[S.T. ON GENOCIDE? DRAWING ON BAUMANN??]

[NATIONALISM AND MEDIATED FORMS OF ENCOUNTER – ENCOUNTERS THROUGH COMMODITY EXCHANGE – ‘MADE IN CHINA’]

MODULE FIVE
ENCOUNTERS, DIFFERENCE AND IDENTITY

Capitalist Development And Migration

Migration and the Dynamics of the Capitalist Space Economy

We have seen that with capitalist development economic geographies acquire a dynamism that they had hitherto lacked. New centers of production emerge and old ones decline. New industrial towns and districts focused on new products, or using new technologies in the production of old products, spring up in locations that, in various ways, are appropriate to the process: with the invention of the steam engine as a source of mechanical power old areas of hand loom weaving became obsolescent and new cotton and woolen towns sprang up on the coalfields where easy access could be had to the essential fuel for the steam engine; as coke displaced charcoal in the production of cast iron there was a similar migration to coalfield locations away from the forests where the charcoal had originated; more recently as technologies have changed in some industries allowing the use of less skilled labor, so small towns with their cheaper labor costs have proven attractive to some firms. Thirty years ago nobody talked about Silicon Valley or the Third Italy and they were only just starting to talk about the ‘newly industrializing countries’ of the Far East. They could still remember, however, the ‘coffin’: the area of concentrated industrial development in England anchored in the Greater London area with its two other corners in Manchester and Leeds; but nobody uses that image any more such have been the dramatic changes to the geography of the British economy. And forty years ago, nobody had heard of the Sunbelt.

Similar dynamisms can be observed in the geography of agriculture: the way in which the idea of ‘the cotton belt’ had to be qualified as cotton production migrated to Arizona and California in order to escape the depredations of the boll weevil. So too is it with the industries directly supported by agriculture: any takers still for Chicago as hog butcher of the world?! 

This dynamism means a corresponding flux in the distribution of population. People go, as the aphorism puts it, where the jobs are. Labor moves away from places where demand for it has declined to places where it is increasing. Not that we can understand labor supply purely in terms of migration. People have children in particular places and they eventually look for jobs. But migration is undoubtedly important, particularly given that it is people in the child-bearing ages who are most likely to move. 

Capitalist production relations made it possible for people to move around in search of work since it converted their labor power into something which was exclusively theirs and which they could sell to the highest bidder. It also made it necessary for them to do that. The slow decay of feudalism meant that the rules that bound them for life to a particular manor allowed them to move around; to lay claim to their labor power as their own private property, and to shop it around wherever they wanted.
 It also made it necessary to do so, however, since immediate producers, as we saw in Module One, were separated from the means of production and could only be reunited with them through the agency of the money of a third party; precisely where the owner of money wanted to bring workers, raw-materials and instruments of labor together was outside their power. So it is not just a matter of people going where the jobs are; they have to go. 

Having made these points about the necessity for migration under conditions of capitalist production, we should also recognize its diversity. People move at all manner of geographic scales. They move from one city to another, from one region to another within their own country. They also move internationally. Migration is much more likely over shorter distances than over longer distances but the latter still happens and much of it breaches international boundaries. There is a similar diversity when we consider the temporality of migration. When is a migrant a migrant and not a migrant? Censuses are (deceptively) clear about this: a person is a migrant when he/she changes residence. But in terms of subjective states of mind one might question this sort of determination. Some people move, only to move back again within a few years. Some people move but are determined to retire to the place they originally came from – and do. And some people stay till they die. 

Some migrations are what one might call ‘circular’. People move to a place of work, live there but leave dependents behind them, return periodically, define that place as their place of residence, and ultimately return to live there permanently. Such people are often called ‘migrant workers’. Migrant labor today is a major fact of life for many people in South Africa and China. But it is nothing new. It was common in the nineteenth century for Irish men to come to England and Scotland to help with the harvest, for example. Much more striking was the to-and-fro of Italians between Italy and Argentina between 1860 and 1914. A large percentage of Italian emigrants to Argentina went only to put together some money to return to Italy and establish a small business. Some went out for the harvest and returned to Italy immediately afterwards. Students of the great migrations of the second half of the nineteenth century have tended to neglect the fact of return migration, but it was very substantial and included migrants to the US: the US attracted a lot of migrants but a very large, and overlooked fraction, returned to Europe. 

Free and Unfree Labor

Yet all this is to ignore some of the most consequential of migrations in the history of capitalist development: those that were coerced. The most obvious of these is the trade in people between the west coast of Africa from what is now Senegal as far down as Angola, on the one hand, and the Americas on the other. The British were major traders in human flesh, bringing guns and trinkets from Britain for tribal chiefs in exchange for drafts of people destined for the Caribbean and the Southern states of the US. The Portuguese and Spaniards were likewise involved in transporting human cargo to their colonies in Latin America, including Brazil. Not that the Atlantic was the only arena for the slave trade. The Dutch brought slaves from the East Indies and from what is now Angola and Mozambique to work for Dutch settlers in what was then the Cape.

