Hooks Representing Whiteness in the Black Imagination

Idea of servants “informats”

P 338—contracdictory longing to posess the reality—even though

7. Media analysis (read excerpts from Richard Dyer’s book White): look for images of whiteness in the media. What kinds and types of whiteness appear most often? Are there different classes of white people? If so, how are they represented differently by the media? How long can one watch television or read a newspaper or magazine without encountering anything but white people, or mostly white people? Have students bring in copies of major newspapers and magazines and analyze the distribution of images of whiteness and blackness. Make a list of the top grossing films of the last five years and consider whether their characters and presumed

1.

      Alexandra Andorfer Says:

      September 7, 2009 at 8:40 pm e

      Hooks seems to believe that it is often typical for those who identify as white to claim that the issue of race does not exist. It upsets white people to think that black people think in terms of “whiteness” and “blackness,” because that further contributes to the feelings of supremacy that has characterized whiteness for so long. Putting whiteness on “mute” allows everyone to continue to maintain prejudices because it nurtures the theory that white equals “normal.” I have never though of it in these terms. Rather embarrassingly, I will admit that I am guilty of trying to ignore race. I make attempts to look beyond skin color. However, I find it interesting that Hooks believes that it allows racism to cycle. The writer seems to want to educate people about whiteness so that society can move away from the traditional idea of race and acknowledge the challenges that exist in identifying skin color.

      Reply

   2.

      Brittany Fisher Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 12:50 am e

      We live in a society where nowadays it is almost always socially unacceptable to consider oneself as racist. Although it still has a great deal of international existence, in contemporary American society it is often awkward and uncomfortable to discuss. In her innovative article, Representing Whiteness in the Black Imagination, Bell Hooks sets aside the habitual ways of today’s requirement of being constantly politically correct, and addresses how whiteness is portrayed by both blacks and whites. Though I share many of the same views Hooks does, there are few that I either disagree with find relatively intriguing. She characterizes a black person’s point of view by saying, “Blacks who imitate whites (adopting their values, speech, habits and being, etc.) continue to regard whiteness with suspicion, fear and even hatred.” While reading I found this rather upsetting and unfamiliar to my perspective because I don’t believe that to be an issue that needs to be addressed racially. While trying not to be naïve, black people have many of the same opportunities as white people, and I have never thought it to be a sign of hatred for them to “adopt” or use “white people values”. However, (though liberal and anti-racist), coming from a small, white, conservative suburban town in Maine, it is expected for there to be room for me to learn about the social construction of whiteness. Hooks’ article made me come to a comfortable realization that trying to ignore race will not benefit the problem of racism in any way. Rather, I think we should fully acknowledge it yet be openly accepting.

      Reply

   3.

      Heather Putman Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 3:00 am e

      Many of Hooks’ statements present the desire to foster education about race instead of evading the topic (and rightfully so), yet she uses her experiences as child in the rural South, at international airports, and attending a supposedly “progressive, anti-racist” conference to support a view that “all black people in the United States…live with the possibility that they will be terrorized by whiteness.” This notion rejects her earlier argument against stereotypes as legitimate means of representation in a person’s mind. It is imprudent to assume the psychological workings of all persons within a particular race, based on an individual’s experiences. Understandably, Hooks grew up during a time of great civil disruption and change, but her essay surprises me with its carpet-bombing of the white race – except for one man she met at the conference. I was even more surprised to read her solution of “repositioning” “in order to occupy the position of the other” to this white terrorism; given the views expressed in this essay, I doubt Bell Hooks would be first in line to experience life as a “terrorist.”

      Reply

   4.

