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Preface for Second Edition of
Racism without Racists

As an author, it is very hard to predict with much certainty how your
work will be received. For example, I spent three years working on

my ‘‘New Racism’’ project1 (see chapter 4 in my 2001 book White Suprem-
acy and Racism in the Post–Civil Right Era) believing that work was going to
change the way we conceived of post–civil rights America. But my dream
became a nightmare—at the time, I was an untenured professor at Michi-
gan and counted on that project to help make my case for tenure—as that
project never attained the significance I expected. In sharp contrast to my
New Racism work, my first publication ever in sociology, entitled
‘‘Rethinking Racism: Toward a Structural Interpretation,’’ appeared in the
American Sociological Review (ASR henceforth) in 1997, a journal the touts
itself as the flagship journal of the American Sociological Association
(ASA henceforth). That article is, to this day regarded by many as my sig-
nature piece even though it was based on notes I had drafted for a course
I was teaching while I was a graduate student at the University of Wiscon-
sin at Madison! Go figure.

Now as a ‘‘senior sociologist’’—I still do not know what this means but
people have been referring to me as such in the last few years—I think I
can predict whether X work, net of its scholarly merits, is more likely to
be well-received or more likely to join the ranks of the thousands of dust
collectors that die a slow death in libraries around the world. Three fac-
tors seem determinant in this process: the historical juncture of publica-
tion, the politics surrounding the book, and sheer luck.

The historical juncture of publication determines (or, better yet, over-
determines) if there is space, need, or interest in a certain project. I believe,
for example, that William Julius Wilson’s most important book is not his
The Declining Significance of Race (1978), a book that lacks originality, is

xiii
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not ‘‘empirical,’’ and has many historical lapses. His best books,2 in my
estimation, are Power, Racism, and Privilege (1973)—a book he has all but
disowned, When Work Disappears (1993), and The Truly Disadvantaged
(1987). Yet, his 1978 book became unquestionably one of the most impor-
tant books to ever be published in sociology. Why? Because it came at the
right juncture, that is, when whites were ready to publicly accept the idea
that ‘‘anything but race’’ was the explanation for blacks’ plight. Had his
book been written in the early seventies or in the mid-1990s, the book
would not have had the same reception.3

Similar to Wilson’s case albeit in the opposite direction, my book came
at a time when a number of people in academia and elsewhere were
ready for new explanations and interpretations of whites’ ‘‘racial atti-
tudes.’’ The dominant view among whites and in some academic quarters
in the 1990s was (and still is) that whites have become more tolerant than
ever and that racism, although still a problem, is not as central a factor as
it was in the past. And the dominant view in academia, popularized by
my former colleague Howard Schuman and his colleagues (1985, 1988,
and 1997) was that whites had accepted the principles of integration but
were having trouble with the practical implementation of these princi-
ples. Although social scientists have developed many interesting counter-
narratives to account for whites’ racial views (for a review, see chapter 1
in this book), they all seemed incomplete, were mostly based on consis-
tent but of dubious value survey findings, and were fought like the devil
by many mainstream survey researchers. Hence, none of the alternatives
to the dominant interpretations of whites’ views garnered ‘‘discursive
hegemony’’ (pardon my sociologism here).

It was in this landscape that my work came to the fore. The fact that
race, despite protestations to the contrary, remained a vital part of Ameri-
can life, as illustrated by the L.A. rebellion, the Rodney King incident, the
murder of James Byrd in Jasper, Texas, the practice of racial profiling, and
even the post-9/11 profiling of Arabs and Arab-looking people across the
country, created the space for work like mine to be accepted for publica-
tion. As a result, and despite the fact that my book did not receive any
major awards in sociology4 or was reviewed by any major journal, the
book took on a life of its own—partly through word of mouth, partly
through the efforts of my publishers, and partly through my own travels
around the country lecturing on color-blind racism. In the few years that
the book has been out, the book has been reprinted many times and to
my surprise, I have been invited to lecture on the book in more than 50
places. Yet, as in the case with Wilson’s book, historical timing was every-
thing! Had I written this book in the 1980s, which were dominated by
Wilson-like arguments on race, or in the early 1990s, which were domi-
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nated by Schuman et al.’s arguments, my book would have become the
quintessential dust collector.

The book also benefited from its politics and from my own personal
politics. The politics of the book were clear: an unrepentant critique of the
way whites explain, defend, and ultimately justify the contemporary
racial order. Although the book’s politics are loathed by the social scien-
tific elite in this country, an elite which longs for a ‘‘scientific’’ interpreta-
tion of whites’ views that does not include the notion of ‘‘racism,’’5 the
‘‘masses’’ in academia loved the fact that someone wrote a book such as
mine. (Although I am glad I was the one whose book took up this space,
I recognize that someone else could have done this job.) I still get mes-
sages from undergraduate and graduate students as well as professors
thanking me for writing my book. I also meet grateful minority students
during my talks across the nation thanking me for giving them tools to
deconstruct the contemporary racial nonsense and to fight back their
white colleagues attempts to ‘‘diss’’ them. But not all is love and since I
believe in truth in advertisement, I acknowledge that I also receive—albeit
less often—rancorous e-mails from undergraduate students and from a
few professors who accuse me of fanning the racial flames in America.

My personal politics helped this book in some quarters, too, because I
have attained a certain visibility in my discipline due to the positions I
have taken on matters such as the controversy over the editor of ASR6 a
few years ago, the War in Iraq (I was one of the people who led the effort
that ended in the ASA adopting an antiwar resolution), the limited repre-
sentation of minority scholars in sociology departments,7 and the like.
And please do not interpret this statement as sociological chest pounding
on my part, particularly when my ‘‘notoriety’’ has not been helpful to me
in many other very important matters. For example, I still have a hard
time getting my work published in ‘‘top journals,’’ or getting my books
published by academic presses, or receiving book awards, or getting
funded by government agencies such as NSF or private foundations such
as the Russell Sage Foundation, or until very recently, getting any ‘‘top
department’’ interested in hiring me after doing time (and, believe me, it
felt like this) at a certain institution in the Midwest.

Lastly, luck is always an important factor in this business. I was lucky
that Dean Birkenkamp, who at the time was the editor for the social sci-
ences at Rowman & Littlefield, expressed interest in my book. His record
as an editor is impressive and I was very lucky he decided to publish my
book. Although he made a move toward independence before my book
came out (he left Rowman & Littlefield and established his own publish-
ing company), I will always be grateful to him for believing in me. And
his successor at Rowman & Littlefield, Alan McClare, who also has a very
impressive pedigree in the publishing business, has continued the fabu-
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lous job that Dean began a while back. Because of the efforts of both of
these editors, my book has had a better ride in the market than it would
have had otherwise. (As a note for the historical record, Rutgers Press had
the first cut at getting this manuscript. However, the editor, whose name
like a certain man from La Mancha, I cannot remember, after expressing
some incredibly high level of enthusiasm for my book project, told me
after he read the book prospectus that he would not publish my book and
lectured me on the nature of racism in America and on how it ought to
be conceptualized. As some readers who know me can imagine, I let this
editor know exactly what I believed about his ‘‘analysis’’ on the nature of
contemporary racism and on how we should theorize the notion of
racism.)

I believe these three factors—as well as the always important financial
element—account for why I have been given the opportunity to produce
a second edition of Racism without Racists. As an academician, I am very
pleased with this opportunity and what it might imply about the quality
of my work. And as a scholar who wants to do work that challenges the
so often wrong ‘‘common sense’’ and write things that may move people
toward actions, I welcome this second chance at taking a stab at the
American mythology regarding contemporary racial matters. I believe all
social scientists ought to aspire to change the world they live in. To do so
usually requires that one goes against the grain, to show how power
hides beneath the façade of beautiful smiles, and to be willing to take
some heat for speaking truth to power.

Now let me turn my attention to a description of the update I did in this
edition. First, because I realize that my book has been adopted in large
introductory-level courses in the social sciences and humanities, I now
know that didactic elements are of cardinal importance. Because of this, I
have added two things to the book that should be pedagogically useful. I
have included a no-nonsense chapter titled, ‘‘Queries: Answers to ques-
tions from concerned readers,’’ where I discuss some objections to my
work and provide answers to them. Although I believe my answers will
not satisfy many of the readers who hate this book or its author, these
readers should at least recognize that I have read their e-mails, listened to
their queries, and taken them seriously. Second, for the many professors
who have asked me for copies of the questionnaire I used for my research,
I have appended a copy. This will help colleagues who want to give
assignments based on the questions I used in my interviews.

Second, many people have asked me about how other minority groups
(e.g., Asian Americans, Latinos, etc.) fit in my color-blind racism argu-
ment. In the first edition, I barely said anything about other groups, albeit
I myself belong to one of those other groups (I am a black-looking Puerto
Rican who self-identifies as Afro-Puerto Rican). In this edition I include a
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chapter, based on ongoing work, in which I discuss the coordinates of
racial stratification in 21st-century America. In the chapter I argue that
the United States is developing a more complex and apparently ‘‘plural’’
racial order that will mimic Latin American elements of racial stratifica-
tion such as the existence of multiple racial strata and the salience of phe-
notype as a factor determining the life chances of individuals.

Lastly, many readers have demanded I deal more squarely with policy
matters and political strategies to challenge the racial status quo.
Although I believe the best social policies follow heightened moments of
social activism, I decided to provide a few pointers of how we may get
there. Hence, I have added a very short final chapter titled, ‘‘Postcript:
What Is to Be Done (For Real),’’ where I address how we might go about
challenging color-blind racism.

I truly hope old and new readers alike enjoy this rendition of Racism
without Racists as it was done with love, and, as Nietzsche wrote a long
time ago, ‘‘Whatever is done from love, is beyond good and evil.’’ But if
this edition becomes a flop, I can handle the distinct possibility that
rodents might then become my fiercest critics. This fate would not be too
hurtful since I have been a ‘‘ratón de biblioteca’’ for the last twenty years
or so and have enjoyed the company of the little fellows on many lonely
nights.

NOTES

1. In this work I examined the coordinates of how discrimination and exclusion
seem to operate in the post–civil rights era. I argued that unlike in the Jim Crow
period, where discrimination and exclusion was overt, in contemporary America
things work in a subtle and apparently nonracial way.

2. This does not mean I agree with his views, particularly, on his The Truly Dis-
advantaged book. I am just stating that these books, as books, are more substantive
and tighter and, therefore, I deem them better than his The Declining Significance
of Race book.

3. A caveat here: the book might have received some recognition if Wilson was
a neocon or a black conservative a la Thomas Sewell. But Wilson has always
claimed he is a radical Democrat and, therefore, his audience, which shifted some-
what its public views on race, would not have been there.

4. Yet, the book received a Choice Award in 2004.
5. Based on my interactions and experiences with many members of this

crowd, I believe these mostly white social scientists are in denial and desperately
search for explanations of racial matters that do not involve whites as part of the
equation. They latch onto almost any racism-less explanation (‘‘It is class,’’ ‘‘It is
culture,’’ ‘‘It is ignorance,’’ ‘‘It is blacks themselves,’’ etc.) to avoid (or maybe to
escape) from the inexorable fact that they believe all the things I label in this book
as color-blind racist and live totally white lifestyles.
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6. In 1999–2000, Council of the ASA decided to overlook the candidates for-
warded by the Nominations Committee for editor of the top journal of sociology
and chose a team that had not been selected. At the time, I was Chair of the ASA
Sections of Racial and Ethnic Minorities and, as such, prepared, in conjunction
with the directive of the Section, an article for the newsletter of the Association
criticizing Council’s decision and some of the people involved in the process. That
gave me some ‘‘notoriety’’ (good among the masses in sociology but bad among
the sociological elite).

7. See Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Cedric Herring, ‘‘ ‘We’d love to hire them,
but . . . ’: The Underepresentation of Sociologists of Color and Its Implications,’’
Footnotes (Newsletter of the American Sociological Association), no. 3, (March):
6–7.
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The Strange Enigma of Race in
Contemporary America

There is a strange kind of enigma associated with the problem of rac-
ism. No one, or almost no one, wishes to see themselves as racist; still,
racism persists, real and tenacious.

—Albert Memmi, Racism

RACISM WITHOUT ‘‘RACISTS’’

Nowadays, except for members of white supremacist organizations,1
few whites in the United States claim to be ‘‘racist.’’ Most whites

assert they ‘‘don’t see any color, just people’’; that although the ugly face
of discrimination is still with us, it is no longer the central factor deter-
mining minorities’ life chances; and, finally, that like Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr.,2 they aspire to live in a society where ‘‘people are judged by the
content of their character, not by the color of their skin.’’ More poignantly,
most whites insist that minorities (especially blacks) are the ones respon-
sible for whatever ‘‘race problem’’ we have in this country. They publicly
denounce blacks for ‘‘playing the race card,’’ for demanding the mainte-
nance of unnecessary and divisive race-based programs, such as affirma-
tive action, and for crying ‘‘racism’’ whenever they are criticized by
whites.3 Most whites believe that if blacks and other minorities would just
stop thinking about the past, work hard, and complain less (particularly
about racial discrimination), then Americans of all hues could ‘‘all get
along.’’4

But regardless of whites’ ‘‘sincere fictions,’’5 racial considerations shade
almost everything in America. Blacks and dark-skinned racial minorities

1



2 Chapter 1

lag well behind whites in virtually every area of social life; they are about
three times more likely to be poor than whites, earn about 40 percent less
than whites, and have about an eighth of the net worth that whites have.6
They also receive an inferior education compared to whites, even when
they attend integrated institutions.7 In terms of housing, black-owned
units comparable to white-owned ones are valued at 35 percent less.8

Blacks and Latinos also have less access to the entire housing market
because whites, through a variety of exclusionary practices by white real-
tors and homeowners, have been successful in effectively limiting their
entrance into many neighborhoods.9 Blacks receive impolite treatment in
stores, in restaurants, and in a host of other commercial transactions.10

Researchers have also documented that blacks pay more for goods such
as cars and houses than do whites.11 Finally, blacks and dark-skinned La-
tinos are the targets of racial profiling by the police that, combined with
the highly racialized criminal court system, guarantees their overrepre-
sentation among those arrested, prosecuted, incarcerated, and if charged
for a capital crime, executed.12 Racial profiling on the highways has
become such a prevalent phenomenon that a term has emerged to
describe it: driving while black.13 In short, blacks and most minorities are,
‘‘at the bottom of the well.’’14

How is it possible to have this tremendous degree of racial inequality in
a country where most whites claim that race is no longer relevant? More
important, how do whites explain the apparent contradiction between
their professed color blindness and the United States’ color-coded
inequality? In this book I attempt to answer both of these questions. I con-
tend that whites have developed powerful explanations—which have ulti-
mately become justifications—for contemporary racial inequality that
exculpate them from any responsibility for the status of people of color.
These explanations emanate from a new racial ideology that I label color-
blind racism. This ideology, which acquired cohesiveness and dominance
in the late 1960s,15 explains contemporary racial inequality as the outcome
of nonracial dynamics. Whereas Jim Crow racism explained blacks’ social
standing as the result of their biological and moral inferiority, color-blind
racism avoids such facile arguments. Instead, whites rationalize minori-
ties’ contemporary status as the product of market dynamics, naturally
occurring phenomena, and blacks’ imputed cultural limitations.16 For
instance, whites can attribute Latinos’ high poverty rate to a relaxed work
ethic (‘‘the Hispanics are mañana, mañana, mañana—tomorrow, tomor-
row, tomorrow’’)17 or residential segregation as the result of natural tend-
encies among groups (‘‘Does a cat and a dog mix? I can’t see it. You can’t
drink milk and scotch. Certain mixes don’t mix’’).18

Color-blind racism became the dominant racial ideology as the mecha-
nisms and practices for keeping blacks and other racial minorities ‘‘at the
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bottom of the well’’ changed. I have argued elsewhere that contemporary
racial inequality is reproduced through ‘‘New Racism’’ practices that are
subtle, institutional, and apparently nonracial.19 In contrast to the Jim
Crow era, where racial inequality was enforced through overt means (e.g.,
signs saying ‘‘No Niggers Welcomed Here’’ or shotgun diplomacy at the
voting booth), today racial practices operate in ‘‘now you see it, now you
don’t’’ fashion. For example, residential segregation, which is almost as
high today as it was in the past, is no longer accomplished through
overtly discriminatory practices. Instead, covert behaviors such as not
showing all the available units, steering minorities and whites into certain
neighborhoods, quoting higher rents or prices to minority applicants, or
not advertising units at all are the weapons of choice to maintain separate
communities.20 In the economic field, ‘‘smiling face’’ discrimination (‘‘We
don’t have jobs now, but please check later’’), advertising job openings in
mostly white networks and ethnic newspapers, and steering highly edu-
cated people of color into poorly remunerated jobs or jobs with limited
opportunities for mobility are the new ways of keeping minorities in a
secondary position.21 Politically, although the Civil Rights struggles have
helped remove many of the obstacles for the electoral participation of
people of color, ‘‘racial gerrymandering, multimember legislative dis-
tricts, election runoffs, annexation of predominantly white areas, at-large
district elections, and anti–single-shot devices (disallowing concentrating
votes in one or two candidates in cities using at-large elections) have
become standard practices to disenfranchise’’ people of color.22 Whether
in banks, restaurants, school admissions, or housing transactions, the
maintenance of white privilege is done in a way that defies facile racial
readings. Hence, the contours of color-blind racism fit America’s new rac-
ism quite well.

