QUESTION AND ANSWER SESSION WITH AUDIENCE

DR. HAROLD FREEMAN:
I’m going to turn to the audience and ask if there are any questions that you would like to ask Professor Holt.  If you would come to the microphone please and tell us who you are.  

AUDIENCE:
Hi, my name is David Hanson Canator.  You may have answered this question partly when you were asking the question on culture.  But there has been a lot of scholarly work that’s been done on the ways in which scientists historically underpinned racial categories.  And I was wondering what role you see science playing in your protest of racialization, both historically and today?  That’s my question. 

DR. HAROLD FREEMAN:
OK. Let me repeat the question.  I think the question is what role has science played in the racialization of America and of the world?  Is that right?.

AUDIENCE:
Yes.  

DR. THOMAS HOLT:
Well, I mean on the face of it obviously science has been, it’s cut both ways.  In the late 19th Century so-called, or at the time thought to be, scientific knowledge, was instrumental in ways in which race was … groups were racialized and race was conceived.  And so the whole notion of social Darwinism in the late 19th Century, early 20th Century.  The eugenics movement in about that same period, deep into the 20th Century shaped in many cases law, as well as … so it wasn’t just academic, it had policy implications.  A student in fact did a study of the Chicago municipal court in which the chief judge organizing it was a confirmed eugenicist.  And so that shaped how cases were disposed of and how he thought of the population or dealt with the populations coming before the court.  


But it can also, of course, have anti-racist implications and so the work both in anthropology, which had been very instrumental in some of the early racialization theories and racist theories and racist theories under Franz Boas in the 1930s and 40s is instrumental in reversing a whole set of notions about that there is such a thing as a biological race, for example.  And which becomes in the context of World War II a very powerful idea.  I mean the idea is powerful among intellectuals before, but it’s only in the context of that racism of the Nazis that it becomes something that grabs hold of the popular imagination and makes racism unpopular.  


So science can cut both ways.  It’s the hands; it’s embedded always in a social system and a set of social knowledge. And so is not that science per se cuts either way, but rather how it’s framed. 

AUDIENCE:
Yes, my name is Nada Vydelingum from the Center to Reduce Cancer Health Disparities.  I think the charge that you gave to the new generation is a very hopeful one.  I think that one is rooted in one’s own history and learning about other people’s and other groups can only enrich what we know about ourselves. But I do have another question and a comment on something else that you said on racialization and to do with the market strategies, market consumerism.  Market strategies rely heavily on the knowledge of a consumer group or the customer pull.  

Therefore, market research data to be useful must provide the manufacturers and the retailers with an accurate profile of the characteristic of a particular group, including racial factors, etc.  And the question is to what extent do you think of that modern marketing approaches and strategies have contributed and do contribute to the racialization phenomenon that you talk about, and possibly the boundaries of racial groups in the U.S.?  
DR. THOMAS HOLT:
I’m not sure that I know very much about contemporary marketing strategies and so forth. But, what I was thinking about which was evident very early in the 20th Century and I think there’s a feeling that continues well into the certainly late 20th Century.  This phenomenon of advertising and really a strategy based not so much on knowledge of the consumers that you are trying to reach as conveying to them an image and information that you want … in other words shaping them, their own attitudes about themselves and their desires.  And that of course is have had, well it could have good or bad effects.  But it has had pernicious effects.  

Now it could be that … well, I guess I’ll take it a different way.  It’s conceivable that it can be a positive aspect, or side of a kind of I would say marketing and communication really is what we’re talking about here.  And what I’m thinking about is that oftentimes things like the media which are crucial in this whole process can become a means of conveying to people a more positive sense in terms of race relations than they have, in practice.  That is it’s not really that it’s reflecting the reality, it’s creating an alternative reality.  

And so it can be movies, it can be, you know, billboards, it can be any number of things. And I sort of observe this phenomenon, and I think, in contemporary society, but even in earlier times where there is a kind of imaginary play in which Blacks and whites interact, for example, just to use that, it could be other groups as well, in a sort of normal human way that then becomes a model for how people might think of people that they otherwise don’t know.  They think they know Bill Cosby, however, you know, that kind of thing.  Or they think they know Oprah.  

So a striking example of that, well, not an example of that so much, but related to that was that in the… right after World War II, the city government in Memphis, Tennessee, went to great lengths, one of the more egregious examples of censorship.  And a lot of , a number of the movies that they in particular that they censored were movies by … there’s a lot of Black productions actually in that period.  And it’s sort of lost to history now.  But, a line from one of the census reports has always stuck with me.  It was saying that these movies are showing Black people in a way that they don’t actually live in real life, meaning the way that they live or they were thought to live in Memphis.  

And so in other words it is portraying an alternative reality, for people to emulate and that that is dangerous.  So, in that sense I think is this an example of … either way—the relationship between the reality in the sense of market research gathering data and the media representation of it aren’t necessarily in sync.  I mean, they can be and may in many instances they’ll be. But in this case and other cases I think they aren’t. And that could be both pernicious and that can be positive.  

