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There is much talk
among human re-
lations spccialists
and others about the damaging cf-
fect of “identity politics™ on cthnic
cooperation. Even though “identity
politics,” “racial politics™ and “oth-
nic politics™ are not delined, they
are, nonctheless, characterized as an
anathema to be universally shunned.

Proponents of “cthnic neutrality,”
minimize or deny the importance of
“racial, cthnic identity™ politics.
They have not spelled out their ob-
jections, nor defined their derisive
terms— “racial/ethnic politics.” This
is no minoroversight since the philo-
sophical, moral and legal basis for
humanrelations includes and, in fact,
celebrates race and cthnicity.

However fervent ‘the current
cries for downplaying race, they do
nothing to alter its continuing sig-
nificance in virtually every aspect
of United States society.

Crics for racial neutrality in a
nationstill anchored inracism serve
to obscure the issues and delay con-
crete solutions to the growing prob-
lems surrounding diversity.

The significance of race and
ethnicity should never be under-
stated; they are the cornerstones of
successful collaboration. Intra-
group unity remains the foundation
forbuilding cross-racial/cthnic part-
nerships.

Racial ncutrality proponcnts
pontificatc about whatdoes not con-
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stitute a valid paradigm for cthnic
cooperation. In fact, few people
would abide leaving racial, ethnic
orreligiousidentity at the door while
working withotherstodcvelopnew
methods of intergroup cooperation.

Anotherquestion for proponents
of racial neutrality is whether their
objections to cmphasis on race and
cthnicity extend to white cthnic
groups, religions, civilrights oreth-
nic-oricnied organizations such as
NAACP. Mexican American Legal
Defense and Educational Fund,
Southern Christian Leadership Con-
ference, Asian Pacific American
Legal Center, Amcrican Jewish
Committee, ete.? Absent clear defi-
nitions of the maligncd “racial and
cthnic politics,” the polilical" ap-
propriateness of such org'\m/.mons
cdn be valled (6 question.

Race neutral advocates appar-
ently belicve that racial/cthnic poli-
tics serve only to polarize communi-
ties. However, they do not tell us at
which point a person (or group)
crosses the linc and becomes ™ ra-
cially or cthnically™ unacceptable.

Itis virtually impossible to fac-
tor out race in any scrious discus-
sion of intcrgroup polarization or
racial and cthnic collaboration. Pro-
ponents of cthnic neutrality, when
pressed, simply cite examples of
extremist individuals and groups,
presumably, as rationale for their
own extremist contentions.

Denigrating race and cthnicity

also raises the specter of a double
standard—onc for whites, another
for people or color. For instance,
few would deny that race was, and
is, pre-cminent in the history and
development of this nation, and
color remains indelible so long as
racism cxists. Celebrating race
should be applauded because race
is an cntree, not a barrier to inter-
group collaboration.

Minimizing the reality of racc
only makes cthnic cooperation and
collaboration more difficult. Sug-
gestions that diversity and multi-
culturalism arc attainable without
fully accounting for race and
cthaicity are foolhardy. People
know when and where their best
interests are being served and few
buy the Pollyanna notion that indi-
vidual ‘group strength is enhanced
by dcnying or dodging race or
cthnicity. Primary group interest,
by definition, is not sublimated in
collaborative efforts. Primary in-
terests enhance, not detract from
cooperative cfforts. Pcople know
from long experience that parties to
collaboration must cach have
strong, clear positions. Aaything
less enhances the potential for an
uneven playing ficld with uneven
bargaining power at the table.

Proponents of racial and cthnic
neutrality recommend “identifying
and nurturing programs that advance
us beyond the basic level of racial
politics.” This sounds fine, but what
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docs it mean? How can this approach
be implemented without actually
spelling out what “racial politics” is
and perhaps more importantly, what
it is not. Otherwise, we arc dealing
with rhetosic which has as much
ncgative as positive value.

Race neutrality advocates also
lament, “There is far too much cm-
phasis on celebrating our Jifler-
enees.” Why must celebrating our
differences be an anathema? Is not
pride and strength in onc’s own
racial and cthnic group a bedrock
ingredient for racial healing?

The neutrality proponents’ blan-
ket condemnation of “identity poli-
tics™ is misguided and counterpro-
ductive. Itactually reduces the like-
lihood of racial harmony, not the
other way around. Aslong as Ameri-
can socicty continucs 1o dole out
rewards and punishments on the
basis of color (and class). African
Amcricans, Latinos, Asian Ameri-
cans and others of color will con-
tinue to suffer injustice and inequi-
tics disproportionately.

Far from being xenophobic, ra-
cial and intergroup solidarity arc
avenues for creating new modcls
for cooperation. Human relations
organizations and groups such as
the Multicultural Collaborative are
now new mcthods of cthnic col-
laboration; they should recognize
and acknowledge the positive na-
ture of racc and cthnicity in any
such collaboration.
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