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FUNKY WHITE BOYS AND 
HONORARY SOUL SISTERS
Question: What do Stevie Ray Vaughan, Larry Bird, and Phil Woods have in common? 
Answer: All were charter members of a club that I created when I was growing up. They 
didn't know this, of course; and the existence of the club says at least as much about me 
as it does about its members. It speaks, for example, to the existence of an impulse that 
found expression in other ways—in, for example, the all-star bands that I imagined to 
unite the likes of Louis Armstrong and Wynton Marsalis, Bird and Branford Marsalis; as 
well as in my attachment to comic books like The Justice League of America, featuring 
super-groups composed of heroes who otherwise flew solo. But the club I created wasn't 
just about me and my need to foster cooperation among my idols and heroes. It was also 
about something that its members had in common, a commonality indicated by the name 
they collectively bore: The Funky White Boys Club.

One became eligible for admission to the FWB by being a white person who excelled in a 
cultural practice that might plausibly be considered part of, or disproportionately shaped 
by or linked to, black culture. So the late bluesman Vaughan gained entry for his faithful 
extension of the guitar artistry of Albert King and Jimi Hendrix, Woods was honored for 
his reverent appropriation of Charlie Parker, and Larry Bird got in just because he was so 
damn good at basketball, never mind his stereotypically "white" playing style and 
overwhelmingly white team (tellingly, the Celtics of Boston). Creating the FWB was my 
way of marking and celebrating what seemed to me that most anomalous of 
circumstances: the existence of white people who violated the core assumptions of 
commonsense racial logic and dared to do things white people weren't supposed to be 
capable of.

Eventually noticing that the FWB was indeed a boys club, I created a companion female 
group and inducted Bonnie Raitt and Martina Navratilova as charter members. But due 
either to a dearth of imagination or a loss of interest, I neglected to name the female 
group and soon neglected the whole project. That may have been the year when video 
killed the radio star and MTV was born, giving me more pleasantly mind-numbing ways 
to spend my time. 

The clubs languished in the depths of my memory until fairly recently, when an article in 
Vibe magazine called them to my attention once again. [1] The article was an update on 
the R&B singer/bassist Teena Marie, a white woman who at one time was the protégée of 
Rick James. (James is the man who gave us-and, unfortunately, M. C. Hammer—the 
song "Superfreak" and then acted out the song in a series of encounters with the law. 
Luckily his, well, eccentricities form no part of our story here and won't be mentioned 
again.) The text of the piece was arrayed around a series of moody photographs of Marie, 
one of which bore the caption "honorary soul sister." When I saw this my mind made one 
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of those instant and unmotivated associations that keep psychoanalysts in business and I 
realized that that should have been the name of the female funky white boys: the 
honorary soul sisters.

I found the name appropriate not only because, as I then remembered, Marie was one of 
the early members of the group, but also because the title laid bare the curious nature of 
the venture I'd undertaken all those years ago, exposing assumptions that the expression 
"funky white boys" leaves submerged. Why is Teena Marie only an honorary soul sister? 
Why can't she be a real one? Clearly the answer lies in the other title. According to the 
dominant assumptions of commonsense racial logic, white boys aren't supposed to be 
funky, and white women aren't supposed to be soulful. Teena Marie is just honorary 
because she's white, and Stevie Ray Vaughan was funky despite being white. There is 
rather widespread agreement on these assumptions, as evidenced by the frequency with 
which one still encounters references to the stereotypical white person without rhythm. 
But it's much less clear what's behind the assumptions. Just what does race have to do 
with being soulful?

The Vibe article inspired these sorts of questions for me because I read it shortly after 
concluding an unsatisfactory print debate with another philosopher on a related topic, the 
question of whether white people can play the blues. [2] His position was that they can, 
despite claims to the contrary; my position was, and is, that of course they can, and that 
perhaps we'd be better served by looking into the motivation one might have for claiming 
the contrary. That debate put me in the habit of examining issues of race, culture, and 
authenticity, so I started to wonder about my youthful conviction that Stevie Ray 
Vaughan's status as a bluesman was merely honorary. In effect, the issue we'd pursued in 
the earlier debate was focused and narrowed into this question: What was I doing in those 
younger days when I created the clubs? Or: What is it about Teena Marie's whiteness that 
makes her only an honorary soul sister?

