
1 
 

‘WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT LIONEL (SHRIVER)’ AND THE POLITICS OF 
INDIFFERENCE 

Stella Coram, September 9, 2019 

 

On the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) program ‘Q & A’ (September 2, 2019) 
celebrated American guest author Lionel Shriver (We need to talk about Kevin) made the 
following statement:  

Fiction writers, their whole job is to try to imagine being different people. And therefore to say 
that you are not allowed to project yourself in to the minds of characters who have a different 
race or gender or sexual preference than your own, it is not only limiting for the author, it also 
means the fiction is going to be very narrow and it creates a kind of weird literary apartheid. Its 
antithetical to the whole nature of the purpose of fiction (McMahon, September 3, 2019). 

Co-panellist African American civil rights activist DeRay McKesson replied: 

The history of publishing is white people telling stories about everybody. That is what publishing 
was for so long. And it was white authors saying they were the most authoritative and the most 
able to write about everybody's culture. 

…People are smart enough to write about themselves. We trust people to write their own 
narratives and their own stories and we want to empower people to write, not only 
understanding identity as an intellectual exercise... but I know it because I lived it. That's where 
this comes from. I think there's a difference between appropriation and appreciation. It is about 
centring your own experience as you inhabit another body or another life. Appreciate is saying, 
‘I'm learning in this moment too’. 

Shriver is outspoken in her rejection of criticism of (white) literary cultural appropriation and 
identity politics. On ‘Q & A’, she declared that ‘white privilege’ “is just a word I'm tired of” to 
which McKesson succinctly replied: “I'm tired of racism.” 

Shriver rejects notions of hierarchy. In response to host Tony Jones on the issue of gender 
oppression she replies:  

I’m hoping it is not your purpose to set in the modern-day white women against minority 
women in a contest of who has been more oppressed. That's one of my main problems with 
this way of thinking, the identity politics thing, is that kind of rivalry in which I don't think 
anybody wins. 
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Co-panellist, journalist and author Ruby Hamad replies:  

I can't let that stand. If there's a rivalry or if there’s a division in feminism, a division in our 
society, it's not caused by people of colour because we're talking about our oppression, it's 
because we're talking about our experiences. 

Shriver: “I'm not saying that minority women are causing it, but it's a way of thinking and I 
don't find it very productive” (cited in McMahon, September 3, 2019). Her guest appearance 
on ‘Q & A’ breaks a vow she made in 2016 never to return to Australia in the aftermath of her 
address to the Brisbane Writers’ Festival, in September, when she described cultural 
appropriation as a “tempest in an Australian teacup”. Sudanese-Australian writer Yassmin 
Abdel-Magied, and her mother, walked out later tweeting “how hurt and offended they were” 
(cited in Pitt, September 2, 2019).   

Irate still (perhaps), Shriver penned a provocative essay, published in the Spectator in 2018, 
to question Penguin Random House’s diversity quotas. 

Race, gender, or sexual proclivity, are not forms of identity… To tell me that identity comes 
down to these little boxes that we were born into … [is] depressing and also politically 
regressive…I find that a really grim, ugly, flat way of looking at the world. 

…I’m sorry to throw around what sounds like hyperbole – but the end point is fascistic. Because 
it’s about control. It’s about silence. It’s about obedience. It’s about conformism. It’s about 
imposing a way of thinking (cited in Zhou, September 2, 2019).  

Shriver called upon her fellow fiction writers to follow her lead to speak out against what she 
sees as anti-democratic restrictions on creativity (Zhou, September 2, 2019). 

