
A color·blind America is just 
-- anOther white fantasy 

By Houston A. Baker Jr. 

I 
awoke a few days ago and felt 
like Rip Van Winkle. Some
thing big had happened, and 
I was unaware of it Friends 
filled me in: "America has 
become color-blind," they 

1 told me, "and affirmative action is no 
longer needed." 

It seems W.E.B. DuBois, the great
est black intellectual ever to work 

1 in the United States, was wrong 
when he proclaimed the "problem 
of the 20th century is the problem 
of the color-line." Our century has 
not yet ended, and I am .told by well

the very emblem of affirmative ac
tion's success and a strong warrant ' 
for its continuation. 

Who would have thought that the 
very presence of my generation 
would' be so threatening to America 
that it would have to manufacture a 
myth of color-blindness and that 
presidential candidates would start 
foaming at the mouth for the end of 
affirmative action? 

I decided to do a serious color 
check. I went first to the Founding 
Fathers, and found the words of 
none other than Thomas Jefferson, 
the eloquent Virginia slaveholder. 
Writing in his Notes on the State of 
Virginia, he had this to say about 

"color": meaning people 
that America 
has moved "be
yond color." 

People say America The first differ
ence [between 
Negroes and 
their enslavers] 
which strikes us 
is that of col
our. . . . The di/
! erence is fixed 
in nature. 

Tablemates at 
dinner parties 
assure me: "I 
can't see you as 
black or white, I 
just see you as a 
person." Their 
vision scares me 

has moved "beyond 
color," but color
blindness is a myth 
manufactured to destroy 
affirmative action. Jefferson con-

since it makes me feel out of step, 
half asleep. I go around telling al
most anyone who even vaguely in
quires about the matter that I am 
indisputably a black man. Colleagues 
confide that I have so much "merit" 
that I am a veritable specimen of 
why affirmative action is no longer 
needed in the United States. I'm 
dazed because this is exactly the op
posite of the way I feel. For if there 
had been no affirmative action, I 
would never have been given the 
opportunity to show the white acad
emy I was meritorious. 

Why? Because I would never have 
been able to work, publish, teach, 
lecture or participate in the white 
ac.idemy at all. I simply would not 
have been hired by a school like the 
University of Pennsylvania, which 
was characterized until quite re
cently by de facto segregation. 
Though I might have joined the 
ronks of black colleagues at an out
standing historically black college, 
white academics would have re
mained closed to me. 
' So I walk around these days feeling 
likC' I have awakened out of time, out 
of step with a new American color 
scheme. You see, I continue to think 
color maners a very great deal -
especially to all those people who say 
they can 't see my color. I feel a bit 
crazy because I was under the im
pression that my generation of affir
mative action beneficiaries would be 

tinues his lively 
Notes by explaining what the differ
ence in color means - that blacks 
are less beautiful, articulate, reason
able, loving, creative and human 
than whites. 

Of course, Jefferson and other 
Founders wrote the color difference 
of blacks into the Constitution of the 
United States of America; the docu
ment contains five clauses that con
signed color-different Africans to 
the category of slaves in perpetuity. 
In the words of the black poet Eliza
beth Alexander, Jefferson and the 
Founders seemed to have looked ".for 
color everywhere." 

One reason for their relentless 
search was fear. What, precisely, did 
they fear ? Black memory is the an
swer. Jefferson insists in his Notes 
that African slaves could not be 
emancipated and still remain among 
whites in America: 

Ten thousand recollections, by the 
blacks, of the injuries they have SUS· 
tained; new provocations; the real 
distinctions which nature has made; 
and many other circumstances, will 
divide us !blacks and whites! into 
parties, and produce convulsions 
which will probably never end but in 
the extermination of the one or the 
other race. 

In memory, at least, Jefferson says 
blacks are equal to whites. And this 
memory has become the stuff of 
American paranoid fantasy as preva
lent in 1995 as it was in 1787. Let us 

not forget the case of Willie Horton, 
in which the paranoid fantasy of 
black outlawry was combined with 
television advertising to produce 
voter hysteria and votes for George 
Bush over his "blackened" opponent, 
Michael Dukakis. 

Horton, the furloughed black man 
who raped a woman, thus became the 
new black American "everyman." 
This criminalized everyman, in turn, 
became the most useful and effective 
coin in the American political realm. 
The 1994 mid-term elections had a 
single buzz word and wedge issue: 
crime. I suggest that the word crime 
was only the new name for "Willie 
Horton." 

Yes, the invention of Horton was a 
national masterstroke. America -
filled to the brim with acute color 
consciousness - was more than 
ready for a colored scapegoat for our 

national ills. (Mind you, I have no 
love or sympathy for Horton. I con
demn his crimes unerly. But I also 
abhor the way the Republicans cyni
cally made him a national image of 
terror, and in living color.) 

