T AT R iR f e w f

Chapter 49
I

The Black/White Binary Paradigm of Race

Juan F. Perea

P This chapter is about how we are taught to think about race. I believe that most such
thmkmg is structured by a paradigm that is widely held but rarely recognized for
Pwhat it is and does. It is crucial, therefore, to identify ; ahdﬁesc:nbe this paradigm and I8

ko demonstrate how it binds and organizes racial discourse, l:mmﬁg both the scope

has ex- and the range of legitimate viewpoints in racial discourse. :

ur iden-

dlectual i 2

s rather " The Power of Paradigms

1ade.” AN

’ 1ecog- b Thomas Kuhn, in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, describes the properties of
may be ipzu-achgms and their power in structuring scientific research and knowledge. While

rKuhn writes in connection with scientific knowledge, many of his insights are useful F
kin understanding paradigms and their effects more generally. A paradigm is a shared ’
Fr ot of understandings or premises which permits the definition, elaborarion, and so-

i p P )

¥ dution of a set of problems defined within the paradigm. It is an accepted model or

! P paradig P

i pattern that, “like an accepted judicial decision in the common law{,] . . . is an ob-

ip pted |

iect for further articulation and specification under new or more stringent condi-

 tions. "

f  Thus, a pacadigm is the set of shared understandings that permits us to distinguish

B which facts matter in the solution of a problem and which facts don’r. As Kuhn writes,

ttive, 87 !

T ot

189). In the absence of a paradigm or some candidate for paradigm, all of che facts that could
possibly pertain to the development of a given science are likely to seem equally rele-
vant. As a result, early fact-gathering is a far more nearly random activity than the one

that subsequent scientific development makes familiar.*
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" Paradigms thus define relevancy. In so doing, they control fact- gathenng and inves-

il _' tigation. Data-gathering efforts and research are focused on understanding the facts
A and circumstances that the relevant paradigm has taught us are important.

A ‘ From “Trhe Buac/Wiare Breary Pasanicm oF Race: Exrtonme e "NormaL SCENCE” of Amikican Ractal
1B Tuocest,” Copyright © 1997 by Juan F Perea. Used by permission of the author. Publication forthcom- "
M ing in the Culifornia Law Review. ’
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360 JUAN F. PEREA

Paradigms are crucial in the development of science and knowledge because, by 3
setting boundaries within which problems can be understood, they permit detailed
inquiry into these problems. In Kuhn's words, a “paradigm forces scientists to in-
vestigate some part of nature in a detail and depth that would otherwise be unimag
inable.™ Indeed, it is this depth of research that eventually yields anomalies and dis
continuities and, ultimately, the necessity to develop new paradigms. However, asa
paradigm becomes the widely accepted way of thinking and of producing knowledge 3
on a subject, it tends to exclude or ignore alternative facts or theories that do not ﬁt '
the expectations produced by the paradigm.

Kuhn uses the concept of “normal science™ to describe the elaboration and
ther articulation of the paradigm, and the solution of problems that are perceivable
because of the paradigm. Scientists and researchers spend almost all of their time en:
gaged in normal scierice, conducting their research under the rules prescribed by the
paradigm and atttmptmg to. ‘sbive problems cognizable and derivable from the par-
adigm. Howevér nofnial sa'e'ﬂt:e “often suppresses fundamental novelties because]
they are necessarlty subversu)‘e of its basic commitments.”* As Kuhn describes, noi ¥
mal science “seems’dn attempt to force nature into the performed and relatively in:
flexible box that the, paradlgm supplies. No part of the aim of normal science is to
call forth new sorts of phenomena, indeed those that will not fit the box are often not
seen at all.”* As normal research progresses in depth and detail within a paradigm;
unexpected discoveries come to Ilght, yielding anomalies that are not adequately ex!
plained by the current paradigm. In time, scientists are forced to abandon the old
paradigm-and replace it with some new understanding that explains better the ob v
served anomalies. i at wi

