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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  132 5 classing the color line Class-Passing, Antiracism, and Charles W. Chesnutt What we can justly ask of white Americans is not only that they cease to practice social discrimination against colored people, but that they begin to practice social discrimination among colored people—they do so already to a limited extent—that they give to colored people an opportunity to demonstrate their social value, and then recognize it as it appears. —Charles W. Chesnutt, “Social Discrimination,” 1916 In a key passage of the address “Social Discrimination,” Charles W. Chesnutt makes a minute syntactical change that registers a critical shift in how Americans could conceptualize discrimination. Exchanging the preposition “against” for “among,” he recommends that rather than treating “colored people” as a racial whole, white observers should differentiate among them to discern their individual worth (424). Delivering his speech to black and white activists at the Amenia Conference, a foundational meeting sponsored by the burgeoning National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Chesnutt clarifies that he objects to any form of prejudice that denies political rights to all African Americans. Beyond issues of politics, however, he suggests that Americans could practice “social discrimination” with “a narrower meaning, that is, to apply to the more intimate, personal association of human beings which we refer to as social intercourse” (424). In defending black Americans’ civil liberties, Chesnutt does not resort to the familiar premise that segregation should be dismantled because blacks are “created equal” to whites and should be guaranteed rights under the law. Rather, he contends that what is so disruptive about Jim Crow policies is that they impede cross-racial relationships, the kind of “inspiring friendships , the mental and spiritual stimulus which comes from meeting . . . classing the color line 133 others of kindred standards of thought and feeling” (424). When African Americans are no longer excluded from whites-only public accommodations and private gatherings, Chesnutt suggests, whites will find that their black compeers who “prove themselves, because of their intellect, character, talent or social charm” are “not only tolerable but desirable socially” (424, 425). In order to offset race-based discrimination, Chesnutt assents to class distinctions as a preferable mode of social division. By emphasizing commonalities between black and white Americans with “kindred standards of thought and feeling,” he highlights what contemporary scholars might call class by another name. As editors Paul Lauter and Ann Fitzgerald surmise in the collection Literature, Class, and Culture, “To say it another way, class involves not just what you ‘have’ or even what you ‘are,’ but what Raymond Williams calls ‘a structure of feeling’: how you look at the world, what you see there, how you experience what you perceive—and how all of that differs from what other groups of people look at, see, and experience” (introduction, 3). That Chesnutt gestures toward this understanding without using the term “class” outright typifies how African American writers often defer or mediate possibly fraught discussions of class, as well as offer indefinite explanations of the concept . According to Chesnutt, social discrimination is “the most difficult and delicate subject on the program” for the Amenia Conference, and accordingly, he takes extra care when associating discrimination with class inequality, filtering his meaning through seemingly neutral terms like “feelings” and “thoughts.” Nonetheless, behind Chesnutt’s cool, rational rhetoric is class anxiety : more specifically, the fear of misclassification, a defensive concern over being categorized among an unfavored class. He resents that individual blacks who possess the means to live “perhaps as well . . . or better ” than their white neighbors must remain indiscriminately grouped among black Americans more generally (“Social Discrimination,” 425). If, as Sian Ngai proposes, anxiety expressed in American literature signals “situations marked by blocked or thwarted action” (Ugly Feelings, 27), then Chesnutt’s works expose African Americans’ thwarted attempts to attain civil equality via the class achievement of black individualism and collective uplift. His works anxiously fixate on the important, yet limited purchase of black middle-class status in the face of Jim Crow segregation. Contemporary scholars have remained uneasy with Chesnutt’s so- [23.20.235.102] Project MUSE (2024-04-09 17:29 GMT) 134 dividing lines cial theories and fictional representations that seem to challenge racial disparity while reinforcing other inequalities, such as class. Like several other postbellum black writers and thinkers, such as W. E. B. Du Bois and James Weldon Johnson, Chesnutt maintains what early U.S. sociologists have called a “functionalist theory of stratification” that assumes that social divisions inevitably... 

			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
      
      
        

      
               
      
  		
  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	




    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
			
			
							
			
				
					ISBN
				

				
					9780472028900
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Related ISBN(s)
				

				
					9780472036745, 9780472118618
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					MARC Record
				

				
					Download
				

			

			
            
			
			
				
					OCLC
				

				
					825096653
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					232
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2013-05-20
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					Language
				

				
					English
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
		

	

	
		
		
		
			Copyright

		

		
			2013

		

		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						[image: MUSE logo]
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											[image: Facebook]
	[image: Linkedin]
	[image: Twitter]


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				
				
				
				
				
				  Accept
				

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	