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OPINION

THE WEEKEND INTERVIEW with Shelby Steele and Eli Steele | By Tunlm Varadarajan

What Does ‘White Guilt’ Mean in 2025?

Scodtseente, Ariz.
t has been almost 20 vears
since Shelby Steele published
the best-known of his five
books an race, “White Gullt:
How Blacks and Whites To-
gether Destroved the Promise of
the Civil Rights Era” A lot has hap-
pened sinee. In 2006 “we hade't
had President Obarma, Ferguson,
Trumy, Gearge Floyd, DEI, Elack
Lives Matter, President Biden,” Mr.
Sreele says. “We also hadn't had
Ot 77
Mr. Steele, 79, is one of Amer-
ica’s foremost black conservative
thinkers, recently retired as a se-
nior fellow at Stanford's Hoover
Institution. He is still hard at work,
on a film made by his son, EIL
Sreele, who deseribes the project
as an "update” of the elder Mr.
Steele’s 2006 book. Eli, 51, 5 an in-
dependent lilmmaker who lives
Los Anpgeles. He sums up the mes-
sage of "White Gailt™: “If you can
claim vietimbiood in America, it
glhves you beverage and power. Far
black Americans, the source of that
power 15 "white guilt.’ And they've
milked it for decades, transferring
responsibility to whites for every-
thing that's wrong with black peo-
ple.” Ag a result, Shelby chips in,
blacks are “worse off today than
they were in 1964."

Victim politics gave us
pro-Hamas activism and
a powerful reaction in the
form of Donald Trump.

I interview father and san o~
gether at the parents’ house in this
desert suburh. Shelby's wile and
Eli's mother, Rita, sits alongskde us.
The daughter of Holocaust survi-
viors, she met Shelby I1|J.r!||‘lg his ju-
nior year at Coe College in Cecdar
Rapbds, lowa, Her Father grew up
in eastern Poland. When the Mazis
invaded, he was able to escape,
leaving elght sisters behind. “They
thought women wouwld be safe”
Mrs. Steele says. When he returned
o Podand alter the war, be found
they'd all been murdered. He met
her mother—whose family sur-
vived Auschwitz—in a labor camp
it Siberia

Like his own son, the Chicagoe-
barn Shelby is & man of mixed race:
His father, Shelby Sr., was a black
truek deiver: kis mother, Buth, a
white social worker. Ell and Shelby
began working together on their
lilm—also titled "White Guilt"—
three years ago. They hope to fin-
ish by vear’s end to release the [ilm
in Aprdl (the book was publiched in

May Z0DE) The Steeles anticipate
resiatanee from distributors and a
likely refusal by Nedlix and Hulu to
carry the work.

Their last lilm together, “What
Killed Michael Brown?" (20200,
about the 2014 shooting by palice
I Fergusan, Mo, was $0 controver-
sbal that Amazon placed it under
“eontent review," reinstating it anly
after vigorons prolests over cen-
sarship, including on these pages.
The film, says Eli, “dismantles the
b of systemic raciem that Presi-
dent Dbama and Attorney General
[Eric] Holder lorced onto Ferguson,
and by extension Amerbea, after a
white cop shot a black teen”

Before that film, Eli was best
ko for a documentary titled
"How Jack Became Black™ (2018),
maibe, he says, after “my multira-
chal son was denied enrollment to
his elementary school when I re-
fused to check a race bay.”

Shelby Steele grow up “in an en-
tirely black community in Chicago,"
e says, “We were all-American in
terms of our values. We served
happily in the military, and wanted
to fight in the front lines. By to-
day's termns, we would be conserva-
tiwe” Mr. Stecle was 1B in 1964,
when the Civil Rights Act became
law. He says the act and the War on
Poverty enabled black Amerbca to
make a mistake: "We traded self-re-
apect and conservatism far identity
and humiliation. The gallt of white
peaple 5 sur power. We work
them. And yet we won't Jook at our
awn people and ask, "Why are we
nat teaching our children to
read® "

The problem was that "blacks
had no idea what freedom was, We
had experience with everything in
the world but freedom. Many
blacks hate my guts becanse I con-
demn the choloes they made. Ev-
erybody I grew up with had a fam-
iy, They don't have families
anymore” El asks: "Why i3 it that
today, whien you cannot by law dis-
criminate om the basis of race, we
literally arganize our whale culture
arownd race?”

Father and son agres that the
Trump presidency has been good
for black Americans. T think Trump
i& in many ways the inadvertent
creation of white gullt,” Shelby
says "Amerbea grew exasperated
with the way in which white guilt
was distorting seciety. And Trump
b= a result of that exasperation. He
b= an exasperated leader.” Bl adds
that President Trump "ks not cowed
by wihite guilt ™ Shelby sums up the
2024 election: "I've never seen a
mare eamest vote. In fact, Tramp is
a most earmest president. He's say-
g that our problem is that we've
loat par sarnedtneds a8 4 Countey.