Compared to Jim Crow racism, the ideology of color blindness seems
like ‘‘racism lite.’’ Instead of relying on name calling (niggers, Spics,
Chinks), color-blind racism otherizes softly (‘‘these people are human,
too’’); instead of proclaiming God placed minorities in the world in a ser-
vile position, it suggests they are behind because they do not work hard
enough; instead of viewing interracial marriage as wrong on a straight
racial basis, it regards it as ‘‘problematic’’ because of concerns over the
children, location, or the extra burden it places on couples. Yet this new
ideology has become a formidable political tool for the maintenance of
the racial order. Much as Jim Crow racism served as the glue for defend-
ing a brutal and overt system of racial oppression in the pre–Civil Rights
era, color-blind racism serves today as the ideological armor for a covert
and institutionalized system in the post–Civil Rights era. And the beauty
of this new ideology is that it aids in the maintenance of white privilege
without fanfare, without naming those who it subjects and those who it
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rewards. It allows a president to state things such as, ‘‘I strongly support
diversity of all kinds, including racial diversity in higher education,’’ yet,
at the same time, to characterize the University of Michigan’s affirmation
action program as ‘‘flawed’’ and ‘‘discriminatory’’ against whites.23 Thus
whites enunciate positions that safeguard their racial interests without
sounding ‘‘racist.’’ Shielded by color blindness, whites can express resent-
ment toward minorities; criticize their morality, values, and work ethic;
and even claim to be the victims of ‘‘reverse racism.’’ This is the thesis I
will defend in this book to explain the curious enigma of ‘‘racism without
racists.’’24

WHITES’ RACIAL ATTITUDES IN THE
POST–CIVIL RIGHTS ERA

Since the late 1950s surveys on racial attitudes have consistently found
that fewer whites subscribe to the views associated with Jim Crow. For
example, whereas the majority of whites supported segregated neighbor-
hoods, schools, transportation, jobs, and public accommodations in the
1940s, less than a quarter indicated they did in the 1970s.25 Similarly,
fewer whites than ever now seem to subscribe to stereotypical views of
blacks. Although the number is still high (ranging from 20 percent to 50
percent, depending on the stereotype), the proportion of whites who state
in surveys that blacks are lazy, stupid, irresponsible, and violent has
declined since the 1940s.26

These changes in whites’ racial attitudes have been explained by the
survey community and commentators in four ways. First, are they racial
optimists. This group of analysts agrees with whites’ common sense on
racial matters and believes the changes symbolize a profound transition
in the United States. Early representatives of this view were Herbert
Hyman and Paul B. Sheatsley, who wrote widely influential articles on
the subject in Scientific American. In a reprint of their earlier work in the
influential collection edited by Talcott Parsons and Kenneth Clark, The
Negro American, Sheatsley rated the changes in white attitudes as ‘‘revolu-
tionary’’ and concluded,

The mass of white Americans have shown in many ways that they will not
follow a racist government and that they will not follow racist leaders.
Rather, they are engaged in the painful task of adjusting to an integrated
society. It will not be easy for most, but one cannot at this late date doubt
the basic commitment. In their hearts they know that the American Negro is
right.27
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In recent times, Glenn Firebaugh and Kenneth Davis, Seymour Lipset,
and Paul Sniderman and his coauthors, in particular, have carried the
torch for racial optimists.28 Firebaugh and Davis, for example, based on
their analysis of survey results from 1972 to 1984, concluded that the
trend toward less antiblack prejudice was across the board. Sniderman
and his coauthors, as well as Lipset, go a step further than Firebaugh and
Davis because they have openly advocated color-blind politics as the way
to settle the United States’ racial dilemmas. For instance, Sniderman and
Edward Carmines made this explicit appeal in their recent book, Reaching
beyond Race,

To say that a commitment to a color-blind politics is worth undertaking is to
call for a politics centered on the needs of those most in need. It is not to
argue for a politics in which race is irrelevant, but in favor of one in which
race is relevant so far as it is a gauge of need. Above all, it is a call for a
politics which, because it is organized around moral principles that apply
regardless of race, can be brought to bear with special force on the issue of
race.29

The problems with this optimistic interpretation are twofold. First, as I
have argued elsewhere,30 relying on questions that were framed in the Jim
Crow era to assess whites’ racial views today produces an artificial image
of progress. Since the central racial debates and the language used to
debate those matters have changed, our analytical focus ought to be dedi-
cated to the analysis of the new racial issues. Insisting on the need to rely
on old questions to keep longitudinal (trend) data as the basis for analysis
will, by default, produce a rosy picture of race relations that misses what
is going on on the ground. Second, and more important, because of the
change in the normative climate in the post–Civil Rights era, analysts
must exert extreme caution when interpreting attitudinal data, particu-
larly when it comes from single-method research designs. The research
strategy that seems more appropriate for our times is mixed research
designs (surveys used in combination with interviews, ethnosurveys,31

etc.), because it allows researchers to cross-examine their results.
A second, more numerous group of analysts exhibit what I have labeled

elsewhere as the racial pesoptimist position.32 Racial pesoptimists attempt
to strike a ‘‘balanced’’ view and suggest that whites’ racial attitudes
reflect progress and resistance. The classical example of this stance is
Howard Schuman.33 Schuman has argued for more than thirty years that
whites’ racial attitudes involve a mixture of tolerance and intolerance, of
acceptance of the principles of racial liberalism (equal opportunity for all,
end of segregation, etc.) and a rejection of the policies that would make
those principles a reality (from affirmative action to busing).34
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Despite the obvious appeal of this view in the research community (the
appearance of neutrality, the pondering of ‘‘two sides,’’ and this view’s
‘‘balanced’’ component), racial pesoptimists are just closet optimists.
Schuman, for example, has pointed out that, although ‘‘White responses
to questions of principle are . . . more complex than is often portrayed . . .
they nevertheless do show in almost every instance a positive movement
over time.’’35 Furthermore, it is his belief that the normative change in the
United States is real and that the issue is that whites are having a hard
time translating those norms into personal preferences.

A third group of analysts argues that the changes in whites’ attitudes
represent the emergence of a symbolic racism.36 This tradition is associated
with the work of David Sears and his associate, Donald Kinder.37 They
have defined symbolic racism as ‘‘a blend of anti-black affect and the kind
of traditional American moral values embodied in the Protestant Ethic.’’38

According to these authors, symbolic racism has replaced biological rac-
ism as the primary way whites express their racial resentment toward
minorities. In Kinder and Sanders’s words:

A new form of prejudice has come to prominence, one that is preoccupied
with matters of moral character, informed by the virtues associated with the
traditions of individualism. At its center are the contentions that blacks do
not try hard enough to overcome the difficulties they face and that they take
what they have not earned. Today, we say, prejudice is expressed in the lan-
guage of American individualism.39

Authors in this tradition have been criticized for the slipperiness of the
concept ‘‘symbolic racism,’’ for claiming that the blend of antiblack affect
and individualism is new, and for not explaining why symbolic racism
came about. The first critique, developed by Howard Schuman, is that the
concept has been ‘‘defined and operationalized in complex and varying
ways.’’40 Despite this conceptual slipperiness, indexes of symbolic racism
have been found to be in fact different from those of old-fashioned racism
and to be strong predictors of whites’ opposition to affirmative action.41

The two other critiques, made forcefully by Lawrence Bobo, have been
partially addressed by Kinder and Sanders in their recent book, Divided
by Color. First, Kinder and Sanders, as well as Sears, have made clear that
their contention is not that this is the first time in history that antiblack
affect and elements of the American Creed have combined. Instead, their
claim is that this combination has become central to the new face of rac-
ism. Regarding the third critique, Kinder and Sanders go at length to
explain the transition from old-fashioned to symbolic racism. Neverthe-
less, their explanation hinges on arguing that changes in blacks’ tactics
(from civil disobedience to urban violence) led to an onslaught of a new
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form of racial resentment that later found more fuel in controversies over
welfare, crime, drugs, family, and affirmative action. What is missing in
this explanation is a materially based explanation for why these changes
occurred. Instead, their theory of prejudice is rooted in the ‘‘process of
socialization and the operation of routine cognitive and emotional psy-
chological processes.’’42

Yet, despite its limitations, the symbolic racism tradition has brought
attention to key elements of how whites explain racial inequality today.
Whether this is ‘‘symbolic’’ of antiblack affect or not is beside the point
and hard to assess, since as a former student of mine queried, ‘‘How does
one test for the unconscious?’’43

The fourth explanation of whites’ contemporary racial attitudes is asso-
ciated with those who claim that whites’ racial views represent a sense of
group position. This position, forcefully advocated by Lawrence Bobo and
James Kluegel, is similar to Jim Sidanius’s ‘‘social dominance’’ and Mary
Jackman’s ‘‘group interests’’ arguments.44 In essence, the claim of all these
authors is that white prejudice is an ideology to defend white privilege.
Bobo and his associates have specifically suggested that because of socio-
economic changes that transpired in the 1950s and 1960s, a laissez-faire rac-
ism emerged that was fitting of the United States’ ’’modern, nationwide,
postindustrial free labor economy and polity.’’45 Laissez-faire racism
‘‘encompasses an ideology that blames blacks themselves for their poorer
relative economic standing, seeing it as the function of perceived cultural
inferiority.’’46

Some of the basic arguments of authors in the symbolic and modern
racism47 traditions and, particularly, of the laissez-faire racism view are
fully compatible with my color-blind racism interpretation. As these
authors, I argue that color-blind racism has rearticulated elements of tra-
ditional liberalism (work ethic, rewards by merit, equal opportunity, indi-
vidualism, etc.) for racially illiberal goals. I also argue like them that
whites today rely more on cultural rather than biological tropes to explain
blacks’ position in this country. Finally, I concur with most analysts of
post–Civil Rights’ matters in arguing that whites do not perceive discrim-
ination to be a central factor shaping blacks’ life chances.

Although most of my differences with authors in the symbolic racism
and laissez-faire traditions are methodological (see below), I have one
central theoretical disagreement with them. Theoretically, most of these
authors are still snarled in the prejudice problematic and thus interpret
actors’ racial views as individual psychological dispositions. Although Bobo
and his associates have a conceptualization that is closer to mine, they
still retain the notion of prejudice and its psychological baggage rooted
in interracial hostility.48 In contrast, my model is not anchored in actors’
affective dispositions (although affective dispositions may be manifest or
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latent in the way many express their racial views). Instead, it is based on
a materialist interpretation of racial matters and thus sees the views of
actors as corresponding to their systemic location. Those at the bottom of
the racial barrel tend to hold oppositional views and those who receive
the manifold wages of whiteness tend to hold views in support of the
racial status quo. Whether actors express ‘‘resentment’’ or ‘‘hostility’’
toward minorities is largely irrelevant for the maintenance of white privi-
lege. As David Wellman points out in his Portraits of White Racism, ‘‘[p]rej-
udiced people are not the only racists in America.’’49

KEY TERMS: RACE, RACIAL STRUCTURE,
AND RACIAL IDEOLOGY

One reason why, in general terms, whites and people of color cannot
agree on racial matters is because they conceive terms such as ‘‘racism’’
very differently. Whereas for most whites racism is prejudice, for most
people of color racism is systemic or institutionalized. Although this is
not a theory book, my examination of color-blind racism has etched in it
the indelible ink of a ‘‘regime of truth’’50 about how the world is orga-
nized. Thus, rather than hiding my theoretical assumptions, I state them
openly for the benefit of readers and potential critics.

The first key term is the notion of race. There is very little formal dis-
agreement among social scientists in accepting the idea that race is a
socially constructed category.51 This means that notions of racial differ-
ence are human creations rather than eternal, essential categories. As
such, racial categories have a history and are subject to change. And here
ends the agreement among social scientists on this matter. There are at
least three distinct variations on how social scientists approach this con-
structionist perspective on race. The first approach, which is gaining pop-
ularity among white social scientists, is the idea that because race is
socially constructed, it is not a fundamental category of analysis and
praxis. Some analysts go as far as to suggest that because race is a con-
structed category, then it is not real and social scientists who use the cate-
gory are the ones who make it real.52

The second approach, typical of most sociological writing on race, gives
lip service to the social constructionist view—usually a line in the begin-
ning of the article or book. Writers in this group then proceed to discuss
‘‘racial’’ differences in academic achievement, crime, and SAT scores as if
they were truly racial.53 This is the central way in which contemporary
scholars contribute to the propagation of racist interpretations of racial
inequality. By failing to highlight the social dynamics that produce these
racial differences, these scholars help reinforce the racial order.54
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The third approach, and the one I use in this book, acknowledges that
race, as other social categories such as class and gender, is constructed
but insists that it has a social reality. This means that after race—or class
or gender—is created, it produces real effects on the actors racialized as
‘‘black’’ or ‘‘white.’’ Although race, as other social constructions, is unsta-
ble, it has a ‘‘changing same’’55 quality at its core.

In order to explain how a socially constructed category produces real
race effects, I need to introduce a second key term: the notion of racial
structure. When race emerged in human history, it formed a social struc-
ture (a racialized social system) that awarded systemic privileges to Euro-
peans (the peoples who became ‘‘white’’) over non-Europeans (the
peoples who became ‘‘nonwhite’’).56 Racialized social systems, or white
supremacy57 for short, became global and affected all societies where
Europeans extended their reach. I therefore conceive a society’s racial
structure as the totality of the social relations and practices that reinforce white
privilege. Accordingly, the task of analysts interested in studying racial
structures is to uncover the particular social, economic, political, social
control, and ideological mechanisms responsible for the reproduction of
racial privilege in a society.

But why are racial structures reproduced in the first place? Would not
humans, after discovering the folly of racial thinking, work to abolish race
as a category as well as a practice? Racial structures remain in place for
the same reasons that other structures do. Since actors racialized as
‘‘white’’—or as members of the dominant race—receive material benefits
from the racial order, they struggle (or passively receive the manifold
wages of whiteness) to maintain their privileges. In contrast, those
defined as belonging to the subordinate race or races struggle to change
the status quo (or become resigned to their position). Therein lies the
secret of racial structures and racial inequality the world over.58 They exist
because they benefit members of the dominant race.

If the ultimate goal of the dominant race is to defend its collective inter-
ests (i.e., the perpetuation of systemic white privilege), it should surprise
no one that this group develops rationalizations to account for the status
of the various races. And here I introduce my third key term, the notion
of racial ideology. By this I mean the racially based frameworks used by actors
to explain and justify (dominant race) or challenge (subordinate race or
races) the racial status quo. Although all the races in a racialized social sys-
tem have the capacity of developing these frameworks, the frameworks of
the dominant race tend to become the master frameworks upon which
all racial actors ground (for or against) their ideological positions. Why?
Because as Marx pointed out in The German Ideology, ‘‘the ruling material
force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force.’’59 This does
not mean that ideology is almighty. In fact, as I will show in chapter 6,
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ideological rule is always partial. Even in periods of hegemonic rule,60

such as the current one, subordinate racial groups develop oppositional
views. However, it would be foolish to believe that those who rule a soci-
ety do not have the power to at least color (pun intended) the views of
the ruled.

Racial ideology can be conceived for analytical purposes as comprising
the following elements: common frames, style, and racial stories (details
on each can be found in chapters 2, 3, and 4). The frames that bond
together a particular racial ideology are rooted in the group-based condi-
tions and experiences of the races and are, at the symbolic level, the repre-
sentations developed by these groups to explain how the world is or
ought to be. And because the group life of the various racially defined
groups is based on hierarchy and domination, the ruling ideology
expresses as ‘‘common sense’’ the interests of the dominant race, while
oppositional ideologies attempt to challenge that common sense by pro-
viding alternative frames, ideas, and stories based on the experiences of
subordinated races.