I'd like to share my thoughts on that topic, as well as on one other. I want to consider also 
what we should say about the urge to create Funky White Boys clubs. Is it a simple and 
indefensible racist impulse, relying on essentialist notions of racial characteristics and 
traits? Or is it something else?

1. Metaphysical nationalism and the FWB

My clubs started with some rough but fairly reliable generalizations about race and 
culture. Here's one: By and large, black people tend to participate jointly in distinctive 
forms of life. This is a claim that sociology can bear out and that history can explain. 
More important, it is a claim that is neither contradicted nor undermined by the 
remarkable variety of lives and styles that black people can inhabit. People always say 
that no two snowflakes are alike, but if they had nothing in common we wouldn't call 
them both snowflakes. Both are tiny bits of crystallized water, a fact which is prior to all 
of the very real differences between them. They differ widely within a certain sphere of 
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commonality: there is unity underlying the diversity. The same is true of black people—
by which I mean "African-descended peoples in the Americas." Or, alternatively, to 
paraphrase a definition from W. E. B. Du Bois, "those people who would have had to ride 
the Jim Crow car in Georgia had they been there in 1940." [3]

By and large, black people speak or at least understand cognate cultural and experiential 
languages, whatever our many regional, political, religious, ethnic, or individual 
differences. This is what struck me as a youth. I knew that my black friends differed from 
my white friends, that they listened to different music and ate different foods and spoke 
differently: I had seen it and heard it myself. I knew they aspired to different styles of 
play on the basketball court after school; I knew that this Bud Powell fellow I'd started 
listening to was playing in a way that my white piano teachers never mentioned, much 
less demonstrated.

Knowing these things I drew a conclusion: white people who do things the way we do 
must have a special status, because most white people don't, or can't. And this conclusion 
led me to another rough but reliable generalization: By and large, white people are unable 
to participate in or appreciate black cultural practices. So in the same way that John 
Turturro's character in Spike Lee's Do the Right Thing exempts Magic Johnson and 
Prince from blackness because they're somehow special, my young mind exempted from 
whiteness the white people who could participate in black culture. They became honorary 
black folk, almost. No longer just white boys, but funky white boys.

Now, rough but reliable generalizations may suffer one of two fates when stored in an 
active and curious mind. On the one hand, they may be complicated by additional 
conditions and have the limits of their reliability precisely marked. This is what happened 
in my case. When I learned about class differences within and across races, about 
regional cultural variation and so forth, I realized that whatever I said about The Race 
was going to be riddled with exceptions and conditions except at a very lofty level of 
abstraction, and that whatever I said was going to have to answer to the evidence of 
history and sociology. 

On the other hand, the generalizations may be rigidified into necessary truths and the 
observations which motivate them rendered inevitable. This happens to the points I 
started with when they are taken up into the framework of a certain kind of cultural 
nationalism. Cultural nationalism is in part the view that all black people participate in a 
common form of life, that we share a disposition to enjoy and create the same cultural 
forms, the same modes of speech and movement, expression and performance. For a 
cultural nationalist, the possibility of both a vibrant black community and a sane, settled 
individual black identity rest principally upon one thing: the existence of a coherent, 
identifiable, distinct set of black cultural practices. For the nationalist, "black English" 
and "black art" and "black music" have to be meaningful expressions, marking some 
important boundaries. And the behaviors inside the boundaries have to add up to a 
distinctive culture.

http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=mqr;cc=mqr;rgn=main;view=trgt;idno=act2080.0036.212;id=N3;note=ptr


So far the nationalist position is consistent with the mindset that motivated my clubs. But 
a truly committed nationalist goes farther. A committed nationalist on the model of 
Molefi Asante hardens my rough generalizations into metaphysical and ethical principles 
in his search for something deeper and more reliable than the contingencies of history to 
underwrite the unity of black culture. The metaphysical principle is essentialism, which 
in this context entails that it is of the nature of black people, completely apart from 
considerations of history and sociology, to produce certain forms of life. The list of 
adjectives used in describing that life ought to be familiar. We favor rhythm over melody, 
it says; organic unities over dualist bifurcations, blues scales over Greek modes, 
improvisation over scripting, and so forth and so on. On this view black people naturally 
and necessarily gravitate toward certain cultural forms simply because that's what it is to 
be black. 