In the first place the slave trade originated in the demand for certain tropical products in Europe: sugar early on, then tobacco and cotton and later coffee. Large amounts of money could be made from them but in order to produce them a labor supply was needed; and all the more so owing to the decimation through disease (see Module One) of indigenous Indian populations. The view of the tropics, however, was that it was climatically unsuitable for white people as well as a place of disease, while Africans were used to those conditions. On the other hand, there was also a view that labor could only be coerced out of them. The tropics were seen as bountiful and demanding little in the way of labor in order to satisfy subsistence needs. Accordingly (!) the only way a surplus could be extracted from the people living there, who were, in virtue of the conditions they lived in, ‘naturally lazy’, was by force: hence slavery.
 

Once the slave trade was abolished in the first part of the nineteenth century, however, there remained a problem of obtaining workers for the plantations. The emancipation of slaves in the British colonies created a problem since the emancipated slaves were not keen to work for what was being offered them. One of the solutions hit on was the idea of indentured labor. Workers were indentured if they agreed to be transported somewhere else where they would work for one employer for a period of five years in exchange for their passage home – if they wanted it – when the term of indentureship was up. In this way at least three million Indians found their way to the Caribbean, South Africa, Fiji, Mauritius, and Malaysia.
 The other major source of indentured workers was China, though for the most part not for work on plantations. Rather the Chinese indentured workers were a major presence in North America, particularly in the construction of railroads. There were five million of them: a very substantial movement indeed (by 1880 the population of the US was just over 50 million).
From my description of the institution of indentured labor it might seem a free form of labor. After all, those agreeing to the terms of indentureship were free to say ‘no’. But in fact deception in the recruitment process was widespread. Once having survived the passage and arrived they were subject to a harsh labor regime. Hours were long and they were essentially confined to the plantation and physical punishment was meted out. A five-year contract is one for a very long period of time and undoubtedly this was part of the problem. Unlike a day laborer they were not free to hawk their services around to the highest bidder but condemned by the terms of their contract to one employer who therefore felt no constraint in how he treated them. 

A Potted History of ‘Free’ International Migration

The heyday of international migration is undoubtedly the period after 1815 and ending round about the beginning of the First World War in 1914. According to Hirst and Thompson, “Around sixty million persons left Europe for the Americas, Oceania, and South and East Africa.”
 This movement peaked in the thirty or so years before 1914 and were predominantly in the direction of Crosby’s neo-Europes that we were first introduced to in Module One and that I described as the ‘first globalization’: those parts of the world that had a climate somewhat approximating that found in Europe and so including much of North America, New Zealand, most the non-arid parts of Australia, much of South Africa, Argentina, Chile, and the southern provinces of Brazil. During this period countries like Britain, Germany, Italy, Ireland, the Scandinavian countries, experienced very high rates of outmigration. With declines in the business cycle and dropoffs in investment desperation would be in the air, particularly given the way in which the Gold Standard worked so as to forbid the sort of business stimulation through government spending programs or interest rate manipulations that has become familiar in the post-WWII period. Moreover, from 1870 on, dips in the business cycle were unusually deep and long, earning the subsequent thirty-year period the label ‘the great depression’. This was also a period in which, over much of the continent, birth rates were relatively high, and privation accordingly enhanced. As investment opportunities seemed to dry up in the industrializing countries of Europe, so the drive to open up to settlement land in the New World and in Australasia and Argentina through the construction of railroads and ports, opened up new ones there. The Gold Standard facilitated the investment process; all that was needed was settlers and the labor and business conditions prevailing in Europe did the rest.

After the First World War, however, this migration to the neo-Europes dropped off dramatically. Much of this was the result of the imposition of restrictions in what had been the most popular destination, the United States. But after the Second World War, and as the major industrial economies entered a period of expansion, it picked up again, but with a difference. Emigration from Europe to the neo-Europes of Australasia and Canada was prominent once more, but a major change was that the more developed European countries now became the destinations of migrants. Britain became a popular destination for West Indians, particularly from Barbados, Jamaica and Trinidad, and also for Indians and Pakistanis. In France major migration streams originated in North Africa, particularly Algeria, but also Morocco and Tunisia. The Netherlands attracted people from the former Dutch East Indies, the newly independent Indonesia. In short, and to paraphrase the title of a book, it seemed as if the empire was striking back: the colonized were returning to colonize, in their turn, the respective metropolitan countries. In the German case, however, it was Turkey and Italy that provided most of the immigrants. There were similar movements associated with the US. These were not international but from labor reservoirs within the country. Restrictions on immigration dating back to the ‘twenties created a shortage of labor in the industrial Midwest and the Northeast that was to some degree taken up by blacks from the South and by Puerto Ricans. People of color, therefore, moved into white heartlands, and this presaged a heightening of racial tensions. 