Individual actors employ these elements as ‘‘building blocks . . . for
manufacturing versions on actions, self, and social structures’’ in commu-
nicative situations.61 The looseness of the elements allows users to maneu-
ver within various contexts (e.g., responding to a race-related survey,
discussing racial issues with family, or arguing about affirmative action
in a college classroom) and produce various accounts and presentations
of self (e.g., appearing ambivalent, tolerant, or strong minded). This loose
character enhances the legitimating role of racial ideology because it
allows for accommodation of contradictions, exceptions, and new infor-
mation. As Jackman points out about ideology in general: ‘‘Indeed, the
strength of an ideology lies in its loose-jointed, flexible application. An
ideology is a political instrument, not an exercise in personal logic: consistency
is rigidity, the only pragmatic effect of which is to box oneself in.’’62

Before I can proceed, two important caveats should be offered. First,
although whites, because of their privileged position in the racial order,
form a social group (the dominant race), they are fractured along class,
gender, sexual orientation, and other forms of ‘‘social cleavage.’’ Hence,
they have multiple and often contradictory interests that are not easy to
disentangle and that predict a priori their mobilizing capacity (Do white
workers have more in common with white capitalists than with black
workers?). However, because all actors awarded the dominant racial posi-
tion, regardless of their multiple structural locations (men or women, gay
or straight, working class or bourgeois) benefit from what Mills calls the
‘‘racial contract,’’63 most have historically endorsed the ideas that justify
the racial status quo.

Second, although not every single member of the dominant race
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defends the racial status quo or spouts color-blind racism, most do. To
explain this point by analogy, although not every capitalist defends capi-
talism (e.g., Frederick Engels, the coauthor of The Communist Manifesto,
was a capitalist) and not every man defends patriarchy (e.g., Achilles Heel
is an English magazine published by feminist men), most do in some fash-
ion. In the same vein, although some whites fight white supremacy and
do not endorse white common sense, most subscribe to substantial por-
tions of it in a casual, uncritical fashion that helps sustain the prevailing
racial order.

HOW TO STUDY COLOR-BLIND RACISM

I will rely mostly on interview data to make my case. This choice is based
on important conceptual and methodological considerations. Conceptu-
ally, my focus is examining whites’ racial ideology, and ideology, racial
or not, is produced and reproduced in communicative interaction.64

Hence, although surveys are useful instruments for gathering general
information on actors’ views, they are severely limited tools for examin-
ing how people explain, justify, rationalize, and articulate racial view-
points. People are less likely to express their positions and emotions
about racial issues by answering ‘‘yes’’ and ‘‘no’’ or ‘‘strongly agree’’ and
‘‘strongly disagree’’ to questions. Despite the gallant effort of some sur-
vey researchers to produce methodologically correct questionnaires, sur-
vey questions still restrict the free flow of ideas and unnecessarily
constrain the range of possible answers for respondents.65

Methodologically, I argue that because the normative climate in the
post–Civil Rights era has made illegitimate the public expression of
racially based feelings and viewpoints,66 surveys on racial attitudes have
become like multiple-choice exams in which respondents work hard to
choose the ‘‘right’’ answers (i.e., those that fit public norms). For instance,
although a variety of data suggest racial considerations are central to
whites’ residential choices, more than 90 percent of whites state in sur-
veys that they have no problem with the idea of blacks moving into their
neighborhoods.67 Similarly, even though about 80 percent of whites claim
they would not have a problem if a member of their family brought a
black person home for dinner, research shows that (1) very few whites
(fewer than 10 percent) can legitimately claim the proverbial ‘‘some of my
best friends are blacks’’ and (2) whites rarely fraternize with blacks.68

Of more import yet is the insistence by mainstream survey researchers’
on using questions developed in the 1950s and 1960s to assess changes in
racial tolerance. This strategy is predicated on the assumption that ‘‘rac-
ism’’ (what I label here racial ideology) does not change over time. If
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instead one regards racial ideology as in fact changing, the reliance on
questions developed to tackle issues from the Jim Crow era will produce
an artificial image of progress and miss most of whites’ contemporary
racial nightmares.

Despite my conceptual and methodological concerns with survey
research, I believe well-designed surveys are still useful instruments to
glance at America’s racial reality. Therefore, I report survey results from
my own research projects as well as from research conducted by other
scholars whenever appropriate. My point, then, is not to deny attitudinal
change or to condemn to oblivion survey research on racial attitudes, but
to understand whites’ new racial beliefs and their implications as well as
possible.

DATA SOURCES

The data for this book come primarily from two similarly structured proj-
ects. The first is the 1997 Survey of Social Attitudes of College Students,
based on a convenient sample of 627 college students (including 451
white students) surveyed at a large midwestern university (MU hence-
forth), a large southern university (SU), and a medium-sized West Coast
university (WU). A 10 percent random sample of the white students who
provided information in the survey on how to contact them (about 90 per-
cent) were interviewed (41 students altogether, of which 17 were men and
24 women and of which 31 were from middle- and upper-middle-class
backgrounds and 10 were from the working class).

Although the data from this study are very suggestive and, I believe,
essentially right, the study has some limitations. First, it is based on a con-
venient, rather than a representative, sample, limiting the capacity for
generalizing the findings to the white population at large. Nevertheless,
it is worth pointing out that the bias in that sample is in the direction of
more racial tolerance, since researchers have consistently found that
young, college-educated whites are more likely to be racially tolerant
than any other segment of the white population.69 Another limitation of
the study is that interviews were conducted only with white respondents.
Thus, this data set does not allow us to examine whether or not their
views are different from blacks’. Finally, due to budget constraints, the
sample was small, albeit large when compared to most interview-based
work.70

The second data source for this book is the 1998 Detroit Area Study
(DAS). This data set overcomes many of the limitations of the college stu-
dents’ data set, since the former is based on a representative sample and
includes a significant number of interviews with both white and black
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respondents. The 1998 DAS is a probabilistic survey of 400 black and
white Detroit metropolitan area residents (323 whites and 67 blacks). The
response rate was an acceptable 67.5 percent. As part of this study, 84
respondents (a 21 percent subsample) were randomly selected for in-
depth interviews (66 were whites and 17 were blacks). The interviews
were race matched, followed a structured interview protocol, were con-
ducted in the respondents’ homes, and lasted about one hour.

The major limitation of the 1998 DAS data set is that the respondents
are black and white only. As the United States has become a multiracial
society, one has to be concerned about the generalizability of an analysis
based on findings on blacks and whites. Although I posit color-blind rac-
ism is the general ideology of the post–Civil Rights era, I realize that a
fuller analysis should include the views of other people of color. Thus, I
will bring to bear data from other sources in my conclusion to show how
other people of color fit into the notion of color-blind racism. On a final
note regarding the 1997 Survey of Social Attitudes of College Students
and the 1998 DAS, I am well aware that some readers may question their
continued validity. However, both survey research as well as interview-
based research (e.g., Bush 2004; Gallagher 2002; etc.) done since have pro-
duced similar results, thus adding strength to my arguments in this book.

POLITICS, INTERPRETATION, AND OBJECTIVITY

Social scientific research is always a political enterprise. Despite the
Enlightenment’s dream71 of pure objectivity, the problems we pose, the
theories we use, the methods we employ, and the analyses we perform
are social products themselves and to an extent reflect societal contradic-
tions and power dynamics. This view has become more acceptable in the
social sciences today than it was ten or twenty years ago.72 Accordingly,
it is harder for social scientists today to defend sociologist Max Weber’s
call for a separation between researcher, method, and data.73

My scholarly goals in this book are to describe the main components of
color-blind racism and explain their functions and to use these compo-
nents to theorize how future U.S. race relations might look (see chapter 9
for a more detailed analysis on this). I hope this effort helps social ana-
lysts to get over the present impasse on the nature and meaning of whites’
racial views. Yet, by accomplishing my scholarly goals, I also hope to
attain a much larger and important political goal: uncovering the basic
profile of the main ideology reinforcing contemporary racial inequality.
By definition, then, my work is a challenge to post–Civil Rights white
common sense; to the view that race no longer matters; and to anyone
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who believes that the problems afflicting people of color are fundamen-
tally rooted in their pathological cultures.74 More specifically, I want to
advance an argument (the sophisticated nature of color-blind racism), an
approach (analyzing racial ideology rather than ‘‘prejudice’’), and a poli-
tics (fighting racial domination based on a group rights’75 agenda) that
assist scholars and activists alike in their research and struggle against
color-blind nonsense. I also hope that this book will serve as a wake-up
call to color-blind liberal and progressive whites and confused members
of minority communities who may favor equal opportunity but not
affirmative action, who believe discrimination is not an important factor
shaping the life chances of people of color, or who still wonder if racial
minorities do in fact have an inferior culture that accounts for their status
in America. Nevertheless, recognizing the political nature of research is
not a green light for sloppiness and one-sidedness or for relying on
unsystematically gathered data to make broad generalizations. Hence, I
support my arguments with systematic interview data and reference
where my data or analysis differs from that of mainstream analysts so
that readers can find alternative interpretations to mine.

Let me now say a word on the matter of interpretation. It is true that
‘‘the spoken word has always the residue of ambiguity, no matter how
carefully we word the questions and how carefully we report or code the
answers.’’76 Hence, it is possible for others to read the data differently. To
satisfy the intellectual concerns of those who doubt my interpretation,
whenever possible I present cases that do not nicely fit my interpretation
(particularly in chapter 7). Nevertheless, I do not eschew the dangerous
but necessary role of the analyst. I will make a strong case for the view
that most whites endorse the ideology of color blindness and that this
ideology is central to the maintenance of white privilege. The alternatives
to this interpretive role of analysts, which I see as more problematic, are
timid descriptions usually accompanied by a forest of caveats in which
actors’ self-reports of events becomes the ultimate goal of the research
itself. Although I do not deny that ‘‘people’s accounts count,’’77 my goals
are interpretive (what do people’s accounts mean?) and political (what
do people’s accounts help accomplish in society). Description and data
presentation without interpretation, without analysis, is like going to a
beach without a swimsuit.

Does this mean that my interpretation is infallible because I have some
degree of authority, which somehow confers me a special gaze? In truth,
given the situational and partial character of all knowledge,78 neither I,
nor my potential critics hold the monopoly over the right way of inter-
preting data. All of us try our best to construct robust explanations of
events and hope that in the tilted market of ideas (tilted toward the inter-
pretations of the powerful) the most plausible ones achieve legitimacy.
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But if research is political by nature and my interpretation of the data
is guided by my theoretical and political orientation, how can readers
ascertain if my interpretation is better than those of other analysts? That
is, how can we avoid the trap of relativism,79 of the idea that ‘‘all thinking
is merely the expression of interest or power or group membership?’’ My
answer to these questions is that my explanations—as well as those of
other analysts—ought to be judged like maps. Judge my cartographic
effort of drawing the boundaries of contemporary white racial ideology in
terms of its usefulness (Does it help to better understand whites’ views?),
accuracy (Does it accurately depict whites’ arguments about racial mat-
ters?), details (Does it highlight elements of whites’ collective representa-
tions not discussed by others?), and clarity (Does it ultimately help you
move from here to there?).80

ONE IMPORTANT CAVEAT

The purpose of this book is not to demonize whites or label them ‘‘racist.’’
Hunting for ‘‘racists’’ is the sport of choice of those who practice the ‘‘clin-
ical approach’’ to race relations—the careful separation of good and bad,
tolerant and intolerant Americans. Because this book is anchored in a
structural understanding of race relations,81 my goal is to uncover the col-
lective practices (in this book, the ideological ones) that help reinforce the
contemporary racial order. Historically, many good people supported
slavery and Jim Crow. Similarly, most color-blind whites who oppose (or
have serious reservations about) affirmative action, believe that blacks’
problems are mostly their own doing, and do not see anything wrong
with their own white lifestyle are good people, too. The analytical issue,
then, is examining how many whites subscribe to an ideology that ulti-
mately helps preserve racial inequality rather than assessing how many
hate or love blacks and other minorities.

Even with this caveat, some readers may still feel discomfort while
reading this book. Since color-blind racism is the dominant racial ideol-
ogy, its tentacles have touched us all and thus most readers will subscribe
to some—if not most—of its tenets, use its style, and believe many of its
racial stories. Unfortunately, there is little I can do to ease the pain of
these readers, since when one writes and exposes an ideology that is at
play, its supporters ‘‘get burned,’’ so to speak. For readers in this situation
(good people who may subscribe to many of the frames of color blind-
ness), I urge a personal and political movement away from claiming to
be ‘‘nonracist’’ to becoming ‘‘antiracist.’’82 Being an antiracist begins with
understanding the institutional nature of racial matters and accepting
that all actors in a racialized society are affected materially (receive bene-
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fits or disadvantages) and ideologically by the racial structure. This stand
implies taking responsibility for your unwilling participation in these
practices and beginning a new life committed to the goal of achieving real
racial equality. The ride will be rough, but after your eyes have been
opened, there is no point in standing still.

THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

Color-blind racism emerged as a new racial ideology in the late 1960s,
concomitantly with the crystallization of the ‘‘new racism’’ as America’s
new racial structure. Because the social practices and mechanisms to
reproduce racial privilege acquired a new, subtle, and apparently nonra-
cial character, new rationalizations emerged to justify the new racial
order. I explore in detail the dominant frameworks of color-blind racism
in chapter 2.

All ideologies develop a set of stylistic parameters; a certain way of con-
veying its ideas to audiences. Color-blind racism is no exception. In chap-
ter 3, I document the main stylistic components of this ideology. In
chapter 4, I delve into the story lines (‘‘The past is the past’’ or ‘‘I didn’t
get a job or promotion—or was not admitted to a certain college—because
a black man got it’’) and personal stories that have emerged in the post–
Civil Rights era to provide color blind-racism’s gut-level emotionality.

If we take seriously whites’ self-profession to color blindness, one
would expect significantly high levels of racial interaction with minorities
in general and blacks in particular. Using the data from these two proj-
ects, in chapter 5 I examine whites’ patterns of interracial interactions and
conclude that they tend to navigate in what I label as a ‘‘white habitus’’
or a set of primary networks and associations with other whites that rein-
forces the racial order by fostering racial solidarity among whites and
negative affect toward racial ‘‘others.’’

In chapter 7 I address ‘‘race traitors,’’83 or whites who do not endorse
the ideology of color blindness. After profiling college students and DAS
respondents who fit the racial progressive mold, I suggest white women
from working-class origins are the most likely candidates to commit
racial treason in the United States. Nevertheless, I also show that color-
blind racism has affected even these progressive whites. If color-blind rac-
ism has affected racial progressives, has it affected blacks, too?
Attempting to answer this question is the focus of chapter 6. Using DAS
data, I contend that although blacks have developed an oppositional ide-
ology, color-blind racism has affected blacks in a mostly indirect fashion.
Rather than totally controlling blacks’ field of ideas and cognitions, color-
blind racism has confused some issues, restricted the possibility of dis-
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cussing others, and, overall, blunted the utopian character of blacks’
oppositional views. In chapter 8, which is an entirely new chapter in this
second edition, I challenge the assertions that the United States is still
organized along a biracial divide and posit that the United States is
slowly moving toward a triracial or ‘‘plural’’ order similar to that found
in many Latin American and Caribbean countries. In chapter 9 I summa-
rize my general findings (from the material in chapters 1 through 7) and
suggest an agenda for properly studying and contesting this new racial
ideology and the racial structure that it supports. In chapter 10 I answer
potential questions that readers might have based on questions I received
from some readers of the first edition. Finally, at the end of this book, I
include a ‘‘Postcript’’ addressing the always-burning question of ‘‘What
is to be done?’’

NOTES
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borne and Renae Cohen, 69–106 (New York: National Conference for Community
and Justice, 2000).
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producer. See Houston A. Baker, ‘‘Scene . . . Not Heard,’’ in Reading Rodney King,
Reading Urban Uprising, edited by Robert Gooding-Williams, 38–50 (New York:
Routledge, 1993), 45.
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15. The work of William A. Ryan and Joel Kovel represent early efforts to
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Beyond Race (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997). See also Anti-
Defamation League, Highlights from the Anti-Defamation League Survey on Racial
Attitudes in America (New York: Anti-Defamation League, 1993).
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40. Schuman et al., Racial Attitudes in America, 293.
41. Michael Hughes, ‘‘Symbolic Racism, Old-Fashioned Racism, and Whites’

Opposition to Affirmative Action,’’ in Racial Attitudes in the 1990s, edited by Ste-
ven A. Tuch and Jack K. Martin, 45–75 (Westport, Conn.: Praeger 1997).

