
Power has many heroes, and as the
book goes on, one is aware of needing each
of them, if only to summon the strength to
keep reading. These include Lemkin, cer-
tainly; and Morgenthau, who resigns; and
many other government o∞cials, military
o∞cers, journalists, human-rights ac-
tivists, and private citizens who through-
out the years discerned the evil in what
they saw and struggled to report or act on
those insights. Through deftly chosen
photographs or vignettes, the reader
meets victims and survivors whose valor
and integrity have made them known to
the world. Power tells the stories well
enough so the reader is fully aware of how
important a role luck has played in allow-
ing us to hear from them, among the mil-
lions of others deprived of voice.

Faithful to her key figure, Power tracks
throughout this perceptive political narra-
tive the major legal debates about the
meaning and application of the term that
Lemkin painstakingly constructed. From
his (failed) attempt in 1933 to have the con-
cept of barbarity in collective killing intro-
duced as a crime in international law;
through his (failed) e≠ort to insert the
crime of genocide into the legal brief at
Nuremberg; to his (successful) exhausting
struggle to persuade the United Nations to
adopt the 1948 Genocide Convention; and
finally to his (successful) work to have 20
nation states ratify it into law by 1950, we
see how Lemkin’s endeavor exemplifies the
honorable yet tortuous mission of the law.

The law both drives and reflects con-
sciousness; it both influences and defers to
politics. This dialectic is deftly traced in the
book. We see how Senator William Prox-
mire, Democrat of Wisconsin, taking up
the cause and giving 3,211 floor speeches on
the issue, one per day for 19 years, and aided
at the final stages by Senator Bob Dole, Re-
publican from Kansas, brought the U.S.
Senate, recalcitrant and querulous, finally
to ratify Lemkin’s convention, after 97 other
countries in the world had seen fit to do so,
in 1986. High and low politics figure to the
end—this victory would not have occurred
had Ronald Reagan not decided that sign-
ing on to the Genocide Convention was a
good way to mollify a wide constituency
infuriated by his visit to the German mili-
tary cemetery at Bitburg.

Power brings us up almost to the present,
with a discussion of the two ad hoc war
crimes tribunals, one for Yugoslavia and one
for Rwanda, now underway and the new
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Abolish the White Race
“The good news is that there are now a host of writers and a growing number of
courses and workshops designed to enlighten white people as to the real benefits
and the great cost of their property in whiteness,” writes former Harvard Law
School professor Derrick Bell in his epilogue to When Race Becomes Real: Black and White
Writers Confront Their Personal Histories, edited by Bernestine Singley, LL.M. ’76
(Lawrence Hill Books, $26.95). Many of those engaged in this Herculean task are
white, Bell notes, among them Noel Ignatiev, Ed.M. ’85, Ph.D. ’94, C.A.S. ’95, author
of How the Irish Became White and a fellow at the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute, who writes: 

I
n the interests  of survival,
Afro-Americans have always stud-
ied whiteness. There is a long tra-
dition among them that the white
race is a peculiar sort of social for-

mation, one that depends on its mem-
bers’ willingness to conform to the in-
stitutions and behavior patterns that
reproduce it. By the early 1900s…it was
becoming commonplace in the academy
to speak of race, along with class and
gender, as a social construct.…

In addition to the notion of race as a
social construct, [an old friend, John
Garvey, and I] shared another, which we
owed to the West Indian Marxist C.L.R.
James: that ordinary Americans are
drawn by the conditions of their lives in
two opposite directions,
one that mirrors and re-
produces the present soci-
ety of competition and ex-
ploitation, and another
that points toward a new
society based on freely as-
sociated activity. We be-
lieved that this internal an-
tagonism played itself out
as a civil war within the
white mind, between the
desire of whites to wall
themselves o≠ from black
Americans and their desire to overcome
the boundaries that kept them apart.

John and I decided that it was time to
launch a journal to document that civil
war. The result was Race Traitor, whose
first issue appeared in the fall of 1992
with the slogan “Treason to whiteness is
loyalty to humanity” on its cover. The
aim was to chronicle and analyze the
making, remaking, and unmaking of
whiteness. My book on the Irish was the
story of how people for whom white-

ness had no meaning learned its rules
and adapted their behavior to take ad-
vantage of them; Race Traitor was an at-
tempt to run the film backwards, to ex-
plore how people who had been brought
up as white might become unwhite.…

The goal of abolishing the white race
is on its face so desirable that some may
find it hard to believe that it could incur
any opposition other than from commit-
ted white supremacists. Of course we
expected bewilderment from people
who still think of race as biology. We
frequently get letters accusing us of
being “racists,” just like the KKK, and
have even been called a “hate group.” …

Our standard response is to draw an
analogy with anti-royalism: to oppose

monarchy does not mean
killing the king; it means
getting rid of crowns,
thrones, royal titles, etc.… 

Every group within
white America has at one
time or another advanced
its particular and narrowly
defined interests at the ex-
pense of black people as a
race. That applies to labor
unionists, ethnic groups,
college students, school-
teachers, taxpayers, and

white women. Race Traitor will not aban-
don its focus on whiteness, no matter
how vehement the pleas and how virtu-
ously oppressed those doing the plead-
ing. The editors meant it when they
replied to a reader, “Make no mistake
about it: we intend to keep bashing the
dead white males, and the live ones, and
the females too, until the social con-
struct known as ‘the white race’ is de-
stroyed—not ‘deconstructed’ but de-
stroyed.”
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