In Europe immigration from outside, particularly by people of color, has become a highly controversial issue. Britain imposed stiff restrictions back in the nineteen-sixties that differentiated between migrants from the so-called New Commonwealth countries – in essence the black Commonwealth – and the Old Commonwealth countries like Australia and New Zealand. And the longstanding immigration from Ireland was excluded from the provisions of the legislation. Since then the focus has shifted more to the European continent where there have been vigorous anti-immigrant movements in, seemingly, all the major member countries of the EU, including France, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands. The US, on the other hand, has, since the ‘seventies, presided over a massive immigration of people, primarily from East Asia – Vietnamese, Filipinos, Chinese, in particular – and from Mexico.

There have been two other features of post-WWII international migration that are worth looking at in some detail as a result of the controversy they have generated. The first is the emergence of so-called ‘brain drains’; and the second is the – more recent – development of what have become known as ‘nanny chains’.

Brain Drains: It is not entirely true to say that the brain drain is a phenomenon only of the last fifty years. During the first part of the nineteenth century Britain tried to place restrictions on the emigration of highly skilled people – mechanics and engineers – who might facilitate the industrial development of Britain’s rivals on the world market at that time. But as something that generates interest major concern of governments around the world, we have to wait till more recent times. There are several things we should note about this.

1. First, it has to do with the movement of those who are in some way professionally qualified: university degrees in information technology, university teachers, doctors and nurses in particular. This corresponds with the major expansion of the welfare state – education and health care in particular – in the advanced industrial societies as well as with the more recent growth of the computer industry and the struggle of those countries to carve out powerful positions for themselves in that industry.
 Note also, however, that some of the movement that occurs is structured by multinational corporations. They move workers around between different countries in accordance with their shifting needs. 

2. The movement is typically from less affluent, often less developed, to more affluent societies. The major losers are the hospitals, universities, engineering and information technology support sectors of national economies in Africa and Asia. A common characteristic is a sort of domino effect: Britain loses doctors and nurses to North America, for example, and their places are taken by ones from India, Pakistan, the West Indies and South Africa. South Africa, meanwhile, tries to fill vacancies in its hospitals by drawing on doctors and nurses from other African countries like Nigeria.

3. In the structuring of these movements language counts for something. Britain and North America are key to these movements because of the English language. The brain drain connections are with countries where English is either the or a national language. In this respect countries like France, Germany and Italy have been much less affected. 

Nanny Chains: Since the nineteen-sixties there has been a major expansion of female paid employment in the advanced industrial societies. In the US women now make up 45% of the waged workforce, for example. There have been similar increases in Canada and in Western Europe. This has contributed to something of a crisis in childcare; ‘contributed to’ since there have been other factors. It is now less possible for a working mother to rely on extended kin networks, for example, since they too, including grandparents, have been affected by the expansion of female employment.

Stepping into the breach has been the nanny, typically from a developing country like the Philippines, Mexico or China. While one of the factors intensifying the growing feminization of international migration
, it is also highly attractive financially. The Filipino nanny needs the money and can earn much more than can be earnt in the Philippines from looking after the pre-school child of a professional woman living, say, in the Los Angeles suburbs. But the question then arises: Who looks after the nanny’s children back in the Philippines? This is where we can begin to see the formation of a chain akin to that we observed in the case of brain drains. Her own children might, for example, be looked after by a nanny from within the Philippines while in the case of the latter, it might be an older daughter who is pressed into service.

The fact of nanny chains of this sort, however, also raises some troubling questions. The care of children not only requires emotional investment on the part of the carer; that investment is typically freely given. There is a displacement of love from the nanny’s own child to the ones she is caring for on an everyday basis, though this is often accompanied by feelings of guilt. Equally troubling is the fact that this displacement is often upward in terms of wealth and power. The love is transferred from a child that is less privileged in material terms to one that is more so. 

Migration, Hybridity And Identity Politics

Marshall McLuhan talked about the global village to indicate the way in which the media had brought people around the world closer together. Travel, international migration might also be reasonably seen as producing that effect. As people move around, come into contact with those with whom they share very little culturally, one might expect a certain degree of homogenization. Concerns about this are not uncommon in today’s world. If there are forces towards homogenization then one might expect dominant cultural forms in the world to become even more dominant; altered, perhaps, by virtue of their contact with other forms, but nevertheless, and ultimately, prevailing. One can certainly see how this might happen. On smaller scales there are precedents for this. The Welsh language, Gaelic in Ireland and the Scottish Highlands are now minority languages. English has become hegemonic throughout the British Isles. So one should not be surprised at the concerns of (e.g.) the French, about the Americanization of their culture or Anglicization and attempts to ban the use of words imported from the English language (like le parking lot, or le weekend).

What I want to argue here, however, is that these fears of homogenization are exaggerated. For sure, over the last three or four centuries, languages have disappeared along with numerous cultural forms. But as different cultural forms – languages, religions, culinary, perhaps – have encountered one another, so there have been syntheses: out of the contact has come something new, incorporating different aspects of what had come together, and perhaps transforming those different aspects altogether, producing new languages, new religions, new geographic identities. Examples of these new forms are discussed below. The discussion then shifts to a critical understanding of these emergent forms.

