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A Taste for “the
Other”’

Intellectual Complicity in
Racializing Practices'

by Virginia R. Dominguez

Recent institutional efforts to counter historical patterns of exclu-
sion based on racial classification are examined and critiqued. Of
special concern are the recruitment of university faculty, the
highlighting (indeed, hyperprivileging) of certain marked forms of
difference in public forums, and the framing of curricular debates
about “multiculturalism’’ in prepackaged suspect ways. It is ar-
gued that these efforts continue to be so based on racializing prac-
tices that they paradoxically perpetuate more than challenge in-
vidious patterns of race and racism. Unintentional complicity is
called into question and anthropological silence decried.
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It is in to be ““Other” in most U.S. educational institu-
tions, and it means something quite specific. Europeans
need not apply, not because there is a sudden rash of
“reverse racism’’ but because there is a new form of the
old racism that has the appearance of privileging. Both
the popularity of “the Other” and the practices that sus-
tain it are cut from the same cloth as the historical pat-
terns of exclusion and devaluation that they aim to sup-
plant. But it is not easy either to see these continuities
or to attack them without having the criticism backfire
with worse consequences. Therefore we are left in a
quandary that I aim to address here. The silence of so
many native-born, immigrant, or foreign anthropologists
on what I am calling the hyperprivileging of “minority
intellectuals” and the illusions that surround it is under-
standable, but it is nonetheless, I am arguing, deeply
problematic.

A good part of the problem is perceptual. Racism is
always experientially and systematically consequential
but not always nakedly obvious. When institutional
practices define themselves in opposition to an ac-
knowledged racism, there is a tendency for people com-
mitted to undermining racism to drop their guard. It is
always easier to see fault in positions one does not hold
than in those dear to one’s heart. It is likewise easier
to note how others “otherize’” people, to critique the
perpetrators, and to do so convincingly than to see how
we do the “otherizing’’ ourselves. More than saving face
is involved. We may just not see what we are doing be-
cause we are employing lifelong habits of seeing, catego-
rizing, and processing the world around us. Often, too,
we are blinded by our genuine belief in the worth-
whileness of a project or cause.

Anthropologists, for example, who have gone public
with defenses of anthropology in the past 15 years have
typically felt attacked by nonanthropologists, often lit-
erature-based Cultural Studies scholars for whom a cri-
tique of anthropological practice was a critique of oth-
ers’ “otherizing.” The far more common practice of
critiquing intellectual paradigms inside or outside of
one’s discipline from which one seeks to be distin-
guished is an equally good example. Wetherell and Pot-
ter (1992) eloquently argue that in their commitment
to fighting racism many students of racism erroneously
perceive themselves to be outside the discourse of rac-
ism, and I seek to echo that call for greater awareness
of practical complicity and greater attention to self-
implicating practices.

Otherness is not natural; it is made—much like “ma-
jority’” and “‘minority,”” “nation’” and collective Selfhood
{see Dominguez 1989). But Otherness is consequential
because of how deeply it is learned and then presupposed
and recreated through seemingly innocuous practices.
For every posited Otherness there is a reinforced sense
of shared Selfhood. Both are experienced as natural and
therefore, to use Bourdieu’s term, as doxa. Red warning
flags tend not to go up automatically about the conse-
quences of those practices that sustain the distinction
between Other (in the collective sense) and Self (in the
collective sense).
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Said’s Orientalism (1978) obviously comes to mind,
but I am here more interested in examining particular
institutional practices that cut across many disciplinary
epistemologies and boundaries. Foregrounded are the of-
ten unwitting practices by which the U.S. scholarly
community imagines itself and institutionalizes itself
in consequentially constitutive ways often at odds with
its own widespread inclusive politics of equality and di-
versity. Although the United States is the main area
within which I now operate and from which I proffer
evidence, examples of similar practices in Canada and
England in recent years suggest that the U.S. phenome-
non that is in question probably has its parallels in se-
lected countries as well. Societal reproduction and its
institutionalized discursive practices are this essay’s
bottom line.

