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Introduction

Michael G. Lacy and Kent A. Ono

Contemporary U.S. media culture represents race in ambivalent, contradictory, 
and paradoxical ways. Media tell us that the United States is a post-racial society, 
in which race and racism are passé relics of a bygone era. Yet, those same media 
bombard us daily with spectacles of racial violence and disturbing racist images 
that serve as evidence that race and racism are alive and well in the United States. 
Witness the euphoria and great ballyhoo about a “post-race” era ushered in by the 
2008 presidential election and inauguration of America’s first “black” president, 
Barack Obama. Recurring media storylines described Obama as a mixed-race1 
man who spent his formative years in Hawai’i and his early childhood in Indo-
nesia, whose black father was born in Alego, Kenya, and whose white mother 
was born in Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Yet, soon after the election, a New York 
Post cartoon featured two white police officers, one of them pointing a gun at a 
dark ape lying dead on the ground, in a pool of blood with three bullet holes in 
its back and its tongue hanging out of its mouth. In a dialogue bubble, one of the 
police officers says to the other: “They’ll have to find someone else to write the 
next stimulus bill,” implying that President Obama is the dead ape. The cartoon 
generated controversy, outrage, protest, and denials of and apologies for racism. 
Such paradoxes disturb our cultural psyche, but they also remind us that race 
and racism remain stable fixtures in U.S. American life, expressing cultural anxi-
eties, fears, and material inequalities.
 Contemporary U.S. culture produces, circulates, and reproduces contradic-
tory images of race, which creates problems for scholars, critics, educators, and 
those who aim to expose and eliminate oppression and promote social justice. 
How do we respond to claims that race and racism are simply historical artifacts 
of yesteryear? How do we respond to the paradoxical jubilation of and celebra-
tion (which first began with neoconservative commentators over a decade ago) 
by media reporters, politicians, pundits, and others globally, all proclaiming 
the end of racism, while also witnessing media spectacles, such as the cartoon 
that depicts President Obama as an ape and dramatizes his murder by police 
officers?
 Critical Rhetorics of Race shows that race and racism (and intersections of sex-
ism, heterosexism, classism, and neocolonialism) are very much part of contem-
porary daily life in the United States. Racism, of course, ranges from everyday 
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racism experienced by individuals in private contexts to longstanding structural 
inequalities and conditions. This book focuses on racism, both explicit and infer-
ential, that appears prominently within public spaces. It offers examinations,  
descriptions, analyses, interpretations, explanations, and evaluations of racial 
practices, problems, and phenomena. Furthermore, it provides tools to decon-
struct and interpret representations of race and racism, while explaining how and 
why race and racism function for people in everyday life and across time. 
 We offer ways of intervening, contesting, challenging, and perhaps chang-
ing race and racism in the process. We show how people use media to produce 
obvious, subtle, and ambiguous representations of race and racism. Cultural 
studies scholar and theorist Stuart Hall observed that some racist discourse is 
overt, clear, and virtually indisputable; but, some racism operates in less obvi-
ous, subtle, and “inferential” ways. He writes: “By inferential racism I mean 
those apparently naturalized representations of events and situations relating 
to race, whether ‘factual’ or ‘fictional,’ which have racist premises and proposi-
tions inscribed in them as a set of unquestioned assumptions.”2 Critical rhetorical 
scholars who examine racial discourse propose case studies and analyze repre-
sentations of racist acts and violence, such as stories of police beatings, shoot-
ings, or the killing of black men in major U.S. cities (e.g., Amadou Diallo in 
New York City in chapter 8 of this volume). We do so because such images and 
stories form the basis of our knowledge and perspective of race, which helps us 
to see how we perceive and define ourselves, others, and our material lives, as 
well as the ways others perceive us globally. In contemporary life, when white 
supremacists brutally beat and kill a black male, a media ritual occurs: the news 
media cover it; people watch it or read about it; people protest the beating; a 
public trial ensues; people publicly express outrage, guilt, or denial; and conse-
quently, institutional policies and practices may change. All of these practices 
are ritualized and memorialized by media. While spectacles of overt racist acts 
warrant scholarly attention, we believe that inferential and figural dimensions 
of race and racism require further discussion, illumination, theorization, and 
response, especially from scholars and educators concerned about social justice.3 
Even with the most overtly racist acts, inferential forms of race and racism are 
also at work (e.g., see Williamson 2002). 
 Moreover, in today’s discursive milieu, race and racism are often difficult to 
isolate, interpret, and explain. Race and racism are deflected, denied, disavowed, 
minimized, and excused. Stories of racialized victims claiming institutional rac-
ism are routinely followed by white and black conservatives charging “reverse 
racism,” “playing the race card,” or “political correctness.” Such a milieu suggests 
that inferential race and racism are only recognizable when we carefully seek 
them out, treat them as interconnected fragments, and examine their role in 
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producing and maintaining power and its real, material, social, and cultural out-
comes.
 Not only are race and racism difficult for contemporary critics to locate and 
isolate without focusing on power relationships, but because of changing cultural 
conditions and new technologies, discourses and logics of race and racism are 
always transforming themselves to fit new contexts and situations. This means 
that any effective critique must be able to change perspectives to see and appre-
ciate the shifting historical contexts and racial formations, while being sturdy 
enough to unearth its rhetorical residue. Today, for example, with a mixed race 
African American president and efforts to dismantle progressive social welfare 
policies (e.g., affirmative action), we are seeing a new racial formation4 and new 
ways to represent that formation. This formation connects to a legacy of racial 
projects from the past (e.g., white supremacy), but also contains novel, updated 
logics and characteristics adapted to the present time, circumstances, and condi-
tions.
 Arguably, contemporary race and racism function more subtly and infer-
entially than overtly; in fact, some might argue that race and racism are most 
effective that way. Therefore, looking for inferential forms of race and racism is a 
particular kind of political act. When racialized discourse does not call attention 
to itself, responses to it become easily misunderstood or formulaic. We can over-
come such misinterpretations and ideological scripts and begin to understand 
different perspectives only if we question, challenge, interpret, and critically ana-
lyze cultural practices. While loud charges of race and racism have become media 
spectacles, we argue that the mundane, everyday, and routine cultural practices 
perhaps have the greatest potential to survive, work in tandem with overt racism, 
and affect us in their commonplace and taken-for-granted forms. 
 In a world in which race and racism are discussed, described, displayed, per-
formed, and filmed, they are always in the process of being transformed and 
appear in a veiled manner, flying under the radar of ordinary global citizens. 
Therefore, what is necessary is a critical model, or educational apparatus and 
heuristic, that aims for broad knowledge about how race and racism emerge and 
function in their various guises and conditions. With such a model, we might be 
able not only to understand and navigate such a world but ultimately change it. 
This is a high calling, but one we believe is necessary. 