Examples

1.New Linguistic Forms

1.1 ‘Verlan’: Verlan is a popular French slang in which standard French spellings or syllables are reversed or recombined; for example: the standard French greeting ‘Bonjour, ça va?’ (“Hello, how is it going?”) becomes ‘Jourbon, ça av?’; un café = un féca; femme = meuf; and arabe = beur as in Radio Beur, a station for North Africans. It originated in the encounter between the French in France and immigrants from North Africa and in particular among the second generation children of North African immigrants in the high rises on the peripheries of French cities. It is in part an expression of alienation from the French but also of living between two cultures; through its odd reversals and recombinations verlan allows the second generation children to express both their attachment to a French identity and their difference from it: a culture that is between that of their parents, which they no longer possess, and the French culture to which they don’t enjoy complete access. It has also become popular among the French young as a mode of expressing their alienation from French society.. It shares some similarities with ebonics, which we will review below, and like ebonics it raises the problem of creating a trap in that it can make it hard for the immigrants to communicate with mainstream French society
1.2 Afrikaans: Afrikaans is the language of the descendants of Dutch settlers in South Africa and of the population group known under apartheid as the Coloreds.
 The Dutch settlers arrived in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries into the area of South Africa in the vicinity of what is now Cape Town. They brought with them a language spoken in Southern Holland at the time. This is almost certainly different from the standard Dutch now taught in Dutch schools and which would have been standardized with the introduction of mass education sometime in the nineteenth century. But in addition, in the context of the settlement experience, it became infused with a variety of other elements and terms, and even the grammar now varies significantly from Dutch. The contact with slaves from the Dutch East Indies, for example, led to the incorporation of Malay elements. Some African words and expressions also got incorporated. As the settlers moved inland, moreover, the language became subject to regional variations; presumably as a consequence of the different conditions, human and physical, encountered, in them. 
1.3 Ebonics: Also known as ‘ghetto grammar’, ‘ebonics’ refers to African-American non-standard English. It was thrust into the national headlines in the late ‘90s when the Oakland School Board passed a resolution recognizing it as a distinct language, and is now known as African American Vernacular English (AAVE). It has distinctive features which many of us would recognize. For example:

· The use of ‘to be’ instead of ‘is’ and ‘are’: ‘He be home today’

· The omission of ‘is’ altogether: ‘He not coming’

· Omission of the ‘s’ from third-person singular verbs: ‘He always reading’

· ‘s’ can be omitted where it would ordinarily be included as in ‘Alway he be minding his own business’ 

· or included where it would not appear in standard English (‘That bike be mines’

· the double subject: ‘My brother, he work downtown’

The origins of African American Vernacular English are obscure and there is disagreement among linguists. What is clear, however, is that it has resulted from an encounter between African peoples existing under conditions of social oppression, and their oppressors. Certainly linguists have traced the grammar and syntax patterns of black English to West African and Niger-Congo languages. But the interaction with white people has also been critical. There is a link, for example, to the southern dialect to which Africans in slavery would have been exposed; this was the only language they were allowed to speak since native languages were forbidden for fear of plotting against the slave masters. Even so this dialect evolved with and became influenced by the blacks’ need for obfuscation, and their own distinct metaphorization.

Having said that, it would also seem that the ghetto experience has had an effect on black speech. In part this is a result of segregation and diminished contact with whites. In part it is a matter of asserting a distinct black identity against the dominant white culture that attributes various forms of inferiority to blacks. One of the ways blacks fight back, in other words, is symbolically: by adopting distinct speech patterns. Some of these have to have evolved in the ghetto. For example, take something like this: “Did you see that dog rolling down the street with the bones on it and it’s brains knocked out?” This is something that would be interpreted quite differently by a black growing up in the Atlanta ghetto and a white person. For a white it would be a reference to the results of animal cruelty. But in the argot of the southern ghetto the dog is a Cadillac Eldorado, the bones refer to its heavy spoked wheels and when a car has ‘it’s brains knocked out’ it means that the sunroof is pulled back.
1.4 Globish [INSERT HERE]
2. Syncretic Religions: Similar cultural responses can be observed in religious patterns. Africans transported as slaves by the Spanish and Portuguese brought with them their own distinct beliefs which were then confronted by a hegemonic Catholicism. But Catholicism was adapted not just to preserve elements from Africa. It was also modified in order to express the need of the African to express in some way her independence from the beliefs that the Spaniards and Portuguese were forcing on them; a symbolic resistance, in other words.

A common feature throughout the Hispanic New World, including the Caribbean, is the Black Virgin found in churches throughout the area. One instance of this is the Black Virgin of Regla in a church in Havana. This is a doll with jet black face and hands, clothed mostly in light blue fabric and silver embroidery. The color of the clothing is significant since it links the Black Virgin of Regla to lemanja, the Yoruba god of the ocean; lemanja always wears light blue or light green clothes and beads and is, of course, black. Equally significant is that the Black Virgin sometimes appears with the Child, who is lily-white. This expresses the anti-racist idea that whites come from blacks; more symbolic resistance and the assumption of an identity contrary to the subordinate one that whites would have liked to foist on them.

