Issue: Communication and Socialisation

Text: Michael Moore: Stupid White Men
Often we are socialised into a series of assumptions and prejudices embedded in the language that we are given and find. The agencies of this socialisation: family, culture, the media (Althusser's so‑called "ideological state apparatuses") often can seem to work together to provide a uniform vision. (Althusser uses the expression "in teeth‑gritting harmony"). This is not just about what we say but also what we see.

It is partly this that Michael Moore is attacking in his richly controversial book Stupid White Men. His context is American but his truth‑telling certainly doesn't look out of place here. In a direct readable style he assaults the readers' perceptions by pointing out who the villains are statistically: the white people of the title. He then goes on to work through a mass of stereotypes by simply making them white. The title of this chapter is in fact 'Kill Whitey'.

I don't know what it is, but every time I see a white guy walking toward me, I tense up. My heart starts racing, and I immediately begin to look for an escape route and a means to defend myself. I kick myself for even being in this part of town after dark. Didn't I notice the suspicious gangs of white people lurking one very street corner, drinking Starbucks and wearing their gang colours of Gap Turquoise or J. Crew Mauve? What an idiot! Now the white person is coming closer, closer ‑ and then ‑ whew! He walks by without harming me, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

White people scare the crap out of me. This may be hard for you to understand ‑ considering that I am white ‑ but then again, my colour gives me a certain  insight. For instance, I find myself pretty scary a lot of the time, so I know what I'm talking about. You can take my word for it: if you find yourself suddenly surrounded by white people, ‑you better watch out. Anything can happen.

As white people, we've been lulled into thinking it's safe to be around other white people. We've been taught since birth that it's the people of that other colour we need to fear. They're the ones who'll slit your throat!

Yet as I look back on my life, a strange but unmistakable pattern seems to emerge. Every person who has ever harmed me in my lifetime ‑ the boss who fired me, the teacher who flunked me, the principal who punished me, the kid who hit me in the eye with a rock, the other kid who shot me with his BB gun, the executive who didn't renew TV Nation the guy who was stalking me for three years, the accountant who double‑paid my taxes, the drunk who smashed into me the burglar who stole my stereo, the contractor who overcharged me, the girlfriend who left me, the next girlfriend who left even sooner, the pilot of the plane I was on who hit a truck on the runway (he probably hadn't eaten in days), the other pilot who decided to fly through a tornado, the person in the office who stole cheques from my cheque book and wrote them out to himself for a total of $16,000 ‑everyone of these individuals has been a white person! Coincidence? I think not!

I have never been attacked by a black person, never been evicted by a black person, never had my security deposit ripped off by a black landlord, never had a black landlord, never had a meeting at a Hollywood studio with a black executive in charge, never seen a black agent at the film/TV agency that used to represent me, never had a black person deny my child the college of her choice, never been puked on by a black teenager at a Motley Crue concert, never been pulled over by a black cop, never been sold a lemon by a black car salesman, never seen a black car salesman, never had a black person deny me a bank loan, never had a black person try to bury my movie, and I've never beard a black person say, ‑we're going to eliminate ten thousand jobs here ‑ have a nice day

I don't think I'm the only white guy who can make these claims. Every mean word, every cruel act, every bit of pain and suffering in my life has had a Caucasian face attached to it. So, um, why is it exactly that I should be afraid of black people?

I look around at the world I live in ‑ and, folks, I hate to tell tales out of school, but it's not the African ‑Americans who have made this planet such a pitiful scary place to inhabit. Recently a headline on the front page of the Science section of the New York Times asked the question "no Built the H‑Bomb? " The article went on to discuss a dispute that has arisen between the men who claim credit for making the first bomb. Frankly, I could have cared less ‑ because I already know the only pertinent answer: "IT WAS A WHITE GUY! " No black guy ever built or used a bomb designed to wipe out hordes of innocent people, whether in Oklahoma City, Columbine, or Hiroshima.

No, my friends, it's always the white guy.

You name the problem, the disease, the human suffering, or the abject misery visited upon millions, and I'll bet you ten bucks I can put a white face on it faster than you can name the members of 'N Sync.

And yet when I turn on the news each night, what do I see again and again? Black men alleged to be killing, raping, mugging, stabbing, gangbanging, looting, rioting, selling drugs, pimping, ho‑ing, having to many babies, dropping babies from tenement windows, fatherless, motherless, Godless, penniless. "The suspect is described as a black male .... the suspect is described as a black male.... THE SUSPECT IS DESCRIBED AS A BLACK MALE... " No matter what city I'm in, the news is always the same, the suspect always the same unidentified black male. I'm in Atlanta tonight, and I swear the police sketch of the black male suspect on TV looks just like the black male suspect I saw on the news last night in Denver and the night before in L.A. In every sketch lie's frowning, he's menacing – and he's wearing the same knit cap! Is it possible that it's the same black guy committing every crime in America!

 