Today, America simply cannot get 
enough of crime. It is the dominant 
subject of television programming -
along with victim talk shows and 
home shopping networks. And then 
there is O.J. Simpson. Need one say 
more? 

America gorges itself daily and 
nightly on crime, which is to say 
"color," which is to say "black outlaw
ry." The airways are bursting with the 
stuff. Anything that can be remotely 
stamped as "criminal" - welfare, 
teenage pregnancy, family dissolution 
- is colored, and, yes, colored reso
lutely black. Crime is a veritable the
saurus item. All of its synonyms come 

from the white national mind And 
they are very, very colored. Statistics, 
reasoned arguments, and friendly per
suasion cannot prevail against their 
very colored status. It truly does seem 
like there is no such thing as - hold 
your breath - "white crime" in Amer
ica. 
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If anyone thinks America has really 
been struck color-blind, he should 
take a day trip to New York City to 
visit the Whitney Museum's current 
exhibition titled "The Black Male." 
This exhibition is a sensational piece 
of museum entrepreneurship that has 
sold very well, indeed. The show is 
full of guns, penises, sneakers, scarred 
black male backs, 

has produced. Jefferson knew this. 
However, it would seem from the 

Whitney exhibition and the notable 
black names associated with it -
bell hooks, Corne! West, Henry Louis _ 
Gates Jr., Phillip Brian Harper, Her
man Gray - that if Jefferson were 
alive today, he would completely re
write his findings on black memory. 

Ah, yes! I remember now! I did not 
just awaken to the forgoing observa
tions. The truth is that I had assumed 
someone else was minding the store 
of black memory while I was work
ing to increase the gains of academic 
affirmative action. And of course I 
assumed such gains would be for-

ever incremen
mindless dark 
miscreants, and 
wordy sermons 
jabbering end
lessly from the 
multiple cair 
tions. The Whit
ney exhibition is 
a pandering (one 
might say "cyni
cal") response to 

In reality, America 
gorges itself on crime, 
which is to say "color," 
which is to say "black 
outlawry." Need one 
say more than "OJ."? 

tal. I was wrong. 
I may even have 
been wasting 
time! 

Rest assured, 
however, that in 
the future -
whenever I hear 
the words crime, 
the black male, 

the GOP's Willie Horton. It dances in 
perfect time and content with Ameri
ca's current "criminalization" of black 
males. It sways in harmony with the 
current frenzy of crime bills, bans on 
assault weapons, and construction of 
"supermax" prisons for felons of 
"color." 

The subject of "The Black Male" 
show is, by turns, a romanticized 
outlaw, a witless victim, and a black
faced minstrel donning the guise of 
someone else's standard nightmare. 
When even black art agrees to shvf
fle along to the beat of white Ameri
can paranoia - dressed in gangsta 
drag and carrying a gun - then 
maybe the party of color-blindness 
has an inescapable claim on our na
tional life. Not color, but white fan
tasy rules the day! 

Jefferson felt blacks whom he 
(and millions of others) so vigor
ously consigned to fixed and col
ored inferiority had a darn good 
memory. His blacks would never 
forget the harm they had suffered. 
They would never be will ing - at 
least not for the sale merely of mu
seum tickets, commemorative T
shirts and cheap mugs - to ape the 
white view of their criminal inferi
ority. 

Black memory in America should 
always be genuinely aggrieved at 
the monstrosity of white America's 
paranoia. It should rail always at 
the outlaw images such paranoia 

or color-blind -
I shall awaken resolutely to action. I 
will go into a high gear of remem
brance. Biack memory shall live in 
me. Who knows? I might even bring 
to the screen of American national 
memory such uncommon sights as 
strong, responsible, hardworking 
black family men and women who 
have yet to receive reparations for 
what Jefferson and his ilk did to 
America. 

Somehow, the only image I can 
now call to mind are legions of black, 
hardworking, respectable men and · 
women (somewhat like my parents) 
who have never experienced the oir 
portunities and benefits of a United 
States where color didn't matter, or 
where actions were affirmed on the 
basis of merit alone. 

In the words of Pamela Urueta, an 
outstanding law student at the Univer
sity of Pennsylvania, I can say that I 
am not looking for a "country that is 
color-blind." Like Urueta, I am looking 
for an America that is "color-proud." I 
am looking and working and wakeful
ly dedicated to creating a nation that 
is proud of its difference and ready to 
deal with the consequences and glcr 
ries of this difference (including 
color) in just and honorable ways. All 
help is much appreciated. 

Houston A. Baker Jr. is director of 
the Center for the Study of Black 
Literature and Culture at the 
University of Pennsylvania. 