In 2018 essay, Shriver picks up the debate on white supremacist extremism in relation to the 
first anniversary rally of the “Unite the Right” Rally held in Charlottesville, Virginia, to protest 
the removal of the Robert E. Lee statue in 2017. The rally became violent when white 
supremacist James Alex Fields Jnr deliberately rammed his vehicle in anti-rally protestors 
killing Heather Haye and wounding 19 others. It was reported that there were approximately 
20 to 30 protestors and thousands of anti-protestors. Extracts from her essay are as follows:  

A meagre two dozen card-carrying white supremacists showed up in the town, vs thousands of 
anti-racism protesters — proportions that may reflect the nation as a whole… Since the 2017 
rally, the American left has thrown around the pejorative ‘white supremacist’ with such 
abandon that you’d think the country was jagged with peaked white hats from sea to shining 
sea… The past 50 years have seen equality of opportunity for minorities in the States improve 
dramatically. Yet racial rhetoric, and the overall touch-and-feel of race relations on the ground, 
is deteriorating. 

Should DNA analysis prove that my forebears were actually Bangladeshi, if anything I’d throw a 
party. (‘Yay! I’m not white! Nothing’s my fault!’) I don’t much care about being female or 
American, either. These are all attributes foisted upon me at birth that I did not choose. 
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Having little attachment to your race is a luxury, of course.… Yet luxuries aren’t to be wasted, 
so I plan on continuing to be so-what about my skin colour. Progress, to me, involves us all 
becoming so-what about race — but that’s not the direction we’re headed. 

…White Americans may be embracing a race… in part because they’re within shouting distance 
of becoming a minority in what they had been regarding as their country…  

…I also blame identity politics — which have whipped up racial antagonism, encouraged nakedly 
anti-white bombast and ushered in a glaring double standard that’s unsustainable. You cannot 
have black identity politics, and Latino identity politics, without conjuring the pastel version. Yet 
only ‘white identitarians’ are demonised as driven by hatred. Whites are the sole race the 
mainstream western media forbids to forge a sense of unity or to defend their own interest. 
The only identity whites are allowed is self-disgust. Whites who stray from ceaseless self-crit 
are moral degenerates. 

After 50 years of affirmative action and the latest consuming obsession with ‘diversity’ in hiring, 
you wouldn’t have to be demented to suppose that white Americans might face some 
discrimination. Indeed, one 2012 poll had more than half of white Americans agreeing that 
whites have replaced blacks as the ‘primary victims of discrimination’, a bridge-too-far assertion 
I find ludicrous. 
 
For Brooks [anti-rally protestor], the 6 per cent amounted to ‘white identity verging into racism’. 
…Presumably, the awful 6 per cent identified with white supremacy. [Another anti-rally 
protestor] Marcus, chimed in: ‘It’s not the 6 per cent I worry about, but people who do not think 
of themselves as racists, do not subscribe to extreme views, who think of themselves as decent 
people. 
 
Ask African-Americans if they’ve a strong sense of black identity, black solidarity and black 
victimisation, and the majority would say yes to all three. Yet commentators would never decry 
a sense of black identity as necessarily “verging into racism”, or presume such respondents 
supported ‘black supremacy’ and held ‘extreme views’. 
 
The American left urges every race to organise, pull together, demand their rights if not special 
treatment, recognise their common experience, celebrate their people’s separate history and 
separate accomplishments — except one. If white people do the same thing, they’re bigoted 
and beyond the pale. That mixed-message platform isn’t politically saleable in the long term, 
isn’t actually fair and is already backfiring big-time. 

To be clear, I’m not arguing for white identity politics, but against identity politics of any brand. 
The movement insists that what we are is more important than who we are; that our lives derive 
their meaning from our membership of groups; that what happens to us isn’t the product of our 
own decisions but of unequal power dynamics that are bigger than we are. Ergo, your 
complexion eclipses everything else about you. Identity politics are overtly and explicitly racist. 
In fact, by cavalierly characterising anyone who embraces a white identity as a ‘supremacist’, 
that NewsHour discussion was racist as could be. 
Some white liberals will continue to compete over who can seem more ashamed, in an effort 
to earn themselves out of their skin colour. But all the other pale faces won’t necessarily 
tolerate being told that Caucasians alone cannot be regarded as a cohesive people, cannot 
experience solidarity, cannot feel communal pride, cannot fight back when slandered or 
stereotyped, cannot advocate for their interest and cannot ever, ever feel sorry for themselves. 
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The sleeping giant of white identity politics? Thanks to misguided hard-left activism, it’s woke 
(Shriver, August 18, 2018). 

