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The Concept:
Theorizing social discourse lends insight into the reproduction of social inequalities.  Foucault (1990: 101) says, “Discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy.”   Thus, while the power of a discourse benefits the dominants, it does not come only from the dominants (Butler 2004).  It comes of everyday actors as well, although they often exercise their power in ways that deny the power itself.  Power is both hierarchical and local.  Because it is local, it is always unstable, subject to struggle.  There are local centers of power-knowledge where the larger hierarchy is reproduced.  Here, I examine the ways that a controlling racialized discourse— racetalk—is differentially deployed by localized actors, along racial, gender, and sexual lines, ultimately reaffirming the racial/heterogendered order.

I have defined “racetalk” as discourse that constructs people—usually people of color—as a racial Other.  In this study, I expand my conceptualization of racetalk to incorporate two simultaneous structures of inequality: sexuality and gender.  Race, gender, and sexuality complexly intertwine in our imaginations, actions, and structures (Collins 2000).  Historically, men and women in the US have been differentially sexualized according to their positionalities (Collins 2004).  Thus, racetalk does not only signify racial meanings and regulate racial interactions.  Sexuality and gender intersect with race, so that racetalk defines and legislates complex social/sexual taboos.  

Heteronormative sexuality: Western society’s sexual obsessions socially produce entire regimes—or “juridico-discourses”— that establish a limited set of behaviors as the norm or standard (Foucault 1990).  Concomitantly, they demarcate an expanding group of behaviors as abnormal.  “Natural” and “unnatural” acts become codified over time.  Our society is heteronormative (Ingraham 1994).  

Gender & sexuality: Ingraham (1994) asserts that sexuality cannot be conceptualized adequately without understanding our gender regime, and vice versa.  Specifically, our normative meanings about gender—both structural and interactional—are nonsensical outside of a heteronormative context.

Race, gender & sexuality: The racial regime guides juridico-discourses, defining cross-race sexual coupling as illicit.  Nagel (2003:14) refers to the intersections of racial/ethnic boundaries as “…ethnosexual frontiers—erotic locations and exotic destinations that are surveilled and supervised, patrolled and policed, regulated and restricted, but that are constantly penetrated by individuals forging sexual links with ethnic Others across ethnic borders.”  

Findings:  
Figure 1 provides a visual heuristic for understanding the data.  Each disembodied type stands alone to some extent, but its meaning depends on the meanings of the categories that compete with it.  Not every type is equally situated.  White masculinity occupies a position of primacy.  As the greatest source of the deployment of exotica, white masculinity has the power to define Other statuses, hence the one-way arrows.  White masculinity stands in opposition to white femininity, black femininity and black masculinity—all of which pose some [perceived] threat to white masculinity.  

The other three categories are simultaneously dependent on each other for their meanings, as indicated by the reciprocal arrows.  Black masculinity is at once hazardous to and attracted by white femininity; white femininity is spoiled by black masculinity, but elevated above black femininity; black femininity competes with white femininity for valuation as a femininity, and it competes with black masculinity for valuation as a form of blackness.  
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Conclusion: 

Why do our cultural imaginings about sexuality matter socially?  There are two major implications of this form of racetalk.  First, as Butler (2004:28) argues, “Fantasy is part of the articulation of the possible; it moves beyond what is merely actual and present into a realm of possibility, the not yet actualized or the not actualizable.”  If racetalk renders us unable to conceptualize each other as viable intimates, condemning each others’ very personhood, then we have undone our ability to interrogate—let alone abolish—controlling binaries that reproduce race, gender, and sexual oppressions.  Second, this racetalk denigrates black men and black and white women.  It pits white women, black women, and black men against one another, further insulating the dominants from threat.  Thus, this form of racetalk damages our senses of self, our ability to imagine another social order, and our ability to unite in a common purpose.  
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