AUDIENCE:
My name is Karen Morrow and I’m a chaplain from over at the clinical center.  And I wanted to know how you see religion in America, particularly, I guess you can look globally if you want to, playing itself out either as something for or against, in forces for and countering, the racialization.  Could you speak to that?  

DR. THOMAS HOLT:
Well, I guess … I guess I’m not certain how to come at that question.  It’s a huge question in respect because obviously the religious diversity, you know, is quite wide.  I mean, if you want to talk about it in the context of religion in the Black community, because religion is actually racially, for the most part, divided.  As Martin Luther King said long ago, and it’s probably not that much different now, the most segregated time is on Sunday morning in America.  So you have these different communities. And certainly as I mentioned earlier religion in terms of belief and religions as institutions, as a social space, was crucial in the Black community in terms of organizing in the 50s and 60s.  


It’s not clear to me that it still has that power or force today, but I think that maybe that’s something incidental that we will see something arise out of the Black church that changes or addresses a contemporary situation.  Religion in other contexts of course can be very negative, at least in terms of studies that have been done where people’s resistance to say residential integration in many northern cities.  But there has been a religious dimension to it and that there’s been a kind of cohesive community organized, for example, around Catholicism and that was a sort of unnoticed previously, a force.  

Not so much that the Catholic Church was doing it, but rather that people’s religious commitment were melded with their sense of the boundaries of that community and what was being threatened by in this case Black people moving in.  And some cases actually there has also been cases of other fellow Catholics moving in, other Mexican Americans or people that share the faith.  So religion can cut both ways.  I mean, it’s sort of like the response I think about science.  And it really depends upon on the context, both historically and situational.  

And especially since it’s such a more … compared to some other countries it’s a much more, in this country a much more fractured, fragmented because there is such a diversity of both religions and religious communities.  And the cross between or the interaction between race and religion has always historically been very strong in his country.  

AUDIENCE:
My name is Janet Arms (ph.) and my question involves higher education and affirmative action.  With the current trend in the courts with affirmative action, what effect do you think that this will have in higher education specifically in terms of race in the 21st Century?  

DR. THOMAS HOLT:
Well, certainly on the face of it the various decisions like Hopwood in Texas and the various ones in Michigan and other places. The short term effect, I was just recently actually visiting the University of Texas at Austin and the short term effect has been a reduction of the number of … certainly of Black students and I think of Hispanic students, in that case Mexican American students.  The responses to it have been to try to, in effect, go at the problem in a different way.  There is a requirement, or a policy, now in effect of trying to do a kind of race blind process that hopefully has some of the same effects; that is to have it first be the top ten percent of the class rather than a standardized test.  

And recently we have seen, you know, the University of California chancellor saying that they are going to phase out standardized tests as a basis for selection of students in higher education.  It’s still too early to see how all that’s going to shake out.  And whether those methods get at the problem of having a more diverse population.  And it’s always been sort of a false issue in many respects.  I mean, false, in the sense of, the whole thing really being structured around you know standardized test scores which are problematic in themselves. As if they were sort of naturalized, as if that was sort of the normal way in which, the inevitable way, that people can be selected into college.   

And that has a history.  It comes out of a … and a fairly recent history in terms of that being the avenue or the gatekeeper for access to higher education.  And it’s obviously a very flawed way.  But it’s been taken now as if this is the given, you know.  So it’s interesting to see it being challenged. And in the process of challenging it, that is the notion that you have to, got to, shine on this standardized test, and scores on it, that if other methods are found that will in effect diffuse some of the tensions around affirmative action.  

So, but it’s still, as I say ,very early in the game and the problem and in the next five years we can see what happens in Texas and in California as they follow through on the new policies.

DR. HAROLD FREEMAN:
We’ll make these the last four questions; we’ll go to you first. 

AUDIENCE:
I’m Kala Laten (ph.) and I’m from the National Conference of State Legislators.  I hope I don’t have problems articulating this.  This is drawn on the fact that in the handouts we received there are some materials on categories and incidences of cancer among different groups. And the group with the second highest rate and the highest in the number of categories, simply isn’t described. And my question has to do with, and I’m sure that that is not done without a great deal of thought and consideration.  

And my question has to do with wanting to hear you ponder about the alternative strategies of treating whiteness as a residual category and therefore the thing that it is to be human, which seems like a very pernicious approach and yet seems to be what happens when it isn’t defined versus the approach of racialization and critiquing whiteness which has its own set of problems.  We could certainly start with the Nazis and with the most conservative groups in the United States, and yet seems to be one of the few ways that whites can themselves get a handle on and confront and struggle with it.  So I wondered if you could talk about that?  

DR. THOMAS HOLT:
Yeah, I mean there is the, sort of actually a cottage industry right now among academics studying whiteness, which people about five or six years ago or more maybe suddenly realized that there is this sort of taken for granted and naturalized.  And so people have been trying to historicize it to say when and at what point a notion of whiteness as a market, as opposed to religion, for example, which is the way that people would distinguish let’s say in the 17th Century who was Christian and who was not, not who was white had not particular meaning or nationality or other ways in which people were described.  

