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This arhcle shows ways in whichJve Eurqean Amencan women interfmine and 
hte~mcuue the Amenkatz discounes of rare and ethnii9 to talk about ther~fiel(ues as 
'bZacK.' %is black identity bothjts with their anti-ranit desires and makes strategic 
sense in the context o f  their eueryday lives. IkyG~-i'antZy, the women do not deny the 
European side ofheir heritage, rather they embrace a multi-raclI/ethnic identiq. It 
is argued that the element of choice involved wilh Amenkan ethnic discourse, com- 
bined with ageneralshg toward the allowance ofmixed identities, allows thls identi9 
cot~.r!lucllon to be understood as a sensible one. It z i  further a ~ u e d  &at tliese women 5 
cor~rtr-uctiori illmate a gpe o f  identi2-y conJgurahorr that has become a /izg / iZy  signl' 

jcant qhon in the United States. 

Mezzrow, after his long years in and under Harlem, did truly think his lips had 
developed hller contours, his hair had thickened and burred, his skin had darkened. 
It was not, as he saw it, a case of transculturation. He felt he had scrubbed him- 
self clean, inside and out, of every last trace of his origins in the Jewish slums of 
Chicago, pulped himself back to raw human material, deposited that nameless 
jelly in the pure Negro mold, and pressed himselfinto the opposite ofhis birthright, 
a pure Black (Wolfe in Mezzrow & Wolfe 1990[1946]:390). 

There is no 'right' to choose one's 'racial' ancestry, as race is currently conceived, 
but if race and ethnicity become progressively intertwined in a new way, it is 
possible that being Black will, in years to come, be more a matter of individual 
choice and less a matter of assignment by others (Blu 198o:z10). 

T he American obsession, 'race' has been relentlessly discussed in 
both popular and academic United States circles for many, many 
years. Notable about the recent academic discussion, however, is 

the considerable increase in, and the mundaneness associated with, state- 
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ments regarding the socially constructed nature of race. In the fairly recent 
past, assertions of race as a social rather than biologcal catego~y were nec- 
essarily accompmied by considerable supporrting arpment (see, for example, 
Gould 1981 and Lewontin, Rose, & Kamin 1984:119--427). Now not only 
anthropologists, but also psychologists, historians, philosophers, literary 
scholars, cultural critics, sociologists, and biologsts can make such asse&ions 
without a great need for referencing or explanation. Race has been called a 
myth (Higginbotham qgz), an invention (Early 1993)~ a socio-political cate- 
gory (Gates rggz), and put in wotation marks (Njeri 1993) with little or no 
prophylactic defense. 

The acceptance in academic circles of race as socially constituted is cer- 
tainly related to the general conceptual shift usually associated with post- 
modernism. The premise that reality is socially constructed, and the notion 
that physical, social, and psy&ological realities are mutualty constitutive, 
are now (fairly) widely accepted. There has been considerable discussion 
of social constructionism in the work of feminist as well as gay and lesbian 
scholars, and the constructivist framework has been very important for 
many contemporary theorists of personal and social identity. 

Scholarship on the construction of race, ethnicity, and cultural identity 
within the field of British cultural studies has both drawn on, and contri- 
buted to "chinking and discussion in the American context. The wri"kngs of 
Stuart Hall, Paul Cilrsy, Vron Ware, and Dick Hebdige are of particular 
note. Their work has made the point of the shifting n;ature of racial/ethnic 
classifications expressly. For instance, the discussion regdrding the re- 
artidulations in Britain of the category Black to include people of African, 
Caribbean, and Asian ancestries is compelling (see Gilroy 1987; Hall 

