Extended Commentary:
Critical Race Theory, Identity Politics, and the Problem of Social Solidarity

The November 2021 election cycle was the first time that the teaching of Critical Race
Theory (CRT) in K-12 schools emerged as a prominent issue for voters. According to
Ballotpedia, a political tracking website that compiles information about elections across the
United States, seventy-six school districts in twenty-two states featured candidates that took a
stance on CRT or the teaching of race.> Arguably the most talked about election featuring CRT
was the Virginia gubernatorial race between Glenn Youngkin, the Republican candidate, and
Terry McAullife, the Democratic candidate. Youngkin’s closing arguments in the campaign
included a call to ban the teaching of CRT and in particular Toni Morrison’s Beloved, the
Pulitzer Prize winning novel about the brutalities of slavery, which also contains scenes about
sex, violence, infanticide, and bestiality. In this regard, a Youngkin campaign ad aired toward the
end of the campaign featured a woman expressing her concern that her son had been assigned to
read Beloved in his high school Advanced Placement English Literature class.?

Youngkin won the election by two percentage points, and exit polls found that concerns
about education, along with the economy and jobs, were the most important issues on voters’
minds.® While other factors may have been more determinative of the outcome—mainly, issues
related to the national political scene*—McAuliffe appeared to be caught flat-footed about how
to respond to the charges against CRT. In the second and final debate of the campaign, he said,
“I’m not going to let parents come into schools and actually take books out and make their own
decision. ... I don’t think parents should be telling schools what they should teach.” Youngkin
seized on the latter statement and accused McAuliffe of not listening to and being out of touch
with parents. As he said, “What we plan on doing is making sure that schools are teaching our

children how to think and not what to think, that ... we’re engaging with parents and listening to



them.” He also weaved into the fabric of parental concerns issues related to transgender
bathrooms and mask and vaccine mandates in schools.®
However long CRT remains a prominent issue in political campaigns, conservative
activists of the political right have made their intentions clear.® Christopher Rufo, a senior
analyst at the Manhattan Institute, a “free market” think tank, who was one of the chief architects
of Donald Trump’s now-rescinded executive order banning CRT and diversity training in all
federal programs, puts it bluntly:
The goal is to have the public read something crazy in the newspaper and immediately
think “critical race theory.” We have successfully frozen their brand ... into the public
conversation and are steadily driving up negative perceptions. We will eventually turn it
toxic, as we put all of the various cultural ... constructions that are unpopular with
Americans ... under that brand category. ... Critical race theory is the perfect villain.’
In turn, defenders of CRT on the political left insist that it is not being taught in K-12 schools
and that right-wing activists are engaged in a dangerous game of misrepresentation and
censorship.®
In this article, | engage this debate by clarifying what CRT is and how it is applied and
practiced. I situate the controversy in terms of the broader politics of identity among both the
political left and right in the United States, as well as the more general problem of social
solidarity and the challenge of incorporating diversity and multiculturalism in today’s racially
polarized political environment.
What is Critical Race Theory?
CRT was developed in the 1970s by a group of left-leaning, Black lawyer-civil rights
activists and law professors, most notably Harvard Law Professor Derrick Bell.® In its origin it

was an outgrowth of a more general branch of legal scholarship known as Critical Legal Theory

(CLT), which challenged the idea that the law was objective and above politics and bias'>—for



example, that judges, including U.S. Supreme Court judges, are politically neutral.}* CRT
offered itself, too, as a critique of CLT for its neglect of race in its analysis of law and society.

The general thrust of CRT is its postulate that the law is not neutral, or colorblind, with
respect to matters of race; and that racism is endemic, or systemic, in the legal system.'? It
challenges the view, expressed by the Roberts Court, for instance, that there is no longer any
need for special protections against racial disenfranchisement and voter suppression.
Discrimination in the criminal justice system is also typically offered as an example of systemic
bias, although one need not invoke CRT to make this observation, which is well documented in
the mainstream criminology literature.'* Other areas of discrimination include, but are not
limited to, bias in housing, banking and government loan programs, and hiring.*® Richard
Delgado and Jean Stefancic refer to such matters as “materialist” components of CRT, because
they involve practices that affect the physical circumstances of people’s lives.*®

In addition to materialist components, Delgado and Stefancic identify “idealistic”
components of CRT that focus on such matters as prejudice in interpersonal interactions and
speech, representations of race in popular culture, and educational curricula. Here, corollary
elements of CRT that have proved especially controversial revolve around concepts such as
whiteness, white privilege, implicit or unconscious bias, and micro-aggressions; and that
implicate White people in the ongoing oppression of Black people and other people of color.” A
backlash against this part of CRT should not have been unexpected.

