this concept is 

not big enough." (Baldwin, 234) Imagining difference in light of God, Nature and 

Citizenship (each of which represents an 'ultimate point of identity') in such narrow 

terms confines our ability to see a world that is flexible; a world that expands. "To be 

with God is really to be involved with some enormous, overwhelming desire, and joy, 

and power which you cannot control, which controls you." (Baldwin, 234) The power off 

of which the FHI is fueled is not of this nature/ It is particular, confined and White. 

It is in love for the worthy but overlooked self, that the power for change can be 

discovered. Baldwin explains that we must face reality for what it is with love and 

overcome our fears, for "we are capable of bearing a great burden, once we discover that 

the burden is reality and arrive where reality is." ( Baldwin. 372 ) 

EXTRA PART: 

http://web.me.com/alexakutler/What does white look like/ENTER.html 
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