42. Lawrence Bobo, James A. Kluegel, and Ryan A. Smith, ‘‘Laissez-Faire Rac-
ism: The Crystallization of a Kinder, Gentler, Antiblack Ideology,’’ in Racial Atti-
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(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994). Too many postmodern-
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structions. This, they believe, is the best antidote to essentialism. In my view,
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perspective advanced in this book, the elimination of race from above without
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working in very important jobs—endorse these views. However, as I argue in
chapter 6, this segment of the black community is very small and does not repre-
sent the views of the community at large.
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The Central Frames of
Color-Blind Racism

The master defense against accurate social perception and change is
always and in every society the tremendous conviction of rightness
about any behavior form which exists.

—John Dollard, Class and Caste in a Southern Town

I f Jim Crow’s racial structure has been replaced by a ‘‘new racism,’’
what happened to Jim Crow racism? What happened to beliefs about

blacks’ mental, moral, and intellectual inferiority, to the idea that ‘‘it is
the [black man’s] own fault that he is a lower-caste . . . a lower-class man’’
or the assertion that blacks ‘‘lack initiative, are shiftless, have no sense of
time, or do not wish to better themselves’’;1 in short, what happened to
the basic claim that blacks are subhuman?2 Social analysts of all stripes
agree that most whites no longer subscribe to these tenets. However, this
does not mean the ‘‘end of racism,’’3 as a few conservative commentators
have suggested. Instead, a new powerful ideology has emerged to defend
the contemporary racial order: the ideology of color-blind racism. Yet,
color-blind racism is a curious racial ideology. Although it engages, as all
ideologies do, in ‘‘blaming the victim,’’ it does so in a very indirect, ‘‘now
you see it, now you don’t’’ style that matches the character of the new
racism. Because of the slipperiness of color-blind racism, in this chapter I
examine its central frames and explain how whites use them in ways that
justify racial inequality.

THE FRAMES OF COLOR-BLIND RACISM

Ideologies are about ‘‘meaning in the service of power.’’4 They are expres-
sions at the symbolic level of the fact of dominance. As such, the ideolo-
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gies of the powerful are central in the production and reinforcement of
the status quo. They comfort rulers and charm the ruled much like an
Indian snake handler. Whereas rulers receive solace by believing they are
not involved in the terrible ordeal of creating and maintaining inequality,
the ruled are charmed by the almost magic qualities of a hegemonic ide-
ology.5

The central component of any dominant racial ideology is its frames or
set paths for interpreting information. These set paths operate as cul-de-sacs
because after people filter issues through them, they explain racial phe-
nomena following a predictable route. Although by definition dominant
frames must misrepresent the world (hide the fact of dominance), this
does not mean that they are totally without foundation. (For instance, it
is true that people of color in the United States are much better off today
than at any other time in history. However, it is also true—facts hidden
by color-blind racism—that because people of color still experience sys-
tematic discrimination and remain appreciably behind whites in many
important areas of life, their chances of catching up with whites are very
slim.) Dominant racial frames, therefore, provide the intellectual road
map used by rulers to navigate the always rocky road of domination and,
as I will show in chapter 6, derail the ruled from their track to freedom
and equality.

Analysis of the interviews with college students and DAS respondents
revealed that color-blind racism has four central frames and that these
frames are used by an overwhelming majority of the white respondents.
The four frames are abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism, and
minimization of racism. Of the four frames, abstract liberalism is the most
important, as it constitutes the foundation of the new racial ideology. It is
also the hardest to understand (What is racial about opposing busing or
affirmative action, policies that clearly interfere with our American indi-
vidualism?). Thus, I dedicate more space in this chapter to its discussion
and to how it plays out in the color-blind drama.

In order to adequately understand the abstract liberalism frame, first we
need to know what is liberalism. According to John Gray, liberalism, or
‘‘liberal humanism,’’ is at the core of modernity; of the philosophical, eco-
nomic, cultural, and political challenge to the feudal order. Although he
acknowledges that liberalism has no ‘‘essence,’’ he points out that it has
a ‘‘set of distinctive features,’’ namely, individualism, universalism, egali-
tarianism, and meliorism (the idea that people and institutions can be
improved).6 All these components were endorsed and placed at the core
of the constitutions of emerging nation-states by a new set of actors: the
bourgeoisies of early modern capitalism. When the bourgeoisie lauded
freedom, they meant ‘‘free trade, free selling and buying’’; when they
applauded ‘‘individualism,’’ they had in mind ‘‘the bourgeois . . . the
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middle-class owner of property’’; ‘‘The ideas of religious liberty and free-
dom of conscience merely gave expression to the sway of free competition
within the domain of knowledge.’’7

Hence, classical liberalism was the philosophy of a nascent class that as
an aspiring ruling class expressed its needs (political as well as economic)
as general societal goals. But the bourgeois goals were not extended to
the populace in their own midst until the twentieth century.8 Moreover,
the liberal project was never inclusive of the countries that Spain, Portu-
gal, France, Britain, the Netherlands, Italy, and later on, Germany used as
outposts for raw materials and racialized workers (e.g., slaves). Although
contemporary commentators debate the merits of liberal humanism as it
pertains to current debates about race-based policies, muticulturalism,
and ‘‘equality of results,’’9 many seem oblivious to the fact that ‘‘European
humanism (and liberalism) usually meant that only Europeans were human.’’10

Philosophers such as Kant stated that the differences between blacks and
whites were ‘‘to be as great in regard to mental capacities as in colour.’’
Voltaire, the great French philosopher, said on the same subject that ‘‘only
a blind man is permitted to doubt that Whites, Blacks, and Albinoes . . .
are totally different races.’’ Lastly, even the father of modern liberalism,
John Stuart Mill, author of On Liberty, justified 19th-century colonialism
and supported slavery in antiquity and in certain 19th-century colonial
situations.11 To be clear, my intent here is not to vilify the founders of lib-
eralism, but to point out that modernity, liberalism, and racial exclusion
were all part of the same historical movement.

The liberal tradition informed the American Revolution, the U.S. Con-
stitution, and ‘‘the leading American liberal thinker of this period,
Thomas Jefferson.’’12 And in the United States as in Europe, the exclusion
of the majority of white men and all white women from the rights of citi-
zenship and the classification of Native Americans and African Ameri-
cans as subpersons accompanied the development of the new liberal
nation-state.13 Specifically, racially based policies such as slavery, the
removal of Native Americans from their lands and their banishment to
reservations, the superexploitation and degrading utilization of Mexicans
and various Asian groups as contract laborers, Jim Crow, and many other
policies were part of the United States’ ‘‘liberal’’ history from 1776 until
the 1960s.

Nevertheless, I would be remiss if I failed to acknowledge that, in both
Europe and the United States, disenfranchised groups and progressive
politicians used the liberal rhetoric to advance social and legal reforms
(e.g., the Civil Rights Movement, the National Organization of Women,
Liberal parties in Europe).14 Thus liberalism, when extended to its seem-
ingly logical conclusions (‘‘Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for
all’’) and connected to social movements, can be progressive. My point,
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however, is less about social-reform liberalism (although I contend many
reform organizations and many white reform-minded individuals15 have
adopted color-blind racism) than about how central elements of liberal-
ism have been rearticulated in post–Civil Rights America to rationalize
racially unfair situations.

The frame of abstract liberalism involves using ideas associated with
political liberalism (e.g., ‘‘equal opportunity,’’ the idea that force
should not be used to achieve social policy) and economic liberalism
(e.g., choice, individualism) in an abstract manner to explain racial mat-
ters. By framing race-related issues in the language of liberalism, whites
can appear ‘‘reasonable’’ and even ‘‘moral,’’ while opposing almost all
practical approaches to deal with de facto racial inequality. For instance,
the principle of equal opportunity, central to the agenda of the Civil
Rights Movement and whose extension to people of color was vehe-
mently opposed by most whites, is invoked by whites today to oppose
affirmative-action policies because they supposedly represent the ‘‘pref-
erential treatment’’ of certain groups. This claim necessitates ignoring the
fact that people of color are severely underrepresented in most good jobs,
schools, and universities and, hence, it is an abstract utilization of the idea
of ‘‘equal opportunity.’’ Another example is regarding each person as an
‘‘individual’’ with ‘‘choices’’ and using this liberal principle as a justifica-
tion for whites having the right of choosing to live in segregated neigh-
borhoods or sending their children to segregated schools. This claim
requires ignoring the multiple institutional and state-sponsored practices
behind segregation and being unconcerned about these practices’ nega-
tive consequences for minorities.

Naturalization is a frame that allows whites to explain away racial
phenomena by suggesting they are natural occurrences. For example,
whites can claim ‘‘segregation’’ is natural because people from all back-
grounds ‘‘gravitate toward likeness.’’ Or that their taste for whiteness in
friends and partners is just ‘‘the way things are.’’ Although the above
statements can be interpreted as ‘‘racist’’ and as contradicting the color-
blind logic, they are actually used to reinforce the myth of nonracialism.
How? By suggesting these preferences are almost biologically driven and
typical of all groups in society, preferences for primary associations with
members of one’s race are rationalized as nonracial because ‘‘they (racial
minorities) do it too.’’

Cultural racism is a frame that relies on culturally based arguments
such as ‘‘Mexicans do not put much emphasis on education’’ or ‘‘blacks
have too many babies’’ to explain the standing of minorities in society.
This frame has been adequately discussed by many commentators and
does not require much discussion.16 During slavery and Jim Crow a cen-
tral rationale for excluding racial minorities was their presumed biologi-
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cal inferiority. Even as late as 1940, a white newspaper editor in Durham,
North Carolina, could confidently state that:

A Negro is different from other people in that he’s an unfortunate branch of
the human family who hasn’t been able to make out of himself all he is capa-
ble of. He is not capable of being rushed because of the background of the
jungle. Part of his human nature can’t be rushed; it gets him off his
balance. . . . You can’t wipe away inbred character in one year or a hundred
years. It must be nursed along. We look upon him for his lack of culture, as
being less reliable, in business and unsafe socially. His passions are aroused
easily.17

Today only white supremacist organizations spout things such as this in
open forums. Yet, these biological views have been replaced by cultural
ones that, as I will show, are as effective in defending the racial status
quo.18 For example, George McDermott, one of the white middle-class res-
idents interviewed by Katherine Newman in her Declining Fortunes,
stated:

I believe in morality: I believe in ethics: I believe in hard work: I believe in all
the old values. I don’t believe in handouts. . . . So that the whole welfare
system falls into that [category]. . . . The idea of fourteen-year-old kids get-
ting pregnant and then having five children by the time they’re twenty is
absurd! It’s ridiculous! And that’s what’s causing this country to go down-
hill.

And as Newman poignantly comments, ‘‘George does not see himself as
racist. Publicly he would subscribe to the principle everyone in this soci-
ety deserves a fair shake.’’19 Color-blind racism is racism without racists!

Minimization of racism is a frame that suggests discrimination is no
longer a central factor affecting minorities’ life chances (‘‘It’s better
now than in the past’’ or ‘‘There is discrimination, but there are plenty
of jobs out there’’). This frame allows whites to accept facts such as the
racially motivated murder of James Byrd Jr. in Jasper, Texas,20 the brutal
police attack on Rodney King, the Texaco case,21 the 2005 lawsuit by black
workers alleging that Tyson Foods maintained a ‘‘Whites Only’’ bath-
room in one of their Alabama plants, the neglect and slow response by
government officials toward a mostly black population during Hurricane
Katrina, and many other cases and still accuse minorities of being ‘‘hyper-
sensitive,’’ of using race as an ‘‘excuse,’’ or of ‘‘playing the infamous race
card.’’ More significantly, this frame also involves regarding discrimina-
tion exclusively as all-out racist behavior, which, given the way ‘‘new rac-
ism’’ practices operate in post–Civil Rights America (chapter 1),
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eliminates the bulk of racially motivated actions by individual whites and
institutions by fiat.

Before proceeding to illustrate how whites use these frames, I need to
clarify a few points about the data and how I present them. First, whites
used these frames in combination rather than in pure form. This is under-
standable, since informal expressions of ideology are a constructive effort,
a process of building arguments in situ. Therefore, the examples of how
whites use a particular frame may be mixed with other frames. Second,
the frames were verbalized by participants in various emotional tones,
ranging from sympathy to absolute disgust and outrage toward minori-
ties. This suggests whites with differing levels of sympathy toward
minorities resort to the same frames when constructing their accounts of
racial matters. I attempt to represent this range of emotion in the quotes.
Third, because the college student and DAS samples represent two differ-
ent populations, I present quotes from the two studies separately in the
text. I do so to better identify differences in style or content among the
two populations. Fourth, the quotes in the chapter were selected to
embrace the variety of ways in which the frames are used by respondents.
This implies that many outrageously racist quotes were left out for the
sake of representing the variance in the samples. Fifth, the interviews
were transcribed to be as close to what the respondents uttered as possi-
ble. Thus the transcripts include nonlexical expressions (umm, ahh,
umhmm), pauses (indicated by ellipses when they are short and by a
number in seconds in parentheses representing the duration of the pause,
when they are longer than five seconds), emphases (indicated by italics
or, for notations of the respondent tone, by italic letters in brackets), self-
corrections (denoted by a short line, —), and other important discursive
matters (laughs and changes in tone are indicated with italic letters in
brackets). Whenever I have added words they appear in brackets; the
interviewers’ interventions appear in brackets and in italic letters. How-
ever, to improve its readability, I edited the material lightly.

ABSTRACT LIBERALISM: UNMASKING
REASONABLE RACISM22

Because of the curious way in which liberalism’s principles are used in
the post–Civil Rights era, other analysts label modern racial ideology
‘‘laissez-fare racism’’ or ‘‘competitive racism’’ or argue that modern rac-
ism is essentially a combination of the ‘‘American Creed’’ with antiblack
resentment.23 The importance of this frame is evident in that whites use it
on issues ranging from affirmative action and interracial friendship and
marriage to neighborhood and residential segregation. Because of the



The Central Frames of Color-Blind Racism 31

pivotal role played by this frame in organizing whites’ racial views, I pro-
vide numerous examples below.

Rationalizing Racial Unfairness in the Name of Equal
Opportunity

An archetype of how white students use the notion of equal opportunity
in an abstract manner to oppose racial fairness is Sue, a student at SU.

When asked if minority students should be provided unique opportu-
nities to be admitted into universities, Sue stated:

I don’t think that they should be provided with unique opportunities. I think
that they should have the same opportunities as everyone else. You know,
it’s up to them to meet the standards and whatever that’s required for
entrance into universities or whatever. I don’t think that just because they’re
a minority that they should, you know, not meet the requirements, you
know.

Sue, like most whites, ignored the effects of past and contemporary dis-
crimination on the social, economic, and educational status of minorities.
Therefore, by supporting equal opportunity for everyone without a con-
cern for the savage inequalities between whites and blacks, Sue’s stance
safeguards white privilege. Sue even used the notion of equal opportu-
nity to avoid explaining why blacks tend to perform worse than whites
academically: ‘‘I don’t know . . . um, like I said, I don’t see it as a group
thing. I see it more as an individual [thing] and I don’t know why as a
whole they don’t do better. I mean, as I see it, they have the same oppor-
tunity and everything. They should be doing equal.’’

College students are not the only ones who use this abstract notion of
equal opportunity to justify their racial views. For example, Eric, a corpo-
rate auditor in his forties, and a very affable man who seemed more toler-
ant than most members of his generation (e.g., he had dated a black
woman for three years, recognized that discrimination happens ‘‘a lot’’
and identified multiple examples, and even said that ‘‘the system is . . . is
white’’), erupted in anger when asked if reparations were due to blacks
for the injuries caused by slavery and Jim Crow: ‘‘Oh tell them to shut up,
OK! I had nothing to do with the whole situation. The opportunity is
there, there is no reparation involved and let’s not dwell on it. I’m very
opinionated about that!’’ After suggesting that Jews and Japanese are the
ones who really deserve reparation, Eric added, ‘‘But something that hap-
pened three God-damned generations ago, what do you want us to do
about it now? Give them opportunity, give them scholarships, but repara-
tions?’’
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Was Eric just a white with a ‘‘principled opposition’’ to government
intervention (see chapter 1 for analysts who make this claim)? This does
not seem to be the case since Eric, like most whites, made a distinction
between government spending on behalf of victims of child abuse, the
homeless, and battered women (whom whites deem as legitimate candi-
dates for assistance) and government spending on blacks (whom whites
deem as unworthy candidates for assistance). This finding was consistent
with DAS survey results. For instance, whereas 64.3 percent of whites
agreed that ‘‘we should expand the services that benefit the poor,’’ only
39.6 percent (as opposed to 84 percent of blacks) agreed with the proposi-
tion ‘‘The government should make every effort to improve the social and
economic position of blacks living in the United States.’’ Furthermore,
whereas 75.2 percent of white respondents approved of increasing federal
spending for the environment and 59.7 percent for social security, only
31.7 percent approved such increases for programs to assist blacks. And
when the question dealt with government programs that were not per-
ceived as ‘‘racial’’ in any way,24 the proportion of whites supporting the
program increased even more.