A Critical Approach

We begin with a critical perspective that recognizes, names, and exposes racism 
when it appears, however diffuse, inferential, and subtle. This critical approach 
presupposes that racism is a discursive, residual, and material part of the histori-
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cal and contemporary reality of the United States and other colonial contexts. 
Such an endeavor requires critical methods, tools, and vocabularies to unearth, 
analyze, and interpret complex media images, however explicit or implicit their 
declarations of a post-racial reality may be, and however vigilantly race and rac-
ism are denied. We offer an approach to the study of cultural discourse that 
responds to everyday life’s situations, one that aims to make people keenly aware 
of theories, histories, and modes of rhetorical critique. This project requires a 
sophisticated understanding how rhetoric has been used historically, as well as 
how rhetoric is used in the contemporary world.
 Our project is a critical one. That is, it seeks to understand discourse and its 
effectivity, especially the way power operates to constitute subjects through dis-
course. Such an orientation is designed to help scholars and educators analyze 
and expose overt and inferential forms of racism, while highlighting and inter-
preting complex relationships and intersections that, at first glance, might not 
appear to be about race and racism. For example, while the dominant media hail 
Barack Obama as the “first black President,” few see Republicans John McCain 
and Sarah Palin’s presidential and vice presidential campaign as part of a rhe-
torical project to recover white masculine heroism in a neocolonial context. The 
media’s story of McCain and Palin is recognizable in mythical form, reaffirming 
a succession of white male presidents who adopted personae of rugged western 
individualists, or mavericks, who confronted dangerous, dark, subversive enemies 
and forces with extreme militarism and laissez-faire economic policies (see Lacy 
2010b). A critical approach seeks out, examines, and brings forth such discourse, 
thereby highlighting the dominant media’s production of Obama’s race as a rel-
evant marker, while simultaneously rendering McCain’s and Palin’s whiteness 
as unremarkable, irrelevant, or natural. Such criticism shows how whiteness 
discourse, for example, conceals and obfuscates power relationships,5 while pre-
empting critique, analysis, interpretation, and change.6

 Our critical orientation emphasizes plural rhetorics, because we think the 
most useful rhetorical work is done with many voices and in many modes. We 
acknowledge that there are myriad ways to approach and analyze discourses of 
race, and that such approaches, whether discursive or rhetorical in focus, whether 
historical or contemporary, whether social scientific or humanistic, are attempts 
to make sense of race and racist discourse. Thus, by using the term rhetorics, we 
mean a multiplicity of different perspectives, approaches, and rigorous methods 
used to analyze discourse in diverse sites where racialization and racial logics 
become reified, including the forms such discourse takes. Therefore, this anthol-
ogy includes a variety of humanistic, interpretive, and social science critiques 
and studies that interrogate public and media discourse, offering a way for us 
to understand how race and racism function both to oppress and to liberate 
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people. Hopefully, these insightful approaches will inspire others to deconstruct, 
dismantle, alter, and expose racial hegemonies and control, as well as show how 
cultural knowledge is produced, always allowing for new possibilities and ways of 
seeing and imagining the world.