      Emily Sadler Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 3:15 am e

      The construction of whiteness is an interesting and unsettling topic. Hooks brings to light the ways that stereotypes range farther than we ever could expect and that “whiteness” is a stereotype with many different meanings. What I found most intriguing from this piece was Hooks’ definition of a stereotype: “Stereotypes, however inaccurate, are one form of representation. Like fictions, they are created to serve as substitutions, standing in for what is real. They are there not to tell it like it is but to invite and encourage pretense. They are a fantasy, a projection onto the Other that makes them less threatening. Stereotypes abound when there is distance. They are an invention, a pretense that one knows when the steps that would make real knowing possible cannot be taken – are not allowed” (Hooks 341). White and black people both have very different mental images and constructions of what “whiteness” is to them. Hooks explains that everyone has their own experience with these stereotypes and that white is automatically better than black. This is also seen in how we view President Obama and is related to what we talked about in class the other day. We see today from Obama’s phenotype that he is a black man, yet looking closer we see that he is someone who defies our concepts of what is black and what is white. The “whiteness” that President Obama embraces, he embraces just as much as the “blackness” that he has in his blood as well. Obama does not act like the stereotypical black man and because he is educated and speaks like a white man, he has defied a stereotype that has been a fixture in our country for a long time.

      Reply

   5.

      Gwen Baldwin Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 3:23 am e

      Although I agree with many of Hook’s statements and views, I feel as though she is expressing her opinion. In the beginning of the article, the only sources that Hook sites, are conversations in classroom settings. I agree with Hook that, “stereotypes, however inaccurate, are one form of representation. Like fictions they are created to serve as substitutions, standing in for what is real”. However, I do not agree with the statement that they, “make the Other less threatening”. I believe that many people today use stereotypes to further push people away rather than make them less threatening. I find it interesting that the author jokes about, “White People Syndrome”, whereas if a white person used the term, “Black People Syndrome”, it would not be accepted.I find it intriguing that Hook points out that racism still exists even when we deny it, because many people avoid the subject all together. I believe that Hook is trying to educate people on being aware of “whiteness”, and how to avoid it, rather than how to bridge black and white together.

      Reply

   6.

      Tatiana Galli Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 3:32 am e

      Racism/Race is and has always been a very complex and difficult topic to understand. Hook makes a reference to classroom discussions by students about the representation of whiteness in the Black imagination. In these discussions, which lead to heated debates, between students in the classroom, the white students were shock to hear the comments/stereotypes the black students would make about their view of whiteness. But why were they shocked? The conclusion I made from this is that these white students were ignorant of the fact that other individuals of different races would characterize/stereotype/etc “whiteness” because they themselves would almost ignore the idea of race (so they wouldn’t sound racist themselves). But ignoring race makes one unaware of the fact that race cannot disappear. Judgment and stereotypes are always made. It just makes people uncomfortable to talk about race; therefore, when talked about, like in the classroom, people become surprised by the views and perspectives of others. There is no easy way to talk about race, but we must try to make a way to talk about it to learn and accept the views of individuals of different races.

      Reply

   7.

      Katie Cato Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 5:28 am e

      The way in which Hooks characterizes whiteness is through the eyes of a black woman looking at her experiences with racism and tackling the hegemonic idea that it is acceptable to analyze the black culture but unacceptable to study “whiteness,” a mindset based on the historic ideas of white supremacy and black invisibility. I find this idea extremely interesting because I have seen white people, particularly in conservative and somewhat racist communities, take offense when they are analyzed by another race, however they are perfectly willing to take part in the analysis of other races themselves. However, in less racists settings, I am not sure that this is still because the white population believes that they have control over the black population as they did in the past, as Hooks suggests when she says that the power that white people “even now collectively assert over black people accorded them the right to control the black gaze” (pg. 340). Hooks does bring up some other very profound thoughts though, such as the idea that “Stereotypes…are a fantasy, a projection onto the Other that makes them less threatening,” suggesting that stereotypes are a form in which we can openly discuss other races in an incorrect, yet safe manner (pg. 341). She also brings up the idea that one’s theory stems from one’s own experiences, which really explains a great deal of her viewpoint; her main arguments come from her own experiences that deal with racism and whiteness representing terror (pg. 343). And although Hooks does bring these racial and slightly taboo subjects to surface, her overall argument is weakened by her sweeping generalizations that assume “white people…do not imagine the way whiteness makes its presence felt in black life,” or that “white and black people alike believe that racism no longer exists” (pg. 341 and 345).