The fact that the slaves were able to develop their own syncretic beliefs in this way reflects changes in the significance of religion for the slave masters. Initially it was used to instill obedience (God’s will that they be slaves, for example). But later, physical force took over, and while slaves continued to be baptized, as far as their spiritual lives were concerned, they were left to their own devices. It is in this context that one can make sense of the emergence of more profound syntheses than the adoption of a Black Virgin  with a White Child. One such example is voodoo, found particularly in Haiti. In African traditions there were generally three tiers in the spiritual hierarchy: one supreme deity, several ancestral gods and many minor spirits. In voodoo the supreme deity became the Christian god but the other deities and spirits remained and some came to be associated with saints. The incorporation of sacrifice into the rituals is likewise clearly un-catholic and recalls elements of African religions.

Figure 5.1: Black Virgin of Regla and lemanja
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3. New Geographic Identities:

"... the harsh lessons of British racism have helped to create an identity among Afro-Caribbeans living in Britain commensurate with their concrete situation and historical experience. The crude binary classification of ethnic groups within Britain -- black/white -- has broken down the absurd and deeply offensive hierarchy of shades which has long vitiated the Caribbean psyche" (James 1992: 17)

In the Caribbean English-speaking blacks identify with their islands of origin: Barbados, Jamaica, the Bahamas, etc., in displays of island chauvinism. But in Britain, and in a context of quite severe racial discrimination, these differences assume much less importance than the racial difference between all of them, regardless of island of origin, and the white majority. So it is in Britain that blacks have forged a Caribbean identity to replace that of the different islands from which they come.

In the Caribbean Britain had numerous island colonies. These included Jamaica, Barbados, Bahamas, along with smaller islands like Nevis, St. Kitts and St. Lucia. On those islands black people identified with their island of origin in so-called island chauvinism. They also identified, however, with their position in a ranking of skin pigments. This was a highly fragmented ordering into numerous layers, with position in the social and political hierarchy defined according to lightness of skin: lighter skins on top and darker ones beneath, forming what was known as a pigmentocracy. After the Second World War, and particularly during the nineteen fifties, large numbers of black West Indians left their islands and migrated to England in search of work. This has transformed the identities of those migrating.

Settlement in Britain has had several important effects. One has been the confrontation with British racism. Since all the migrants from the West Indies were treated the same in this regard, whether they were of a lighter or a darker shade, their non-whiteness became more important to them as something they shared than those variations in skin pigmentation which had been so important in the West Indies and which had divided them there. Likewise they were all treated in Britain as West Indians rather than as Jamaicans or people from Barbados. So island of origin became less important than seeing themselves as all West Indian.

The rejection of variations in skin pigmentation as a basis for social hierarchy and sense of self worth among themselves was not just an effect of British racism, however. Before coming to England they had never seen a working class white, or a poor one for that matter. This was an important reason for the strong value they put on degrees of whiteness. But in England the myth of whiteness was exploded for they saw there, for the first time, poor, working class whites, suggesting that whites were not somehow naturally ordained to occupy superordinate positions. This in turn led to a re-evaluation of blackness. Being black could be positive and no less contributory to a sense of self-worth than being white.

Their racist treatment in England has also led to a re-evaluation of their sense of themselves as West Indian. 'West Indian' is a colonial term as in the 'British West Indies'. The link with Britain has lost its lustre as a result of the job, police and housing discrimination that West Indians have faced. They now tend to see themselves as 'from the Caribbean' since this term does not have the colonial connotations that 'West Indian' does (James 1992). In other words: While they were defined by British whites as the same and indeed, as a result of their common oppression, they came to see themselves as similar, it was not exactly in the terms the British whites were defining them. Rather they wanted to dredge some elements of self-worth out of their situation. So defining themselves as Caribbean rather than West Indian was an act of defiance, albeit a symbolic one.
[SOMETHING ON AFRICAN TRIBES … MERCIER AND WALLERSTEIN STUFF?? EMPHASIS ON SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION]
Discussion

Encounters between people seem to engender new cultural forms: new languages or vernaculars, syncretic religions, new geographic identities like that adopted by West Indians in Britain. How, however, are we to explain this? Is it a simple matter of synthesis? Is the appropriate metaphor that of the melting pot as the different ingredients got mixed up one with another? This is an interpretation that I want to decisively reject here through two qualifiers.

The first is that culture always has practical purposes. So (e.g.) in the case of Afrikaans one can see how new words were incorporated into the original Cape Dutch language as the settlers encountered new situations in a very un-Dutch environment, both physically and socially, given the introduction of black and Malay slaves, and which they needed to communicate about amongst each other. [ALSO THE GLOBISH CASE]
The second, and the one to which I want to devote more attention here is that cultures are also formed in situations of conflict. The different forms coming into contact with one another may indeed mix to some degree. One thinks here of the widespread adoption of things Indian in Britain: condiments like chutney and curry, numerous words like ‘bungalow’, ‘juggernaut’, ‘pundit’, ‘loot’ all the way through to the recent adoption of chicken tikka as the national dish. Similarly there was the adoption of African words by the Dutch settlers in the Cape in order to describe new experiences or events for which Dutch provided only inadequate descriptions. But the different cultural forms, or more accurately the bearers of them, also react one to another. 