The ethical principle has to do with authenticity, and like the metaphysical principle from 
which it follows, hardens a rough generalization into dogma. The generalization, you'll 
recall, was that white people tend not to be able to participate in or enjoy black cultural 
practices. Essentialism rigidifies this generalization about how capacities tend to be 
distributed into an airtight claim of necessity, the claim that all black people and only 
black people can participate in black culture because black cultural practices express the 
nature of black people. The authenticity principle takes the claim about capacity, about 
what certain people can do, and turns it into a claim about permission, about what certain 
people may do. Not only, it turns out, are white people not able to take part in black 
culture; they are not even allowed to try. (Perhaps this is the sort of slip that English 
teachers are trying to help us avoid with their fussiness about the distinction between " 
and "can.")

There is another element to the ethics of committed nationalism, the idea of racial 
obligation. This idea follows also from a plausible generalization, this time the point that 
if the people who created a culture don't maintain it by continued participation, chances 
are it will die out. The committed nationalist takes this simple point and turns it into a 
moral imperative. Black people, he argues, should participate in their culture; those who 
don't are shirking an obligation to the race. As an added incentive, the nationalist I have 
in mind is likely to point out that the moral error of opting out of the culture carries with 
it the prospect of psychological ruin, as the unscrupulous negro loses touch with her true 
identity and, on Asante's version of this account, "loses her center." The notion of 
cultural-racial obligation provides some additional support for the exclusionary rhetoric 
of authenticity: white people are in the same position with regard to their own culture, 
facing the same psychological and moral dangers, and so should worry about their own 
ways of life instead of dabbling elsewhere. Instead of interfering with our culture they 
should be contributing to their own.

Let's get clear on the plausible claims behind (way behind) what I've been calling 
committed cultural nationalism. For one thing, there are regularities in the practices of 
black diaspora cultures. For another, it does seem to be a good thing for black people to 
participate in these cultures, good, that is, for both the people and the practices. The 
individual participants are able to draw existential sustenance from and take shelter in the 



symbolic and meaningful practices of their cultures, while the cultures themselves are 
able to persist and proliferate. (Although in this age of pluralism and global consumer 
culture there is less danger of a cultural form dying out if its original participants neglect 
it. Blues music, for example, is more likely to die out these days if white people start to 
neglect it, since many blacks have already consigned it to the dustbin of history.) The 
difficulty with committed cultural nationalism is that it tries to find some otherworldly 
support for these plausible ideas. 

In particular, this nationalism tries to find some basis for black cultural continuity that's 
deeper than culture, than history, than the empirical striving and effort of concrete human 
beings, and as a result culture turns out not to be very important after all. Perhaps a better 
name for the view would be metaphysical nationalism, because it requires invoking an 
elaborate and unnecessary metaphysical apparatus to make sense of perfectly natural 
facts. Sociology, anthropology, history, and politics are more than adequate to account 
for the continuities that interest the nationalist. We just don't need to conjure up an 
elaborate metaphysics to explain the extent to which black people are, culturally and 
otherwise, a people. To do so is a bit like using an atom bomb to kill a housefly. But 
questions of explanatory adequacy aside, it is simply more interesting to point out the 
concrete, historical linkages that connect santeria to West Africa, King Sunny Ade to 
James Brown, than to trace them all to a single transhistorical essence. It is far more 
impressive for people to remember their roots themselves and create themselves despite 
the fetters of oppression and forced forgetfulness than it is for them to serve as the 
vehicles of a transcendent racial essence. 

As we saw above, metaphysical nationalism also provides an ontological grounding for 
racial exclusivism, for the claim that all and only black people can participate in black 
culture. From this perspective Teena Marie is an honorary soul sister because she gets 
close to the core styles and conventions of R&B. The same holds true for Stevie Ray 
Vaughan and blues performance. But these performers will never be more than honorary 
because they're not truly expressing their deepest essences. That is to say, to participate 
truly and fully in the practice is to express the essence that manifests itself in the practice, 
and white people simply donhave the essence to express. On this view Vaughan is just 
imitating Albert King; Phil Woods is just imitating Charlie Parker. And if you listen 
closely, some people say, you can tell the difference. Never mind that white performers 
in black idioms or styles are not always mimics, or the possibility that any alleged 
categorial difference between white and black performances may simply be an 
overzealous interpretation of stylistic differences between individual performers. And 
never mind that we could account for any discernible categorial difference that did arise 
by referring to culture, to the lower probability that a white person will be socialized into 
the communities where the conventions of performance are taught and learned. 