      Reply

   8.

      Irene Ruiz Dacal Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 5:47 am e

      One of the most interesting arguments Hooks made for asserting the perceived supremacy of whiteness was that “whiteness exists without knowledge of blackness” (339). She supports this idea with Baldwin’s notion that the white colonizers “create” and “conquer” those they believe to be inferior. Also, I found the idea that white people “can live as though black people are invisible and can imagine that they are also invisible to blacks” (340) very shocking. I had never thought of the issue in that way, and I think that maybe this blindness (perhaps on both sides) serves to impede understanding and the breaking down of racism – the more we ignore each other, the less we will understand. I think Hooks’ idea of expressing and describing the terror felt by black children when in the presence of white adults, and its recurrence into her adult years, helped to vivify the image of whiteness as a form of terrorism. Again, I think this is not a traditional way of looking at issues of race and racial perception. Her honesty was refreshing and hopefully will serve as a foundation for more open discussion of race, at least in academic arenas.

      Reply

   9.

      Marc Gibson Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 1:43 pm e

      I am somewhat intrigued by Hooks’ commentary on the relative “invisibility” of black people within society and, to some extent, vice-versa. I agree with Hooks’ assertion that many white people tend to “live as though black people are invisible”, and, to a great extent, prefer not to think about African Americans, or frankly those of any other race, any more than absolutely necessary. I don’t know that I agree, however, with Hooks’ implied assertion that such invisibility is intentionally constructed as a means of “institutionalized white supremacy”. I think that at one time it may have been, but I think that now it has become a sort of cultural norm, and through de facto, rather than de jure segregation, and these mindsets are so deeply rooted in our society, that it is difficult to overcome even for people who have no intention of engaging in racist conduct or behaviors. I also strongly disagree with the idea that these white people “think they are seen by black folks only when they want to appear”. Such an assertion implies that whites are conciously racist, but I don’t believe that in the MAJORITY of cases that is true. I refuse to believe that the MAJORITY of white people are engaged in some mass conspiracy to hide from black people, and I think Hooks goes a bit overboard with her assertions in that regard.

      Reply

  10.

      kellyglenn Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 1:59 pm e

      Hooks characterizes whiteness by initially telling us how black folks share with one another certain knowledge they have about whiteness based upon observing them and discussing it, dating back to slavery. The concept of difference between whiteness and blackness is not something blacks always separate initially but through varying characteristics like “domination, imperialism, colonialism, racism, and actively coerce black folks to internalize negative perceptions of blackness” there becomes a distinction of whiteness. I think that the reason that there seems to be a difference is because white people do not seem to care as much about how they are perceived within the black community, whereas black people work on their blackness so that whites perceive them in a certain way. Hook also states “whiteness exists without knowledge of blackness” and I found this quote to be very intriguing because when I initially read it something didn’t make sense but after exploring it, it seems that Hooks is arguing how black people have created the concept of whiteness and therefore do not necessarily need their own self cultural examination to form others. Both of these views of why and how whiteness and blackness are formed start to explore race as a general issue. Many people do not want to confront the idea of race, so using othering and labeling into categories, helps overlook some of the larger issues of race and make them feel more “safe”. Lastly, I found Hooks focus familiar because even though she explored the topic on a much more traditional/older view of the situation which I found interesting because of how these issues have been brought up since those times and are still equally present today. Hooks honesty and direct address of the situation is very refreshing and seems a good starting point to open the discussion for race.

      Reply

  11.

      Amy Slay Says:

      September 8, 2009 at 2:50 pm e

      In “Representing Whiteness in the Black Imagination”, Bell Hooks characterizes the black notion of “whiteness” as a “response to the traumatic pain and anguish that remains a consequence of white racist domination”. I was intrigued by her implications that stereotype has served to blind whites and blacks towards each other’s true natures and has perpetuated the concept of the “Other”. I was surprised to read that few black authors have “dared to make explicit those perceptions of whiteness that they think will discomfort or antagonize reader”. I would have assumed that the philosophical and contemporary debate about the subject and content of the “Other” would have been a greatly traversed and thought about topic. I was further surprised by Hooks’ notion of “white control of the black gaze”. I was previously unfamiliar with the fact that slaves were “brutally punished . . . for appearing to observe the whites they were serving”. This fear conditioned inability to clearly see one another has greatly assisted in the evolution of the distance that still remains between black and whites, encompassed by the term “Other”.