The fact is, peoples, through migration, forced or otherwise, often encounter one another in situations of inequality. One is superordinate, perhaps the oppressor as in the case of the slave master or colonial overlord, and the other is subordinate. This is a situation which both parties to it try to interpret in ways which work to their respective advantages, either materially, symbolically, or both. To be more specific: Those who exploit others, those who find themselves materially advantaged with respect to others, are never satisfied with just the material relation to the underdog; they always want to explain and justify it, partly for political reasons so that the underdogs don’t challenge them, to anticipate alternative interpretations that might not be quite so flattering; and partly because people want to feel good about themselves, as serving some social purpose beyond themselves, as achieving or adhering to some higher value. It is not enough to accumulate large sums of money; the accumulators inevitably want to justify themselves and say why to have done that is a good thing (presumably, and they often argue this: it helps put others to work)

So the advantaged always develop stories, interpretations which justify their material superiority. People are, therefore, never poor because of the fact that they got a poor start in life but because they lack foresight, are lazy, drink and carouse their money away. People express their superiority geographically, moreover. Physical segregation is a way of life in modern society and has always been so. To mix with what the middle class regard as the morally degraded is to morally degrade themselves. But the consequence is that they don’t understand the predicament of poor people and so are easily seduced by the self-satisfying assurances that they got where they were through their own hard work.

This is an identity, an interpretation, that they try to impose on the poor. It is the dominant interpretation conveyed by the media, for example. Normality is the world of lawyers and doctors, beautifully coiffed suburban wives that is impressed on the masses through the soap operas. How is someone who is not part of that world to interpret herself? As abnormal? As a failure? Or at least as someone who should have severe doubts about the life she has led?
But the oppressed don’t always accept these messages. Why should they? Like everyone else they want to have an identity that is flattering, that explains their predicament in terms that don’t flatter their oppressors, that rejects symbolically the world of the oppressor. These are identities that, for example, interpret predicaments not in terms of racial inferiority but in terms of racism. They are identities that reject the dominant culture that identifies them as inferior through embracing alternative modes of speech which will be impervious to the dominant culture: verlan, ghetto speak. This is a resistance that is symbolic in form: a refusal to participate in a culture that is that of the oppressor, or to refashion it in some way that asserts the validity of their own cultural forms and sense of racial equality, as in the Black Virgin and the Black Child.

Again, geography plays a role in the formation of these alternative identities: that of the American black, the North African immigrant in France, the slave of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. They lived or live apart, in the slave quarters, in the black ghetto, in the high rise public housing projects on the edge of French cities. In that isolation they interact much more with each other than they do with those outside. They develop interpretations of their material situation in relative isolation from those who might contradict them. Similarly they can develop modes of communication unique to themselves in virtue of the fact that they are in a situation where they are more likely to be communicating with each other than they are with those whose culture they are alienated from – that which comes into their living rooms in the form of the TV networks, for instance – and whom they want to resist, if only symbolically.

Race Formation and Racism

This brings us to the question of race; a question which I will argue, is inextricably bound up with modernity. Obviously I raise this in the context of the worldwide movements associated with modernity: the forced movements of slaves; the not-quite-so-forced movements of indentured workers and the major migrations from Europe to the New World, Australasia, and parts of Africa; and their encounters with indigenous peoples. Without the context of contact the idea of racial orders makes no sense; and without racial orders there can be no racism – no ideology to justify racial orders, that is. Even so there were movements in pre-modern times – the great völkerwanderungen that marked the decline of the Roman Empire brought marauding tribes from Central Asia into contact with not just the Roman legions on the German border but with indigenous peoples. Medieval pilgrimages to the Holy Land brought thousands into contact with the noticeably different looking peoples of the Turkish Empire, and so on. Similarly Arab traders made contact with people on the east coast of Africa. But it would seem that pre-modern civilizations, though encountering and including people from many different parts of the world, did not make social distinctions based on physical appearance. There was certainly knowledge of blacks in the Roman world but there was no color consciousness. As Ashley Montagu has written: “A study of the cultures and literatures of mankind, both ancient and recent, shows us that the conception of natural or biological races of mankind differing from one another mentally as well as physically, is an idea which was not born until the latter part of the eighteenth century” (Man’s Most Dangerous Myth: The Fallacy of Race. NY Columbia UP 1942: 10-11) (my emphasis).

Talk of race, therefore, is a very modern thing and this immediately alerts us to its socio-historic nature; as something that emerges under certain socio-historic conditions. Our suspicions are further alerted when we examine some of the earlier racial classifications. Consider, for example, the very first of these: that of Carolus Linnaeus who, in 1735, classified humans into four races (see Table 5.1). What immediately jumps out at one is the complexity of the classification. People seem to be being classified not just on the basis of phenotypical considerations of (e.g.) hair color, nose features, skin color, but also by what might arguably be called cultural features as in ‘ruled by opinions’, ‘governed by caprice’ and ‘governed by law’. There is also a normative sense in the classification. Some races appear ‘better’ than others. Africanus is ‘crafty, indolent, negligent’ and Asiaticus is ‘avaricious’  – all negative markers. Europeaeus, on the other hand, is ‘gentle, acute, inventive’ and ‘governed by laws’. How convenient, one might think; and quite rightly too, at least from the standpoint of those doing the classifying.