Literature and textbooks play an important role in producing and reproducing
paradigms, Kuhn 1dcnt|ﬁes‘ textbooks and popularizations, conveying scientif
knowledge in a language more accessible to the general public, as author:tauve ;
sources of established paradigms. Textbooks and literature derived from them 1ntend i
to communicate the particular paradigm or set of paradigms that constitute the cur?
rent tradition of a science, Although Kuhn suggests that science is more vulnerabl¢ "
to textbook distortions of history than other disciplines because of the assumed ob !
]ectwu'y of scientific inquiry,” I believe his insights regarding paradigms, “normal sciél .2
ence,” and textbooks -are extremely useful in explaining the persistent focus of racegs
scholarship on Blacks and Whites, and the resuiting omission of Latinos/as, Asian
Americans, Native Americans, and other racialized groups from such scholarship. If
science as a discipline is more vulnerable to textbook distortions of history, I believ
this is only a matter of degree, because law, through its reliance on precedent, is als
highly dependent on paradigms. Kuhn recognized as much when he used judici
precedent, and subsequent decisions based on precedent, as an example of paradigfn i
elaboration.* Although Kuhn felr that the extent to which the social sciences hadd
veloped paradigms was an open question,’ race scholarship both inside and outsi
of law is dominated by a binary paradigm of race.
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Describing the Binary Paradigm of Race

 Paradigms of race shape our understanding and definition of racial problems. The
 most pervasive and powerful paradigm of race in the United Statcs is the Black/White
bmary I define this paradigm as the conception that race in America consists, either
cxcluswcly ot primarily, of only two constituent racial groups, the Black and the
bWhite. Many scholars of race reproduce this paradigm when they write and act as
rhough only the Black and the White races matter for purposes of discussing race and
 social policy. The current fashion of mentioning “other people of color,” without
careful attention to their voices, their histories, and their real’presence, is merely a
reassertion of the Black/White paradigm. If one conceives of race as primarily of con-

y.cern only to Blacks and Whites, and understands “other people of color” only

) through some unclear analogy to the “real™ races, this just restates the binary para-

+digm with a slight concession to demographics.

i Inaddition, the paradigm dictates that all other racial identities and groups in the
' United States are best understood through the Black/White binary paradigm. Only a
fcw writers even recognize that they use a Black/White paradigm as the frame of ref-

b crence through which to understand all racial relations. Most writers simply assume

| the importance and correctness of the paradigm, and leave the reader grasping for

1 whatever significance descriptions of the Black/White relationship have for other
¢ people of color, As [ shall discuss, because the Black/White binary paradigm is so

1  widely accepted, other racialized groups like Latinos/as, Asian Americans, and Na-
tive Americans are often marginalized or ignored altogether. As Kuhn wrote, “those
b that will not fit the box are often not seen at alf,™®

Andrew Hacker and Two Nations

Andrew Hacker’s famous book, Two Nations: Black and White, Separate, Hostile,

Unequal, provides an excellent example.” Its title, proclaiming rwo nations, Black

and White, boldly professes the Black/White binary paradigm. Although Hacker rec-

ognizes explicitly that a full perspective on race in America requires inclusion of Lati-
- nos/as and Asians, this recognition is, in the context of the entire book, insignificant

and underdeveloped. His almost exclusive focus on Blacks and Whites is clearly in-

tentional: “Tiwo Nations will adhere to its title by giving central attention to black
E and white Americans.”"?
i Hacker’s justification is that “{i]Jn many respects, other groups find themselves sit-
i ting as spcctatorq while the two prominent players try to work out how or whether
they can co-exist with one another.”" This justifies marginalization with marginal-
ization: What Hacker and so many other writers on race fail, or decline, to under-
stand is that, by focusing only on Blacks and Whites, they both produce and repli-
B cate the belief that only “two prominent players,” Black and White, count in debates
i { about race. Other non-White groups, rendered invisible by these writers, can thus be
T characterized as passive, volunrary spectators, .