When defenders of CRT say it is not taught in K-12 schools, they are in some ways
evading the issue, as conservative commentators are quick to point out. For example, columnist
Marc Thiessen cites a memo issued by the state superintendent of public instruction in Virginia
that encouraged the use of CRT training materials.'® In Virginia’s Loudoun County, which

Thiessen describes as “ground zero in the debate over the role of parents in their kids’



education,” the school district paid $314,000 to The Equity Collaborative (TEC), a consulting
firm that aims to put CRT into practice to build “more equitable learning environments.”*° In its
presentation entitled “Introduction to Critical Race Theory,” TEC instructs teachers that racism
is “an inherent part of American civilization” and that ideas such as “colorblindness, the
neutrality of the law ... and equal opportunity for all” serve to preserve “whites’ power and
strongholds within society.”?® Thiessen objects that “children are being instructed by teachers
trained in CRT to see everything through the prism of race ... and to believe that society is
divided into two classes—oppressors and oppressed—and that which you are is determined by
the color of your skin.” Conservatives also have raised objections to the use of surveys that have
been given to students that purport to measure “white bias” and more generally, according to
CRT critics, advance the idea that White people should feel guilty about the advantages they
have reaped from the sins of history.?

Defenders of CRT often dismiss these complaints as a product of White people’s fragile
racial egos, which makes them uncomfortable and defensive when talking about race and
mistaken in their belief that race doesn’t matter anymore and that we live in a colorblind
society.?? More sympathetically, liberal columnist Esther Cepeda writes:

| get it. No one wants to have a super thorny conversation with their kids about why a lot

of the wealth of our nation came from exploiting the people who lived in North America

before the “pilgrims” showed up and by enslaving people who never intended to be
relocated here. ... It’s awkward to attempt to reckon with things that happened ... [long]
ago and don’t feel like they have any real impact ... today. ... [But] it shouldn’t be a big
deal to admit your life is better in this country because you have the power that comes
with visibly belonging to the dominant group in the nation.?®
Indeed, as historian Heather Cox Richardson observes, any credible account of U.S. history must
begin with the acknowledgement that “America began with a great paradox: the same men who

came up with the idea of constructing a nation on the principle of equality also owned slaves,

thought Indians were savages, and considered women inferior. ... For the Founders, the concept



that ‘all men are created equal’ depended on the idea that the ringing phrase ‘all men’ did not
include everyone.”?* The task before us still remains the realization of equality for all.

In my view, law professor Randall Kennedy is one of the most balanced observers of the
CRT controversy.?® On the one hand, he adamantly objects to anyone who attempts to vilify or
demonize CRT “thinkers who are trying to deepen, sharpen, and reframe ways in which racial
matters are portrayed and discussed ... [and] who would challenge the ...whitewashed fable of
American exceptionalism”—that the United States has always been and still is the greatest
country in the world.?® On the other hand, he is willing to critique CRT acolytes when they, in
his estimation, overreach. He notes, for instance, that journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones’s claim in
the Pulitzer Prize winning New York Times “1619 Project”—that protecting slavery was a
primary “motivation behind the American colonists’ move to secede from the British empire”—
has been disputed by historians.?” He also is skeptical of diversity or sensitivity trainings that
“can be tendentious, overbearing, and even coercive,” as well as of the “notion that there has
been no appreciable advancement by Black people since 1950.” He believes it is “a mistake to
refrain from publicly criticizing any aspect of the racial equity camp out of a sense of solidarity
with those being targeted by the right-wing campaign.”

