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David Roediger presents a complex relationship between nineteenth century white race identity and the formation of the American working class.  Identification with whiteness was a way of mitigating the contrasts/disparities between changing economic conditions and a republican ideology of independence and equality.  Roediger openly challenges the Marxist notion that the “race problem” is merely an extension of class antagonisms.  He argues that white workers’ conceptions of themselves were deeply impacted by a language of racial difference which developed in the context of a slaveholding republic.  The language developed not merely from a racism which trickled down from the dominant classes (another Marxist analysis Roediger seeks to modify) but grew to a considerable degree out of white workers’ construction of their identity.  Though he challenges some Marxist analyses, Roediger builds his thesis with the tools of Marxist theory.  Capitalist restructuring of the relations of production appears at the root of white workers’ racial identities.  And those identities were important in shaping workers’ responses to the wage labor system.  Further, the title of the book pays tribute to an idea wrought by W.E.B. Du Bois:  that America would have become more class conscious had the institution of slavery and the racism which accompanied it not exalted the psychological prize of whiteness within the working class.

In the first two sections of the book, Roediger describes the transition to wage labor as a period of deep anxiety for hirelings, whose status appeared to be on a course parallel with black slavery.  Differentiation between the two labor groups became important as a reassurance of white workers’ respectability.  Changes in the language of work titles demonstrate the sensitivity to the economic reorganization:  masters became bosses; servants became hired persons.  Roediger explains that although aversions to some of the earlier titles were not all related to race, the need or desire to emphasize racial difference cannot be ignored.  

Augmenting this discussion is a sophisticated analysis of the various uses of terms (such as white slavery and wage slavery) to label whites as a class of workers.  Roediger describes early American republican culture as cautious and fearful about the future of independent farmers and artisans.  Fear caused workers to both draw comparisons between their circumstances and chattel slavery and avoid such comparisons.  The use of white slavery metaphors focused discussions about the wage labor system on the treatment of white workers—the living and working conditions of white laborers as compared to those of black slaves.  An aversion to such comparisons developed because they offended republican values of freedom and self-reliance and violated white workers’ “sense of whiteness” (p. 86).  The white slave metaphor consequently lost its momentum.  The breakdown of the discussion, argues Roediger, thwarted the advancement of an effective critique of the hireling system.  Roediger offers that working class abolitionism and the Republican party’s idea of “free white labor” likewise “liquidated the question of hireling labor” (p. 87).

In the third and fourth sections, Roediger attempts to more deeply analyze the antebellum worker’s construction of whiteness.  He argues that whites from various backgrounds (e.g., upper middle class and working class patrons of minstrel shows, the working class minstrel performers, and Irish immigrants) were held together by (and perpetuated) an image of blackness which symbolized life in white pre-industrial society, which they both missed and hated.  Thus blacks in America became both objects of playful nostalgia (as characters in minstrel shows) and a sort of social and economic effigy of the white past (again, as the collective subject of minstrelsy and as the victims of race riots).
For Roediger, minstrelsy served as a vehicle for expressing the frustrations of class differences, but by focusing the conflict on race more than “directly articulating class grievances” (p. 127).  Likewise, mob attacks on blacks (by working class whites) were seen as preferable to attacking the middle class.  Roediger concedes that it is difficult to assess how representative of the working class such riots were, but agrees with John Jentz’s argument that reactions to the riots suggest a split within the working class and an expression of class tensions.  

Irish Americans considered identification with whiteness as important to their political legitimacy and their place in the economic hierarchy.  Roediger finds that, as much as any other white group, the Irish identified themselves by negation—in terms of what they were not; such identification assured separation from the stigma of blackness and gave hope for social stability and independence in a society which (for the Irish, especially) downward mobility was a constant fear.      

 Writing this type of history, it seems, requires imaginative analytical abilities, which Roediger apparently has in great abundance.  But by viewing language adjustments and identity by negation as evidence of changing definitions of class and race, Roediger’s inferences require the reader to struggle with a great deal of ambiguity in the historical record.  I agree with John Tosh in that “most of what pass for the ‘facts’ of history actually depend on inference” (Tosh, p. 171).  But such a statement is a long way from recognizing Wages as exemplary of Roediger’s assertion (and invocation of Mikhail Bakhtin, Raymond Williams, and Archie Green) that “the ambiguity of language affords it meaning” (p. 15).  One example of how troublesome analyses of language and other forms of cultural expression can be in determining a particular group’s means of self-identity appears in Roediger’s discussion of the “preindustrial joys” and “wildness” expressed in blackface performances.  For Roediger, minstrelsy was a way for whites, surrounded by a culture of increasing industrial discipline, to “throw reason to the winds.”  Blacking up was the “height of polymorphous perversity” and “the polar opposite of the anal retentiveness usually associated with accumulating capitalist and Protestant cultures.”  The early minstrel show was, not accidentally, occasionally referred to as a “‘nigger festival’” (pp. 118-9).  Early twentieth century sources on psychoanalysis and wealth accumulation are cited, but they are not put into a dialogue with the race construction corollary.  So it is with much of the methodology and many of the sources employed by Roediger.  Primary accounts are used largely as buttresses for secondary sources, which reside in the structure of psychoanalysis.  The result is an intriguing perspective on race identity.  Unfortunately, it is hindered by sporadic supports for claims and by a racially lopsided view (in favor of white people) of the concept of whiteness.      
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