Hacker describes in detail only conditions experienced by White or Black Ameri-

cans. He first characterizes the White nature of the nation and Aits culture:

+
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362 JUAN F. PEREA

America is inherently a “white” country: in character, in structure, in culture. Needless
to say, black Americans create lives of their own. Yer, as a people, they face boundaries
and constrictions set by the white majority. America’s version of apartheid, while lack-
ing overt legal sanction, comes closest to the system even now being reformed in the

land of its invention.™ y

Of course, Latinos/as, Asian Americans, Native Americans, Gypsies, and all non

White Americans face “boundaries and constrictions set by the white mazjority,”

the vision Hacker advances counts only Blacks as significantly disadvantaged by

White racism. '
Similarly, Hacker descnbcs Blackness as uniquely functional for Whites:

As James Baldwin has pointed out, white people need the presence of black people asa
reminder of what Ef:qyidencc,has spared them from becoming,. . . . In the eyes of white
Americans, being.blick encapsulates your identity. No other racial or national origin is
seen as having so pe‘dasive a personality or character.”
‘T' erior
lncrm
X aI and

According to Hacket, then, quckness serves a crucial function in enabling Whites
define themselves ds ﬂﬂinlegédpand superior, and racial attributes of other minoritiet§
do not serve this function. *
Hacker’s chapter titles largcly tell the story of the binary paradigm. Chapter 2, o
“Race and Racism;” discusses 6nly White and Black perceptions of each other, Chap~
ter 3, “Being Black if Americd,” is followed by a chapter on “White Responses
Hacker’s omission of non-Black minority groups in his discussion of specific topi
similarly suggests these groups’ experiences do not exist. Chapter 9, on segregated]
schooling, describes only the experience of segregation of Blacks, making no refer t“"
ence to the extensive history of segregation in education suffered by Latinos/as {4
Chapter 10 asks, “What’s Best for Black Children?” with no commensurate conc
for other children. Similarly, Chapter 11, on crime, discusses only perceptions i
Black criminality and their ifiterpretation. In discussing police brutality, Hacker d
scribes only White police brutality against Blacks. One finds not a single word abot y
the similar police brutality suffered by Latinofa people at the hands of White poll
officers. Nor are there any words in these chapters describing the experiences of N
tive Americans or Asian Americans, e
The greatest danger in Hacker's vision is the implication that non-White group
other than Blacks are not really subject to racism. Hacker seems to adopt the d
servedly criticized ethnicity theory, which posits that non-White immigrant ethni 3
are essentially Whites-in-waiting who will be permitted to assimilate and becom} pnentator:
White. This is illustrated best in Chapter 8, “On Education: Ethnicity and Achies Y, Lckcr,
ment,” which offers the book's only significant discussion of non-White groups oth 1= Black/Wh
than Blacks. Asians are described in “model minority” terms, because of high stad & relati
dardized test scores (on a group basis). Latinos/as are portrayed both as below stan ﬂ. explor
dard, because of low test scores, and as aspiring immigrants. Describing Asian Am ,- ﬁﬂc this
icans, Latinos/as and other immigrant groups, Hacker writes: H

gbsorpri
jlomb'
Sallowed
S ,éckcr’s

Members of all these “intermediate groups™ have been allowed to put a visible distance |
between themselves and black Americans. Put most simply, none of the presumptions of :
inferiority associated with Africa and slavery are imposed on these other ethnicities.” .




Hess _

wies %in be quickly demonstrated. Consider, for instance, the observations of historian

tcke David Weber, who described early Anglo perceptions of Mexican people: “American

the i rors to the Mexican frontier were nearly unanimous in commenting on the dark ;

ten .]
of 8 Proposition 209, and the unprecedented proposal to deny birthright citizenship to
de- “the U.S.-born children of undocumented persons, debunk any notion that the pres-
it nce of Latino/a or Asian people will be accepted or tolerated easily by the White ma-
ice . jority.