Invoking “Diversity”’

A major disjunction exists, at least in the United States,
between intentionality and embodied practices in insti-
tutional sites in which ““diversity talk” is currently at a
premium. For the past few years, a veritable explosion
of what I am calling “diversity talk’’ has spread through-
out U.S. educational institutions, funding agencies, pub-
lishing houses, and foundations. The term “diversity’’
is widely invoked in hiring, curricular offerings, funding
channels, and media access as coded language for “mi-
nority.” U.S. national public rhetoric implies an interest
in all forms of diversity when, in fact, the referent is
always specific excluded, marginalized, or underempow-
ered groups typically within the United States. Jews, for
example, are not included, and in California, perhaps
most visibly at the University of California at Berkeley,
there is an awkwardness about dealing with those of
Chinese or Japanese origin, who are ‘“too numerous for
diversity.” U.S. public rhetoric also suggests an open-
ness to different values, goals, perceptions, and experi-
ences, though we in the United States do not seem to
know yet how open we really are or can be (cf. Scott
1992, Dominguez 1993). African-Americans, yes, but
how about Afrocentricity? Jewish Americans, yes, but
do we really intend to allow for assertive Jewishness?
The problem is not always obvious. The fact is that
a particular construction of Difference and a particular
construction of Otherness have become objectified and
internalized, indeed often commodified, in deeply ra-
cialized? ways. The key here is deep. Racialization takes
place when differences between human beings are sim-

2. The term has begun to acquire currency, especially among those
examining historically documentable processes of “race forma-
tion” or ‘“‘racial category formation.” Omi and Winant’s (1986) Ra-
cial Formation in the United States is being widely read at least
in California’s intellectual circles as an example of sociopolitical
constructions that extend to Americans of Asian origin. My own
1986 book White by Definition provides historical and contempo-
rary discussion of “black/white” constructions. And Lavie’s new-
est work on “Third World Israeli’” writers (e.g., 1992) employs it
in the Israeli setting.

plified and transformed into Difference, overvaluing par-
ticular bodily differences by imbuing them with lasting
meaning of social, political, cultural, economic, even
psychological significance. Racialization is produced
and reproduced through ideological, institutional, inter-
active, and linguistic practices that support a particular
construction of Difference. Some racializing practices
are more obvious to us than others, and, when coupled
with blatant and categorical systemic stratification,
they are also unproblematically repulsive. I am thinking
here of definitional legislation of the sort I explored in
part 1 of White by Definition {1986) and of the specifi-
cally sub-Saharan African slave trade and plantation sys-
tem in the Americas (e.g.,, Curtin 1969, 1975; Braith-
waite 1971; Mintz 1959, 1985; Patterson 1967, 1982).
Other racializing practices, however, are more embed-
ded though not necessarily submerged in other aspects
of public discourse and institutional life, and we often
end up participating in their unfolding (e.g., Gilroy 1987,
Giroux 1988). Anthropological participation in primitiv-
izing, Orientalizing, and peripheralizing practices comes
to mind as one example with which we have been ner-
vously grappling® since the seventies.

Another one is very close to home. We (American aca-
demics) talk about Others in reference to particular pop-
ulations, typically applaud the current U.S. institutional
obsession with ‘‘diversity,’” and are often called on to
serve as cultural experts. We also hyperprivilege (or at
least allow our institutions to hyperprivilege) those tar-
geted as “minority intellectuals.” I am referring here to
the hype about hiring “‘minority intellectuals”’—the spe-
cial interest, regulations, efforts, and even bidding wars
that create an air of awkwardness about a great many of
these efforts. These are, I am arguing, racializing prac-
tices that should concern us. When diversity is invoked
in such a way that it neither questions nor challenges
the naturalized system of social classification on which
the society’s system of inequality is based—when in fact
it draws on and reproduces the constitutive terms of that
ideology of race—we ought to be more skeptical about
its liberatory possibilities and less complicit in the insti-
tutional practices that promote it. Too much emphasis
is being placed, in my opinion, on the advantages of an
emphasis on ““diversity’”’ over an emphasis on Eurocen-
tricity, assimilationism, and standardization.

An example from curricular debates is the description
of Berkeley’s new American Cultures requirement.
Starting in 1992, every freshman entering Berkeley must
take a course examining “how American history, soci-
ety, and identity have been shaped by the nation’s di-
verse cultural make-up” (Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion, March 11, 1992, p. A1). Berkeley claims that its
requirement is unique—not, administrators say, an eth-

3. Influential books with which anthropologists have engaged in-
clude Torgovnick (1990), Said (1978), Fabian (1983), Clifford and
Marcus (1986), Wolf (1982), Clifford (1989}, and Trinh (1989).
George Stocking’s series with the University of Wisconsin Press
on the history of anthropology provides both documentation and
complexity from within the field.