"99"). 
An important development in recent work has been the scrutiny of 

'whiteness' as racial category and lived ident2y.l Ware (1992) and Franken- 
berg (1993,1994 have refracted the discussion through the lens ofgender, 
focusing on the question of race in white women's lives. With this paper JZ 
would like to build on this inquiry by adding an important, but undertheo- 
rized aspect: European American women who feel they; are, at least in 
part, African American. We have tended to think in terms of the inverse, 
Mrican her icans  who talk about adherence to European American identiq 
or about knowledge of 'white blood9 Rowing through their veins. Here, how- 
ever, I will discuss how f i e  European American women living in New 
b r k  City identify with and as African American. 
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I learned about these women's views during 1990 and 1991 while con- 
ducting ethnographic fieldwork in New York City's mainstream jazz com- 
munity. New York is the occupational center for many internationally re- 
cognized jazz musicians. I carried out my research in the elite community 
of the successful musicians who played at or frequented clubs such as the 
Village Vanguard, Sweet Basil, Condon's, Fat Tuesday's, and Bradley's. These 
clubs were recognized among jazz aficionados as featuring and fostering 
musicians at the apex of the mainstream jazz world. Audiences for first 
sets were generally comprised of tourists (esgpially from Japan and Eu- 
rope) and relatively affluent New Yorkers. Jazz community insiders usu- 
ally arrived for later sets. The majority of the musicians are African Amer- 
ican; New York jazz community insiders include African and European 
Americans as well as some people with Asian or Hispanic backgrounds. 

My research centered around the women ofthe community who, as non- 
musicians, were part of the integral support personnel within this artistic 
world (e.g., as jazz club employees, musicians' managers and agents, jour- 
nalists, fans, and wives). During this time, I 'hung out' with women at jazz 
clubs, chatted on the telephone with some of them (as most New York 
City women do with their friends) and conducted thirty semi-formal audio- 
taped interviews/conversations. The research was further informed by my 
participation as an employee prior to, throughout the course of, and sub- 
sequent to the fieldwork period in Bradley's, not only an important jazz 
club, but also, in the words of a community member, a jazz 'hang.' 

My original intent had been to understand the meanings that jazz had 
h r  the women. I had a sense that the music and the world of the music 
might very well occupy a central position in the women's constructions of 
their identities. In fact, I did find out that for many women jazz played a 
central role in who they felt they were, often in intriguing and enlightening 
ways. One of the biggest surprises to me, however, was the extent to which 
white women within the community constructed themselves as black 

I was intrigued by the idea of white women making themselves black, 
so after I realized this was the case, I began asking seemingly white women 
fairly directly whether they felt like they were black. In what follows, I 
have included portions of five women's views. To provide context, I first 
briefly discuss my own realization. After presenting the examples, I discuss 
how the women's constructions fit within the American discourses of race 
and ethnicity. Following this I explore relations of the women's notions 
with the context of their lives and the larger American mainstream. 
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Realization 
When I began this research, I was aware that issues of 'race9 were both 

important and sensitive. In fact, I had even considered not doing the research 
because of my own European American background. While both European 
Americans and African Americans are involved with jazz and active in 
New York's mainstream jazz community, it is generally accepted among 
community members that jazz is an African American art form. Or, as some 
put it, jazz 'belongs9 to African Americans. Thus, 1 was caught in the bind 
of being an European American researching something African American 
- an activity criticized inside and outside the jazz community - while at 
the same time, a prevalent notion in the community is that while jazz merits 
enormous attention, it has received little becau~e it is African American. 

However, I certainly did not have the idea that European American 
women were constructing themselves as African American. Thus when 
Angela,2 who had always told me she was 'Italian,' oria'nally mentioned 
that she was interested in genealogy and her own family tree, I did not 
really think much about it. Only later, when she came right out and said 
that she wondered herself whether she had 'black blood' and that was the 
reason she was so interested in genealogy, did I make any sort of connec- 
tion. Yet I still did not consider that Angela's personal construction might 
in any way typify a more general phenomenon. The bell did not ring until 
two more back-to-back, telling interactions occurred. 

The first happened during an evening interview with Rosie, a European 
American woman in her early fifties. We were sitting at Rosie9s kitchen 
table, and the interview had been moving along sluggishly as Rosie was re- 
counting the different activities she had done in support of jazz. After a 
phone call from Toni (a friend of Rosie's and a woman whom I had previously 
interviewed), Rosie suggested we go over to Toni's house to continue the 
int'erview, which we did. Another woman of the jazz community was with 
Toni, and thus there were now four of us: Rosie and Toni, both European 
Americans; Margaret, an African American; and myself. Rosie and Toni 
were trying to make sense to me of how they were diEerent from mainstream 
America. Rosie finally said: 'Some of us dropped out [of the mainstream] 
because, you know, we had to. We were forced, we were women, we were 
black, we ..: Rosie was at this point cut offby Toni and Margaret's laugllter 
and Toni's laughing repetition of 'We were black: 

The next day I met with Winn, a friend of the three women from the 
night before. We spent the afternoon together - meeting at the bank, eating 


