A Transdisciplinary Commitment

We borrow from many disciplines, creating a transdisciplinary approach that 
uses a variety of relevant and useful methods and approaches. Forging method-
ologies together to expose overt and inferential race and racism in our contem-
porary public and media environment is part of our critical and political praxes. 
A transdisciplinary approach crosses multiple social scientific and humanis-
tic approaches, bringing together useful critical tools from different disciplines 
(e.g., rhetorical theory and criticism, history, political science, sociology, psychol-
ogy, postcolonial criticism, feminism, black feminist thought, critical race theory, 
queer theory, literature studies, film theory, and transnational and diaspora stud-
ies). Once ideas from different disciplines are considered, understood, synthe-
sized, and integrated, transdisciplinary approaches are possible.
 While still viewing communication as central to human activity and our criti-
cal orientation, a transdisciplinary commitment requires that we learn how race 
functions in fields other than communication. Such an approach is necessary to 
comprehend educational, economic, government, and media culture industries—
indeed, every institution; therefore, the development of transdisciplinary critical 
skills enlivens and increases our consciousness across levels and layers of society. 
There are fruitful and wonderful possibilities for conceiving of things differently, 
and responding to them insightfully is perhaps multiplied by working across 
intellectual fields and structures. We believe that examining discourses of race 
and racism need not be limited by disciplinary myopia, perspectives, approaches, 
and questions, but augmented by insights from other fields of study, methods, 
approaches, and assumptions that emerge at the interstices of fields. In this way, 
a transdisciplinary commitment shows and tells us something new and possibly 
surprising. Multiple methods and approaches must be sampled, used, and recast 
to study contemporary manifestations of race and racism, because they are repre-
sented in ways that are ever-changing to fit new situations and conditions. Criti-
cal methodology therefore has to be able to change, too, in order to appreciate the 
richness, complexity, and nuances of discourse as it changes, as well as historic 
discourse about which scholars (now armed with new theories and methods) can 
begin asking new questions. 
 The study of rhetoric is well suited for such a project. The history of rhetori-
cal theory and criticism tells us that the scope of rhetoric is broad, with no spe-
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cific or stable objects of analysis, and which requires critics to propose genres or 
types of rhetoric in a variety of ways. Rhetoric can be found in public speeches, 
novels, in newspapers, on television, on the radio, in movies, in day-to-day con-
versation, and thus in the mundane performances of everyday life. A critical rhe-
torical approach that examines race and racialized or racist discourse draws upon 
multiple methodologies to examine the changing landscape of racial formation. 
By doing so, scholars in this volume attempt to address the most intellectually 
challenging and compelling issues and topics of the day, revealing insights about 
culture. Such analyses have a multiplicity of potential effects, including shaping 
public policy that affects the quality and value of human life. By exposing these 
effects, we recognize new, recurring, and taken for granted cultural practices and 
phenomena, thereby generating the possibility for transforming social realities 
and producing social change.
 Critical scholars have argued that discourses of race and racism are cannibal-
istic and vampiric, feeding off of cultural changes and one another, transforming 
themselves to fit every situation or context. In doing so, discourses reify racial 
identities and logics while effacing their own existence, thereby remaining elu-
sive, going underground, and defying detection. Therefore, a critical apparatus 
that can expose and interrogate racialized discourse as it changes and adapts to 
new cultural conditions is necessary. For example, media images and caricatures 
of African Americans as apes in contemporary society would be something one 
might expect to see on a white supremacist website, and we often do.7 We might 
expect public outcry and an apology as in the case of the New York Post cartoon 
discussed earlier. While such images offend liberal, progressive, and egalitarian 
sensibilities, they continue to appear in dominant mainstream popular media. 
Moreover, the dominant and popular media make regular use of such images 
beyond white supremacist fora. From a critical perspective, we are skeptical about 
the changing nature of these shopworn racist images, while inquisitively remain-
ing open to changing forms and functions of such discourse. In this light, it is not 
surprising that the long-standing racist representation equating African Amer-
icans with apes emerged again when the April 2008 Cover of Vogue magazine 
pictured basketball great LeBron James holding supermodel Gisele Bundchen. A 
media meleé broke out over the publication of this image because of its similarity 
to a famous H. R. Hopps recruitment poster published during World War I, in 
which the man holding a woman dressed similarly and in a comparable pose was 
figured as a King Kong–like ape with a baseball bat as a bludgeon with the word 
“kultur” written on it.8

 A critical approach is especially well suited to examining racial discourse, 
because it helps to explain how it is that, in a society that often memorializes 
abolitionists and African American civil rights protestors, the production of 
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representations equating African Americans with apes is still possible, indeed 
commonplace. Making dark “colored people” appear as dangerous apes or brut-
ish animals still persists in popular culture discourse and crime news stories. Yet, 
such artifacts are not immediately understood as fragments of historical/contem-
porary, intentional/latent, and domestic/international relations and ideologies of 
white supremacy or colonialism. Critical rhetorics of race scholars use rigorous 
and flexible critical methods to unearth the historical dimensions and signifi-
cance of these discourses, while showing how contemporary media deflect, deny, 
and disavow racism. Critical scholars explain the relationship between racism at 
home and racism abroad to show precisely how race and racism persist, while the 
cultural environment conceals and discourages such critique with familiar story-
lines, mythic (meta) narratives, and archetypal characters.

Critical Rhetorics of Race

In offering a critical rhetorics of race perspective, we acknowledge that our work 
is built upon pioneering work within the communication field. We foreground 
the term rhetoric in our book because it has significant historical meaning dating 
back to classical Greek society and, as Asante has shown, to Africa before that.9 
Communication scholarship has produced: (1) studies that show how commu-
nication reifies race and racism;10 (2) foundational rhetorical studies on race and 
racism that uncover hidden white supremacist ideologies, complicity, and cultural 
fears;11 (3) anthologies that have inspired integrative communication studies of 
race;12 (4) discourse theories of race;13 and (5) studies of language and race in the 
broader humanities14 and social sciences.15