Adopting that posture entails accepting indefinite inhibition since the prospect of right-

wing attack is always present. The racial crisis is a large, complex, difficult problem that

will require for clarification, much less resolution, knowledge and insight ... from ...

different vantage points ... [and] will almost inevitably entail disagreements. Avoiding

friction for the sake of displaying a putative solidarity will come at the price of evading

disputes that are essential to confront.?®

To be sure, there is a censorious impulse that emanates from those on the political left,
who have called for prohibitions on the teaching of certain books (e.g., Huckleberry Finn and To
Kill a Mockingbird) and the removal of public monuments or the names from buildings that

commemorate the founding fathers if they owned slaves or said something that is objectionable

by contemporary standards.?® A legitimate debate is to be had over such measures.*® Moreover,



there are cases in which teachers and others have lost their jobs because they used a lesson plan
or said something that Black parents or others found objectionable.®! Livelihoods are at stake
over such matters. However, this censorious and punitive impulse has historically, and in our
current time, been far greater on the right.>> Moreover, teachers and other school officials have
been subjected to intimidating threats and harassment by right-wing activists (as have election
and public health personnel and officials).®® As Kennedy observes, “The right-wing campaign
against racial equity discussion ... eclipses by several degrees left-wing censoriousness. The
power that the latter is able to mobilize is dramatically overborne by power of the former,
especially its demonstrated capacity to mobilize governmental authority in furtherance of its
aims.”%*
Identity Politics and the Opposition to CRT

Beyond the particulars of the current debate over CRT, the controversy should be seen as
part of the broader politics of identity in the United States. “Identity politics,” a term that
emerged in the 1970s, is often used as a pejorative, but it need not be viewed that way.® It is a
phenomenon of both the political left and right, which is often cast as involving cultural matters
while the conflict is portrayed as involving “culture wars.”* Both sides make use of a general
discourse of victimization, which historian Joseph Amato characterizes as “the major moral axis
of our times,” a discourse about “who suffers what at whose hands” that structures claims and
counterclaims about the past and its implications for the present.®’

Political scientist Francis Fukuyama credits psychologist Erik Erikson with popularizing
the concept of identity in the 1950s through his theory of child development and the life cycle.®
But whereas Erikson considered identity as a property of individuals, identity politics views it as

a property of groups.



Fukuyama thinks that much of what is often construed as economic motivation or
economic self-interest actually reflects a desire for public recognition and dignity and therefore
cannot be satisfied by economic means alone.®® On the political left, a view that is represented in
CRT, it involves a social movement of a multitude groups—based on race, gender, sexual
orientation, religious affiliation, and other social statuses, as well as the multiple
“intersectionalities” of these statuses—whose members have felt marginalized, devalued, or
mistreated.*® They have demanded equal access to societal resources and justice in the legal
system, and have advanced a multicultural vision for American society—the idea that the United
States is composed of diverse groups that are entitled to promulgate their unique identities and
cultural experiences.

Fukuyama notes that identify politics on the left has been decoupled from its historical
focus on economic and class issues.* Its rise has taken place in the midst of globalization, the
dominance of monopolistic corporations, and the movement of US jobs overseas, which has led
to unprecedented levels of economic inequality; and the failure (or unwillingness) of either the
Democratic Party or Republican Party to do anything about it.*? In the process, the White
working class has been excluded from the leftist cultural agenda and increasingly drawn to right-
wing politics and the Republican Party. When left-wing politicians like Bernie Sanders call for
renewed attention to this group by advocating for economic reforms that would benefit all racial
groups, they have at times been met with scorn from some in the CRT camp. Ta-Nehisis Coates,
for example, is critical of those who would rather talk about class than race, fail to offer policy
solutions targeted specifically to people of color, and avoid implicating whites in the oppression
of racial minorities.*

Liberal political scientist Ruy Teixeira is concerned that this type of cultural leftism

imperils the Democratic Party’s ability to win over the “median” White voter who is turned off



by rectitudinous positions on race.** He notes that most people will agree that discrimination and
racism are bad, but they do not think they factor in as “the cause of all disparities in American
society.” People may be willing to admit that “no one is completely without bias,” but calling all
White people who benefit from White privilege racist or implicitly biased “is not right or fair. ...
Police misconduct and brutality against people of any race is wrong,” but calls for “defunding
the police” are misguided. Teixeira argues that cultural views have a life of their own, and many
voters’ discomfort with a Democratic Party that is associated with the cultural left will continue
to pose a problem in winning elections regardless of the economic platform it advances.*