‘‘The Most Qualified . . .’’: A Meritocratic Way of
Defending White Privilege

Another tenet of liberalism whites use to explain racial matters is the Jef-
fersonian idea of ‘‘the cream rises to the top,’’ or meritocracy (reward by
merit). And whites seem unconcerned that the color of the ‘‘cream’’ that
usually ‘‘rises’’ is white. For example, Diane, a student at SU, expressed
her dissatisfaction about providing blacks unique opportunities to be
admitted into universities: ‘‘I don’t think you should admit anyone. It’s
gotta be, you’ve gotta be on the level to do it. If they were prepared
beforehand to handle the college level to succeed in it, then there you go,
anyone can.’’ Diane then added, ‘‘They’ve gotta have the motivation to
do well before you get there, I mean, I can’t imagine being unprepared to
go [to college] like just barely getting by in high school and then coming
here to take the classes, you just can’t go, ‘OK, we want to put minorities
in here so put anyone in, you know.’ ’’ Diane also used the notion of meri-
tocracy to explain her opposition to affirmative action.

That’s so hard. I still believe in merit, you know, I still believe in equality,
you know. If you did have two people with the same qualifications, one’s
minority and one’s not, you know, I’d want to interview them and just
maybe a personality stands out that works with the job, I don’t know. Just
find something other than race to base it on, you know? Let that not be a
factor if they qualify.
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How could Diane maintain these views and remain ‘‘reasonable’’?
Diane could say these things and seem reasonable because she believes
discrimination is not the reason why blacks are worse off than whites.
Instead, she relied on the cultural racism frame to explain blacks’ status.
This view can be seen too in her response to a question on why blacks fare
worse academically than whites: ‘‘I don’t know why. Mine was a personal
motivation so, you know, I don’t know. I don’t want to say they weren’t
personally motivated to get good grades, but that’s what it was for me.’’
Diane expanded on this matter and said, ‘‘maybe some of them don’t have
parents to push them or . . . maybe the schools are not equal.’’ She also
speculated, ‘‘maybe, you know, they’ve got in their mind that they can’t
succeed because they’re a minority and they don’t try, you know, no one
there to tell them ‘You can do it, it doesn’t matter who you are.’ ’’

Whites from the Detroit metro area used the meritocratic frame as
extensively as college students. For instance Jim, a thirty-year-old com-
puter software salesperson from a privileged background, explained in
the following way his opposition to affirmative action:

I think it’s unfair top to bottom on everybody and the whole process. It often,
you know, discrimination itself is a bad word, right? But you discriminate
everyday. You wanna buy a beer at the store and there are six kinda beers
you can get, from Natural Light to Sam Adams, right? And you look at the
price and you look at the kind of beer, and you . . . it’s a choice. And a lot of
that you have laid out in front of you, which one you get? Now, should the
government sponsor Sam Adams and make it cheaper than Natural Light
because it’s brewed by someone in Boston? That doesn’t make much sense,
right? Why would we want that or make Sam Adams eight times as expen-
sive because we want people to buy Natural Light? And it’s the same thing
about getting into school or getting into some place. And universities it’s
easy, and universities is a hot topic now, and I could bug you, you know,
Midwestern University I don’t think has a lot of racism in the admissions
process. And I think Midwestern University would, would agree with that
pretty strongly. So why not just pick people that are going to do well at Mid-
western University, pick people by their merit? I think we should stop the
whole idea of choosing people based on their color. It’s bad to choose some-
one based on their color; why do we, why do we enforce it in an institutional
process?

Since Jim posited hiring decisions are like market choices (choosing
between competing brands of beer), he embraced a laissez-faire position
on hiring. The problem with Jim’s view is that discrimination in the labor
market is alive and well (e.g., it affects black and Latino job applicants 30
to 50 percent of the time) and that most jobs (as many as 80 percent) are
obtained through informal networks.25 Jim himself acknowledged that
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being white is an advantage in America because ‘‘there’s more people in
the world who are white and are racist against people that are black than
vice versa.’’ However, Jim also believes that although blacks ‘‘perceive or
feel’’ like there is a lot of discrimination, he does not believe there is much
discrimination out there. Hence, by upholding a strict laissez-faire view
on hiring and, at the same time, ignoring the significant impact of past
and contemporary discrimination in the labor market, Jim can safely voice
his opposition to affirmative action in an apparently race-neutral way.

‘‘Nothing Should Be Forced upon People’’: Keeping
Things the Way They Are

A central tenet of liberal democracies is that governments should inter-
vene in economic and social matters as little as possible because the
‘‘invisible hand of the market’’ eventually balances states of disequilib-
rium. A corollary of this tenet, and part of the American mythology, is
the idea that social change should be the outcome of a rational and demo-
cratic process and not of the government’s coercive capacity.26 During the
Jim Crow era, the belief that racial change should happen through a slow,
evolutionary process in ‘‘peoples’ hearts’’ rather than through govern-
mental actions was expressed in the phrase ‘‘you cannot legislate moral-
ity.’’27 This old standpoint has been curiously reformulated in the modern
era to justify keeping racial affairs the way they are. These ideas appeared
occasionally in discussions on affirmative action, but most often in discus-
sions about school and residential integration in America.

Sonny, a student at MU, explained in typical fashion her position on
whether school segregation is the fault of government, whites, or blacks.
As almost all the students, Sonny first stated her belief that school inte-
gration is in principle a good thing to have: ‘‘In principle, yeah, I think
that’s a good idea because like with, like with people interacting, they
will understand each other better in future generations.’’ But Sonny also,
as most students, was not too fond of government attempts to remedy
school segregation or, in her words, ‘‘I, I don’t—I mean, it should be done
if people want to do it. If people volunteer for it, and they want that part
of their lives, then they should do it, but the government should not force
people to bus if they don’t want that.’’ When asked to clarify her stance
on this matter, she added, ‘‘I don’t think the government should impose
any legislation thinking that it will change people’s hearts because people
have to change them on their own. You can’t force them to say ‘Well, OK,
now that I have to bus my kid there, I like it.’ ’’

DAS respondents were as adamant as students in arguing that it is not
the government’s business to remedy racial problems. For example, Lynn,
a human resources manager in her early fifties, explained why there has
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been so little school integration since the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education
decision:

I don’t and that’s another one. I do not believe in busing. The reason I don’t
believe in busing, you know, I said I don’t. I didn’t encourage my children
to play with the neighborhood kids. I still felt that going to school in your
community was the key to developing a child’s sense of community and I
still believe that. One of the reasons, another reason I moved from where I
was [was] that I didn’t want my children to be bused. I didn’t want to have
them got on a bus, especially me working. So I don’t think that is an answer.
I think the answer is education and helping people learn to make a life for
themselves and, you know, any type of social program that interacts, that
provides interaction between races I think is excellent. But I’m just not a bus-
ing person.

Lynn wants equal opportunity in education as well as community
schools, a position that sounds perfectly reasonable. However, one would
expect Lynn to support doing something to make sure that communities
throughout America are diverse, a policy that other things being equal
would guarantee school integration. Yet, Lynn took a very strong laissez-
faire, antigovernment intervention stance on this matter. Lynn answered
as follows the question, ‘‘America has lots of all-white and all-black
neighborhoods. What do you think of this situation?’’

I don’t have a problem with all-white and all-black neighborhoods if that’s
the choice of the people, the individuals. But, if it’s forced either way, if I’m a
black person and I’ve come into the neighborhood and I want to live here
and selectively denied that option, that’s wrong. But, again, there still has to
be some type of social interaction for growth and if the social interaction
takes place then, the cross-integration will take place, I think.

When pressed about what she thought could be done specifically to
increase the mixing of the races in neighborhoods, Lynn restated that this
could only be achieved ‘‘through educating (people) and encouraging
businesses.’’ Lynn was not alone in having this abstract view on school
and neighborhood integration. Only one of the white respondents who
opposed busing in the interviews (69.7 percent of whites opposed busing
in the survey) provided a specific proposal that if implemented would
increase residential as well as school integration.28

Individual Choice or an Excuse for Racial Unfairness
and Racially Based Choices?

Individualism29 today has been recast as a justification for opposing poli-
cies to ameliorate racial inequality because they are ‘‘group based’’ rather
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than ‘‘case by case.’’ In addition, the idea of individual choice is used to
defend whites’ right to live and associate primarily with whites (segrega-
tion) and for choosing whites exclusively as their mates. The problem
with how whites apply the notion of individualism to our present racial
conundrum is that a relation of domination-subordination still ordains
race relations in the United States (see chapters 1 and 4 in my White
Supremacy and Racism in the Post–Civil Rights Era). Thus, if minority
groups face group-based discrimination and whites have group-based
advantages, demanding individual treatment for all can only benefit the
advantaged group.30 And behind the idea of people having the right of
making their own ‘‘choices’’ lays the fallacy of racial pluralism—the false
assumption that all racial groups have the same power in the American
polity. Because whites have more power, their unfettered, so-called indi-
vidual choices help reproduce a form of white supremacy in neighbor-
hoods, schools, and society in general.

Lynn, a human resources manager, used the notion of individualism in
a very curious way. Although Lynn expressed her support for affirmative
action because ‘‘there’s still a lot of discrimination,’’ she thinks that ‘‘there
isn’t as much discrimination as there used to be.’’ Lynn also acknowl-
edged white males have advantages in society and said ‘‘the white male
is pretty much instilled’’ and ‘‘very much represses . . . um, people and
other minorities.’’ Nevertheless, when it came to the possibility of
affirmative action affecting her, Lynn said:

Um, because affirmative action is based on a group as a whole, but when it
comes down to the individual, like if affirmative action were against me one
time, like it would anger me. I mean, because, you know, I as an individual
got ripped off and, you know, getting a job.

DAS respondents also used individualism to justify their racial views and
race-based preferences. For example, Mandi, a registered nurse in her
thirties, said she had no problems with neighborhood segregation. She
justified her potentially problematic position by saying that people have
the right to choose where and with whom they live.

Umm, I think that people select a neighborhood to live in that they are simi-
lar to and people, you know, whatever similarities they find [louder voice],
you know, it’s race, economical level, religion, or, you know, whatever.
When you are looking at somebody you don’t know what, what denomina-
tion they are or what political preference they have, but you can tell right off
in race. I think that they choose to live in a neighborhood that is their race.
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NATURALIZATION: DECODING THE MEANING
OF ‘‘THAT’S THE WAY IT IS’’

A frame that has not yet been brought to the fore by social scientists is
whites’ naturalization of race-related matters. Although the naturaliza-
tion frame was the least used frame of color-blind racism by respondents
in these two projects, about 50 percent of DAS respondents and college
students used it, particularly when discussing school or neighborhood
matters, to explain the limited contact between whites and minorities, or
to rationalize whites’ preferences for whites as significant others. The
word ‘‘natural’’ or the phrase ‘‘that’s the way it is’’ is often interjected to
normalize events or actions that could otherwise be interpreted as racially
motivated (residential segregation) or racist (preference for whites as
friends and partners). But, as social scientists know quite well, few things
that happen in the social world are ‘‘natural,’’ particularly things pertain-
ing to racial matters. Segregation as well as racial preferences are pro-
duced through social processes and that is the delusion/illusion
component of this frame.

The importance and usefulness of this frame can be illustrated with
Sara, a student at MU who used the frame on three separate occasions.
Sara, for example, used the frame to answer the question on black self-
segregation.

Hmm, I don’t really think it’s a segregation. I mean, I think people, you
know, spend time with people that they are like, not necessarily in color,
but you know, their ideas and values and, you know, maybe their class has
something to do with what they’re used to. But I don’t really think it’s a
segregation. I don’t think I would have trouble, you know, approaching
someone of a different race or color. I don’t think it’s a problem. It’s just that
the people that I do hang out with are just the people that I’m with all the
time. They’re in my organizations and stuff like that.

Sara also used the naturalization frame to explain the paltry level of
school integregation in the United States.

Well, I also think that, you know, where you are in school has to do with the
neighborhood that you grow up in and, like, I grew up in mainly all-white
communities so that community was who I was going to school with. And
if that community had been more black, then that would be, I guess, more
integrated and that would be just fine. I don’t know if there’s any way you
can change the places in which people live because I think there are gonna
be white communities and there are gonna be black communities and, you
know, I don’t know how you can get two communities like in the same
school system.
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The interviewer followed up Sara’s answer with the question, ‘‘Why do
you think there are white communities and black communities?’’ Sara’s
answer was: ‘‘Maybe like I said before, if people like to be with people
that they’re similar with and it means, you know—well, I don’t think it
has anything to do with color. I think it has to do with where they. . . .’’
Sara did not complete her thought as a light seems to have clicked on in
her mind. She then proceeded to change her answer and acknowledged
that race has a bearing on how people select neighborhoods: ‘‘Well, I
guess it does [laughs].’’ The interviewer asked Sara if she thought her par-
ents would move into an almost all-black neighborhood. Sara employed
all sorts of rhetorical maneuvers (see chapter 3) to defend her parents by
conveying the idea that racial considerations would have never been a cri-
terion for selecting a neighborhood.

Finally Liz, a student at SU, suggested that self segregation is a univer-
sal process or, in her own words: ‘‘I do think they segregate themselves,
but I don’t necessarily think it’s on purpose. I think it’s that, you know,
we all try to stay with our own kind so, therefore, you know, they get along
better with their own people or whatnot [my emphasis].’’ By universalizing
segregation as a natural phenomenon, Liz was able to justify even her
own racial preference for white mates. When asked if she had ever been
attracted to minority people, Liz said:

Um no, just because I wasn’t really attracted to them, you know, I’m more
attracted to someone that’s like kinda more like me. But, you know, and I
wouldn’t say that, I mean, I like if he’s good looking or not, you know, it’s
not that, it’s just I’m more attracted to someone white, I don’t know why
[laughs].

DAS respondents naturalized racial matters too, but in general did it in a
more crude fashion. For instance, Bill, a manager in a manufacturing firm,
explained the limited level school integration:

I don’t think it’s anybody’s fault. Because people tend to group with their
own people. Whether it’s white or black or upper-middle class or lower class
or, you now, upper class, you know, Asians. People tend to group with their
own. Doesn’t mean if a black person moves into your neighborhood, they
shouldn’t go to your school. They should and you should mix and welcome
them and everything else, but you can’t force people together. If people want
to be together, they should intermix more. [Interviewer: OK. So the lack of mix-
ing is really just kind of an individual lack of desire?] Well, individuals, its just
the way it is. You know, people group together for lots of different reasons:
social, religious. Just as animals in the wild, you know. Elephants group
together, cheetahs group together. You bus a cheetah into an elephant herd
because they should mix? You can’t force that [laughs].
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Bill’s unflattering and unfitting metaphor comparing racial segregation
to the separation of species, however, was not the only crude way of using
the naturalization frame. For example, Earl, a small-time contractor in his
fifties, explained segregation in a matter-of-fact way.

I think you’re never going to change that! I think it’s just kind of, you know,
it’s going to end up that way. . . . Every race sticks together and that’s the
way it should be, you know. I grew up in a white neighborhood, you know,
most of the blacks will live in the black neighborhood. [Interviewer: So you
don’t think there’s anything wrong?] No. Well, they can move, they still have
the freedom to move anywhere they want anyway.

A significant number of DAS respondents naturalized racial matters in
a straightforward manner. For example, Jim, a thirty-year-old computer
software salesperson for a large company, naturalized school segregation
as follows:

Eh, you know, it’s more of the human nature’s fault. It’s not the govern-
ment’s fault, right? The government doesn’t tell people where to live. So as
people decide where to live or where to move into or where they wanna feel
comfortable, [they] move to where they feel comfortable. We all kinda hang
out with people that are like us. I mean, you look at Detroit, we have a Mexi-
can village, why do we have a Mexican village? Why aren’t Mexican people
spread out all over on metro Detroit? Well, they like being near other Mexi-
can people; that way they could have a store that suited them close by the,
you know, those sort of things probably together. So, it’s more human nature
that I would blame for it.