 Our project uses critical rhetoric as a springboard to theorize race and racism, 
not unlike how critical race studies emerged in part as a response to critical legal 
studies.16 Our project attempts to move the scholarly discussion from critical 
rhetoric to critical rhetorics of race. In 1989, McKerrow’s classic essay, “Critical 
Rhetoric: Theory and Praxis,” introduced rhetorical scholarship to key poststruc-
tural, theoretical ideas and scholars, particularly the work of Michel Foucault. 
In doing so, McKerrow defined critical rhetoric as critical practices and perfor-
mances that demystify power, knowledge, and universal theories (e.g., “truth”), 
producing critiques of domination or freedom. Scholarship following McKerrow’s 
opening gambit: (1) adopts a skeptical and self-reflexive attitude about universal 
or utopian claims and uses of power; (2) examines and reconstructs discourse 
and diffuse discourse fragments from mundane discursive sites, including those 
found in a variety of everyday communication media contexts; (3) analyzes dis-
course produced by elites, public intellectuals, citizens, and vernacular communi-
ties; (4) commits to a critical orientation or perspective about power, rather than 
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erecting a sacred singular methodology; and (5) models, practices, and performs 
new meanings, or at least circumscribes new struggles for meaning and cultural 
knowledge.17 
 McKerrow’s project was premised on a formulation of critical rhetoric as a 
non-essentialist, perhaps anti-essentialist, performative rhetoric; yet, we empha-
size effectivity and materiality of race (i.e., practices and policies affecting real 
people’s lives) to focus on the paradoxes of culture and race at this moment. 
To do otherwise would mean adopting a post-structural position premised on 
a telos of never-ending critique (one without ends, one without effectivity, one 
that never stands up, takes a position, or challenges oppression). This is not to 
suggest that other dimensions of social life and living are less important or rel-
evant than race. Indeed, at other times and in other contexts, for the sake of effec-
tivity and materiality, other foci may necessarily be front and center in a given 
critical project. But the critical focus on communication and race might offer new 
insights. For instance, in The Terror Dream, journalist and feminist author Susan 
Faludi observed that in response to the terrorist attacks on 9/11, U.S. politicians’ 
and media discourse offered masculine archetypes of tough, rugged, individu-
alist heroes that required weak women needing to be saved.18 Lacy and Haspel 
(in chapter 1) add that this mythic narrative implies that heroic white males are 
needed to combat dangerous dark masculine brutes bent on raping, killing, and 
destroying our civilization. Perhaps, the authors argue, this accounts for the 
multitude and prominence of dangerous black looters in the major press cover-
age, raping, killing, and taking over New Orleans in Hurricane Katrina’s wake. 
Examinations of discourse and race, such as this one, reveal the presence of an 
old mythic race narrative that expresses apocalyptic cultural fears, loss, white 
paternalism, and colonial motives, even in these heady “post-racial” days.  
 Critical Rhetorics of Race is intersectional, premised on the multiplicity of cul-
tural identities. This collection strategically essentializes19 race in its particularity, 
but we do so in order to tell novel stories, with reflexivity and self-critical aware-
ness of essentialism, while we strategically employ it to understand how and why 
race works. Such critical awareness includes at times centering race, while also 
examining issues of gender, sexuality, class, and nation. Critical rhetorics’ meth-
odologies and perspectives adapt to postmodern conditions and highlight the 
challenges of particular cultural environments. Such an approach necessarily 
requires rethinking and readapting to existing cultural conditions.
 The chapters provide careful and thoughtful analyses of discourse within con-
texts, while being keenly aware of the political and economic conditions in which 
discourses arise and operate. Thus, for instance, using Ono and Sloop’s concept 
of “vernacular discourse,”20 scholars in this volume (e.g., Bacon and Huspek) 
retrieve archival discourses generated by people who are not traditional rhetors 
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(nor elite) and show how marginalized people create discursive spaces within 
their own communities to reshape their own identities. In doing so, critical rhe-
torical scholars take seriously the meaning of discourse that marginalized people 
produce, and thus provide a more self-conscious, detailed, and nuanced critique. 
In reading vernacular histories, the authors of the chapters in this book acknowl-
edge and highlight the complexities and intersections that exist.

The Chapters and Structure of the Book

To help readers access and comprehend the vectors of critical rhetorics of race, and 
hopefully to inspire scholarly projects, we have divided the book into four sections; 
they are: (1) racialized masculinities, (2) whiteness, (3) vernacular resistances, and 
(4) racialized complexities and neocolonialism.

Racialized Masculinities

The chapters in Part I discuss the persistence of racialized masculine villains 
(especially black males) in dominant news coverage. In “Apocalypse: The Media’s 
Framing of Black Looters, Shooters, and Brutes in Hurricane Katrina’s After-
math,” Michael G. Lacy and Kathleen C. Haspel show how dominant news sto-
ries featured dangerous black male brutes who took over New Orleans in Hur-
ricane Katrina’s aftermath. This apocalyptic narrative enabled public officials and 
police officers to justify violence and extreme policies against the black looters 
and to criminalize the evacuees, while absolving themselves (especially the Bush 
administration) of delays and inaction. The authors conclude that the narrative 
expresses deep cultural fears that the government can no longer resolve national 
crises and rescue people, while mourning the loss of mythic white western heroes.
 Cynthia Willis-Chun explores intersections of race, nationality, class, and het-
erosexuality in news coverage of the Virginia Tech and Columbine school shoot-
ings. In “Tales of Tragedy: Strategic Rhetoric in News Coverage of the Colum-
bine and Virginia Tech Massacres,” she finds that media discourse constructs the 
killers as socially deviant, using race, nationality, and sexuality to do so. By align-
ing violence with urban cities, depicting suburban college campuses as idyllic, and 
rendering the racialized masculine killers as out of place, media discourse draws 
attention away from examination of the social and cultural basis for violence and 
distress.
 In “N-word vs. F-word, Black vs. Gay: Uncovering Pendejo Games to Recover 
Intersections,” Catherine Squires shows how dominant media stories pitted and 
ranked one marginalized group (blacks) against another (LGBTQ) by highlight-
ing the anti-gay epithets made by black male celebrities, who served as culpable 
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exemplars for the larger black U.S. culture. Such logics reduced all gays to being 
white males and all blacks (especially black males) to being straight and homo-
phobic. Squires challenges scholars to study intersectionally, across social groups, 
in an effort to find common ground to build coalition, and produce identification 
versus what she calls “de-intersectioning.”