It has a particular history and it’s both in the mid 19th Century and especially in the 1920s when there’s a whole debate about who was white and who was not, in effect around integration policy.  And so a lot of groups now that are considered white were considered white before that, like southern Italians and some southern Europeans and even Jews.  So that … how far that penetrated into sort of more a lay community outside of these particular scholarly debates, I don't know.  It would be interesting to me.  You might have this impact on such of thing as how people label statistics and so forth.  But it’s also … I’m not clear how to answer the question of how that would play out in an actual concrete instance like that.  But to the extent that one in effect deconstructs this notion of a natural whiteness it would seem to undercut a lot of racial presumptions would be my assumption.  (Pause in tape)


I guess on one level they’re sort of … there’s an obvious link between the whole question of access and the kind of regimes or systems that I’ve been talking about in terms of a larger political economy.  But health services is a resource lacking a number of other resources one has access to.  And it shows up in things like even longevity, length of life and those statistics show a marked racial difference and have for a long time.  There is another … so I think that one would analyze it much in the same way that delivery systems, resources, and access to resources, the placement of hospitals, medical care and it’s distribution geographically, all those kinds of things.  


Perhaps the more difficult, if I’m reading your question right, certainly that’s occurred to me, pernicious is that even when people have access, that is even if when are in a hospital they don’t have access to the same services or the same attitude towards services.  And so two sources to my anxiety about that, and one is obviously studies that have been at least reported in the press about differential treatments of Blacks and whites by doctors with the same malady.  The other actually comes out of my own experience.  And actually when I was writing this book my father actually passed between the time that I was … when I was actually working on the last phases of this.  

And it was on the service end so I won’t go into great detail on it, but it was under circumstances that brought home this differential treatment.  This was in the south and in a hospital where there was some question, certainly in my mind, of the description of the last hours of his life where the responses of the doctor … I wasn’t there, my mother was there … the responses of the doctor, the attentiveness, the kind of aggressiveness, if you will, of care was much less than I would have expected.  And I don’t have proof of this, but …  so in a sense the statistics were made in a real and personal and concrete in my case. And I’m certain that many other people have similar stories to tell.  

And that’s a matter where again its racialization and a set of assumptions.  Perhaps even unconscious, not that you know not that that doctor had a particular … and this is also a case, by the way that probably happens in many cases where my father had been under the treatment of a personal physician but then at the point of complications it passes on to a surgeon he had never seen before, I had never seen before, and had no particular relationship to.  So it was a much more impersonal relationship than had been with his personal doctor who I had seen and talked with many times and had gone through a number of crises and so forth.  

So in that system then you have possibility for him to become this abstract figure, this old Black man who only has a certain number of years to live and, in a way, has all these complications and so maybe one doesn’t do as much as one might do Vice President Cheney.  

AUDIENCE:
Good evening, Dr. Holt, my name is Kelly Greencom, and I’m interested in your thoughts about whether that you see any value in this construct of race.  I’d also like to have you address whether the abolishment of racism necessarily requires the abolishment of this construct of race? 

DR. THOMAS HOLT:
I guess the short answer is an indication of what I’ve been doing in some sense back to your question about the message I was trying to give my daughter is yes.  Because I think that race inevitably carries this kind of freight.  But as I said earlier I distinguish between race and peoplehood. That the ties that bind my daughter to me, to her grandmother and her grandfather are ties of history, of experience, and of all that that carries.  And so what often I think a lot of times, when Black people are talking about race I think that they are really referring to that.  


And that should not be confused with this other set of notions which are stigmatizing, and separating, and have, I think, pernicious consequences.  

So, yes, I think the concept ultimately of race as we would come to understand it, as it developed over this long history is something that one would work to abolish. But that does not mean that you become simply some undifferentiated mass because we all have these histories and which of course are related to the fact that we have racial lives.  But the history is also a more creative, a more positive, fuller.  And those we should not give up.  

And that’s the kind of contradiction or the … not so much contradiction but the complexity of the paradox that we’re getting at earlier when I was talking about what I would try to, and I’ll still be working on that, I’m not certain that I’m making much sense at it yet.  But I’ll be trying to communicate to my daughter as she grows up is that there is a difference.  There is a difference between peoplehood which you should claim and race which you should deny.  

DR. HAROLD FREEMAN:
And I’ll just read that comment once more in the book, an epilogue as partial answer to your question, what Dr. Holt will tell his daughter when she’s 20 years old, “you must refuse to be racialized or to racialize others.  But at the same time you must live as though the world were otherwise.  You must reach out and claim it as your own.  It’s a lot to ask, but … skipping a few words … just perhaps when enough people do as you do racism will indeed have no future. “ Thank you very much Dr. Holt.  (Applause)  