As we also saw above, the ethical dimensions of metaphysical nationalism can lead to an 
exclusivist posture by supporting the claim that even if white people can participate in 
black styles, they shouldn't do so. From this perspective Teena Marie is honorary because 
she's treading on what is by rights someone else's cultural turf. The honor of (almost-
)soul sister status is extended as a grant of permission, and participation without it is 



immoral. But the frailty of nationalist metaphysics undermines this point as well. Without 
the metaphysics that link the racial essence to its cultural manifestation there is no reason 
to assume that the boundaries of culture and the boundaries of race are coextensive. 
Without the metaphysics there is no reason not to let Bonnie Raitt or Eric Clapton carry 
on the blues aspect of black culture. And even apart from the historical and sociological 
considerations I've mentioned above, there seems to be little reason to accept the 
metaphysics of racial essences. That is, on the evidence of the biological sciences alone, 
evidence that has been steadily mounting for some time, especially in this century, the 
idea that race membership as a matter of physiology somehow carries with it interesting 
moral and cultural traits seems to be a pernicious fiction.

2. Aesthetics instead of authenticity

I want to distance both my present self and my thirteen year old self from metaphysical 
nationalism and its excesses. All those years ago I hadn't yet thought out the possible 
theoretical extensions of the commonsense racial logic I'd accepted. Having done so now, 
I reject them. Metaphysical nationalism is too timid and narrow; it downplays the 
wonderful diversity and creativity of African diaspora cultures—with an "s"—and of the 
concrete, historically located people who've created reggae, R&B, hard bop, and hip-hop. 
And worst of all for our present purposes, it stands in the way of explaining how we can 
reasonably make judgments like the ones behind the title of "honorary soul sister." The 
metaphysical nationalist approach makes these judgments just as inappropriate and 
ungrounded as any other racist exclusion. Either whites are just naturally incapable or 
black culture is just naturally off limits.

But having rejected the metaphysical/ethical route to racial exclusivism, I need to offer 
some other motivation for the urge that led to my imagined clubs. I do this not just to 
defend myself (although that's always fun) but also, and more importantly, because I 
want to displace and decenter the dialectic of essentialism-cum-racism. That is, I want to 
mark off a conceptual space within which we can examine assertions like "white people 
can't play the blues" without recourse to the vocabularies of essentialism or racism. I 
want us to be able to say something more interesting about the roots of these assertions 
than that the speaker is a racial essentialist and therefore a racist. This is important to me 
because I think relatively few of the people who make or presuppose assertions of the 
sort I have in mind are essentialists or racists. I don't think the FWB was a racist venture, 
nor do I think that of Vibe magazine's decision to use the expression "honorary soul 
sister." Luckily, there is a way to understand what I was up to, what the Vibe magazine 
people were up to, without slipping into the paralogisms of racial essences. There is a 
way to explain the urge to withhold or confer the status of funkiness and soulfulness 
without relying on the bare fact of race. 

The approach I have in mind proceeds from yet another plausible and probably familiar 
idea, especially familiar when it comes to black music, that I'll call the Elvis Effect. 
When white participation in traditionally black avenues of cultural production produces 



feelings of unease, this is the Elvis Effect. I could as easily call it the Benny Goodman, 
the Dave Brubeck, or the Vanilla Ice effect, because all follow the same pattern. Black 
people participate almost exclusively in a cultural practice, mostly untouched by the 
interest, interference, or acclaim of the white community. A white person finds his or her 
way into the practice, becomes proficient, and is "discovered" by the white community. 
The community embraces the practice, but only in the person of the white "pioneer" who 
introduced it. It snaps up his records or copies his arrangements (or flocks to get 
cornrows, or lets its jeans sag around its knees), all the while oblivious to the fact that the 
true pioneers are probably still toiling in obscurity and poverty, and that the black 
community has probably moved on to something else that has yet to be "discovered."