Whiteness

Whiteness studies have become one of the most vibrant areas of communica-
tion research. Whiteness scholars use critical or post-structural frameworks to 
expose white racial identities in discourse (especially popular media discourse) 
that reproduces white power and privilege, while simultaneously denying its exis-
tence, especially in post–civil rights, postcolonial, and neocolonial contexts.
 In “Quentin Tarantino in Black and White,” Sean Tierney examines strat-
egies of whiteness in the discourse of the popular film producer and director 
Quentin Tarantino. Tierney shows how Tarantino claims an authorial posi-
tion of “being black” in order to justify using the word “nigger” in his public 
statements and popular films. Doing so helps Tarantino establish white artistic 
privilege while simultaneously subverting the moral authority of black filmmak-
ers, such as Spike Lee. Tierney finds Tarantino’s rhetorical tactic of appropriat-
ing black culture and identity employs a postmodern discourse that reinforces 
whiteness’s hegemonic power and privilege through its appeal to uncritical white 
publics.
 In “Patrolling National Identity, Masking White Supremacy: The Minuteman 
Project,” Michelle A. Holling analyzes the Minuteman Project’s (MMP) website 
and discovers that the MMP recovers mythic fragments and historical linkages 
to the revolutionary American minutemen (e.g., Paul Revere). MMP members 
recast their vigilante-style militarism and nativism into a patriotic mission to save 
the American body politic from invasion by “invisible” Mexican immigrants who 
enter the United States by crossing the southern U.S. border. By doing so, Hol-
ling argues that the MMP’s rhetoric transforms undocumented immigrants into 
would-be colonizers and oppressors, while denying and remaking histories of 
colonization in the Southwest United States.
 In “Control, Discipline, and Punish: Black Masculinity and (In)visible White-
ness in the NBA,” Rachel Alicia Griffin and Bernadette Marie Calafell argue that 
media discourse about the NBA commissioner David Stern as well as his public 
statements help to reify white paternalism. In a popular sport in which 75 per-
cent of the players are black but virtually all of the corporate owners and com-
missioner are white, Stern’s enforcement of extreme penalties and policies (e.g., 
anti–hip-hop dress codes) affecting primarily black players visibly reproduces a 
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spectacle of the white father figure and black slave child relationship found on 
plantations during the antebellum South. Such policies became particularly evi-
dent after the 2004 brawl in Detroit, featuring riveting images of black players 
engaging with white (male) fans in the stands. 

Vernacular Resistances

Vernacular discourses are produced in local contexts, often by people who are 
socially marginalized. They construct cultural identities and syncretic cultures 
that are independent of, different from, or resistant to the dominant culture. Ono 
and Sloop observe that very little has been written about vernacular discourse in 
the field of communication. The chapters in this section address this shortfall in 
new and creative ways.
 Jacqueline Bacon offers a fascinating exploration of black abolitionists who 
argued for emancipation and liberation on their own terms. In “Declarations of 
Independence: African American Abolitionists and the Struggle for Racial and 
Rhetorical Self-Determination,” Bacon examines the rhetoric and critiques of 
slavery by black abolitionists who were constrained by white abolitionists who 
held white supremacist beliefs that blacks lacked the intellectual capacity to mar-
shal persuasive rational arguments. Bacon’s riveting study unearths heretofore 
unexamined rhetoric generated by black abolitionists, who created their own fora 
to address black audiences while eloquently critiquing their white abolitionist 
colleagues.
 In “Transgressive Rhetoric in Deliberative Democracy: The Black Press,” 
Michael Huspek argues that modern conceptions of rhetoric in liberal democ-
racies tend to be limited on account of unacknowledged ideological biases that 
favor restrictive norms of rationality and that at the same time condemn as irra-
tional rhetoric  that appears to violate  such norms. Huspek’s analysis of black 
press rhetoric  reveals that  some forms of  rhetoric  do indeed transgress norms 
of rationality, but do so in ways that are intentionally made visible to readers in 
order to expose the ideologically freighted idea of what counts as rational dis-
course in the public sphere.
 In “Bling Fling: Commodity Consumption and the Politics of the ‘Post-Racial,’” 
Roopali Mukherjee describes how images of conspicuous black consumption 
(“ghetto fabulous” and “bling”) constitute a “post-soul” reality that is marked by 
equivocations and ambivalence. She draws a connection between contemporary 
and earlier expressions of images of conspicuous black consumption, showing that 
the present moment evolves from earlier meanings of consumption within black cul-
ture—both as a way to manage access to needed goods and as a potential cause of rac-
ist violence. She ends with an analysis of hip-hop artist Kanye West’s challenge of 
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the Bush administration to provide economic aid following Hurriane Katrina, plac-
ing it in the large context of black consumption in contemporary neoliberal culture.