&
Ja-. ;
ps Cornel West and the Black/White Binary Paradigm
- - ; '
s . Cornel West is one of the most well known and well regardéd philosophers and com-
1e ! mentators on race in the nation. While West writes with much more insight than
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{ While a full rebuttal of this quotation must wait for another time, its inaccuracy

i n of Mexican mestizos who, it was generally agreed had inherited the worst qual- ’
ncs of Spaniards and Indians to produce a ‘race’ still more dcsplcabie than that of
e:thcr parent,”"” Rufus B. Sage expressed the commeon view of Mexicans in 1846:

Thcrc are no people on the continent of America, whether civilized or uncivilized, with
3 ore or two exceptions, more miscrable in condition or despicable in morals than the
b mongrel race inhabiting New Mexico. . . . To manage them suCccssfu]ly, they must needs
f be held in continual restraint, and kcpt in their place by fortc,_ if necessary—-—elsc they
. will become haughty and insolent. As servants, they are exte]]ent‘ wl)en properly
} trained, but are worse than useless if left to themselves.™ :

Flrmar

RS Y

;More briefly, the common perception of Mexican Americans was that © [t]hey are an
'inferior race, that is all.””

}E Incredibly, and without any supporting evidence, Hacker writes dHat “[m]ost Cen-
ral and South Americans can claim a strong European hcntagc which eases their
Cabsorption into the ‘white’ middle class.”® He continues, “[w]hile immigrants from .
$ Colombia and Cyprus may have to work their way up the social ladder, they are still
b allowed as valid a claim to being ‘white’ as persons of Puritan or Pilgrim stock.”™
¥ Hacker’s comments are simply incredible, While some Latinos/as may look Whire.
ind may act Anglo (the phenomenon of passing for White is not limited to Blacks),
Placker’s statement is certainly false for millions of Latinos/as. Current anti-immi- -
¥ irant initiatives targeted at Latinos/as and Asians, such as California’s Proposition
W 187 and similar federal legislation targeting legal and illegal immigrants, California’s

, Hacker, his recent book, Race Matters, is also limited by and reproduces the i
: Black/'White binary paradigm of race.” A collection of essays West wrote on race and
B race relations, its principal subject is the relationship of Blackness to Whiteness and [:
§¢ the exploration of avenues to alter the unsatisfactory state of that relationship. And 3
" while this focus is of course worthy of his attention, he overlooks and ignores rele- '
vant subject matter that lies outside the paradigm. West describes the binary nature . .

"

- of our public discourse about race: ;- C

We confine discussions about race in America to the “problems™ black people pose for
whites rather than consider what this way of viewing black people reveals about us as

. ) .
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364 JUAN F. PEREA

a nation. . . . Both [liberals and consetvatives] fail to see that the presence and predica-
ments of black people ate neither additions to nor defections from American life, but

as Blacks: we are all constitutive of American life and identity to a degree that had)
not been fully recognized, and which is in fact actively resisted.
West’s near-exclusive focus on Blacks and Whites, and thus his reproduction of the§
Black/White binary paradigm, is apparent throughout the book. Chapter 2, cnutlcd . y. icion:
“The Pitfalls of Racial Reasoning,” presents a powerful critique of racial reasonmg '69!35
- fios by

rather constitutive elements of that life . ;_‘ Lati
This statement is accurate, and I would only fault West for not recognizing that ex 1y s‘?
. . . . . . indi

actly the same statement is true of Latinos/as, Asians, and Native Americans as w < becs

within the Black community that immobilized Black leaders, who were generally unig
able to criticize Clarence. Thomas when he was appointed to the Supreme Court,&
West’s binary conégption of the nation emerges when he describes the “deep cultural§ i _on of
conservatism inn white and black America. In white America, cultural conservati
takes the form of 2 chromc racism, sexism, and homophobia. . . . In black America#§
cultural conservausm takes thc form of a [sic] inchoate xcnophobta (e.g., agai
whites, Jews, and £ ns),_ sys'tc!mc sexism, and homophobia.”* Like Hacker's ¢
ception of “two nanons,"‘West sees binary Americas, one White, one Black. In
dition, West’s reference to Black xenophobia, directed at Whites, Jews, and Asia
sets the stage for hw later de3cr1pt10n of Black distrust of Latmos!as as well.

the “black bourgeois preoc'cﬁpation with white peer approval and black nationa
obsession with white racism. "™ Blacks, in their way, are as preoccupied with Whi
as Whites are with Blacks.