Of course my brief description of phenomena that produce the Elvis Effect is a crude and 
over-simple rendering of complex historical events. For one thing it overlooks issues like 
the extent to which "white" country music and "black" blues grow from common 
southern roots that grew into people like Elvis as naturally as it did into, say, Muddy 
Waters; for another, it passes completely over the role of white record companies in 
preserving and promulgating black musical culture. But it isn't too crude to make the 
point. How else can we explain the fact that Benny Goodman gets movies made about 
him, gigs at Carnegie Hall, and the title of the king of swing, while we're still waiting for 
the movies—the big movies—about Duke Ellington and Fletcher Henderson? How else 
can we account for the fact that Maynard Ferguson and Chet Baker could, decades ago, 
beat out Dizzy Gillespie, Miles, and Clifford Brown in Downbeat polls for best trumpeter? 
(Baker, maybe. But Ferguson?) How else can we explain the phenomenal sales of Vanilla 
Ice and New Kids on the Block, not to mention Dave Koz?

The Elvis Effect isn't hard to explain. When we talk about black music in the twentieth 
century we're talking about commodities, market phenomena, so the relative weakness of 
black consumer power, as a function both of community size and individual wealth and 
income, is certainly a factor. And then there's the industrial side, the cynical marketing 
side, of the music business, which gave us Terence Trent D'Arby in much the same way 
that it gave us Vanilla Ice (the relative merits of each I'll leave up to you). But the most 
important factor is the historically racist trajectory of white American appetites for 
cultural commodities. That's why in the early days of the blues-based pop styles (soul, 
rock, and R&B) black musicians often heard their songs on the radio being covered by 
white performers, or found their pictures effaced from their own album covers to avoid 
repulsing white consumers. (Both of which are well rendered in Robert Townsend's film, 
"The Five Heartbeats.") That's why the Beatles and the rest of the 1960s British invaders 
were surprised that no one here seemed to understand the homegrown roots of this new 
rock and roll: that's why we need Eric Clapton to explain Muddy Waters to us—or one 
reason, anyway. It is too easy for too many people here to assume that nothing of cultural 
value can come from black folks, or to concede the point but limit the damage by treating 
the black origins as raw material to be refined by sophisticated whites.

The Elvis Effect is not new. I've just given the name to a phenomenon with which we're 
all familiar. I bring it up now to make two points. The first is that the familiarity of the 
Elvis Effect allows it to provide a backdrop for the experience of art in traditionally black 



idioms. The second is that this backdrop, and the way it mediates the aesthetic experience, 
can explain what I've been calling the funky white boys urge, the impulse to distinguish 
white contributions to traditionally black cultural practices. 

When I talk about an aesthetic experience I mean an event, the collection of related 
perceptions and appraisals that emerges from a certain kind of interaction between an 
observer and an object. On some conceptions of aesthetic experience, like the one John 
Dewey articulates in his book, Art as Experience, the aesthetic experience is more 
appropriately considered the work of art than the art object itself. The aesthetic 
experience brings the object to life in what you do with the sounds D'Angelo has 
recorded for you, what you do with the figures and hues that Picasso has kindly left 
you—and what they do with, and to, you. 

The art object, the painting or the recorded sounds or the novel, is the focus of an 
aesthetic experience, which—and here we reach the crucial point—works very much like 
an experience of visual perception and recognition. When you focus your eyes on 
something, all around the central point of clarity you see a vast fringe that's fuzzy and out 
of focus. You usually don't notice this fringe, this periphery; that is, after all, what being 
focused means. But the fringe is there, and it is essential to the coherence of what you see. 
If you didn't have peripheral vision the objects in plain sight would seem disconnected 
and isolated, floating free from the rest of the world. Much like this perceptual fringe 
there is a theoretical fringe that helps us make sense of the sensations that arise from the 
encounter with the object. The sensations become organized into an experience of a 
certain kind of object, say, a cow, only if you have the concept "cow" available in your 
cognitive repertoire. Otherwise you've simply encountered a big, smelly beast that makes 
weird sounds. Perhaps more clearly, you can experience something as a baseball bat only 
if the right theoretical background is in place to support your perceptual encounter with 
the stick of wood. If it isn't, if, say, you're from a pre-industrial culture and don't know 
how to distinguish a baseball from Bisquick, then you've simply encountered a funny 
stick.