Eli Steele and Shelby Steele

He says, Damn i1, Fm going to
change things" "

How have black Americand re-
sponded? “The black leadership's
been silenced,” Shelby says. “Bul
indbvidual blacks are breaking
away from the group, putting their
sell-interest ahead of groupthink,
asserting their political individual-
ity Eli calls Joe Biden *the alti-
mate white gui]:-pbesiﬂem. And
Trump is the opposite. He's actu-
ally advocating many policies that
are based in classic American val-
ues—aned many, many, many blacks
welcome this™ In other words, Mr.
Trump has helped ease the burden
ol racial identity on many black
people and allowed them to think
of themselves simply a5 Ameri-
cans, with the same concerns as
their countrymen: healtheare, edu-
cation, immigration.

t the same time, America has
A seen an eruption of antisemi-

tigm, on the belt and more re-
cently on the right. Shelby Steele
included the Det. 7 massacre on his
list of significant events since the
publication of "White Guilt.”
Hamas's atrocities, he says, “led us
to shift our focus on white guilt to
a global seale.”

“The big question became, "Why
was there such a lack of moral clar-
ity after Oct. 77* We have all these
campus protests, people protesting
on the side of terror, of evil. Why?
Because they"—the Palestinians—
“are ‘brown.’ Just think about that.
The narrative became one that sald
Hamas have a right to launch their
liberation revolution against a
'white’ country. They accused this
tiny little country, Israel, of all the
Western evils: apartheld, genocide,
colanialism, racism. Ta-Nehisi
Coates poes to Israel for 10 days
and writes a book about it.” Israel

was shochorned into “whiteness”
so it conkd be made & scapegoat.

Loaking at the protesters, Shelby
Stecle was overcame with "a cer-
tain emptiness. 1 realized that there
1%, in reality, no more raclsm. By
which I mean that there are no bon-
per problems in this country that
are traceable to racial inequality.”

ME Steele is also engrossed by
the meltdown at the Heritage Foun-
datbon. As Kevin Roberts, president
of that conservative think tank,
strugples to calibrate how much
distance to put between himself
and the commentator Tucker Carl-
som, under five for pandering to an-
theemites, Mr. Steele i3 reminded of
18961 Then, be savs, the liberal ledt
was "in Nux™ in the wake of the
Civil Rights Act. “We're seeing
something similar now on the
right.”

Today, "It seems like conserva-
them ks rewriting itself, exploring
where to go. Does Tucker represent
a legitimate conservatism? Every-
thing has bepun to change and
shift.” He attributes much of the
turbulence, again, to Mr. Trump.

"Certainly, Trump s taking
things in a new direction,” unravel-
ing eonservatism as we knew it
"What's new and fresh to me,” he
says, “ls that there's a retreat from
the idealagical focus of conserva-
them. In Tromp, we have a presi-
dent who wants to do the dishes,
0 to gpeak. Take care of the every-
day problems of life. Get our unl-
versities straightened out, our lm-
migration lined up” Mr. Steele
fincs this refreshing: “The vanity of
‘wokelam’ under Joe Biden was
that it could mald people and liter-
ally make a better world. Trump
just wants to be an the ground, tak-
Ing care of business.”

But antisemitam on the dght is
alen & ramifieation of white guile,

Mr. Steele savs. "Tucker Carlson
and these people like Nick Foentes
are ripostes to white gulle. They
sy, W as white peaple, we feel
put wpon. We feel demeaned.’ » EN
elabarates: “He, Tucker, i3 a bad re-
actbon to white guilt. Tucker and
others are making the mistake of
picking up the identity mantbe. And
they're doing the very thing that
they've accused blacks of doing all
these vears, which bs to use race as
a means to power.”

. Fuentes in particular "mir-
rars the black militants of the
704" ENi says. But the latter drew
their “moral foree from the doco-
mented legacy of evil, a histarical
wound that was milked for power
in the decades that followed.” The
white rage of Mr. Fuentes and his
ilk has mo such justification in his-
tory and represents merely “direct
defiance af true American valoes.”
Ell sees a “troubling moral and -
tellectual drift toward tribalism
and away fron the universal prine-
ples that have long defined Amert-
can comservatism.”

By contrast, what Shelby lkes
most about Mr. Trump's approach
to race ks his complete absence of
dogmatisem. “T think Trump's actual
comprebension of the raclal dy-
mambes at work in Amerlea ks pretty
nealwe, 108 prevty simplistic. I think,
in other words, that he has no per-
sonal investment of any depth in
the race issue.”

arack Obama “was invested.
B s, he was. He was offering

himszell as evidence of the
broadmindedness of American life
and Amerbean culture.” Mr. Trump
12 the "we've had enough of white
pullt” president, "especially,” Eli
says, “alter four years of Biden and
George Flovd and BELM."

Shelby says Mr. Trump's “re-
spanses o race are much more de-
signed for the real world we live in,
wihich is a world in which everyane
i3 insecure about race. He's better
at that. P've sabd for vears—the best
thing for white and black people to
do is to leave race alone. Don't go
near it

What gratifies Shelby most s
Mr. Trumps effort to eradicate ra-
clal preferences. "Ordinary blacks
love that he's got the balls to do
that. They know the seam.”

I want to see all that stafl dis-
mantled,” Shelby says. *T see him
as godly. That's the way [ gee it n
iy gut. Because all that soaff is
what's holding my people back.”

M Varadaraian, o Journal coun-
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York University Law Seteool's Clas-
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