A key idea in my research is the concept of whiteness. And when I mention this to people, they always say, "What's that?" What they are usually too polite to add is "and who cares?" What could possibly be interesting about just being a bit pale? So, today I'm going to try to answer those questions.
Firstly, most importantly, whiteness isn't just a bit of pale skin, whiteness is a construct, which means that it is not a biological reality, but rather a social meaning that is read onto the biological body and as such it can be very arbitrary. In the United States, for example, in late 18th century, various legal definitions of whiteness included people from Mexico, China and the north of India. Now, today, this seems rather strange to us, but that is because whiteness is in fact, quite a modern invention, and in those days it was only just being first conceived of.

Cast your mind back 200 years to those early days of defining whiteness. Imagine looking at a collection of faces like these, and trying to devise a hard and fast rule to divide them. Where would you begin? You can notice immediately that simply using paleness as a indicator wouldn't work. Otherwise, some people would be white in the winter but not in the summer. Now imagine that serious legal and economic implications rested on your decision - whether or not someone could vote, own property, whether they were considered a fit parent or a true citizen, even whether someone was believed to have a soul. This is the impact that whiteness can have.

At around the same time that whiteness was first being defined and discussed, European colonialism was also taking off around the globe. And this overlap is no coincidence. It was only by travelling the world and encountering other peoples that the Europeans learned to think of themselves as white. And it was this whiteness that in their minds justified the brutal and exploitative ways in which they all too often treated the inhabitants of these new lands. Thus whiteness is called a legitimising ideology. It is a belief in innate superiority, that was seen to legitimise the siezing of land, say, or the enslaving of peoples.

And this is where whiteness runs into trouble and where my research begins, because how does one justify the unjustifiable? How can one live cheek by jowl with other human beings as the colonialists often did, and yet maintain your belief in their categorical inferiority. What does it do to one's moral soul, and indeed one's grasp on reality, to consistently deny the very humanness of the people around you. What does the human mind do to cope with such a paradox? I begin my research with these questions. Thank you.