In his chapter “Malcolm. X and Black Rage,” West describes Malcolm X’s fear
cultural hybridity, the blurring of racial boundaries that occurs because of racial ||
ture. Malcolm X saw,such hybridity, exemplified by mulattos, as “symbols of weaks
ness and confusion.”” West’s commentary on Malcolm X's views gives us another
statement of the bmary paridigm: “The very idea of not “fitting in’ the U.S. discoy Pt'
of positively valued whiteness and negatively debased blackness meant one was si
ject to exclusion and marginalization by whites and blacks.”? Although the con
of this quotation is about Black/White mulatros, West's observation is crucial to'
understanding of why Latinos/as, neither White nor Black, are perpetually exclud g
and marginalized. The reified binary structure of discourse on race leaves 1o roo
for people of color who do not fit the rigid Black and White boxes supplied b
paradigm. Furthermore most Latinos/as are mixed-race mestizos or mulattos, th
fore embodying the kind of racial mixture that Malcolm X and, [ would argue,
ety generally tend to reject. West's observation about mixed-race people who do
fit within traditional U.S. discourse about race applies in full measure to Latings

When West writes about the struggle for Black civil rights in shaping the future ot
equality in America, he recognizes the need for Blacks to repudiace anti-Semitism an ._
other racisms in order to sustain the moral position garnered through the struggle or
civil rights. However, he makes ambivalent comments about the possnbtlmes 1.3
coalition with other groups:
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* [A] prophetic framework encourages a coalition strategy that solicits genuine solidarity
k. with those deeply committed to antiracist struggle. . . . [B]lack suspicions of whites,
. Latinos, Jews, and Asians runs deep for historical reasons. Yet there are slight though
I s:igniﬁcant antiracist traditions among whites, Asians, and especially Latinos, Jews and
indigenous people that must not be cast aside. Such coalitions are important precisely
" because they not only enhance the plight of black pmple but also bccause they enrich
the quality of life in America.” i .

9 This paragraph warrants probing. Given America’s h:story of racism, Black sus-
f:picions of every group may seem well-founded. For exafaple, w1th respect to Lati-
inos/as, during the nineteenth century as during the préseiit, 1dent‘iﬁcahon with Ang-
b los by upper-class Mexicans meant becoming more racist and disparaging toward
Y ower-class and darker-skinned Mexicans and Blacks, However, West's characteriza-
non of Latino/a, Asian, and Native American resistance to Anglo domination and
:rac:sm as “slight though significant™” seems belittling, ill- informed; and marginaliz-

%ing of Latino/a, Asian, and indigenous people. This comment can be understood as

:
i
i
v
.
]
]
R

i the kind of “inchoate xenophobia” West himself finds in the Black community.
on * Another possible reason for this distrust of Latinos/as may stem from a wide-
ad- . spread sense that Blacks are being displaced by immigrant Latinos/as. Toni Morrison

g writes specifically about this distrust. In her essay “On the Backs of Blacks,” Morri-
Bl son describes the hatred of Blacks as the defining, final, necessary step in the Ameri-
E Lanization of immigrants. “It is the act of racial contempt [banishing a competing
¥ black shoe-shiner] that transforms this charming Greek into an entitled white.””
| Morrison sees Blacks as persistently victimized by Americanizing processes, always
 forted to “the lowest level of the racial hieracchy.” The struggles of immigrants, ac-
4 ccfrding to Morrison,

!

4 |=I|rc persistently framed as struggles between recent arrivals and blacks. In race talk the
move into mainstream America always means buying into the notion of American
blacks as the real aliens. Whatever the cthmcnry or nationality of the immigrant, his
nemesis is understood to be African American.”