The experience of an artwork follows the same pattern. The work itself is surrounded by 
a vast range of peripheral experience which stretches out and makes connections with the 
rest of the world. You may not think about this fringe, this backdrop to experience, but 
without it the art object doesn't make sense as the kind of thing it's supposed to be, and it 
can't contribute to the right kind of aesthetic experience. Unless one internalizes the 
conventions of western painterly representation, one will see only splashes of paint where 
an art critic sees angels or receding horizons or bowls of fruit. And unless one 
understands that the conventions of artistic practice undergird the experience of painterly 
representation, one treats the painting as nothing more than a picture when it is so much 
more, a commentary on a tradition, a manipulation and rejection of themes and 
approaches created and perfected over time. Unless one can read these in the work, see 
them along with the work, the work remains opaque. This history is the fringe, the 
penumbra that makes the experience coherent and complete. 



Similarly, unless we appreciate the narrative of the development of jazz composition and 
improvisation, Ornette Coleman sounds like he never quite finished learning how to play 
the saxophone. But when we know the history, when we can notice the periphery of the 
experience, we can hear his interpretation and critique of the techniques of jazz 
performance. Or: until you can hear the echoes of Marvin Gaye and Prince and southern 
gospel and hip-hop on D'Angelo's album Brown Sugar, until you feel the incredible 
syncretism of the church organ grounded by a thundering jeep beat on the song "Higher," 
you'll miss the point and miss out on the most satisfying aspects of the experiences 
promised by encounters with the album—which, incidentally, is precisely what some hip-
hop obsessed reviewers did before the album's sales showed them that maybe this guy 
was onto something. 

My claim here is that the Elvis Effect can serve as the periphery for the reception and 
experience of white performances in black expressive traditions. In the same way that 
knowing a bit of art history changes the way we appreciate, the way we see, a painting, 
knowing the historically racist trajectory of white American appetites for cultural 
commodities can change the way one hears Eric Clapton—or the Canadian dancehall dj 
Snow. Knowledge of the historically racist trajectory of white American appetites for 
cultural commodities can erect affective obstacles to the reception and enjoyment of 
otherwise impeccable arrangements of sounds; that knowledge can interfere with and 
frustrate the pattern of response that would otherwise attend the perception of the music, 
just as knowing a little more about the context for Picasso's work can and should frustrate 
the pattern of response that would otherwise lead one to say "my little sister can do that."

My point is that the urge to keep Teena Marie at arm's length, to invite her in 
conditionally as an honorary participant, can be an aesthetic response rather than a moral 
or a metaphysical one. It can proceed from the realization that "I've heard of Eric Clapton 
only because he's white," the realization that the dollars I spend on a ticket to his show or 
to buy his CD will fuel the machine which perhaps without racist intent produces racist 
outcomes: the realization that if I participate in this process, Ibe partially responsible for 
the next sister who toils in poverty while the white woman with her style gets the big 
record deal.

3. Conclusion

What, then, does race have to do with funkiness and soulfulness? Simply this: Race is the 
principal dynamic in an historical drama that shapes the possibilities for aesthetic 
experience of traditionally black cultural practices. Less concisely but more simply: Most 
of us share or are at least acquainted with a cluster of moderately plausible intuitions 
linking race to cultural production. I've been concerned here with three in particular. One 
says that there is something answering to the title "black culture," or that there are some 
things answering to that title. Another says that it is good for black people to perpetuate 
these cultures. And the last says that white people are either unwilling or unable to 
participate in these cultures, and that the ones who are willing and who are able differ 



somehow from the rest. These intuitions, when ossified into a metaphysical nationalism, 
can support a project something like my honorary soul sisters club, but a project 
predicated on the view that white people have neither the proper nature nor the moral 
standing to participate in black culture. This approach can lead to the urge to create funky 
white boys clubs, but it does so while leaving the undeniable fact of white participation 
utterly inexplicable, making black and white participants immoral and neurotic, and 
subordinating history to the dictates of a transcendent racial essence. I've explained these 
consequences of metaphysical nationalism already, so I'll introduce one more for good 
measure: it plays into the hands of racism. After all, even if the metaphysical nationalist 
denies that she's a racist, she has given plenty of ammunition to the white racist. While 
she's saying that the black essence is linked to rhythm and the like, the white racist can 
say "You're right, we don't have rhythm; our essence is concerned with other things, like 
rationality and cognitive powers."