Racialized Complexities and Neocolonialism

The authors of the chapters in Part IV examine rhetoric that purports to move 
beyond the traditional black-white racial binaries found in the United States. 
They reveal media constructions of race and racism working in service of neo-
colonialism, or inferential colonial narratives that conceal violent white Euro-
pean economic and global expansion (see Ono 2009). The authors also examine 
standard white-black binaries and hierarchies hidden among “diverse” racial, or 
“mixed-race” ethnic characters, situated in major California cities, for example. 
 In “The Rhythm of Ambition: Power Temporalities and the Production of the 
Call Center Agent in Documentary Film and Reality Television,” Aimee Carrillo 
Rowe, Sheena Malhotra, and Kimberlee Pérez show how documentaries help 
westerners overcome their anxieties about globalization and outsourcing. They 
do so by featuring a white male narrator who visits, describes, and then leaves the 
lowly social conditions of Indian subjects (especially Indian women), while high-
lighting the Indian subjects’ negotiation between their premodern realities and 
ideologies and the neoliberal present. The documentaries position Indian trans-
national subjects as inferior to western U.S. viewers through time/space ambiva-
lences that, in an attempt to conceal anxieties about the changing landscape of 
transnational employment, thereby acknowledge and then protect U.S. workers 
from worries over the loss of their jobs at home.
 In “Inscribing Racial Bodies and Relieving Responsibility: Examining the 
Racial Politics in Crash,” Jamie Moshin and Ronald L. Jackson II study the film 
Crash, examining its racial politics and providing a challenging view of a film 
widely hailed as racially progressive. Los Angeles, California, serves as an inter-
esting site because it ultimately disguises and reifies racial binaries and white 
privilege. Moshin and Jackson argue that, in spite of its racially diverse characters, 
Crash induces audiences to feel hopeless and indifferent about the persistence 
of racial stereotypes and conflicts, reflecting a broader cultural paralysis about 
the United States. In doing so, the film redeems the white racist cop by making 
him the hero who rescues a black woman he molested earlier in the film, while 
the black male characters devolve into emasculation, rage, helplessness, criminal-
ity, and violence. By suggesting race is either everyone’s problem equally or no 
problem at all, the film avoids discussion of white responsibility for racism, while 
simultaneously portraying white characters as largely heroic.
 Marouf Hasian, Jr., Carol W. Anderson, and Rulon Wood uncover an old 
colonial narrative present in a “progressive” contemporary popular film. In 
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“Cinematic Representation and Cultural Critique: The Deracialization and 
Denationalization of the African Conflict Diamond Crises in Zwick’s Blood 
Diamond,” the authors show that, in spite of the filmmakers’ noble intentions 
to raise public consciousness about the oppressive diamond trade in Sierra 
Leone, the film reproduces a colonial narrative formula (and neocolonial in 
the United States) of a rugged white masculine hero who learns to change 
his racist ways and saves an infantilized noble black man and his son by con-
fronting brutal black villains. This white savior narrative redeems whites who 
express anti-black sentiments, while reproducing ideologies of black and Afri-
can inferiority. While the film calls for U.S. audiences to take action about the 
diamond trade, as the authors’ interviews in Sierra Leone illustrate, it forsakes 
realistic depictions of black Africans and the conditions they face in Sierra 
Leone. 
 In “Abstracting and De-Racializing Diversity: The Articulation of Diversity 
in the Post-Race Era,” Rona Tamiko Halualani argues that regional newspaper 
stories in Silicon Valley, California, create the appearance of a raceless society, bol-
stering legislative efforts in California (e.g., Proposition 209) to eliminate affir-
mative action, multiculturalism, and other racialized policies. The newspapers 
do this, Halualani argues, by constantly featuring “empirical” surveys predicting a 
majority minority in northern California cities and by reporting personal testimo-
nies about the positive effects of “diversity,” such as interacting with people from 
all over the world. 
 This book describes and illuminates multiple vectors of critical rhetorics of 
race to explain the persistence of race and racism in a context in which media 
constantly presage the end of racism, while nevertheless producing texts docu-
menting overt racist acts, images, and media spectacles that affect our material 
lives. Our project seeks to intervene and contest stories of such ambivalence by 
warning institutional policymakers and publics about the persistence of seem-
ingly outdated colonial narratives and racialized villains (especially black males) 
and by explaining some of their meanings. By doing so, we hope to encourage 
scholarly inquiry and social change. 
 Our book begins with remarks from Raymie McKerrow, whose seminal arti-
cle has spawned critical communication scholarship that exposes and explains 
how discourse (1) masks and mystifies power to oppress or liberate people; (2) 
produces cultural knowledge about places and peoples (especially about others); 
(3) legitimates, sustains, resists, or disrupts hegemonic interests; and (4) forms, 
transforms, and adapts to changing historical conditions. The authors in this 
collection answer McKerrow’s call by offering insightful critical analyses of race 
and racism from a variety of communication studies contexts, sites, approaches, 
methodologies, and perspectives. We do so as media circulate contradictory mes-
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sages and images about race and racism in this critical moment. We offer our best 
efforts to inspire more critical thinking and scholarly inquiry along these lines.