Although the political right uses the term identity politics to disparage the left, its
political agenda can be understood in those terms as well. Because of its hegemonic status,
White identity masquerades as “non-identity,” as if it is not an identity at all, but it is one
nonetheless. As such, the current attack on CRT may be seen as the latest permutation of White
identity politics—an ongoing grievance about how White people are under attack by
multicultural forces using political correctness, cancel culture, wokeness, and CRT to usurp the
rights of White people and undermine American society. Nonwhite immigrants and other
undeserving racial minorities are viewed as “cutting in line,” gaining unfair advantages, and
taking opportunities away from hardworking White Americans—those who are part of what
Sarah Palin called the “best of America ... the real America”—who have been waiting patiently
for their share of the American dream.*®

Relatedly, the opposition to CRT may be viewed as the latest racial “dog whistle,” or
symbolic code, aimed at riling up and mobilizing the right-wing base of the Republican Party.*’
It is part of the politics of fear based on a commitment to maintaining the privileges of Whiteness
as a birthright, about maintaining White minority rule in the face of changing demographics, and

about maintaining this standpoint in the educational system.*® The old conflicts over school



desegregation and integration during the earlier civil rights era of the 1950s and 1960s are how
being waged over what is taught about race, and how it is taught, in schools.

The attack on CRT is also revealing a new dimension of the older Republican strategy of
using “states’ rights” to resist federal government interventions to promote racial equality.*°
States’ rights are now being transmuted into “parental rights,” a strategy that is suggested by the
ways in which Glenn Youngkin framed his complaints about CRT in the aforementioned
Virginia gubernatorial campaign. Reflecting on this election, Tina Descovich, a co-founder of
Moms for Liberty, a nationwide organization that opposes CRT as well as mask and vaccine
mandates, explained, “Parents are engaged and are seeking elected officials at all levels of
government who respect their right to direct the education, upbringing and care of their
children.”*

What parents such as those represented by Moms for Liberty desire is for their children to
receive what Donald Trump’s now disbanded Presidential Advisory 1776 Commission—which
did not include any historians who specialized in U.S. history—called “patriotic education.”!
1776 Action, a group inspired by the 1776 Commission, even calls for political candidates to
sign a pledge in support of restoring “honest, patriotic education.” In its report, which was
released two days before Joe Biden was inaugurated as president, the 1776 Commission admits
to some flaws associated with the country’s founding: “[TThe American story has its share of
missteps, errors, contradictions, and wrongs.” °> However, it insists that these flaws “have always
met resistance from the clear principles of the nation, and therefore our history is far more one of
self-sacrifice, courage, and nobility.”>* School curricula that adopt a more critical view should be
rejected as promoting “one-sided partisan opinions, activist propaganda, or factional ideologies
that demean America’s heritage, dishonor our heroes, or deny our principles. Any time teachers

or administrators promote political agendas in the classroom, they abuse their platform and



dishonor every family who trusts them with their children’s educational and moral
development.”®

Ironically, in light of these claims, it is the Commission itself that has an agenda to
promote. It calls for a minimalist federal government that does not interfere with states’ rights
and limits its functions to matters such as “providing for the nation’s security or regulating
commerce between states,” and it likens the “shadow government” of progressivism to fascism
and communism. It views the “pro-life” position on abortion as consistent with the U.S.
Constitution, and lodges complaints against identity politics, which it associates exclusively with
the left, as well as against CRT and affirmative action, which it describes as a distortion of the
Constitution that replaces “the promise of color-blind civil rights” with preferential treatment.>®

Importantly, the conservative opposition to CRT should be understood as an organized
effort funded by right-wing “free market” plutocrats through their various foundations and think
tanks, such as the American Enterprise Institute, the Heritage Foundation, the Manhattan
Institute, and the Bradley Foundation.®” These organizations are funding conservative activist
groups that train people to swarm school board meetings and organize recall campaigns. They
also are crafting model legislation that is being introduced around the country. Typically, these
bills prohibit teaching any controversial subject that causes a student to “feel discomfort, guilt,
anguish or any other form of psychological distress on account of his or her race or sex.”®