 

What Shriver says…  

• Writers of fiction should be able to write from any perspective they choose. 

• Creative writing is being stifled by publishing houses pandering to diversity.  

• Identity politics are divisive and constitutive of apartheid.  

• Cultural appropriation is prohibitive.  

• Political correctness is illiberal.  

• Blacks have had it good for around fifty years. * 

• Black identity politics are to blame for racial tensions in the US (not Trump). 

• It is blacks, not whites, who are driven by hatred.  

• White voices are silenced.  

• Whites are the new minority. 

• Whites cannot identify as white for fear of being branded race supremacists. 

• Anti-racists are fascists. 

• Progress is the absence of race.  

• She is tired of white privilege.  

• Nobody wins. 

What Shriver implies… 

• Despite their unfair advantage over whites, undeserving blacks are still bleating. 

• Blacks are not up to scratch therefore quotas are a waste of resources.    

• Whites are the victims of black anti-racism. 

• Blacks are responsible for creating apartheid. 

• To talk about racism amounts to racism.  

• Racism is a by-product of identity politics.  

• The only fascists are anti-racists.   

What Shriver really means… 

• Get over it (white privilege). Blacks need to accept the status quo.  

• The fault is black identity, not white history of power and privilege.  

• Everything would be fine if blacks would just give up on being black.  

• The only racism worthy of note is ‘anti-white racism’.  

• Leftist-leaning whites ought to stop pandering to blacks.   

*My use of the term black/white identity is intended to be generalist and does not presume to be 
representative in meaning or terminology.  
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Mannheim (2018) describes Shriver’s thinking as “angry sarcasm” and her “resurrection of 
clichés such as ‘the black lesbian thing’ as mortifying”. There is no engagement. She does not 
address the debate, preferring instead to make blanket statements grounded in “illogical 
panic” such that “standards are going to drop with diversity”. Her attack on affirmative action 
ignores the long history of preferential treatment for children of alumni through legacy and 
geographic admissions policy to ensure places for the wealthy. She concludes, contrary to 
Shriver, that criticism is not the same as shutting down debate (Mannheim, June 15, 2018).   

THE ‘PROBLEM’ WITH LIONEL…  

Shriver’s key arguments on identity, cultural appropriation and racism are woeful but she 
manages to get away with it relatively unscathed because she positions herself as objective 
in speaking only from common sense. She is very clever because on one level she appears to 
make sense. However, more careful consideration soon reveals her be to patently misleading. 
She asserts as if her statements are facts but she defers from engaging with or directly 
addressing the critical literature. She overstates her claims and makes statements that are 
unsubstantiated. Instead, she trivialises and minimises: White supremacists are the minority. 
Her ‘proof’ for this is slippery at best.  

For Shriver, there can only be room for sameness – the equivalent of (racial) equality. As such, 
she rejects talk of hierarchies premised on white domination and black subordination except 
to criticise blacks for hierarchies that seemingly apply to their advantage over whites. Not 
surprisingly, she rejects quotas on the grounds that blacks are unfairly advantaged.   

She has a lot to say and commands an enthusiastic audience, as a celebrated author, and for 
that reason it is important to unravel the narrative techniques and layers of meaning beneath 
her speech. For instance, she relies on emotive language describing dismissively the criticism 
of white privilege on Q & A as “shrill”. Her major undoing though is that she is blighted by her 
own fixation on inverting (reapportioning) blame for racial tensions in the US on identity 
politics. She is hardly objective being an apologist for white history and ignoring black history. 
Not a maker of history at all.  

Misrepresenting Cultural Appropriation  

For Shriver, criticism of cultural appropriation is just another unnecessary indulgent 
concession to identity politics. Any historical relevance to misappropriation has surely passed 
its use-by date and therefore serves no purpose other than to stifle creativity in particular her 
creativity. Yet it can be said that her intent is to stifle the creativity of identity scholars and 
writers by arching for a ‘return’ to her right to write freely.  