Notes

 1. We are aware that historically the phrase “mixed race” has negative connotations in the 
United States because, even as it proves such purity untrue, it implies “blood purity” that reflects 
biological determinism, which is a biological fallacy. “Race” is a social and political construct. We 
use the phrase “mixed race,” as do film and media scholars, to connote the visual and inferential 
signs or logics people use to define ambiguous and multiracial subjects, exposing the unstable 
categories of “race.” See Mary Beltrán and Camilla Fojas, Mixed Race Hollywood (New York: New 
York University Press, 2008), 2–4.
 2. See Stuart Hall, “The Whites of Their Eyes: Racist Ideologies and the Media,” in Silver 
Lining: Some Strategies for the Eighties, edited by George Bridges and Rosalind Brunt, 28–52 
(London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1981).
 3. As Williamson concluded about the verdict sentencing two white supremacists to death 
for dragging James Byrd to death with their pickup truck: The “dragging trial” served to purge the 
ancestral ghost of whites terrorizing and lynching blacks in the South, and allowed whites and 
blacks to express tolerance, but, it also left everyday racism experienced by blacks unnoticed and 
unacknowledged.
 4. See Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: from the 
1960s to the 1990s (New York: Routledge, 1994). 
 5. If one imagines comprehensively the sum total of all of the instances in which racial power 
relations are not made obvious, this exercise comes close to being able to identify the much 
broader dimension of race and racism that functions to structure social relations at the macro 
level of society and micro level of day-to-day interaction.
 6. One vein of scholarship that has addressed racial ineffability has looked at whiteness, 
specifically. Thomas Nakayama and Robert Krizek (1995) imported conceptions to whiteness 
from various disciplines into communication studies to expose the dominance, complexity, and 
ubiquitous nature of whiteness in discursive cultural practices that shape and control people’s 
lives and reproduce white privilege, without their knowledge or consent. Following Nakayama’s 
early work, Nakayama and Judith Martin’s (1999) edited volume Whiteness: The Communication 
of Social Identity, provides a rich and diverse collection of communication studies of whiteness. 
For more on scholarship on whiteness in communication, see work by Raka Shome, Carrie Cren-
shaw, Ronald L. Jackson II, Lisa Flores and Dreama Moon, and Michael Lacy.
 7. On Stormfront, discussions of African Americans as apes or ape-like is common. See, for 
instance, http://www.stormfront.org/forum/showthread.php?s=4d11da9a1f1479fca51a4eeddee3c
ad5&t=609089. Accessed June 12, 2009.
 8. The Hopps poster preceded the release of the film King Kong and may have been an inspi-
ration for the film itself.
 9. See, for instance, Molefe Asante, The Afrocentric Idea (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 1987), 182.
 10. With apologies to the many significant scholars we leave out of this endnote, we offer 
some venerable examples here, albeit not in any way a comprehensive list. Such figures as Jack 
Daniel, Molefi Asante, and Melbourne Cummings played a leadership role in centering race in 
communication scholarship historically. Jack L. Daniel’s Changing the Players and the Game: A 
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Personal Account of the Speech Communication Association Black Caucus Origins (Speech Com-
munication Association, 1995) tells an institutional history of the emergence of the Black Caucus 
within the Speech Communication Association, and discusses the efforts of many people, includ-
ing Lucia S. Hawthorne, Dorthy L. Pennington, Melbourne S. Cummings, Carolyn Calloway-
Thomas, and Venita Kelley, who all have afterwords in the book. As well, the book mentions the 
work of, among others, Molefi Asante, Lyndrey Niles, and Orlando Taylor. For more information 
about the role of the contribution of black communication scholars, see Ronald L. Jackson II 
and Sonja M. Brown Givens, eds., Black Pioneers in Communication Research (Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage, 2006). Other early work includes Karlyn Kohrs Campbell (1971), Richard B. Gregg, 
A. Jackson McCormack, and Douglas J. Pedersen (1969), John W. Bowers and Donovan J. Ochs 
(1971), Gronbeck (1973), Van Graber (1973).
 11. Rhetorical work such as Celeste Condit and John Lucaites’s (1993) Crafting Equality has 
explored “ideographs,” or culturally contingent abstractions or phrases (e.g., “equality,” “liberty,” 
and “property”), found in public arguments that provide motivations or justifications for public 
action. Mark McPhail’s The Rhetoric of Racism (1994) and later his The Rhetoric of Racism 
Revisited (2002) are notable works that address rhetoric’s role in constructing race and racism, 
stressing both that actors (e.g., whites and blacks) are complicit in the existence of ideas of race 
and that racism itself is akin to a psychological disease. Rhetorical scholar Aaron David Gresson 
has authored two highly important and influential books: The Recovery of Race in America (1995) 
and America’s Atonement (2004). Gresson’s work, which has not been given the prominence it 
richly deserves, is much discussed by scholars in this volume. Gresson responds to conventional 
(post-structuralist) interpretations for discourse in the United States by offering (social) psycho-
logical interpretations of competing and cannibalizing race narratives. Gresson (2004) argues 
that contemporary racial discourse in the United States reflects “racial pain,” or the identification 
with a damaged racial identity or ego. The most dominant form of racial pain is “white mascu-
line pain,” or a damaged white identity or ego that has been forced to see itself as “oppressor.” 
Gresson contends that recovery rhetoric and rhetorical acts of atonement found in a wide range 
of nationalistic discourses and cultural practices (e.g., the Yellow Ribbon Movement), films (e.g., 
Forrest Gump), and public debates (e.g., multiculturalism), serve to redeem white masculinity and 
nationalism by using women and minorities as props or supporting characters.
 12. Anthologies primarily published in the 1990s on communication and race, especially 
media, have often taken an approach that attempts to do justice to each racial group: Asian 
Americans, African Americans, Latina/os, Native Americans, and Whites (e.g., Wilson and 
Gutierrez). Clint C. Wilson II and Felix Gutierrez, eds., Minorities and the Media: Diversity and 
the End of Mass Communication (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1985); the second edition entitled Race, 
