Race, Labor, and the Law:

A Conversation with Patricia Williams

by Drucilla Cornell

g, atricia J. Williams is a Professor of Law at Columbia
i/ University and a regular columnist for The Nation mag-
L azine. Alter graduation from Wellesley College in 1972,

she earned a law degree from Harvard. She then worked for
three years in the Office of the City Attorney in Los Angeles
and as a stafl lawyer at the Western Center on Law and
Poverty in 1978-80. Professor Williams has been on the fac-
ulty of the University of Wisconsin School of lLaw, City
University of New York Law School, and Golden Gate
University School of Law. She was a visiting professor of
women’s studies at Harvard, a visiting professor of law at
Stanford University, a visiting scholar at Duke University and
at Stanford’s Institute for Research on Women and Gender, a
fellow at the School of Criticism and Theory, Dartmouth
College, and a fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences. She has published widely in both schol-
arly journals and the press in the areas of race, gender, and
law, and on other issues of legal theory and legal writing. Her
books include The Alchemy of Race and Rights: The Diary of a
Black Law Professor, The Rooster’s Egg, and Seeing A Color-Blind
Future: The Paradox of Race. Llast November in New York
City, she spoke with Drucilla Cornell.

Q: You were one of the leading participants in the big
Columbia University labor teach-in of 1996, which led to
the creation of Scholars, ‘Artists, and Writers for Social
Justice (SAWS]). Do you think that today there is the
potential for a new and useful alliance between unions
and progressive academics? : ;

PW: 1 hope so. I've always thought that there is a role for
academics, for people who are perhaps too glibly described as
the non-working force. No, 1 think that academics have such
a powerful role historically at any rate in shaping political
ideology or in describing certain movements to the media
and presenting it in ways that make it intellectually com-
pelling that, of course, we should be there. And of course we
have always been there. The idea of making more formal
interventions or having more formal alliances, after a period
in which those connections have become weak — 1 don't
think its a new thing, its just perhaps the resumption in a
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more public forum of an alliance thats always been there. Or
perhaps a new underscoring in a time where there’ a certain
attack on both labor movements and civil rights laws, and a
kind of anti-intellectualism that says that academics are the
new enemy.

Q: AFL-CIO President John Sweeney spoke at the
Columbia event of building a renewed labor move-
ment with new organizing efforts and new coalitions
with community groups and academic allies. Three
years later, are your hopes as high as then that such a
renewal will succeed?

PW.: Tm a very hopeful person. I always think theres
hope. But I also think that circumstances make it almost
impossible for there not to be a renewed labor movement.
The global economy, the forthright broadside attack on civil
rights and labor rights and human rights globally, a sort of
corporate conformity and new bottom-line econometric cost-
benefit analysis of all of humanity have certainly roused the
labor movement. And not just here but throughout the
world. I think we’ll see some crisis provoked by the actions
of global economics, whether organized or disorganized. And
my great hope is that it5 better organized because that’s more
constructive.

Q: ]‘he,realxty of unions seems to have come home to
universities. We now have nearly half of university teach-
ing being done by part-time; adjunct instructors. Many of
these adjtmcts are minorities, as are other low-paid uni-
versity staff. Do you feel that more union organizing with-
in universities should be high on the agenda of a new
labor-academic alliance?

PW. lsee it as necessary. I also think that, within many of
these academic institutions, that movement is still relatively
invisible to the academics themselves and to administrators
generally. That may be felt as more of a force and 1 see it as
necessary, but I also see it as still very much in its early stages,
in terms of its impact.



The relationship of the progressive movement and
the labor movement in particular to the issue of race came
home to me not long ago when I was overhearing a conver-
sation between a couple of people whose faces I couldn't see.
1 was on the other side of a billboard actually. And one man
said: “We progressives, we really have a lot of issues that are
central and people are sympathetic with, but if we are so
insightful, how come nobody%s listening. How come there’s
not more movement going around these issues? Why can’t
progressives’ agenda advance itself better?” And, the other
voice said: “Well, T was just listening to Cornell West the

the exclusive province of a kind of iconic image. Of Al
Sharpton, for example.

Q: Affirmative action, whether in university admis-
sions policies or in the job market, has been under fierce
attack for some years now. How do you respond to critics’
charges that it is unfair and/or unnecessary today?

PW.: Again, the images of affirmative action like those pro-
pounded by Ward Connelly and others have consistently
trumped the data about affirmative action. The actual analy-

sis of affirmative action, in all but

other day and he was saying...”
And the first voice said: “I'm not
talking about black issues, I'm
talking about the progressives’
agenda. T'm not talking about
race, I'm talking about progres-
sives.”

And it struck me that this
is a real division, particularly
among older progressives. The
labor leaders or activists of a gen-
eration or two ago are still (even
when very good-hearted) preity
dichotomized in terms of their
analysis of race issues over here
and the progressive agenda over
there. And if you look at the
issues that have really galvanized
the progressive agenda for the
better part of this century —
including labor, health issues, a
whole host of issues like that —
what’s interesting is that labor
now is largely black and Latino,
new immigrants. But, those who are considered progressives
somehow are still very few in number, perhaps not connect-
ed, not listening to that force. The idea that somehow pro-
gressives aren’t anywhere really ignores the extent to which
the progressive causes are now being racialized. 1 think that
the right has been very effective at racializing an issue and
therefore making it seem to some as though its on the other
side of that great boundary. So much of civil rights, including
affirmative action, for women, for economic disadvantaged
people — as a legal matter rather than simply as a pro-
nouncement — as well as for racial and ethnic minorities is
really being marginalized. Its made invisible or made to seem
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a very few of its forms, has
almost universally been ruled by
judicial action of one sort or
another to be fair, and been
upheld. But these are not what
the voting public by and large
imagines them to be. As I've said
many times before, the number
of people who seem to feel they
have been specifically dispos-
sessed by a less qualified minori-
ty far exceeds the actual popula-
tion of blacks, every man,
woman, and child in the coun-

ry!

And that sense of exaggera-
tion it seems to me is part of the
legacy of racism itself in that the
fear of being:taken over, the fear
of greediness, of being undeserv-
ing in some sense, has a long his-
tory. Particularly where it out-

strips actual data against ethnic
groups around the world. That phenomenon of sort of imag-
ining that: “They’re everywhere! They’re everywhere!” I think
we’re not totally in control of the way in which new stereo-
types are emerging against lower or working-class or middle-
class or upper middle-class people of color who have made it,
as a result of the civil rights movement, by virtue of affirma-
tive action. And those stereotypes of being greedy, or being
overreaching, of being take-over, far beyond the numbers, is
one perhaps more familiar in the context of anti-Semitism. A
lot of people then take these stereotypes with the idea that
once you are within a certain class you cannot be the victim
of racism because racism in the United States is all about
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