She ignores the fact that ALL writers write from perspective – another word for identity – 
including her. The issue is not as she continually and erroneously insists, that authors cannot 
write about the ‘other’. They can but they should not be surprised if questioned.      

What she really means is that she should be able to sat what she wants. What she really 
means is that she does not want to have to bother with consideration of the persistence or 
presence of racial tropes to understand taken-for-granted power and privilege. What she 
really means that she is indifferent to other people’s truth or reality. Only hers matters.  What 
she really means is that racial history is irrelevant to literature, to society. What she really 
means is that the real victims of cultural appropriation are white writers.  
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Misrepresenting Racism and Apartheid  

Shriver opines the pejorative of ‘white privilege’ being “thrown about” whilst not taking a 
backward step in labelling critics “supremacists” and their criticisms “racist” given, according 
to her way of thinking, that the mere mention of race constitutes racism. That is to say, 
anyone who identifies with race is a race supremacist. This is straight out of the denialist 
handbook on how to counter criticism: throw it back at the critics and condense everyone or 
everything into a monolithic statement to make for easy dismissal. In this context, whites are 
the victims of black racism. However, where she really makes a hash of things is in her 
assumptions on racism and in her apportioning of ‘blame’. To put it another way, she 
conforms to classic racism in her misunderstanding and misrepresentation of racism.  

She falls for the erroneous notion of equating racism with treating people differently on the 
basis of race. By definition, the absence of race-ism therefore is treating people the same 
irrespective of race. That would be nice if it were true. The reality is that people have been 
treated differently on the basis of race for ages – certain peoples to advantage and others to 
their disadvantage. Thus, the entire point of affirmative action is to provide opportunity 
where this has historically been missing. It goes without saying that merit has to apply.         

Patricia Williams developed an eloquent and persuasive definition of race-ism based on 
disregard. Put simply: racism is “generic disregard for others whose lives are qualitatively 
dependent on regard” (Williams 1992: 73). Williams’ construct of disregard informs Jorge 
Garcia’s notion of volitional racism, a “vicious kind of racially based disregard  for the welfare 
of certain people…, the immorality of which stems from being opposed to the virtues of 
benevolence and justice” (Garcia 1996:6). Shriver shows little regard. 

Shriver minimises racial discrimination toward blacks whilst going to great lengths to highlight 
discrimination toward whites. Without question, whites suffer discrimination, especially 
those at the lower end of the social and economic pecking order with industries closing down, 
and the like, but not because of blacks. That is all down to industry. Blacks do not take jobs 
off whites because that would mean they would have to be sacked first in order to do so. 
Affirmative action creates opportunities for minorities to apply for positions where none were 
previously open to them. It is called competition.  

Part of her narrative technique for defending her argument on white victimology is to position 
whites as the new racial minority. The small number of white supremacists at the first 
anniversary in 2018 of the 2017 ‘Unite the Right’ rally in Charlottesville amounted to a mere 
6%, outnumbered by thousands of “racist anti-racists”. For Shriver, the 6% minority of white 
supremacists, who were confronted by a black majority, reflect the wider population. By this 
I gather she means that whites are subject to black anger and hatred.       

Apartheid, she implies, is a consequence of black identity politics. Apartheid, is legally 
sanctioned and imposed, institutionalised, hierarchy of separation and discrimination on the 
basis of race. Identity politics are voluntary, they are not imposed, and do not seek formal 
discrimination against another race. The objective of identity politics is decency (equality) of 
social and economic parity and inclusion, not apartheid.      

Misrepresenting Identity and Quotas  

Her take on identity is not convincing and somewhat contradictory. She rejects the notion of 
identity though she accepts that certain identities are imposed such as nationality. That said, 
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she admits to a casual affiliation with the union movement but that’s it. In her standalone 
positioning, she neglects the human condition of belonging. Individuals are products of 
upbringing within a given social environment and can hardly survive in the absence of 
communal belonging. Nor do individuals function identity-less as: mothers, fathers, brothers, 
sisters, friends, colleagues, doctors, nurses, lawyers, trades people, sports people, union 
members, politicians and so on.  