Despite whites’ belief that residential and school segregation, friendship,
and attraction are natural and raceless occurrences, social scientists have
documented how racial considerations affect all these issues. For exam-
ple, residential segregation is created by white buyers searching for white
neighborhoods and aided by realtors, bankers, and sellers.31 As white
neighborhoods develop, white schools follow—an outcome that further
contributes to the process of racial isolation. Socialized in a ‘‘white habi-
tus’’ (see chapter 5) and influenced by the Eurocentric culture, it is no
wonder whites interpret their racialized choices for white significant oth-
ers as ‘‘natural.’’ They are the ‘‘natural’’ consequence of a white socializa-
tion process.32

‘‘THEY DON’T HAVE IT ALTOGETHER’’:
CULTURAL RACISM

Pierre-André Taguieff has argued that modern European racism does not
rely on an essentialist interpretation of minorities’ endowments.33 Instead,
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it presents their presumed cultural practices as fixed features (hence he
labels it as the ‘‘biologization of racism’’) and uses that as the rationale
for justifying racial inequality. Thus, Europeans may no longer believe
Africans, Arabs, Asian Indians, or blacks from the West Indies are biologi-
cally inferior, but they assail them for their presumed lack of hygiene,
family disorganization, and lack of morality.34 This cultural racism frame
is very well established in the United States. Originally labeled as the
‘‘culture of poverty’’35 in the 1960s, this tradition has resurfaced many
times since, resurrected by conservative scholars such as Charles Murray
and Lawrence Mead, liberals such as William Julius Wilson, and even rad-
icals such as Cornel West.36 The essence of the American version of this
frame is ‘‘blaming the victim,’’ arguing that minorities’ standing is a
product of their lack of effort, loose family organization, and inappropri-
ate values.

Since there is little disagreement among social scientists about the cen-
trality of this frame in the post–Civil Rights era, I focus my attention on
highlighting what this frame allows whites to accomplish. I begin my
illustration of this frame with two, clear-cut examples of college students
who used it. The students agreed with the premise of the question,
‘‘Many whites explain the status of blacks in this country as a result of
blacks lacking motivation, not having the proper work ethic, or being
lazy. What do you think?’’ The first student is Kara, an MU student.

I think, to some extent, that’s true. Just from, like, looking at the black people
that I’ve met in my classes and the few that I knew before college, not like
they’re—I don’t want to say waiting for a handout, but to some extent, that’s
kind of what I’m like hinting at. Like, almost like they feel like they were
discriminated against hundreds of years ago, now what are you gonna give
me? You know, or maybe even it’s just their background, that they’ve never,
like maybe they’re the first generation to be in college, so they feel like just
that is enough for them.

The second quote is from Kim, a student at SU:

Yeah, I totally agree with that. I don’t think, you know, they’re all like that,
but, I mean, it’s just that if it wasn’t that way, why would there be so many
blacks living in the projects? You know, why would there be so many poor
blacks? If they worked hard, they could make it just as high as anyone else
could. You know, I just think that’s just, you know, they’re raised that way
and they see what their parents are like so they assume that’s the way it
should be. And they just follow the roles their parents had for them and
don’t go anywhere.

When cultural racism is used in combination with the ‘‘minimization
of racism’’ frame, the results are ideologically deadly. If people of color
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say they experience discrimination, whites, such as Kara and Kim, do not
believe them and claim they use discrimination as an ‘‘excuse’’ to hide
the central reason why they are behind whites in society: their presumed
‘‘laziness.’’

Although Kara and Kim used the cultural racism frame in a crude
form, most students did not. They articulated their culture of poverty
views in a gentler, at times even ‘‘compassionate,’’ way. For example,
Ann, a student at WU, inserted the frame in her answer to a question
about why blacks as a group fare worse than whites academically.

Um, I guess I would have to say primarily family structure. Maybe it’s not
[being] able to support the child and, you know, in school and really encour-
age. It might be that it’s a single-parent family and it’s necessary [for them]
to get out and get a job, you know, a full-time job and work a part-time job
and still try to go to school. Maybe it’s not encouraged as much for, like long
term, it’s mainly survival. I don’t know, something, income; if the family is
really skimping by it would be really far fetched, well, it wouldn’t be proba-
bly necessarily the first thing that a child from [such] a family would think
of, you know, expensive college rather than paying the rent, you know what
I mean [laughs]? So, I mean, you know, the priorities are different.

Although Ann’s arguments seem ‘‘reasonable’’ (poor people may have a
different set of priorities than other people based on their economic situa-
tion), her explanation is wanting because it avoids mentioning the institu-
tional effects of discrimination in the labor, housing, and educational
markets and the well-documented37 impact that discrimination has on
middle- and upper-middle-class blacks. More significantly, Ann’s failure
to recognize how old- and new-fashioned discrimination affects blacks’
life chances is not an argumentative slip, but the way in which most
whites construe the situation of blacks, as evidenced by how respondents
in both samples used similar arguments in answering questions about
blacks’ status.

This kinder and gentler way of using the cultural frame was the pre-
ferred choice of students. For example, Jay, a student at WU, explained as
follows why blacks have a worse overall standing than whites:

Hmm, I think it’s due to lack of education. I think because if they didn’t
grow up in a household that afforded them the time to go to school and they
had to go out and get jobs right away, I think it is just a cycle [that] perpetu-
ates things, you know. I mean, I can’t say that blacks can’t do it because,
obviously, there are many, many of them [that] have succeeded in getting
good jobs and all that.

Jay, as most whites, admits to the ‘‘exceptional black.’’ However, Jay
immediately goes back to the gentle cultural argument:
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So it’s possible that the cycle seems to perpetuate itself because—I mean,
let’s say they go out and get jobs and they settle down much earlier than
they would normally if they had gone to school and then they have kids at a
young age and they—these kids—have to go and get jobs and so.

How did DAS respondents use this cultural frame? They relied on this
frame as often as students did but were significantly more likely to use it
in a straightforward and crude manner. The following two cases exem-
plify how most DAS respondents used this frame. First is Isaac, an engi-
neer in his fifties. In response to the question comparing blacks’ and
whites’ overall standing, Isaac argued that few blacks have the education
to work as engineers. This led to the following exchange between Isaac
and the interviewer:

Interviewer: So you feel maybe there’s a lack of interest in education that
black people have?

Isaac: They want to get a short cut to make money. There’s no urgency to get
education. They want to make, to get money faster than whites. They don’t
want to take the time to get educated, they want to get money fast.

Interviewer: So they also don’t put the time into developing their educational
skills?

Isaac: Yeah the way you learn, the way you grow, is the way you become.
Interviewer: Some people say that minorities are worse off than whites

because they lack motivation, are lazy, or do not have the proper values to
succeed in our society. What do you think?

Isaac: Right now I think our minorities are lazy. They don’t have the patience
to keep going.

Ian, the manager of information security at an automotive company,
explained why blacks are worse off than whites as follows:

The majority of ’em just don’t strive to do anything, to make themselves bet-
ter. Again, I’ve seen that all the way through. ‘‘I do this today, I’m fine, I’m
happy with it, I don’t need anything better.’’ Never, never, never striving or
giving extra to, to make themselves better.

Ian’s perception of blacks as lazy emerged from his understanding of
blacks as culturally deficient. This view was clearly expressed in his
response to the question, ‘‘Do you think that the races are naturally dif-
ferent?’’

Well I think that genes have something, some play in this, but I think a lot of
it is past history of the people and the way they’re brought up. You look at
Chinese, if you’re gonna get ahead in China, you’ve gotta be very intellectual
and you’ve gotta be willing to, uh, to fight for everything that you’re gonna
get. Ja-Japan is the same way. For a kid just to get into college, they gonna
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take two years of going through entrance exams to get in. Then you kinda
look at the blacks’ situation. It’s like, ‘‘Well, because of slavery, I ought to be
given this for nothing, so I don’t have to work for it, just give it to me.’’ So
culture and their upbringing is the big part of this.

Although Ian came close to the old biological view (‘‘Well, I think genes
have something, some play in this’’), overall he made use of the cultural
frame to explain blacks’ status (Asians do well because they ‘‘gotta be
intellectual,’’ whereas blacks believe that because of slavery they do not
have to work).

MINIMIZATION OF RACISM: WHITES’
DECLINING SIGNIFICANCE OF RACE THESIS

When William Julius Wilson published The Declining Significance of Race
in 1978, he made many whites in academia feel good about themselves.
Wilson’s main claim—that class rather than race was the central obstacle
for black mobility—was an argument that had been brewing among
whites for quite a while. Yet, whites believe that discrimination exists. For
example, when white and black respondents in the DAS survey were
given the statement, ‘‘Discrimination against blacks is no longer a prob-
lem in the United States,’’ a high proportion of both groups (82.5 percent
of whites and 89.5 percent of blacks) ‘‘disagreed’’ or ‘‘strongly disagreed’’
with that statement. Although whites and blacks believe discrimination
is still a problem, they dispute its salience as a factor explaining blacks’
collective standing. Thus, in response to the more specific statement,
‘‘Blacks are in the position that they are today as a group because of pres-
ent day discrimination,’’ only 32.9 percent of whites ‘‘agreed’’ or
‘‘strongly agreed’’ (compared to 60.5 percent of blacks). This means that
in general whites believe discrimination has all but disappeared, whereas
blacks believe that discrimination—old and new—is alive and well.

College students were more likely than DAS respondents to give lip ser-
vice to the existence of discrimination. Because students for this study
were taking social science courses at the time of the interviews, they may
have become sensitized to the significance of discrimination as well as to
the new character of contemporary discrimination. However, despite this
sensitization, few believed discrimination and institutionalized racism
are the reasons minorities lag behind whites in this society. In general,
the students articulated their declining significance of race thesis in three
ways. A plurality (18 of 41) used an indirect strategy of denial set by one
of the following two phrases, ‘‘I am not black’’ or ‘‘I don’t see discrimina-
tion’’ (see chapter 3 for an analysis of the functions of these phrases), oth-



44 Chapter 2

ers (9 of 41) minimized racism directly, and yet others (7 of 41) argued
minorities make things look racial when they are not.

The following example illustrates how students used the indirect strat-
egy of denial. The response of Mary, a student at SU, to the statement,
‘‘Many blacks and other minorities claim that they do not get access to
good jobs because of discrimination and that when they get the jobs they
are not promoted at the same speed as their white peers,’’ was:

I think before you really start talking about hiring practices and promotion
practices, you have to look at credentials. I mean, you know, I’ve only really
had one job. I worked for a general contractor so it was basically me in the
office all day with him, my boss. But I, in fact, you have to look at credentials.
I mean, I don’t know if, you know, a white person gets a job over a minority,
I can’t sit here and say ‘‘Well, that’s discrimination’’ because I don’t know
what the factors were. This person got a master’s degree versus a bachelor’s
degree, or more in-depth training than this person, you know? I mean, I
definitely do not doubt that [discrimination] happens, that minorities get
passed over for promotions and that they are not hired based on their race.
I have absolutely no doubt that it happens. I think that before you can sit
there and start calling a lot of things discrimination, you need to look into
the background, the credentials behind it.

Rather than stating ‘‘I don’t believe minorities experience discrimina-
tion,’’ Mary suggested they may not get jobs or promotions because they
lack the credentials. And although Mary, as most whites, recognizes dis-
crimination exists (‘‘I definitely do not doubt that [discrimination] hap-
pens’’), she clearly believes most claims are bogus (‘‘I think that before
you can sit there and start calling a lot of things discrimination, you need
to look into the background, the credentials behind it’’).

The next example is of students who minimized the significance of rac-
ism directly. Andy, a student at WU, answered a question on whether
discrimination is the central reason why blacks are behind whites today
by saying, ‘‘I think they do.’’ Yet his answer was wanting, since he could
not provide a meaningful explanation of how discrimination affects
minorities’ life chances. More importantly, Andy’s answers to the other
questions minimized the salience of racism. For instance, his answer to
the question of whether or not discrimination affects the chances of
minorities getting jobs and promotions was, ‘‘I think that there’s probably
less than it used to be, but that it still happens. It’s just in isolated places
or, you know, it happens in different places, but in most jobs, I think it
probably does not happen.’’ When asked to elaborate, Andy stated he
believes the reason why blacks do not get good jobs is, ‘‘if anything, it’s
probably education’’ because ‘‘you can’t apply for certain jobs without a
lot of education.’’
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The last example is of students who argued blacks make situations
racial that are not. Janet, an SU student, answered all the questions on
discrimination by denying that discrimination is a salient factor in minor-
ities’ life chances and suggesting alternative interpretations. For instance,
Janet’s answer to the same question, on whether or not discrimination is
the central reason why blacks lag behind whites was: ‘‘I would say it
depends on the individual. I’m sure there are some . . . that do and others
[that] don’t, so. . . .’’ When asked to clarify, she said, ‘‘Right. But I would
say for the most part, most of them don’t unless they make it out to be
the case.’’ When the interviewer asked Janet if she thought most claims of
discrimination by minorities were a perception issue, she replied: ‘‘If they
looked at it as a different way or something, they might see—might not
see it as racism, you see what I’m saying? [Interviewer: You are saying that
they are seeing more than is actually out there?] Right.’’ When asked about
discrimination in jobs, Janet answered in a blunt fashion.

I would say that’s a bunch of crap [laughs]. I mean, if they’re qualified, they’ll
hire you and if you are not qualified, then you don’t get the job. It’s the same
way with, once you get the job, if you are qualified for a promotion, you’ll
get the promotion. It’s the same way with white, blacks, Asians, whatever. If
you do the job, you’ll get the job.

DAS respondents used similar argumentative strategies to deny the sig-
nificance of discrimination. The strategy they used the most was direct
minimization (18 of 66), followed by outright denial (13 of 66), stating that
minorities make things racial (11 of 66), and indirect minimization (3 of
66). The remaining respondents (20 of 66) include a few who sincerely
believe discrimination is important (see chapter 7) and others who denied
the centrality of discrimination in their own peculiar way.

The first case exemplifies DAS respondents who minimized the signifi-
cance of discrimination directly. Joann, a poor white woman in her fifties
who works in a large chain store, answered the direct discrimination
question by stating, ‘‘I don’t see any in the store.’’ When asked about dis-
crimination against minorities in general, Joann said:

I don’t think it’s as bad as it was. It probably needs improvement. What
[society] needs is a knowledgeable crew and I think that is the truth there. I
think that the work will have to be done up continually until we’re all one
big happy family. [Interviewer: Do you foresee that happening?] It wouldn’t sur-
prise me. My great granddaughter might marry a black, I don’t know. I have
no idea!

The next case is an example of respondents who denied discrimination
outright. It is worth pointing out that all the DAS respondents who used
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this strategy were from working- or lower-class backgrounds. Scott, a
twenty-three-year-old drafter for a mechanical engineering company,
answered the direct question on discrimination as follows:

I don’t—nowadays I don’t, I don’t really feel that way, I really don’t at all.
Maybe like when I was younger I would notice it, but right now I don’t really
feel that there’s too much segregation anymore. If it is because of the person,
you know, from their past experience. And, I mean, if you got a record,
you’re not gonna go too far, you know. So then they might feel like ‘‘Just
being held back just because, you know, just ’cause I’m black.’’

The interviewer followed up Scott’s answer with the question, ‘‘So you
don’t think that discrimination is a factor in most blacks lives nowadays?’’
His answer was: ‘‘It might be just because of their past and their attitudes
toward life. But if you just took it as everyday life and just went with it,
no, I don’t feel it at all, I don’t see it. I don’t practice it and my friends, all
my friends [don’t] practice it.’’

Next are examples of respondents who argued blacks make things
racial that are not. Sandra, a retail salesperson in her early forties,
explained her view on discrimination as follows:

I think if you are looking for discrimination, I think it’s there to be found. But
if you make the best of any situation, and if you don’t use it as an excuse. I
think sometimes it’s an excuse because people felt they deserved a job, what-
ever! I think if things didn’t go their way I know a lot of people have ten-
dency to use prejudice or racism as whatever as an excuse. I think in some
ways, yes there is people who are prejudiced. It’s not only blacks, it’s about
Spanish, or women. In a lot of ways there [is] a lot of reverse discrimination.
It’s just what you wanna make of it.

Finally, I provide an example of respondents who used the indirect
minimization strategy. Dave, an engineer in his forties who owns a small-
time employment agency, answered the direct question on discrimination
by saying: ‘‘[laughs] I don’t know any blacks so I don’t know. But, in gen-
eral, I probably have to say it’s true.’’ When asked for clarification, Dave
stated:

Oh that’s a hard one to just, well, I guess it comes down to stereotypes
though like I said earlier. It just—some people may try to say that some
blacks don’t work as hard as whites. So, in looking for a job they may feel
like they didn’t get the job because they have been discriminated against
because they were black, that’s very possible. That may not really be, but as
a person, they make the assumption.
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Dave explained blacks’ inferior status as compared to whites by suggest-
ing that it ‘‘really comes down to individuals’’ and that he has ‘‘especially
noted that if you want a job, there’s jobs out there.’’ In this reply Dave
intimates his belief that racial discrimination is not a factor in the labor
market since ‘‘there’s jobs out there.’’

