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Identity is a complex interlocking system of relationships with reality that forms an individual’s understanding of their social location.  Age, sex, gender, race, class, and nationality all function harmoniously to create a position in relation to the realities of society.  When I meet people, one of the first questions I am asked is “What are you?”  I may respond with some painfully cliché quip such as, “I am a human, what are you?”, yet I know the very specific information the questioner is interested in obtaining; my race.  At times, I am unsure of how to give the solicited information, not because I am unsure of my race, I am black, but because I am unsure of the definition of race in the mind of the person asking the question.  Are they asking about my blood quantum?  The legislation of race in American society has historically been obsessed with this notion of blood composition.  For example, the Supreme Court’s decision in Plessy v Furguson, involved the idea of the one-drop rule, and the corresponding allocation of resources to those defined as white or non-white.  Or are they asking about my position as an actor in a racialized social system?  In a racialized social system, race is designated based on phenotype (usually), and resources are allocated based on the hierarchic position of each race.  In the United States, the white “race is placed in the superior position [and] tends to receive greater economic remuneration and access to better occupations and prospects in the labor market, occupies a primary position in the political system… and receives what W.E.B Du Bois called a ‘psychological wage’”
.  Because the races acquire different social rewards, they develop different interests, which are manifested as either struggles to transform or maintain the designated racial order
. These interests are collective as opposed to individual, and based on relations between racial groups.  In this way, we see that my race (what I am) can be viewed as my membership of a phenotypically defined group that is subjugated with in a racialized social system, and as such, I share common interests with those also labeled as members of the same racial group. Indeed, in the United States, race is a social construct with very real implications as:

“…today the median income of black families is less than 60 percent of that of the white median income, and the median wealth of black families is much less than that of white families.  In addition, black Americans on average live about six years less than white Americans,”
.

In this way we see the costs of blackness, both economically and physically.  Given the financial legacy of systems of oppression such as slavery, sharecropping and Jim Crow, and modern racism, the disparities between the income and wealth of black and white families are not hard to understand.  But race also factors into the length of the very lives that we each live by shaping the landscape of diet, access to adequate healthcare and education, and by creating a “psychological toll” of blackness; a daily battle to cling to ones identity and affirm ones own humanity.  The long-term effects of this continuous struggle surely affect the length and quality of human life. Evidence for this is given by a “…1990s United Nations report [that] calculated a Human Development index to assess the quality of life* for various groups and countries… Among all the countries and groups examined, white Americans ranked first in quality of life, while black Americans ranked only thirty-first…”
 [original emphasis].


Despite the multitude of differences between whites and blacks stemming from different relationships to power structures within society, whites and blacks share many similarities.  Much of the unrecognized commonalities between blacks and whites stem from the socio-economic roots of race.  The main function of race, as originally legislated was to prevent the recognition of a similar position shared by indentured servants, who were Anglo, and slaves, who were African, as both groups labored to create capitol for the elite class (albeit from very different locations in relation to social systems that created different experiences for whites and blacks).  Today, this dynamic remains the same.  When the levies broke following the landfall of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, white and black residents of New Orleans alike suffered substantial property losses due to an unwillingness of the federal government, which historically has been a space reserved for the white elite, to allocate funds for increasing the vitality of such crucial levies (for the purpose of this paper we will not address the implications of a disproportionate amount of blame for environmental degradation, particularly global warming, attributable to elite whites through corporate environmental policy and spending power, which have produced, and will continue to produce, storms with the force of Katrina).  Yet due to our stratification along racial lines, we failed to realize and critically challenge the affects of wealth distribution on working class people of all backgrounds.  Being that I am an amalgamation of black and white, I represent the historic and contemporary relationship between whites and blacks.  The most glaring similarity, the one highlighted by the contemporary example of Hurricane Katrina, is the suppression of people, black and white alike, by our social system.  In the narrative of slavery penned by Frederick Douglass we see the recognition of the commonality of suppression, “The slaveholder is a subject, but he is the author of his own subjection,”.  Because of my blood quantum, and because of my social location and the resulting relationship to the system, I am the quandary that must be addressed in order to realize our American ideals of freedom, liberty, justice, and the right of happiness, by way of a Democratic process – not just for Americans of color, but for all Americans.

Fascinating Blood

Though many may think that the question of “What are you?” is a contemporary product of increased interracial mixing, blood quantum has been an American preoccupation since the 17th century.  An examination of the institution of slavery sheds light on the root of this fascination.  Traditionally “the enslavement of African Americans encompassed the exploitation of black…labor in fields and factories, yet it also involved the exploitation of the procreative labor of those who were enslaved,”
.  The rape of black slaves by white masters and hired hands was routine and commonplace in the antebellum south.  The offspring of these coerced unions were viewed by society, as black, and thus were normally enslaved thereby adding to the property value of the slave’s father.  In this way, African Americans were stripped of their control over their reproductive rights so as to increase the assets of whites.  From this vantage point, it would seem that black and white unions were in the best interests of whites in so far as they produced more material wealth both for whites who owned slaves, and for whites who profited indirectly from slavery.  Yet an obsession with the specific percentage of blood composition, the fixation that drives the continuous question of “What are you?”, has always been present in our society.


