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Book Review

Consuming Race instantly brings a smile to the 
reader’s face because of the highly original per-
spective Ben Pitcher brings to the study of the seri-
ous, contested, and timely issue of race and racism 
in a variety of contexts. This analysis broadens our 
understanding of the cultural dynamics involved in 
“doing” race. Racism is alive and kicking, as police 
brutality toward black youngsters in the United 
States and the debates around the “Black Pete” fig-
ure in the Netherlands (part of the Saint Nicholas 
tradition) demonstrate. These are familiar, readily 
knowable, and explicit expressions of race as it is 
connected to racism. Critical race theorists have 
argued that racism is not just about “incidents” that 
may be attributed to individual psychological 
pathology but a structural and institutional phe-
nomenon in many societies. Pitcher’s analysis does 
not play down “the significance and seriousness of 
racism” (p. 16) but draws attention to how, in his 
words, “the meaning of race far exceeds racism.” 
While the author acknowledges that structural and 
institutional definitions of race and racism are use-
ful, these “metaphors of weight and structural 
depth” according to Pitcher may produce “fatal-
ism” because of “strong sense of racial determina-
tion” they carry. Instead, Pitcher prefers “breadth” 
to “depth”: “Race is not a ‘narrow’ thing” (to do 
with just racism), but dispersed across the realm of 
human experience” (p. 145). Although I can imag-
ine scenarios in which structural and institutional 
definitions of racism (next to producing a politi-
cally de-mobilizing “fatalism”) may also produce 
political activism, I find the conceptual and analyti-
cal expansion of “race” that is implicit in Pitchers’s 
“metaphor of breadth” enriching.

Consuming Race shows how the cultural “con-
sumption” of race is located in unexpected places, 
such as fashion, interior design, black nerdiness, 
food cultures, children’s toys, and natural garden-
ing. Pitcher “has explored some of the ways in 

which we are all of us involved in the production 
and reproduction of racial meanings in acts of 
everyday consumption” while suggesting “that race 
is very much part of the ordinary business of being 
a human being in the contemporary world” (p. 144).

For Pitcher, “doing race” in the context global 
capitalist consumerism is fundamentally a cultural 
phenomenon and racialized meaning produced 
through consumption.

“The process of consumption,” he writes, 
“encompasses a wide range of activities in which 
consumption is caught up in human practices of 
meaning making, where what is consumed gets taken 
out of old contexts and put into new ones, where 
those meanings are transformed to use” (p. 28).

Pitcher analyzes these processes in consecutive 
chapters titled: “Ethnic appropriateness: white nos-
talgia and Nordic Noir,” “Engaging whiteness: 
black nerds,” “The taste of race: authenticity and 
food cultures,” “Race and children: from anthropo-
morphism to zoomorphism,” “Animals and plants: 
natural gardening and non-native species,” and 
“Stories about race: knowledge and form.” He sug-
gests (p. 51) that race is often “done” metonymi-
cally: “When we’re actually talking about race, 
we’re often ostensibly talking about something 
else” (place, fashion/interior styles, children’s toys, 
gardening). For example, food consumption can 
become “a mode of engagement with cultural dif-
ference” (p. 86) as well as a site of “the circulation 
of ideas about authenticity” (p. 87), which neces-
sarily produces the category of “inauthentic” food 
made by “inauthentic” people. Furthermore, toys, 
games, and films (Pitchers refers to Westerns) 
involving “Cowboys and Indians” may represent 
“encounters with racialized others” and “an ideal-
ized fantasy model of white male domination and 
control over nature, law and foreign others” (p. 
99–100). Yet in another context and quite differ-
ently, the game of “cowboys and Indians” did also 
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provide white westerners (e.g., hippies) “a sym-
bolic escape from whiteness” by embracing ele-
ments of Native American culture (p. 101).

Consuming Race expands the knowledge produc-
tion of race and racism by complementing the per-
spective of “depth” with a refreshing perspective on 
the “breadth” of race. “Doing race,” as Pitcher 
argues, is not a property of a group or certain indi-
viduals: “Everyone does race, it is everywhere.” 
Racial meaning production and consumption may “be 
both liberating and oppressive,” as the analyzed case 
studies here insightfully show. This is consistent with 
Pitcher’s premise that “while racism is always and 
necessarily going to involve race, race does not 
always and necessarily involve racism” (p. 16).

However, I think we always need to remember 
that certain groups are substantially more impacted 

by the grammar of race in its ugly expressions than 
others. Although Pitcher explicitly acknowledges 
power differentials (embedded in historical inequal-
ities), I wonder if a research agenda that contributes 
to the idea that “we are all in this together” may 
unintentionally contribute to a political agenda that 
diminishes the need for political action against 
“race as racism.” Of course, an approach that takes 
serious institutional and structural expressions of 
racism may very well be combined with an approach 
that acknowledges the cultural production of race in 
multiple locations. Since signifiers of difference 
that (metonymically or not) rely on external fea-
tures are often reductionist and (as history tells us) 
destructive and repressive, in the end we must find 
ways to reimagine human differences while decon-
structing the idea of race.