Teachers who violate these rules may be subject to fines or even dismissal, and individual
schools or school districts may have their funding withheld. Some of these bills specifically
prohibit the teaching of CRT and/or concepts associated with CRT. In Wisconsin, for instance,
the Republican-controlled legislature passed a bill that goes so far as to prohibit a wide range of
concepts in public school curricula and teacher training, including multiculturalism, systemic

racism, anti-racism, conscious and unconscious bias, culturally responsive teaching and



practices, micro-aggressions, restorative justice, social justice, white privilege, and white
supremacy.®® At the time of this writing, eight states have passed bills of this nature, and about
twenty more have bills pending.°

Elsewhere | have explained how the contemporary conservative movement has joined the
moneyed interests of the economic elite who call for tax cuts for the wealthy and deregulation of
the economy with the grievances of White common folks, also known as “the base” of the
Republican Party.®* These laissez-faire economic policies have not helped the rank-and-file, but
the scapegoating of racial minorities, immigrants especially, has given them a target for their
dissatisfaction with their lot in life. Richardson views this as an age-old strategy by which
economic elites have exploited the racial divide by encouraging Whites to think they are being
besieged by undeserving people of color in ways that will lead to the loss of their freedoms and
way of life.%? Indeed, a recent survey by the Public Religion Research Institute found that 80
percent of Republicans, but just 33 percent of Democrats, believe that “America is in danger of
losing its culture and identity.”%
The Problem of Social Solidarity

Since Emile Durkheim’s The Division of Labor in Society, first published in 1893,
sociologists have been concerned with the question of how societies achieve cohesion, which he
analyzed in terms of concept of social solidarity.%* Contemporary social theorist Jeffrey
Alexander characterizes social solidarity as the normative glue that holds society together, the
sense of “we-ness” or connectedness that members feel toward one another, the sense of who
belongs and who does not belong to the group.®® Alexander calls this the civil sphere of society,
which he views as a cultural phenomenon that is relatively autonomous from other social

institutions, containing its own contradictions marked by a tension between stasis and change



and between particularistic and universalistic criteria of inclusion. He offers some analytical
tools to help us understand the terrain that is being traversed by the controversy over CRT.

In his day, Durkheim was concerned with the transition of homogenous agrarian societies
to heterogeneous industrial societies.®® In the former, according to Durkheim, solidarity is
achieved through common experiences of similar work, family arrangements, and religious
beliefs. In the latter, solidarity is achieved through the interdependence and complementarianism
of individuals who are more specialized in their occupational functions. Clearly this account is
too simplistic to be of much use for us in theorizing about the current state of social
fragmentation and political polarization, especially about race.®” Nonetheless, the question of
how, or if, social solidarity can be achieved remains relevant to the dilemma we face today.

Alexander notes that solidarity can be created through either exclusionary or inclusionary
criteria, and he illuminates the dynamics underlying these criteria through a theory of
incorporation. As he writes, “Incorporation points to the possibility of closing the gap between
stigmatized categories of persons” who are viewed as polluting the culture and the utopian
promises of a society that claims to offer equality for all.®® Alexander conceptualizes this process
as involving people on the periphery being incorporated into the core, which entails expansion of
the criteria for equal membership beyond what was more narrowly envisioned by a nation’s
founders.

The founders of [all] societies manifest distinctive racial, linguistic, religious, and

geographical origins ... [and establish their own] primordial qualities . . . as the highest

criteria of humanity, as representing a higher competence for civil life. Only people of a

certain race, who speak a certain language, who practice a certain religion, who make

love in a certain manner, and who have immigrated from a certain part of the globe—
only these very special persons actually possess what it takes to be members of [their]
ideal society.5®

Thus it is the founders’ characteristics—in the United States it was being White, Protestant,

male, and descended from Great Britain—that establish the core criteria for inclusion in the civil



sphere, of who is an authentic member of the nation, entitled to all the rights that membership in
the nation provides. These social markers function as symbolic codes for who “really” belongs
and who does not belong to the group.

In all societies, the characteristics of the founders are also the ones that are mythologized
in the nation’s creation narratives. These narratives, as in the American paradox, may eulogize
about universal rights but deny these rights to particular categories of persons. Nevertheless, as
members of peripheral groups make demands that the nation live up to its universal claims,
members of the core have often been “convinced that beneath the differences of race, of religion,
and so forth there exists a common humanity worthy of civil respect” and full membership.”® On
the other hand, there are always “repressive closure movements” that try to contain expansion of
the civil sphere, even turn the clock back, and reassert a more exclusionary vision of the
country.” In the age of Trump, White supremacists and White supremacist ideology previously
thought beyond the pale have even made inroads into the mainstream of the Republican Party.”?