To address the circumstances that led to the necessity of the 1967 Supreme Court decision in Loving v. Virginia, we turn to our founding fathers.  Benjamin Franklin, like Jefferson and numerous others, argued that white “amalgamation with the other color produces a degradation to which…no lover of excellence in the human character can innocently consent”
.  The perceived sullying of white blood continued through the period of official segregation in America.  In both the North and the South, there was “a great concern that political equality for African Americans [would] lead to “mongrelizing” the “American Race”
.  Here, blood quantum is tied to political equality so as to defend the house of whiteness.  This further highlights the importance of blood quantum imposed by its link to the recognition of blacks under the law.  Under societal norms necessitated by new racism, concerns for the union between blacks and whites are often manifested as a professed concern for the children of unions between blacks and whites
.  In this expressed position, there is an uncertainty of the racial membership given to biracial children.  It is presumed that these bi or multiracial people will be rejected by all classical racial groups.  This position overlooks two fundamental realities:  First and foremost, any child that is born into the nurturing environment of a house filled with love is truly fortunate, regardless of the racial dynamic created by the respective races (or genders for that matter) of the parents.  Secondly, and of great importance to racial formation theory, whites assume that the reception of biracial peoples in communities of color is similar to their reception in white communities.  Despite the acknowledgement of differences, made during daily social interaction through mediums such as stories and jokes, bi and multiracial peoples are largely welcomed within communities of color.  African Americans occupy a unique position in relation to mixing with white Americans given the legacy of slavery and rape addressed above.  Given this, it is not so much a concern for the wellbeing of bi and multiracial children that is being expressed, but rather an apprehensiveness created by the threat that bi and multiracial people pose to a system of racial domination and subjugation predicated by phenotype and family lineage.  

Forces That Shape a Black Perspective

Often times, when the person posing the “What are you?” question is African American, my response of “I am black,” is followed with the subsequent question, “How are you black if your mom is white?”.  This is less a question about specific quantum of blood, although it does involve percentages, and more of a question of my social location as a racialized actor.  I am black because we live in a society “in which economic, political, social, and ideological levels are partially structured by the placement of actors in racial categories or races,”
.  Racial identities are produced and reproduced by the positioning of entire groups in relation to systems of privilege and oppression.  As elucidated in the second sentence of the introduction, race is but one of many social categories that function in union to produce a social location.  Because of the interesectional nature of oppression, modern systems are structured only partially by race.  Yet, the “processes of racialization [formation of racial identities]… acquire autonomy and have independent social effects,”
.  


A criticism of the racial social system view is that it ignores internal divisions of groups along lines of class, gender, and sexual orientation.  However the fact that internal fractures exist within groups does not negate the fact that “races, as social groups, are in either a superodinate or a subordinate position in a social system,”
.  In the United States, race tends to take precedent over other components of social identity because of the character, both historically and contemporarily, of racialization.  With respects to race in the U.S., the oppression of black Americans in particular is unique because it has been employed in an archetypal fashion to oppress other communities of color with in America
.   What this means is that the oppression experienced by black Americans is similar to that experienced by other Americans of color because black oppression was used as a prototype, to varying degrees, for the oppression of other groups designated as the “other”. “The case of black Americans is also prototypical because the standard examples for such racial categories as “inferior race” or “non-whites” that have been deeply imbedded in a great many white minds, indeed since the eighteenth century, have involved black Americas,”
.  This is why I am black in America, and why the black-white differentiation to which we have all become accustomed, deserves so much attention.  The black white dichotomy seems so obvious, so apparently discussed and understood, that many of us fail to critically analyze the historic position of white on black oppression with regards to the social fabric of our society, and with respect to the corresponding contemporary ramifications for the vitality of Democracy in America.

Spaces for American Democracy

What the preceding discussion of racial formation and the significance of blood quantum in a racialized society has been building towards is a review of Democracy in America.  Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness (which can be seen as procession of private property) through a democratic process were fundamentally linked to American citizenship as envisioned by the framers of the Constitution.  Yet the very same Constitution that expounds freedom, liberty, and justice for all, through a democratic process, “has frequently been interpreted and used by powerful whites in all branches of government to buttress…racial oppression and to divert or suppress racial change,”
.  This weakens the vitality of American Democracy.  As a society, we are only as free as the most thoroughly repressed and confined members of our population.  As elite whites in power have undermined the validity of democracy in America, both historically and contemporarily, by using its democratic Constitution to oppress people, black Americans and other Americans of color have resisted this oppression, thereby struggling for true democracy.  In fact “the strongest commitment to these ideals (liberty, equality, and social justice in U.S. society) among long-term residents of this country has…been that of black Americans,”
.  By relying on the ideals of human equality contained in the Declaration of Independence and also on the ideals of social justice contained in the preamble to U.S. Constitution (ideas that are central to democracy in America), “black Americans have pressured white Americans to implement fully the age-old ideals of liberty, equality, and social justice,”
.  In fact “[f]rom the Reconstruction Amendments of the 1860s and 1870s to the 1960s civil rights acts…black Americans have provided the impetus for many civil right laws and court decisions from which Americans of all racial and ethnic backgrounds…have greatly benefited,”
.  In this way, black Americans and other Americans of color have been the greatest champions of democracy and represent the space in America where democracy exhibits the height of its vitality.  Our collective hope for democracy and freedom in the future lay with our continued struggle against racial oppression.  This is why our struggle is so vital to each and every U.S. citizen; the future of our very country depends on its success for, “[a] civilization that uses its principles for trickery and deceit is a dying civilization,”
.
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