The last case is of DAS respondents who did not fit the overall strategies
and used sui generis arguments to deny the significance of racial discrim-
ination. Henrietta, a transsexual school teacher in his fifties, said the fol-
lowing in response to the question on discrimination:

[9-second pause] Trying to be an unbiased observer because as a transsexual I
am discriminated against. I think if people act responsible they will not be
discriminated against. People who are acting irresponsible, in other words,
demanding things, ah, ‘‘I need this’’ or ‘‘You did this because of my skin
color’’ yeah, then they will be discriminated against. People who are intelli-
gent present themselves in a manner that is appropriate for the situation and
will not be discriminated against.

Thus, Henrietta suggests that blacks who experience discrimination
deserve so because they act irresponsibly or complain too much.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I illustrated how whites use the four central frames of
color-blind racism, namely, abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural
racism, and minimization of racism. These frames are central to the views
of whites, young (college-student sample) and old (DAS respondents),
and serve them as an interpretive matrix from where to extract arguments
to explain a host of racial issues. More significantly, together these frames
form an impregnable yet elastic wall that barricades whites from the
United States’ racial reality. The trick is in the way the frames bundle with
each other, that is, in the wall they form. Whites, for example, would have
a tough time using the abstract liberalism frame if they could not resort
to the minimization of racism frame as well. Precisely because they use
these frames the way children use building blocks, whites can say things
such as ‘‘I am all for equal opportunity, that’s why I oppose affirmative
action’’ and also say ‘‘Everyone has almost the same opportunities to suc-
ceed in this country because discrimination and racism are all but gone.’’
And if anyone dares to point out that in this land of milk and honey there
is a tremdendous level of racial inequality—a fact that could deflate the
balloon of color blindness—they can argue this is due to minorities’
schools, lack of education, family disorganization, or lack of proper val-
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ues and work ethic. In short, whites can blame minorities (blacks in par-
ticular) for their own status.

But what if someone pokes holes in whites’ color-blind story by point-
ing out that whites live mostly in white neighborhoods, marry and
befriend mostly whites, interact mostly with whites in their jobs, and
send their children to white schools or, if they attend mixed schools,
make sure they take most of their classes with white children. Whites
have two discursive options to avoid the potentially devastating effects of
these arguments. They can resort to the abstract liberalism frame and say
something like ‘‘I support integration, but I do not believe in forcing peo-
ple to do anything that they do not want to do’’ or ‘‘People have the right
to make their own individual choices and no one can interfere.’’ Alterna-
tively, they can naturalize the whiteness in which they live (‘‘Blacks like
living with blacks, and whites like living with whites . . . it’s a natural
thing’’). As I documented in this chapter, whites mix and match argu-
ments as they see fit. Therefore, someone can say, ‘‘Segregation is a natu-
ral thing’’ but also say that ‘‘I believe that no one has the right of
preventing people from moving into a neighborhood.’’ These frames then
form a formidable wall because they provide whites a seemingly nonra-
cial way of stating their racial views without appearing irrational or
rabidly racist.

But if the ideological wall of color-blind racism were not pliable, a few
hard blows would suffice to bring it down. That is why the flexibility of
the frames is so useful. Color-blind racism’s frames are pliable because
they do not rely on absolutes (‘‘All blacks are . . .’’ or ‘‘Discrimination
ended in 1965’’). Instead, color-blind racism gives some room for excep-
tions (‘‘Not all blacks are lazy, but most are’’) and allows for a variety of
ways of holding on to the frames—from crude and straightforward to
gentle and indirect. Regarding the former, almost every white respondent
in these studies mentioned the exceptional black (‘‘Well, Robert, my black
friend, is not like that’’), agreed in principle with racially progressive
notions (‘‘I believe that school integration is great because we can learn
so much from each other’’ or ‘‘Gee, I wish I could see the day when we
have the first black president’’), or even joined Martin Luther King Jr. in
the dream of color blindness (‘‘In two or three generations race will disap-
pear and we will all just be Americans’’). Regarding the latter, whites
used the color-blind frames in crude ways displaying resentment and
anger toward minorities (‘‘Blacks are God-damned lazy’’) or in compas-
sionate ways (‘‘It is terrible the way they live in those neighborhoods,
with those schools, without fathers, with crime just around the corner . . .
it saddens me whenever I see all that on TV’’).

The pliability of the color-blind wall is further enhanced by the style of
color blindness. For instance, if whites find themselves in a rhetorical
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bind, such as having disclosed a personal taste for whiteness or a dislike
for blackness, they can always utter a disclaimer such as, ‘‘I am not preju-
diced,’’ or ‘‘If I ever fall in love with a black person, the race thing will
never be an obstacle for us getting together.’’ They can tiptoe around the
most dangerous racial minefields because the stylistic elements of color
blindness provide them the necessary tools to get in and out of almost
any discussion. I examine these tools in detail in the next chapter.
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The Style of Color Blindness

How to Talk Nasty about Minorities
without Sounding Racist

Subscribing to an ideology is like wearing a piece of clothing. When
you wear it, you also wear a certain style, a certain fashion, a certain

way of presenting yourself to the world. The style of an ideology refers to
its peculiar linguistic manners and rhetorical strategies (or race talk),1 to the
technical tools that allow users to articulate its frames and story lines. As
such, the style of an ideology is the thread used to join pieces of fabric
into garments. The neatness of the garments, however, depends on the
context in which they are being stitched. If the garment is being assem-
bled in an open forum (with minorities present or in public venues), dom-
inant actors will weave its fibers carefully (‘‘I am not a racist, but . . .’’)
and not too tight (‘‘I am not black, so I don’t know’’). If, in contrast, the
needlework is being done among friends, the cuts will be rough and the
seams loose (‘‘Darned lazy niggers’’).

I examine in this chapter the basic style of color blindness. At the core
of my analysis is the idea that because the normative climate changed
dramatically from the Jim Crow to the post–Civil Rights era, the language
of color blindness is slippery, apparently contradictory, and often subtle.2

Thus, analysts must excavate the rhetorical maze of confusing, ambiva-
lent answers to straight questions; of answers speckled with disclaimers
such as ‘‘I don’t know, but . . .’’ or ‘‘Yes and no’’; of answers almost unin-
telligible because of their higher than usual level of incoherence. This is
not an easy task and the analyst can end up mistaking honest ‘‘I don’t
knows’’ for rhetorical moves to save face or nervousness for thematically

53



54 Chapter 3

induced incoherence. Cognizant of this possibility, I offer as much data
as possible on each cited case.

Since a full discursive analysis of the stylistic components of color
blindness is beyond the scope of this chapter,3 I focus instead on showcas-
ing five things. First, I document whites’ avoidance of direct racial lan-
guage to expressing their racial views. Second, I analyze the central
‘‘semantic moves’’ (see below) whites use as verbal parachutes to avoid
dangerous discussions or to save face. Third, I examine the role of projec-
tion in whites’ racial discourse. Fourth, I show the role of diminutives in
colorblind race talk. Finally, I show how incursions into forbidden issues
produce almost total incoherence in many whites. This last element is not
part of the stylistic tools of color blindness but the result of talking about
racially sensitive matters in a period in which certain things cannot be
uttered in public. Nevertheless, because rhetorical incoherence appears
often in whites’ remarks, it must be regarded as part of the overall lan-
guage of color blindness.

One concern for readers of this chapter may be whether I am attribut-
ing intentionality to whites as they piece together their accounts. That is,
am I suggesting white respondents are ‘‘racists’’ trying to cover up their
real views through these stylistic devices? First, readers need to be
reminded that I see the problem of racism as a problem of power (see
chapter 1). Therefore, the intentions of individual actors are largely irrele-
vant to the explanation of social outcomes. Second, based on my struc-
tural definition of ‘‘racism,’’ it should also be clear that I conceive racial
analysis as ‘‘beyond good and evil.’’ The analysis of people’s racial
accounts is not akin to an analysis of people’s character or morality.
Lastly, ideologies, like grammar, are learned socially and, therefore, the
rules of how to speak properly come ‘‘naturally’’ to people socialized in
particular societies. Thus, whites construct their accounts with the frames,
style, and stories available in color-blind America in a mostly unconscious
fashion. As Stuart Hall has pointed out, ‘‘we all constantly make use of a
whole set of frameworks of interpretation and understanding, often in a
very practical unconscious way, and [those] things alone enable us to
make sense of what is going on around us, what our position is, and what
we are likely to do.’’4

CALLING BLACKS ‘‘NIGGER’’ SOFTLY: RACISM
WITHOUT RACIAL EPITHETS

The literature about life in plantations, accounts from frontiersmen, or
narratives from cattle ranchers show that whites used to talk about
minorities in a straightforward matter. When people of color were prop-
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erty or regarded as secondary human beings, there was no reason to be
concerned in talking about them. But the Civil Rights era shattered,
among many things, the United States’ norms about public discussions
on race. Hence using words such as ‘‘nigger’’ and ‘‘Spic’’ and even saying
things that sound or can be perceived as racist is deemed immoral. And
because the dominant racial ideology purports to be color blind, there is
little space for socially sanctioned speech about race-related matters.
Does this mean that whites do not talk about minorities in public? As I
showed in the previous chapter, whites talk about minorities in public,
even in the somewhat formal venue of an interview sponsored by a major
research university. But I also showed they talk in a very careful, indirect,
hesitant manner and, occasionally, even through coded language.5

Almost all whites we interviewed avoided using traditional Jim Crow
terminology to refer to blacks. Only one college student and six DAS
respondents used terms such as ‘‘colored’’ or ‘‘Negroes’’ to refer to blacks
and not a single one used the term ‘‘nigger’’ as a legitimate term. The
student who used the term ‘‘colored’’ was Rachel, an MU student who
had very conservative racial views. However, it was not clear whether or
not she used the term as part of her normal repertoire. She used the term
in her answer to a question about who were her friends in college.

I wouldn’t say mostly white. I’d say, it’s probably a mix. ’Cause I have like
a lot of Asian friends. I have a lot of colored friends,6 you know, but it wasn’t
maybe not even the same, like, background either, I don’t know. It’s hard to
tell, you know? From looking at somebody, so. . . .

From this statement, it is unclear whether she used the term in the old
sense or wanted to say ‘‘people of color’’ and got confused.

All DAS respondents who used the term ‘‘colored’’ were 60 years of
age or older. For example, Pauline, a retired woman in her late seventies,
described the racial makeup of the schools she attended while growing
up: ‘‘They were mixed, you know. [Interviewer: Mixed of what?] Well [raises
voice] we had mostly colored and the white.’’

Although none of these older respondents were racial progressives, it
would be a mistake to regard them as ‘‘Archie Bunkers,’’ just because
they used the racial language of the past. In truth, all these respondents
were whites who have not fully absorbed the racial ideology and style
of the post–Civil Rights era. Yet, based on what they said, some of these
respondents seemed more open-minded than many younger respon-
dents. For instance, when Pauline was asked if she had black friends
while growing up, she said ‘‘I always had black friends, even when I
worked I had black friends. In fact, I had a couple of my best friends.’’
Although many whites’ self-reports on friendship with blacks are suspect



56 Chapter 3

(see chapter 5), based on Pauline’s own narrative, she seems to have had
real associations with blacks. For example, she played with black kids
while growing up and remembered fondly her black coworker. More sig-
nificantly, Pauline, who has a niece who is dating a black ‘‘gentleman,’’
seemed less concerned than one would expect:

I feel like it’s none of my business. She’s had trouble with ah, she’s divorced.
She’s had a lot of trouble with her ex, and he’s very, very abusive. This fellow
she’s going with is very kind. The kids like him so there you go. So maybe
it’s gonna be good for her and the kids. And for him too, who knows!

The fact that white youth do not use racial slurs as legitimate terms in
public does not mean that they do not use these terms or denigrate blacks
in private. For example, most college students acknowledged listening to
or telling racist jokes with friends; six even told the jokes in the inter-
views. For example, Lynn, an MU student, told the following joke she
heard back home.

Lynn: Okay [laughing]. It was, it’s terrible but, what do you call a car full of
niggers driving off a cliff?

Interviewer: What?
Lynn: A good beginning.

Eric, another MU student, told the following joke: ‘‘It was, what do you
call a black man, a black man in a, in a coat and a tie? And it was, the
defendant or something. Yeah, it was the defendant. And that was proba-
bly a couple of weeks ago or something that I heard that.’’

In addition, racist terminology is current in the life of students and DAS
respondents, as illustrated by the fact that more than half of them
acknowledged that they have friends or close relatives who are ‘‘racist.’’
For example, Lee, a WU student, acknowledged that, ‘‘My father is pretty
racist, so I heard everything, just about every racial slur you could possi-
bly think of I heard it from him and I think that had an effect on me
early.’’ He also said that while his family was watching black TV shows
such as Sanford and Son or The Jeffersons, his father would say things such
as ‘‘Are we gonna watch the nigger shows?’’ Lee and his brothers would
say ‘‘Yeah,’’ because it was ‘‘just kind of second nature.’’ Although Lee
believes he has been able to successfully repel his father’s racist influence,
he admitted that he had some Nazi leanings while growing up and that
although ‘‘I wasn’t a skinhead or anything, but, you know, every now
and again, I would draw a swastika on my notebook or something. . . .’’
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READING THROUGH THE RHETORICAL MAZE
OF COLOR BLINDNESS

Because post–Civil Rights racial norms disallow the open expression of
racial views, whites have developed a concealed way of voicing them.
Analysis of post–Civil Rights racial speech suggests whites rely on
‘‘semantic moves,’’ or ‘‘strategically managed . . . propositions’’ whose
meanings can be determined by the ‘‘content of speech act sequences,’’7

to safely state their views. For instance, most whites use apparent denials
(‘‘I don’t believe that, but . . .’’), claims of ignorance (‘‘I don’t know’’), or
other moves in the process of stating their racial views. The moves act as
rhetorical shields to save face because whites can always go back to the
safety of the disclaimers (‘‘I didn’t mean that because, as I told you, I am
not a racist’’). The data in this chapter will show whites often sandwich
their racial statements between slices of nonracial utterances. In what fol-
lows I showcase the most common verbal strategies of post–Civil Rights’
racial speech.

‘‘I am not prejudiced, but . . .’’ and ‘‘Some of my best
friends are . . .’’

Phrases such as ‘‘I am not a racist’’ or ‘‘Some of my best friends are black’’
have become standard fare of post–Civil Rights racial discourse. They act
as discursive buffers before or after someone states something that is or
could be interpreted as racist. Therefore, it was not surprising to find that
four students and ten DAS respondents used phrases such as ‘‘I’m not
prejudiced, but’’ in their answers. One example of how the respondents
inserted this semantic move was, Rhonda, a part-time employee in a jew-
elry store in her sixties. She used the move to safely express her highly
racial views on why she thinks blacks are worse off than whites.

Well, I’m gonna be, you understand I’m, I’m [not] prejudice or racial or what-
ever. They’re always given the smut jobs because they would do it. Then they
stopped, they stopped doing [them]. The welfare system got to be very, very
easy. And I’m not saying all, there’s many, many white people on welfare
that shouldn’t be. But if you take the percentage in the Tri-city country area,
you will find that the majority are white, but all you see is the black people
on welfare. But it’s a graduation up. Thirty years ago they started it and they
continued it, and they continued it, and they continued it. And it was easier
to collect welfare from the state rather than go out and get a job. Why work
if, if they gonna, if the government’s gonna take care of you?

After Rhonda stated that, ‘‘I’m, I’m [not] prejudice or racial or whatever,’’
she then gave her account on how she believes the welfare state has
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spoiled blacks. The ideological value of the ‘‘I am not a racist, but . . .’’
move is clear here.

The phrase ‘‘Some of my best friends are . . .’’ or its equivalent was
used by eight students and twelve DAS respondents. Surprisingly, many
respondents used it to refer to their Asian friends. For example, Eric, a
student at MU, used this phrase after revealing that most of his friends
while growing up were white. Specifically, when asked ‘‘Okay, and you
say mostly whites, were there nonwhite friends along the way?’’ Eric
answered: ‘‘Yeah I had a few. I, one of my best friends when I lived in
New Jersey was Korean.’’