A major problem is that Shriver collapses identity to a singular entity – white identity, black 
identity, ethnic identity, gender identity. There are no points of difference within or between. 
Identity is not monolithic. Rather it is intersectional, multifaceted and shifting.  Not all blacks 
are democrats, for example, some are even republicans. Moreover, some blacks might even 
reject identity politics, as Shriver point out, but this does not mean that identity politics do 
not have their place. In misrepresenting identity as a unilateral apparatus, she eschews the 
relevance of identity as an important explanatory tool for capturing commonality as well as 
difference in lived experience. Whilst she positions herself as not identifying with any group, 
she defends white history, white culture, and white perspectives nonetheless.  

She is selective in her criticism of identity with little mention in relation to identities of 
religion, class, or politics. Her real beef is with ‘elective’ identities such as race, ethnicity, 
culture, gender or sexuality. They are simply “unproductive”. Yet, Shriver lacks cognisance as 
to her own identifications with white disenfranchisement whilst simultaneously opining 
fantasy for all to identify as one race. It is easy for Shriver to say that minorities ought to let 
go of their identity politics given that she is not required to relinquish anything in kind – and 
certainly not her privilege in being part of the literary establishment – though she would claim 
otherwise. Giving herself permission to be cavalier about her whiteness, the “so-what” 
enables her to dismiss minority identities. Perhaps what she is really cross about is that her 
taken-for-granted advantage is not quite as it used to be. Now, she must contend with a range 
of competing voices that, for her, are without merit in daring to challenge what she says.  

Her privilege in any case comes down to being able to say what she wants, getting away with 
it, and not having to change. She can afford to be blasé about her ‘race’.  She does not have 
to declare herself, arguing instead for literary freedom, and hiding behind misstatements of 
objectivity or neutrality. In targeting black identity politics, she is careful to position herself 
as impartial by being critical of whites, particularly left-leaning whites, whom she trivialises 
for their simpering self-flagellation. This allows her to assert that she cannot be ‘racist’.    

LITERARY FACISM? 

Shriver imagines something out of nothing. To identify as white is not the same as being a 
white supremacist and, equally, to identify as black is not the equivalent of being a black 
supremacist. For a clever lady she stuffs up big time here.  

Shriver is fond of labelling critics fascist. But, here too, she is blinkered. Granted, she may 
have a point about zealotry at the radical end of identity politics but zealotry exists at either 
ends of extremism – left or right. She forgets that fascist ideology, or totalitarianism, is usually 
enforced by a regime on subjugated peoples not the other way around. One has to have to 
be in power to be able to do that. Be fascist. Then she retreats to an objective voice of reason 
– as in, “nobody wins” in debate for example on differences in discrimination.    
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Shriver has a script, which is to render petty identity politics and thus to blame politics of 
difference for the rise in racial tensions in the US. it is completely lacking in integrity. To be 
sure it is ‘creative’, if one can call it that, for its techniques of inverting or trivialising historical 
narratives of (ongoing) oppression and discrimination. A favourite is to declare such debate 
“unhelpful”. Well, it is only unhelpful, if one does not want to hear it.          

Shriver gets away with what she says because she’s a celebrated author and because of the 
privileges afforded by free speech. However, she does not like to be questioned especially by 
those she might consider beneath her in terms of literary talent. Rather than engage with 
critics, she sets out to ridicule. To expose them for their imagined trivialities and falsities.   

It suits her project to label critics fascists. She is after all a provocateur and a knowing one at 
that. If anything, the members of the Q & A panel addressed her inflammatory and 
disingenuous arguments with respect and consideration. This is wasted on her, though, as she 
is steadfast irrespective of what is before her. Shriver is not concerned by her detractors. And 
like her fictional character ‘Kevin’, she too is indifferent, lacking empathy. Her supporters 
urgently need to wake up to themselves and to the horrors of her politics of indifference. 
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