Morrison is right thar American “Whiteness” is often achieved through distanc-
ing from Blacks. Latinosfas participate in the paradigm, by engaging in racism
" against Blacks or darker-skinned members of Latinofa communities. Current events,
® however, belie Morrison’s notion of American blacks as “the real aliens.” Mexican

J
the r and other Latino/a and Asian aliens have become targets of state and federal legisla-
ere- i tion denying them medical and educational resources. The legal atrack on entitle-
oct- k ment programs and affirmative action programs is an attack on Blacks, Latinos/as,
not ¢ and Asians, .
i/as, In Cornel West’s writing, we see the influence of the Black/White binary paradigm
eof from the point of view of a leading Black writer on race. His view shares points in

and 34 ; i common with Andrew Hacker. Both agree on the conccpts of White and Black Amer-
icas (the “two nations™), and both focus exclusive atterition on the relationship be-
|| tween Blacks and Whites, although they describe the nature of this relationship in

J
¥
)
¥
.

 very different terms. Both writers seem indifferent toward the hlsmry and conditions

o
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r

experienced by other non-White, non-Black groups, while Hacker considers, uneal -3
istically, all-non-Blicks as aspiring immigrants on the path to assimilation with {§
Whites. West; like Morrison, views non-Black groups with great suspicion. Morri- - '%
son, in particular, seems to accept Hacker’s view that all non-Blacks are {or will be}
the enemies of Blacks as they Americanize and assimilate, f:

Taken together, these views pose sericus problcms for Latinos/as. Viewing Lati- {8
nos/as as aspiring immigrants is, in most cases, a deeply flawed view, for two reasons. 4
First, Mexican Americans.and Puerto Ricans, like all U.S.-born Latinos/as, are not %
immigrants. Mexicans occupied the Southwest long before the United States ever. b
found them. Second, this utopian view of immigrant assimilation takes no account &%
of the systemic racism that afflicts Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans. The
utopian view serves White writers like Hacker because they can perpetuate the view
that the United States has only a single race problem—the traditional binary prob.
lem of the White relationship with Blacks—rather than a more complex set of
racisms that, if recognized, would demonstrate that racism is much more systemic
and pervasive than is usually admitted. .

One can thus discern how the binary paradigm interferes with liberation and
equality. If Latinos/as and Asian Americans are presumed to be White by both White;
and Black’ wr;ters (4 presumption not borne out in the lived experience of most Lati
nosfas and"As:ans}, then our claims to justice will not be heard or acknowledged{r
Our clalms <an be'ignored by Whites, since we are not Black and therefore are not
subject to fcaI racism. And our claims can be ignored by Blacks, since we are pre::
sumed to bc :not Bla.ck but becoming White, and therefore not subject to rea
racism.. Latld(:s/as :da'hot fit the boxes supplied by the paradigm. .

[The avithof goes ‘on-to show how the same Black/White paradlgmanc thinki
operates in law and-légal casebooks, then continues as follows—Eds.)

My rcv;ew of important literature on race establishes the existence of th
Black/White ‘hinary paradigm and its structuring of writing on race. The “normal sci
ence” of race scholarship specifies inquiry into the relationship between Blacks and’§
Whites as the exclusive aspect of race relations that needs to be explored and elaboi%y
rated. As a result, much relevant legal history and information concerning Latinos/
and other racialized groups end up omitted from books on race and constitutional
law. . -

The omission of this history is extraordinarily damaging to Mexican Americansy
and other Latinos/as, When this history is omitted, students get no understandin
that Mexican, Ameriéans have long struggled for equality. The absence of Latinosfgs )
from histories of racism and the struggle against it enables people to maintain exist}
ing stercotypes of Mexican Americans. These stereotypes are perpetuated even byH
America's leading thinkers on race. Paradigmatic descriptions and study of Whitt3
racism against Blacks, with only cursory mention of “other people of colo,” mat3
ginalizes all people of color by grouping them, without particularity, as someho
analogous to Blacks. “Other people of color” are deemed to exist only as uncx-
plained analoglcs to Blacks. Uncritical readers are encouraged to continue assummg
the paradigmatic importance of the Black/White relationship, while ignoring the ex-4
periences of other Americans who also are subject to racism in profound ways. o
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It is time to ask hard questions of our leading writers on race. It is also time to de-
p kmand answers to these questions about inclusion, exclusion, and racial presence that
go beyond perfunctory references to “other people of color.” In the midst of pro-
Mound demographic changes, it is time to question whether the Black/White binary
'paradigm of race fits our highly variegated current and future p0pularlo|’1 Our “nor-
mal science” of writing on race, at odds with both history and- demographic reality,
¥ needs reworking. o
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