Racial classifications are products of the human mind and are developed, constructed in the context of real material problems. They make a sort of sense of social situations. At the same time, and more importantly for their longevity, they provide a justification for the exercise of power over others, both economic and political. They are in short, social constructions. People develop ideas about race and its cultural concomitants and organize society to reflect those ideas: racial segregation, job discrimination, racial franchises. Significantly the organization, the development, of a racial order typically proceeds alongside that of ideas about race. It is not that people develop ideas about race and then organize society because of those ideas. Race is born of real material incentive structures.
Table 4.1: Linnaeus’s Classification of Races

	Americanus
	Reddish, choleric, and erect; hair black, straight, thick; wide nostrils, scanty beard; obstinate, merry, free.

	Asiaticus
	Sallow, melancholy, stiff; hair black; dark eyes, severe, haughty, avaricious; covered with loose garments; ruled by opinions.

	Africanus
	Black, phlegmatic, relaxed; hair black, frizzled; skin silky; nose flat; lips tumid; women without shame, they lactate profusely; crafty, indolent, negligent; anoints himself with grease; governed by caprice.

	Europeaeus
	White, sanguine, muscular; hair long, flowing; eyes blue; gentle, acute, inventive; covers himself with close vestments; governed by laws.


In particular, races are also formed in contexts of inequality and racial concepts are drawn upon to justify subsequent political, cultural domination, economic exploitation, not just for the benefit of those so advantaged but also to those disadvantaged: to make it seem that it is all for their own good, that resistance is futile because as members of an inferior race success is entirely outside their grasp. Racism as a set of beliefs about the superiority and inferiority of different races, and racial classification are intimately bound up with one another, therefore. Without the need to justify the oppression of others there would be no racial classification. Racism provides the real impulse towards these taxonomic exercises. They are part of modernity’s legacy.

With one exception I am not going to enlarge on these themes here. They are illustrated and elaborated on in Reading 7 in your Readings packet. You should make yourself familiar with those materials. The exception is that I feel it necessary to go beyond – not to replace – the explanation provided there for racist argument. I am therefore going to conclude this Module with some claims about racism and its structural roots in modern societies.

First, capital, in the sense of the owners of money looking for profitable business opportunities, investing in production, has no structural interest in race or racism. It is not a necessary part of its social logic. Money can be made just as easily, perhaps more effectively, in its absence. True, it may take advantage of it if it is present and if it sees that it can be turned to profitable purpose by, for example, fragmenting the workforce and destroying a unity that would be threatening to it. The history of gold mining in South Africa is an interesting case in point here (see Insert 5.1). But its long-term tendency is towards color blindness. This is because business is indifferent to who it employs so long as they are the most productive people available per dollar expended on their wages.

INSERT 5.1: THE RISE OF THE SOUTH AFRICAN GOLD MINING INDUSTRY

Gold was discovered in South Africa in 1886 in very large quantities. There were, however, major obstacles to its profitable extraction. The ore was found at very large depths, which meant that the fixed costs of mining were very high. In addition the ore was of very low grade; large amounts of rock had to be extracted to yield a miniscule amount of gold. The only way in which gold could be profitably be mined in South Africa was with large amounts of very cheap labor. The problem was that labor wasn’t cheap. Since most Africans had some sort of access to land, they felt no need to work for a wage. This meant that the supply of labor was inadequate relative to demand, and so wages were high. What the mineowners did, however, was back legislation that would deprive black South Africans of their land, and force them onto the labor market to work for a wage, including working for a wage in the gold mines. This was only possible, however, because blacks did not enjoy the vote. If they had had the vote, then they would have opposed those laws aiming at dispossessing them and turning them into wage workers. It was here that racism assumed importance. It was racist belief that restricted the vote to whites; the prevalent, self-seeking, understanding among whites was that blacks lacked the civilization and intelligence to exercise the vote and so should be deprived of it. On the other hand, racist sentiment was also called on to justify dispossession. It was the clear understanding of the mine owners that dispossession would force large numbers of blacks to work in the mines but wage labor was presented as a way of civilizing him: all in their own interest, in other words! In short, the mine owners took advantage of prevailing racist sentiment in South Africa in order to make the gold mines a profitable proposition.
There are many examples of this. South Africa is a country with a long history of racial discrimination. For many years white miners in the gold mining industry enjoyed something called job reservation. This meant that some of the more skilled, higher paying jobs in the mines were reserved for whites. As a result there was no black competition for those jobs and whites enjoyed enhanced bargaining power with the mines in arguing for even higher wages. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, however, job reservation was a battle field between the white miners unions and the gold mining companies. The mining companies wanted to do away with it because they realized that if they could place blacks in those positions, given the fact that blacks were willing to work for less, they could reduce their labor costs. This conflict reached a climax in 1922 in the form of the Rand Revolt: an uprising of white miners against the government, which was acting on behalf of the mines. But the white miners – unlike their black counterparts who would have benefited from the abolition of job reservation – had the vote. In the election of 1924 they threw out the existing government and elected one that would make job reservation the law of the land.