Multiculturalism, and the Media: From Mass to Class Communication (Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, 1995); the third edition (with Lena M. Chao) entitled Racism, Sexism, and the Media: The 
Rise of Class Communication in Multicultural America (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2003). Other 
examples include: Gail Dines and Jean M. Humez, eds., Gender, Race and Class in Media: A 
Text-Reader (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1994); second edition 2003; Angharad Valdivia, ed., 
Feminism, Multiculturalism, and the Media: Global Diversities (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1995); 
Stephanie Greco Larson, Media and Minorities: The Politics of Race in News and Entertainment 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006); and Alberto Gonzalez, Marsha Houston, and 
Victoria Chen, eds., Our Voices: Essays in Culture, Ethnicity, and Communication (Los Angeles: 
Roxbury Press, 1994).
 13. Some scholars studying race and communication have approached the subject using a 
discourse analytic approach. Chief among them is Teun Van Dijk’s Communicating Racism and 
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Elite Discourse and Racism (1987, 1993). Reisigl and Wodak’s (2001) Discourse and Discrimination 
offers a comprehensive discourse analytic study of race. Van Dijk uses discourse analyses to show 
how European and U.S. lay people and elites reproduce anti-black racism in overt and subtle 
ways. Van Dijk integrates the cognitive and ideological aspects of racism by showing how media 
and white elites produce anti-black images, while denying racism (e.g., “I’m not racist, but . . .”), 
blaming the victim, and accusing marginalized groups of being racists. The ambivalence found in 
such strategies, van Dijk argues, reflects the cognitive complexity of expressing racist views, while 
conforming to contemporary standards of politeness and egalitarianism. They provide a rich 
and complex framework to analyze racism, anti-Semitism, and ethnicism reflected in discourse 
(political speeches, legal documents, newspaper articles, television broadcasts, and conversa-
tions). The authors develop a critical discourse analytic framework that provides interpretation 
of racism and discrimination in three case studies, revealing a whole range of linguistic devices 
used by politicians and media productions to code racist, anti-Semitic, and xenophobic beliefs 
and ideologies. Other social scientific works include Michael Hecht’s edited volume, Communi-
cating Prejudice (1998). In Communicating Prejudice, Hecht views racial prejudice found in public 
and private discourse as a component of the broader form of prejudice and discrimination. Also 
significant is Michael Billig, Susan Condor, Derek Edwards, and others, Ideological Dilemmas: 
A Social Psychology of Everyday Thinking (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1988). In the book, Billig chal-
lenges psychological analyses of modern racism as conversational gambits, and argues that the 
ambivalence and denials found in the discourse reflects commitments to Enlightenment ideals 
and bourgeois Liberalism (“reasonableness” and “rationality”).
 14. In literary studies, for instance, is Carl Gutierrez-Jones’s (2001) Critical Race Narratives. 
Gutierrez-Jones adopts a post-structuralist perspective to study “knowledge” people produce 
about racial “injury” in U.S. popular culture, legal, and academic discourse. Gutierrez-Jones does 
so by collecting a diffuse array of narratives of elite and influential texts on race (e.g., The Bell 
Curve, The Alchemy of Race and Rights, The Mismeasure of Man) that challenge extant models for 
analyzing race. Gutierrez-Jones concludes that racialized injury claims have produced a sense of 
impasse, resentment, and interdisciplinary cannibalism.
 15. Omi and Winant, for example.
 16. For a brief discussion of their relationship, see Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, 
Critical Race Theory: An Introduction (New York: New York University Press, 2001), 4–5. Also 
see Patricia Williams, “Alchemical Notes: Reconstructing Ideals from Deconstructed Rights.” 
Harvard Civil Rights—Civil Liberties Law Review 22, no. 1 (1987): 401.
 17. For a broad sampling of McKerrow’s influence, see the following articles: Carole Blair, 
Julie R. Brown, and Leslie A. Baxter, “Disciplining the Feminine,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 80 
(1994): 383–409; Stephen O. Gencarella, “Constituting Folklore: A Case for Critical Folklore 
Studies,” Journal of American Folklore 122, no. 484 (2009): 172–96; Ronald W. Greene, “Another 
Materialist Rhetoric,” Critical Studies in Mass Communication 15, no. 1 (1998): 21–40; Thomas K. 
Nakayama and Robert Krizek, “Whiteness: A Strategic Rhetoric,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 81, 
no. 3 (1995): 291–309; Kent A. Ono and John M. Sloop, “The Critique of Vernacular Discourse,” 
Communication Monographs 62, no. 1 (1995): 19–46; Kent A. Ono and John M. Sloop, “Com-
mitment to Telo—A Sustained Critical Rhetoric,” Communication Monographs 59, no. 1 (1992): 
48–60.
 18. Susan Faludi, The Terror Dream: Myth and Misogyny in an Insecure America (New York: 
Picador, 2007).
 19. See Gayatri Spivak’s (1988) early use of the term. Also, see Ono and Sloop (1992) for an 
argument favoring strategic essentialism in the field of rhetorical studies.
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 20. Ono and Sloop’s work built from McKerrow’s and advanced the concept of vernacular 
rhetoric as discourse that emerges from local communities and forms in resistance to domi-
nant ideologies or for group constitution, and that may take the form of anti-racist, anti-sexist 
critiques. Ono and Sloop (2002) developed their theory further in Shifting Borders, a study of 
public discourse surrounding the California anti-immigrant ballot initiative that attempted to 
eliminate health, education, and welfare benefits for undocumented migrants in the state. The 
authors expose the rhetorical constructions of nationalism and nativism found in the Los Angeles 
Times and the complicity and resistance in vernacular discourse, produced by self-identified 
members outside the dominant community. By doing so, they expose how shifting constructions 
of nations, borders, and migration alter the way people perceive nations, borders, and peoples and 
influence public policies concerning citizenship, immigration, and national identity. There, they 
made distinction between civic and outlaw discourse as well as dominant discourse and vernacu-
lar discourse, arguing that it is necessary to consider the amount of publicity and the degree to 
which logics of discourse actually challenge the status quo.
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