Insofar as the United States can be understood as a history of migrations, both voluntary
and involuntary—imposed on the indigenous populations—every new group that has arrived on
the nation’s shores since its founding has been considered inauthentic at best and dangerously
polluted at worse. People have always asked, “Can the newly arrived Irish immigrants ever
become good Americans? Can Jews? Can the newly arrived immigrants from China, Japan,
Mexico, Somalia, and Iraq? How can this be possible if they are so different from us?”"®

At the same time, according to historian Eric Goldstein, the essential divide in the nation
since its founding has always been between Blacks and Whites, a racial bifurcation that has
“served as a master narrative” by which White Americans of diverse immigrant backgrounds
“could fortify their own self-image and imagine themselves as racially superior.”’* While White

Americans have “recognized the existence of many ‘racial’ groups ... that did not fit easily into



this binary system of categorization, this did not prevent them from viewing African Americans
as a central paradigm for racial ‘otherness.’”’®

Over time, as subsequent generations of European immigrants who had formerly been
viewed as less-than-White and less-than-American assimilated—such as the Jews, Irish, Poles,
and Italians—their particular historical and cultural experiences could still be contrasted with
culturally deficient Nonwhite groups. These White groups were now considered to be “ethnic,”
rather than racial or foreign, and cleansed of their polluting qualities. Indeed, anthropologist
Karen Brodkin observes that the term “ethnicity” first gained credence in academic and public-
policy circles after World War 11 to describe such differences.”

In his schema, Alexander identifies three modes of social incorporation—assimilation,
hyphenation, and multiculturalism—and notes that even inclusionary forms of solidarity can be
constructed in different (though non-mutually exclusive) ways.’”” In assimilation, which | have
alluded to already, incorporation is permitted as long as formerly peripheral groups agree to shed
their polluted identities. This is accomplished by making a distinction between subordinate
persons and subordinate qualities. The former are allowed into the civil sphere as long as the
qualities that make them different are “left behind the door of private life.”’® Assimilation is the
mode of incorporation imagined in the metaphorical American “melting pot,” but the particular
nature of this blend is what is at issue.”

In the assimilation mode, individual members of peripheral groups are cleansed, and they
are absorbed into the universalizing elements of the core in ways that leave the core intact. This
can be seen in symbolic imagery, such as portrayals of Black people in The Cosby Show, the
most widely watched television program (among all races) of the 1980s, which reinforced what
sociologist Herman Gray describes as “a normative white-middle-class construction of family,

love, and happiness” that implicitly reaffirmed that the “ideals and values they promote are the



rewards of individual sacrifice and hard work.”® In the assimilation mode, Whiteness retains its
singular status as the hegemonic “nonidentity,” and the material conditions of economic and
racial inequality persist for large swaths of the population. As such, the disparities in resources
are inevitably “translated into projections about civil competence and incompetence.”8!
Moreover, patterns of residential segregation that reinforce racial separation continue to
undermine opportunities for “such informal activities as friendship, recreation, religious
observance, adolescent dating, and marriage” to occur across racial lines.®?

Or take the case of assimilation of people from different religious traditions. The White
immigrant groups who were historically perceived of as outsiders in the United States were
generally non-Protestants, and it was not until the 1950s that the country began to accept a
tripartite “Judeo-Christian” tradition of Protestants, Catholics, and Jews that expressed a
common inheritance of moral and spiritual values.®® Needless to say, the inclusion of Islam in
this inheritance is a ways off into the future, especially because of the polluting symbolic
conflation of Islam with Islamic terrorism. Moreover, there are those on the political right who
continue to insist that the United States is, at its core, a “Christian” nation, where non-Christians
and atheists are tolerated but still treated as holding potentially un-American beliefs.3*

In the hyphenated mode of incorporation, according to Alexander, the qualities that make
peripheral groups outsiders “are viewed in less one-sidedly negative ways ... [and] more
tolerated in private and public life.”® Identification with particular sub-groups is not perceived as
a potential sign of disloyalty or failure to identify with the nation as a whole. Still, hyphenation is
a hybrid status that attempts to balance the maintenance of particular heritages and identities with
the universalizing elements of the core that continue to be resistant to outsider qualities that

might otherwise redefine the core. Hence, during the 2008 Democratic Party primary campaign,

then-candidate Joe Biden could describe candidate Barack Obama as “the first mainstream