We are talking here about race, but what I have said could just as well apply to gender, religion, nationality: these are all things to which capital is structurally indifferent. Its logic is to be gender-, race-, nationality- blind, etc., but again it will take advantage of them if they are present and if their exploitation promises increased profits. But not so the working class. This is the real repository of genderism, nationalism, racism. Marx called for the workers of the world to unite, but in a cruel repudiation of his appeal, the white South African miners marched behind a banner that proclaimed: ‘Workers of the World Unite, to Keep South Africa White’. So why are working class people, that class of people who sell their labor power for a wage, so susceptible to this sort of argument? What is the social logic at work here? 

Most important in providing an answer to this question is the stunning degree of insecurity to which they are subjected; an insecurity of a social sort that would have been quite foreign in pre-modern times. This has several dimensions:

i. the fear of material penury as a result of unemployment or from having to take a lower paying job, thus making it harder to pay the bills

ii.
status insecurity: there is a status hierarchy closely tied to labor market performance. Those who rise to the top are typically seen as ‘deserving their success’, as ‘having worked for it’ and ‘made sacrifices’; those who are unemployed tend to get defined as ‘loafers’, ‘lack foresight’, ‘failures’, even though that is in all likelihood either very far from the truth or an oversimplification. The affluence of the family into which a child is born is extraordinarily important for the quality of the public schools s/he attends, for the time parents have available to devote to helping their children learn. And after that, inherited wealth takes over. Wealthier parents help their children with mortgages so that they can live in more expensive neighborhoods and their children can benefit from the same advantages they had as children, etc; or they help with private school fees.  
We should not be surprised to find, therefore, that there are attempts to limit ‘eligibility’: eligibility to compete for particular jobs or to compete to buy property in particular neighborhoods. An obvious case of this is restrictions on immigrants: keeping them out means that labor markets are tighter and wages will in all likelihood be higher than they would be otherwise. Another approach is job reservation of the sort that was legislated into being in South Africa. These ‘rules’ may also be applied as a matter of custom rather than law. Historically there have also been assumptions regarding the unsuitability of women for higher managerial jobs. 

So there are job market discriminations brought about by particular factions of the workforce in order to re-order competition for jobs, the scarcity of workers for particular positions, to their advantage. But why, we should ask, do those who argue for them, who benefit from them, feel the need to justify them by appeals to the supposedly nature-given incapacities of those they seek to exclude? Arguments for job reservation in South Africa, for example, were based on the entirely racist view that Africans could not be trusted to take charge of blasting underground or to operate machinery. This is the big question about racism. I want to suggest the following as a possible answer.

In contrast to pre-modern modes of production like feudalism or slavery, when production is mediated by commodity exchange, when the worker’s labor power becomes her own private property, she is constituted as a free individual. Her labor power does not belong to another, as it would if she were a slave. Nor does a feudal lord have a claim on a person’s labor power in the form of mandatory labor services. As well as a deeply engrained sense of freedom, entailed by the relations of production, people also experience a sense of equality with those with whom they are exchanging: all that counts is the advantage the parties to the transaction can gain from it in terms of money. Race, gender, etc., should be immaterial. Employees sense themselves as equal with anyone in bargaining for work, for that is how they are treated by employers. But as soon as one starts trying to exclude people from labor markets, one is denying these fundamental rights that one experiences in the course of commodity exchange. Accordingly, they have to be justified in ways that ‘explain’ limits on the freedom of some to sell their labor power to whomsoever they can enter into a contract with; and in ways that deny equality between people; rather, which assert that there are fundamental differences which make people unequal in labor markets and lacking the same right to freedom as others.
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� In some countries, like Tsarist Russia, this was brought about statutorily through the emancipation of serfs from their lords.


� Now the southwest part of South Africa.
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� Note the mediating role played here by the British Empire: both areas of origin and of destination were in the British Empire.


� I have inserted the scare quotes because people are never free in their movements. There is always a degree of coercion, even if only economic in character; i.e., if I don’t get paid, I won’t live.
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� The granting of amnesty to illegals greatly swelled the number of permanent immigrants from Mexico.


� As signified by the relaxation of immigration restrictions on IT professionals in the US and the debate around relaxation that is ongoing in Germany.


� At the present time more than half of all legal immigrants into the US are women.


� We will talk more about the Coloreds later in the Module when we come to discuss race formation. The common interpretation is that they are the outcome of miscegenation between the Dutch settlers and the slaves that they brought into the Cape from the Dutch East Indies and also from parts of Africa.


 


� This section draws heavily on the work of Winston James (1992).
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