      Reply
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Teaching About Whiteness

!   Why teach about whiteness?

   1. White people need to take responsibility for race, since they invented the idea in the first place (at least in its modern sense). The question of race should not just be raised when studying "people of color" (or during Black History Month).

   2. Studying whiteness means studying institutional racism, especially practices that create “white privilege.” Since white privilege is systemic and not personal, this approach can combat the tendency to get stuck in the “white guilt” syndrome (which involves both confessions and denials).

   3. Studying whiteness can change the dynamic of any classroom, whatever its ethno-racial makeup, by moving the conversation from personal attitudes (and guilt) to the objective analysis of historical events, legal codes, social institutions, and cultural practices.

   4. Silence about whiteness lets everyone continue to harbor prejudices and misconceptions, beginning with the notion that “white” equals normal. Whiteness oppresses when it operates as the invisible regime of normality, and thus making whiteness visible is a principal goal of anti-racist pedagogy.

   5. Whiteness has been a significant legal and political category, and thus a powerful reality even if it is based on a fantasy. Whiteness is a way of distributing wealth and power according to arbitrary notions of biological difference.

   6. Whiteness has been a significant aesthetic and cultural value (or symbol or commodity), and thus requires a defamiliarizing or deconstructive interpretation.

   7. Teaching about whiteness helps move classes beyond the "celebrate diversity" model of multiculturalism.

   8. Teaching about whiteness moves antiracist education in new directions by presenting difficult challenges to the very idea of "race."

!   Approaches to whiteness, questions to ask:

   1. Always historicize: who invented white people? when was the term first used as a racial category? in Europe? in the United States? Who was included? Has the list of the included ethnicities changed since then? Why?

   2. When does “white” enter into usage as a legal term in laws, statutes, court decisions, etc. in the United States? What are some significant milestones in the legal history of whiteness?

   3. Who are "Caucasians"? When was the word first used as a racial category? What associations or meanings does it imply? Are "Caucasian" and "white" the same thing? What about "Aryan"?

   4. Is "white" a term for a racial group or a cultural group? Is there any such thing as "white" culture? Are all its practitioners of the same skin color?

   5. Is "white" a "panethnic" category along the lines of "Asian American" or "African American" or "American Indian"? Or should we speak of "European Americans," even though not all of them are "white"?

   6. If "white" is not a coherent cultural or ethnic category, what kind of category is it? Social? Economic? Political? National?

   7. Can “white” be used as a group name without invoking connotations of white supremacy? Or are whiteness and white supremacy fundamentally linked?

!   Exercises, Activities, Projects, Inquiries:

   1. Consciousness raising: Begin with Peggy McIntosh’s essay on “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.” Read other deconstructions of whiteness in David Roediger’s anthology Black on White to establish the long history of African American theorizing about whiteness. Sample contemporary white writers on whiteness.

3. Keyword exercises: have students collect the entries on "race," "white," "Caucasian," "Aryan," "black," and "Negro" (for example) from at least two dictionaries and two encyclopedias. Compare the results, and ask students to now try writing their own definitions of some of these terms. Or have them use an interview technique, in which they record definitions of these terms gathered by interviewing other students, family members, teachers, librarians, etc.

   5. Life analysis (based on the questions in McIntosh’s essay): have students make a list of ten things they normally do during the week. Then have them imagine that they woke up one day to find that their "race" had changed to [fill in the blank]. Going through their lists, students should analyze how each thing might be different for them were their "race" different. Would they be able to go to such places, talk to such people, enjoy such events, etc.? Would they feel comfortable doing so? What would be the chances that people of that race would be found doing these things in these places in these ways? What other things might they be doing instead? What real differences, in other words, does "race" make each day in our lives.