African American who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guy” (my
emphasis).®

In the hyphenated mode, subsequent generations of formerly peripheral groups are
defined as Jewish American, Italian American, African American, and so forth. New generations
can choose to identity or not identify with these dual identifications; some may feel inclined—
whether through voluntary self-imposition or pressure from others—to erase their cultural
heritage and distinctiveness in order to find acceptance in the mainstream.®” They may be asked
to indicate these identifications on surveys, government forms, and other documents, though they
are typically given the option to not do s0.%8 Symbolic representations in the media become more
complex. Like The Cosby Show, for example, the more recent sitcom black-ish, which first aired
in 2014, portrays an upper middle-class Black family. But unlike Dr. Cliff Huxtable in The
Cosby Show, Andre “Dre” Johnson in black-ish is a successful advertising executive who is
ambivalent about middle-class assimilation and wants his family to maintain a connection to
their African-American roots and culture.®

According to Alexander, it is only with the multicultural mode of incorporation that
purification of both subordinated persons and qualities takes place. Diversity of the human
condition is celebrated and publicly displayed, as the qualities that were once devalued—»being a
person of color, practicing a non-Christian religion, immigrating from a non-European country,
being LGBTQ, and so forth—are “reinterpreted as representing variations on the sacred qualities
of civility,” and where incorporation is viewed as “the achievement of diversity.”® Reflecting on
the different ways in which Americans and the French view identity, journalist Rachel Conadio
notes that in the United States people are constantly expressing their identities in public, whereas
in France “defining yourself by your particular ... identity group ... is seen as corrosive to the

polity.”



Unlike assimilation and hyphenation, “multiculturalism dramatically expands the range
of imagined life experience for core-group members. In doing so, it opens up the possibility not
just for acceptance and toleration” but for understanding, recognition, and appreciation.®? Social
differences “become sources of cross-group identification and ... in this paradoxical manner ...
common experiences are created that transcend the discrete communities” of society.” By
valuing sharing and enlargement over separation and diminution, multiculturalism decenters and
transforms the core. Racial and ethnic appearances and identifications are displayed affirmatively
and represented in the culture, a wider range of sexual and marriage partners become socially
acceptable, accommodations for social differences become normative, and the right to be
different includes the right of full participation in the democratic processes of the nation.%

In this way, Alexander observes, multiculturalism seeks a unique blend of particularity
and universality, of difference and commonality. Individuals are allowed to “publicly assert the
right to be admired for being different,” and in doing so they strengthen the civil sphere of
solidarity by providing “a thread, not of identity in the narrow sense, but of the kind of mutual
identification that unites individuals” otherwise dispersed across various social statuses.® As
historian Michael Ignatieff suggests, no species other than humans “differentiates itself in [such]
individualized abundance,” and it is the very “consciousness of our individuality” that constitutes
“what it is to be a human being.”% The degree to which we honor our differences “is our
common inheritance, the shared integument that we might fight to defend whenever any of us is
attacked for manifesting it.” Under multiculturalism, this is the meaning of e pluribus unum?
Conclusion

In this article, | examined claims and counterclaims about what CRT is and how it is
applied and practiced, and | situated the dispute in the context of the broader politics of identity

among both the political left and right in the United States. | also contextualized the controversy



in terms of the more general problem of social solidarity and the challenge of incorporating
diversity and multiculturalism in today’s racially polarized political environment.

CRT is an intellectual offspring of the academic and legal left, and has two general
conceptual components: a materialist and an idealist strain. The former refers to matters that
involve racial discrimination that affects the physical circumstances of people’s lives, such as the
economic, political, and legal resources they are denied because of their race. The latter refers to
matters such as prejudice in interpersonal interactions and speech, representation of race in
popular culture, and—as in the dispute over CRT—educational curricula. This strain has
arguably proved especially controversial and provoking of a right-wing backlash when it
advances a critical appraisal of US history and implicates White people in the ongoing
oppression of Black people and other people of color.

