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n April 13-14, 1997, what was called the first major 

conference on what it means to he white , "The Making 

and Unmaking of Whiteness," took place on the cam­

pus of the University of California Berkeley. The con­

ference was organized by a group of Berkeley graduate students who 

have participated in an ongoing seminar on whiteness. What they 

originally conceived of as a one-day academic conference turned into 

three days of intense discussion framed by academia but richly over­

flowing that container. The conference, which was free and widely 

publicized (largely on the internet by people interested in the con­

ference), drew a large crowd of active antiracist organizers and 

received surprising press attention. It was covered in several local 

newspapers and local TV news was present throughout most of the 

conference. It became the radio talk show cause-of-the-moment, 

though commentators could not decide if the conference should be 

denounced for promoting white supremacy or for promoting white 

self-flagellation. 

On the first day, the clash between academic and activist worlds 

seemed to be leading the conference to the verge of disintegration. 

Members of the audience were outraged by the dearth of sessions 

addressing activist concerns. 1 They were disturbed by the classic aca-
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