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Of course, none of this is to say that the mass
media simply gets race wrong or never adds anything of
real value to ongoing discussions about race and racism.
That is not necessarily true. Even if we can criticize par-
ticular instances of media coverage for clear racial biases
and sensationalist storytelling, the mass media also serves
as one of the few spaces left that consistently forces Ameri-
cans to talk about race and racism—and not always in polite
ways. Itis clear thata version of anthropology’s argument
that race is not simply biology has already permeated the
larger public sphere, which is probably a good thing. And
the new AAA exhibit will take that message even farther to
encourage additional productive discussion.

Getting Beyond ‘The Race Card’

A commitment to either/or formulations over -determines
contemporary media representations of race. One of the
most problematic versions of such an entrenched and un-
productive popular debate has to do with accusations and
counter-accusations of racism. Those pundits who dispar-
age others for unscrupulously playing ‘the race card’ have
been complaining extra loudly these days, declaiming
Democrats in Congress and the Obama administration (not
to mention “the liberal media”™) for crying (racial) wolf at
every opportunity. Obama was supposed to move us be-
yond race, the argument goes, but he has only made us
more racially polarized. If minorities—and the white lib-
erals who indulge them—would just stop trafticking in race-
based victimization, they say, we all might be able to see
that racism is the least of America’s current problems. There
are many versions of this kind of would-be post-racial-
ism, and they can be found on both ends of the political
spectrum.

When a group of Columbia University graduate
students, myself included, brought literary criic Walter Benn
Michaels to campus in the mid-1990s for a conference on
“passing,” he made a request that students disavow their
commitments to “‘race” as an effective way of analyzing
and organizing social life. For Michaels, it is all about “class.”
He s particularly skeptical of scholars who challenge race’s
biological/genetic legitimacy while holding onto its social
and political significance, leveling some of his most scath-
ing criticism at anthropologists. Once we stop being duped
by “identity politics,” this argument goes, we can start mo-
bilizing around the objective material interests that unite
and divide us. We can stop making a fetish out of race.

According to right-wing media pundits and self-
described “culture warriors,” if people would just stop
pandering to the rhetorics of race/racism, we could all
organize ourselves as patriotic Americans. At the end of
last summer, I tried to play with this idea by declaring my
own 40-day moratorium on race-talk. I announced this
decision in the Chronicle on Higher Education and even tre-
ceived a bit of media attention for the stunt. Ultimately,
my point was to say that such a position is untenable and
to demonstrate the impossibility (even the absurdity) of
calls to eschew invocations of race/racism.

Raceis everywhere, and we inhabit a global media
infrastructure thatis particularly good at circulating specific
kinds of race-talk. For anthropologists trying to make sense
of, and to navigate, the current media moment, out job is
not simply to prove or disprove particular instances of
purported racism or reverse racism. In many ways, that s
a kind of trap that our current media landscape proffers,
unproductively, as the only game in town.
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