As a form of identity politics, the debate over CRT is part of the so-called “culture wars”
that divides the political left and right. On the left, identity politics involves a social movement
of multiple groups whose members feel marginalized, devalued, or mistreated by the dominant
society. They demand that the United States finally make good on its promise of equality for all,
and they advance a multicultural vision of American society whereby diverse groups are entitled
to promulgate their unique identities and cultural experiences.

On the right, the attack on CRT may be viewed as the latest permutation of White
grievance politics, with parental rights replacing states’ rights as a framework to advance a
program of “patriot education” and a political agenda that maintains White dominance. The
movement is funded by “free market” plutocrats opposed to federal government intervention,
hence joining the moneyed interests of right-wing economic elites with the grievances of

common White folks.



Next, | turned to the general problem of social solidarity, which entails the question of
how society can maintain cohesion in the face of social fragmentation, particularly over matters
of race. Following Alexander, | considered three modes of incorporation, which refers to the
possibility of closing the gap between marginalized and core members of a society: assimilation,
hyphenation, and multiculturalism. Assimilation makes a distinction between subordinate
persons and subordinate qualities, permitting incorporation if marginalized persons keep their
differences in private. Hyphenation is a more tolerant mode of incorporation, which attempts to
balance the maintenance of particular heritages and identities with the universalizing elements of
the core that continue to be resistant to outsider qualities. Only in the multicultural mode are both
subordinated persons and qualities incorporated in a way that transforms the core. Diversity of
the human condition is celebrated and publicly displayed, the core is expanded to include a more
diverse range of cultural experiences, and solidarity is achieved (paradoxically) by asserting a
common humanity based on the valuation of difference.

Yet, this is the rub. How can multiculturalism be a basis for solidarity when it is precisely
this mode of incorporation that the political right opposes—even to the extent of passing
legislation to prohibit use of the term in educational settings? Fukuyama, for one, does not think
that an acceptance and appreciation of diversity is enough to avoid the fragmentation that
undermines democracy,®” which may be understood, according to Alexander, “as a participatory
political community whose citizens display commitments to a public interest that transcends
private and egoistic concerns.”®® Multiculturalism may be a necessary condition, but it is not a
sufficient condition for democratic solidarity. Democracy, Fukuyama argues, can only be
maintained if there is a broad-based commitment to the principles of democracy itself:
constitutionalism, the rule of law, the accountability of leaders to the voters, and equality for all

(if not in outcomes at least in opportunities). While there is nothing “wrong with identity politics



as such”—it is natural for people to want to individuate themselves from others—it becomes
problematic when it splinters the country in ways that forestall communicative discourse and
compromise between “self-regarding social groups who feel they have little in common ... [and
view] themselves as in a zero-sum competition with one another for resources.”®® Without a
more integrative national identity by which individuals feel a collective pride and sense of
patriotism, social solidarity is not possible. Fukuyama believes that the notion of nationalism or
patriotism has gotten a bad name because it came to be associated with White Supremacy and
ethno-nationalism, but a universal form of identity that takes into account the de facto diversity
of the nation remains critical for the survival of democracy.

In this regard, political economist Robert Reich, in his book The Common Good, calls for
a national conversation about the moral obligations of citizenship and the responsibility
individuals in a society owe to each other to look out for their mutually beneficial interests.'®
However, his book is devoted to cataloguing the reasons these obligations have broken down. In
particular, he notes that “[t]ruth itself is imperiled as a common good” and that a democracy
cannot survive unless citizens “are able to recognize truth, analyze and weigh alternatives, and
civilly debate their future.”*®* Nor can it survive when one of the major political parties is
supporting an anti-democratic agenda of radical partisan gerrymandering, erecting barriers to
voting, denying the legitimacy of election results, and even condoning violent insurrection.'%? In
fact, the controversy over CRT is but a sideshow to the main event. “If we are going to build a
better future,” historian Tony Judt reminds us, “it must begin with a deeper appreciation of the
ease with which even solidly-grounded liberal democracies can founder.”'% At this juncture in
history, failure to consider that the unraveling of democracy and the move to a more
authoritarian form of government are possible represents a failure of imagination. Of this state of

affairs, journalist George Packer concludes, “Finding shared ground whenever possible in pursuit



of the common good is not most people’s favorite brand of politics. But it’s the politics we need

for the emergency that’s staring us in the face, if only we will see it.”1%
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