I propose avoiding, instead of inviting, this debate with the racist. Instead of invoking 
nationalist metaphysics, let's take history and culture seriously. On the view I propose, 
the three plausible intuitions regarding the existence and worth of black culture and the 
relation between white participants and the culture are joined by a fourth, which says that 
white participation tends to exploit and thereby to imperil black culture and its main 
proponents. This intuition leads to the Elvis Effect, and recognizing that fact enables us to 
link the other intuitions to the funky white boys club impulse without inciting the racist 
or engaging in an act of metaphysical conjuring. History reports that the fate of black 
expressive innovation has too often been cooptation without compensation, and it 
supports the prediction that white participation portends dilution, commercialization, and 
decay for the culture. Awareness of this history seeps into the reception of white 
performances and makes a qualitative difference in the aesthetic experience—it seeps in, 
incidentally, not to distract but to inform, the way the history of painting informs one's 
appreciation of Picasso's "Les Demoiselles D'Avignon." 

This appeal to what we might call a problematized aesthetic response motivates the claim 
that Stevie Ray Vaughan and Stan Getz are merely honorary. The background to the 
aesthetic experience is such that what would otherwise be heard as a blues performance is 
instead experienced as the performance of an honorary bluesman. Teena Marie is 
honorary not because she lacks the right nature or the moral entitlement to participate in 
the culture of black music, but because the listener's encounter with the sounds that Marie 
produces is complicated by the background of commonsense theory that informs the 
perception and recognition of the sounds. 

Some disclaimers are in order. First of all, I am not claiming that the way to understand 
my particular adolescent urge to designate funky white boys and honorary soul sisters 
proceeded from an awareness of the historically racist trajectory of white cultural 
consumption. In the same way that my FWB project didn't rise to the level of definiteness 
necessary to become metaphysical nationalism, it certainly wasn't definite or politically 
astute enough to be motivated by the Elvis Effect. It was simply what it was: a youthful 
effort to occupy an idle mind by following out the consequences of certain familiar and 
prominent generalizations about race and culture. I am claiming, however, that just as my 



FWB-urge was neither racist nor essentialist, other similar positions can be neither racist 
or essentialist, and that one way to account for such positions is by appeal to the Elvis 
Effect and the long shadow it can cast over aesthetic experiences.

Second, I don't mean to endorse the claim that white people can only be honorary 
participants in black culture. I mean only to explain it, or some versions of it. My aim has 
been to point out only that one can make such claims without being a racist or an 
essentialist, largely on the basis of certain rough but plausible generalizations about race 
and culture. Of course, such claims and generalizations are much less plausible now than 
they were even ten years ago, now that hip-hop culture has penetrated into the deepest 
and palest recesses of America. And, as it happens, they weren't terribly plausible even 
then, standing as they did in a tense relationship to the long history of white contribution 
to and participation in allegedly "black" forms like blues and jazz. But their validity aside, 
the claims and generalizations are familiar, and as such can be expected to serve as the 
backdrop to aesthetic experience.

I have a final comment about one of those generalizations, the one concerning what I've 
labeled "the Elvis Effect." Focusing on the racism of the processes by which black 
cultural forms have historically found their way into the broader culture moves us past 
the dialectic of essentialism and authenticity. It shows that there may be concrete political 
concerns that make racial solidarity an attractive mode of political and cultural practice. It 
reminds us that anything validly claiming the title "black culture" comes from the 
concrete strivings of black people rather than from some essence outside of culture. And 
it reminds us that the strivings of those people take place not in the sociological and 
historical vacuum often assumed in discussions of racial justice, but in the context of a 
rich historical drama that is shaped by power relations, by economics and politics. 
Furthermore, linking judgments like the ones behind the FWB to the background material 
of economics, history, and politics reminds us that aesthetic experience has a context, one 
that is as much cultural and political as it is theoretical and art-historical.
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