Jill, a salesperson in her thirties, used the ‘‘Some of my best friends are
black’’ move in a rather odd way. In response to the question, ‘‘Have you
ever dated racial minorities?’’ Jill said: ‘‘No, but I think one of my best
friends is black.’’ The interviewer then asked Jill, ‘‘OK, can you talk a little
bit about that relationship?’’ Jill answered:

Yeah we worked together at Automotive Company and what happened is
this man was very bright. He graduated first in his class in economics from
Indiana University and he got a fellowship through Automotive Company,
which probably helped because he was black. And I also know he got into
Harvard because he had terrible GMAT scores, but he did get in. He didn’t
have terrible, he had in the high fives. He did get in and graduated from
Harvard and now he’s an investment banker. But you know what? He is a
nice guy. What he lacks in intellect he makes up for in . . . he works so hard
and he’s always trying to improve himself. He should be there because he
works harder than anybody I know.

One of Jill’s ‘‘best friends,’’ according to her own narrative, was ‘‘very
bright’’ but had ‘‘terrible GMAT scores.’’ Yet, she continued, he ‘‘did get
in’’ Harvard, which he deserved because ‘‘He is a nice guy’’ who makes
up for ‘‘what he lacks in intellect’’ with hard work (was her ‘‘best friend’’
‘‘very bright’’ or lacking ‘‘in intellect’’?). She also sprinkled the story with
her veiled concerns about affirmative action (her commentary about
Automotive Company helping him ‘‘because he was black’’). Please also
notice this ‘‘best friend’’ is never identified by name.

‘‘I am not black, so I don’t know’’

Since the aforementioned moves have become cliche (and thus less effec-
tive), color-blind racism has produced other semantic moves. These
moves, as all the parts of any ideology, have developed collectively
through a trial-and-error process and become resources available for the
production of people’s racial accounts.8 One such move that appeared fre-
quently among white college students but not among DAS respondents
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was the phrase ‘‘I am not black, so I don’t know.’’ After respondents
interjected this phrase, they proceeded with statements that indicated
they have strong views on the racial issue in question. For example, Brian,
a student at SU, inserted the statement in response to the direct question
on discrimination.

I don’t know. I believe them. I don’t know, I’m not a black person living so I
don’t hang out with a lot of black people, so I don’t see it happen. But I do
watch TV and we were watching the stupid talk shows—there’s nothing else
on—and there’s people out there. And just that and just hearing the news
and stuff. I’m sure it’s less than it used to be, at least that’s what everybody
keeps saying so . . . I think it’s less but I can’t say. But I can’t speak for like a
black person who says they’re being harassed or being prejudice or discrimi-
nated against.

Brian’s statement can be broken down as follows. First, he stated ‘‘I’m not
a black person,’’ so he did not see discrimination happening. Second, he
recognized that discrimination still happens. Third, he carefully stated his
own view: ‘‘it’s less than it used to be.’’

The second example is Liz, a student at MU. She also used the phrase
in her answer to the direct question on discrimination:

Um, just because I’m not black, I’m not Hispanic, I don’t really, don’t under-
stand. I don’t go through it I guess. But then again, I’ve seen like racism on,
you know, towards whites, scholarships and as far as school goes, which, I
mean, which bothers me too. So I guess I can kind of understand.

Liz began her answer with the move and pondered whether or not she
could understand minorities’ complaints about discrimination because ‘‘I
don’t go through it I guess.’’ But then she changed the topic to the issue
of so-called reverse discrimination toward whites in ‘‘scholarships and as
far as school goes,’’ which ‘‘bothers me too.’’ Thus Liz equalized the com-
plaints about discrimination by all groups and concluded that, after all,
‘‘I guess I can kind of understand’’ minorities’ claims about discrimina-
tion. In a specific question on whether or not blacks experience discrimi-
nation in jobs and promotions, Liz answered by avoiding the issue
altogether: ‘‘Um, I just think that the best qualified should probably get
the job and that, you know, like I wouldn’t see why someone black
wouldn’t get a job over someone white who was more qualified or better
suited for the job.’’ Since Liz hinted that blacks lie when they make claims
of discrimination, the interviewer asked her, ‘‘So when they say that [dis-
crimination] happens to them, do you think they’re lying or . . . ?’’ Liz
proceeded to make a quick reversal to restore her image of neutrality.
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I mean, I don’t think they’re lying, but I wouldn’t, I mean, I guess in my little
world, that everything is perfect, I wouldn’t see why that would happen. But
I guess that there are people who are, you know, racist who do, you know,
would not promote someone black just because they’re black, which I don’t
really understand, you know.

Liz’s rhetorical back and forth (not understanding minorities’ claims of
discrimination and then claiming she does) and reversals (hinting that
minorities lie when they claim to have experienced discrimination to say-
ing that discrimination happens) typify how dangerous are the waters of
color blindness. Negotiating the seemingly contradictory views that ‘‘race
does not matter’’ but, at the same time, that ‘‘race matters’’ a little bit for
minorities and a lot for whites in the form of reverse discrimination is not
an easy task.

‘‘Yes and No, But . . .’’

Another semantic move typical of color-blind racism is the ‘‘yes and no’’
strategy. After respondents insert this phrase and, apparently taking or
examining all sides, they proceed to take a stand on the issue at hand.
Students were more likely than DAS respondents to use this move, a
finding that resonates with the fact, discussed in the previous chapter,
that DAS respondents were more straightforward in the enunciation of
the frames of color-blind racism. An example of how respondents used
this move is Emily, a student at SU who answered a question about pro-
viding minorities special opportunities to be admitted into universities as
follows:

Unique opportunities, I don’t know? There might be, I guess, some minori-
ties do get schools [that] aren’t as well funded as others. So, I would have to
say yes and no. I think they should get an opportunity to come, but I also
don’t think they should allow other people to come. ’Cause that’s sort of like
a double-edged sword, maybe because you are discriminating against one
group any way you do it and I don’t believe in that, and I don’t think you
should discriminate against one group to give another a better chance. And
I don’t believe that’s fair at all. But I also don’t believe that it’s fair they have
to [attend a] school that can’t teach as well or don’t have the facilities to teach
them like they should. I don’t know. I’m kinda wishy-washy on that.

This ‘‘yes and no’’ answer can be interpreted as an expression of
whites’ ambivalence on a very ‘‘controversial’’ social policy.9 However,
Emily’s answer to the direct question on discrimination clearly shows that
she is decisively against affirmative action:
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I just have a problem with the discrimination, you’re gonna discriminate
against a group and what happened in the past is horrible and it should
never happen again, but I also think that to move forward you have to let go
of the past and let go of what happened. You know, and it should really start
equaling out, um, ’cause I feel that some of it will go too far and it will swing
the other way. One group is going to be discriminated against—I don’t
believe in that. I don’t think one group should have an advantage over
another, regardless of what happened in the past.

Thus, Emily opposes affirmative action as it is practiced because she inter-
prets it as reverse discrimination. In turn, she favors programs that are
not in place (expanding educational opportunities for minorities before
college) or that would not change minorities’ status in a significant way
(equal opportunity).

Mark, an MU student, used the ‘‘yes and no’’ strategy to express his
view on affirmative action:

Yes and no. This is probably the toughest thing I have deciding. I really,
’cause I’ve thought about this a lot, but I can make a pro-con list and I still
wouldn’t like. I’ve heard most of the issues on this subject and I honestly
couldn’t give a definite answer.

Mark, who was taking a sociology course at the time of the interview,
recognized minorities ‘‘don’t have the same starting points and, if you
are starting from so much lower, they should definitely be granted some
additional opportunities to at least have an equal playing ground.’’ But
he immediately added, ‘‘I’m gonna be going out for a job next year, and
I’ll be honest, I’d be upset if I’m just as qualified as someone else, and
individually, I’d be upset if a company takes, you know, like an African
American over me just because he is an African American.’’ Mark repeats
this point when discussing three affirmative action–based hiring scenar-
ios. When asked if he would support the hypothetical company’s hiring
decisions, Mark said: ‘‘If I’m that person, I’m not gonna support it. If I’m
that majority getting rejected just because I’m a different race.’’ Hence
Mark’s philosophical ‘‘yes and no’’ on affirmative action seems to disap-
pear when the policy is discussed in practical terms.

It is important to point out that other respondents did not use the par-
ticular phrase ‘‘yes and no’’ but inserted similar buffer statements to
safely express their reservations, objections, and at times, opposition to
certain policies. For example, Brian, a student at SU, explained his stance
on affirmative action: ‘‘Man, that’s another one where [laughs] I kind of
support and oppose it [laughs], you know? Uh pretty much the same thing
I said before was that, I don’t know, if I come, I don’t know—somebody
underqualified shouldn’t get chosen, you know?’’ Brian opposed provid-
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ing minorities unique opportunities to be admitted into universities and
the hiring decisions in the three affirmative action hiring scenarios. This
suggests Brian leans more toward the ‘‘against’’ than the ‘‘for’’ stance on
affirmative action, regardless of his odd ‘‘I kind of support and oppose’’
stance.

One example of DAS respondents who used this strategy is Sandra. A
retail person in her forties, Sandra used the move to voice her opposition
to affirmative action. Sandra’s answer to the question, ‘‘Are you for or
against affirmative action?’’ was:

Yes and no. I feel someone should be able to have something, education, job,
whatever, because they’ve earned it, they deserve it, they have the ability to
do it. You don’t want to put a six year old as a rocket scientist. They don’t
have the ability. It doesn’t matter if the kid’s black or white. As far as letting
one have the job over another one just because of their race or their gender,
I don’t believe in that.

Sandra’s ‘‘yes and no’’ answer on affirmative action seems like truly a
strong ‘‘no,’’ since she did not find any reason whatsoever for affirmative
action programs to be in place. Her ‘‘yes and no’’ at the beginning was
followed by a long statement on why affirmative action is wrong and thus
she concluded by saying ‘‘As far as letting one have the job over another
because of their race or their gender [which is the way she interprets
affirmative-action policies], I don’t believe in that.’’

Anything but Race

Another rhetorical move akin to the ‘‘I am not a racist, but’’ and ‘‘Some
of my best friends are’’ is ‘‘Anything but race.’’ This strategy involves
interjecting comments such as ‘‘is not a prejudice thing’’ to dismiss the
fact that race affects an aspect of the respondent’s life. Hence, this tool
allows whites to explain away racial fractures in their color-blind story.
For example, Ray, a student at MU, dismissed the notion that race had
any bearing on the fact that he had no minority friends in high school:

Yeah, I think, I think that as things got later on, I don’t think there was any
type of prejudice involved. I just think that we really didn’t know these kids.
You know what I mean? They lived in different neighborhoods, they went to
different schools. Um, and there was never any effort made to exclude, and
if anything, there was an effort made to cultivate these kids.

Sonny, a student at MU, also used this tool to explain why she did not
have minority friends while growing up. Sonny revealed in the interview
that she had Italian friends,10 but suggested that ‘‘race never came into
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play’’ and that ‘‘most of my friends were just normal kids.’’ After reveal-
ing that ‘‘one of my best friends is Indian’’ (Asian Indian), she pondered
why she and her friends did not have blacks in their crowd:

I mean, there was so many kids. I don’t think we had any black friends. I
don’t know why. It kind of stuck together and I don’t know, it wasn’t that
we, it wasn’t that we wouldn’t be like . . . allowing to black people. It’s just that
there was never, like, an opportunity. There’s no population like that around
where we lived.

Both Ray and Sonny seemed to realize their almost all-white networks
violate their color-blind view of themselves. Thus, in their descriptions,
they pointed out that this was a nonracial fact in their lives. My point here
is not to accuse whites who do not have minority friends of being ‘‘racist’’
(see my definition of racism in chapter 1). Instead, I want to show that
whites explain the product of racialized life (segregated neighborhoods,
schools, and friendship networks) as nonracial outcomes and rely on the
available stylistic elements of color blindness to produce such accounts.

As college students, DAS respondents used phrases in line with the
‘‘anything but race’’ strategy. For instance, Marge, an unemployed
woman in her early fifties, used this rhetorical strategy in her response to
the interracial marriage question:

Very different than what I used to think, I think it doesn’t have anything to do
with racism. It has to do with how you will all be treated. Now, if it’s just a
matter of you and the other person and there’s no families involved, no kids
involved and if you are living in an area [where people have] open minds, I
think it’s fine. But when you start dragging kids in, no matter how much you
love or whether you are a racist or not, that’s not the question, it’s how those
kids are going to be treated. And so my answer is if there are kids, you know,
families in and all that involved, and you’re living in a racially, you know,
racist kind of area, no, I don’t believe in marrying somebody of a different
race. But if it’s you two together and there’s nobody else involved, then I say
it’s fine. But, you know, when you are dragging other people in, you have to
think of them too.

Obviously, the phrase ‘‘I think it doesn’t have anything to do with rac-
ism,’’ and the carefully but long-winded statement afterwards, allowed
Marge to oppose almost all kinds of interracial unions on a variety of
apparently nonracial grounds (but see chapter 5).

‘‘THEY ARE THE RACIST ONES . . .’’:
PROJECTION AS A RHETORICAL TOOL

Psychologists since Freud have argued that projection is part of our nor-
mal equipment to defend ourselves.11 It is also an essential tool in the cre-
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ation of a corporate identity (Us versus Them).12 More pertinent to this
section, projection helps all of us ‘‘escape from guilt and responsibility
and affix blame elsewhere.’’13 College students and DAS respondents pro-
jected racism or racial motivations onto blacks and other minorities as a
way of avoiding responsibility and feeling good about themselves. The
projections of college students appeared on a variety of issues (e.g.,
affirmative action, school and residential segregation, interracial friend-
ship and marriage, and the work ethic of blacks), but most often on the
hot issue of so-called black self-segregation. For example, Janet, a student
at SU, answered a question on whether or not blacks self-segregate, as
follows:

I think they segregate themselves. Or, I mean, I don’t know how everybody
else is, but I would have no problem with talking with or being friends with
a black person or any other type of minority. I think they’ve just got into
their heads that they are different and, as a result, they’re pulling themselves
away.

The interviewer followed up Janet’s answer with a question trying to
ascertain whether or not Janet had tried to mingle with blacks, but Janet
cut her off quickly with the following statement: ‘‘They’re off to their own
kind of little, own world.’’14

Janet projected once more in her answer to the interracial marriage
question, but this time not onto blacks, but onto people who marry across
the color line.

I would feel that in most situations they’re not really thinking of the, the
child. I mean, they might not really think anything of it, but in reality I think
most of the time when the child is growing up, he’s going to be picked on
because he has parents from different races and it’s gonna ultimately affect
the child and, and the end result is they’re only thinking of them—of their
own happiness, not the happiness of, of the kid.

By projecting selfishness onto people who intermarry (‘‘they’re not really
thinking of the, the child’’), Janet was able to voice safely her otherwise
racially problematic opposition to intermarriage. Nevertheless, she admit-
ted that if she or a member of her family ever became involved with some-
one from a different race, her family ‘‘would not like it at all![ laughs].’’

Other examples of projection among students occurred when they dis-
cussed affirmative action. Although most students expressed open resent-
ment on this subject, a few projected the idea that blacks feel ‘‘terrible’’ if
they are hired because of their race. For instance, Rachel, the conservative
MU student cited above, explained her position on affirmative action as
follows:



The Style of Color Blindness 65

Affirmative action programs? Like I was saying, I think, I don’t know if I do
because, I mean, I think the only reason they, you know, established it was
to make up for the 200 and some years of slavery. And it’s just trying to, like,
for us it’s just trying to like make up for the past. And on the blacks, on that
end, I think they’re kind of . . . I would feel bad, you know, because I’m getting
in because of the color of my skin, not because of my merits. And I’d feel
kind of inferior, you know, like I’d feel that the whole affirmative action sys-
tem would inferiorize me. Just because maybe I’ll get like, you know, a better
placement, you know, in a school just because of the color of my skin. I don’t
know.

This argument appears quite often in whites’ objections to affirmative
action.15 The rhetorical beauty of this projection is that it is couched as a
‘‘concern’’ on how blacks feel about affirmative action. Of course, because
the market is heavily tilted toward whites, if someone ought to feel ‘‘infe-
rior’’ about market decisions it should be whites, since they are the ones
who receive preferential treatment ‘‘just because of the color of [their]
skin.’’

DAS respondents projected racism and racial motivations onto blacks
and minorities but at a slightly higher rate. Twenty-two of the sixty-six
white respondents projected racism or racial motivations onto blacks on
a variety of issues. For example Ann, an unemployed woman in her twen-
ties, answered the question on whether blacks are hard to approach or are
not welcomed by whites as follows: ‘‘I think that, I don’t know—they live
too much on the past, if you ask me. Some of ’em do. You know, I think
blacks are more prejudiced against whites than whites are against
blacks.’’

Francine, a homemaker in her late twenties, answered a question on
why blacks and whites see the police and the criminal court system very
differently in the following way: ‘‘Black people are just prejudiced. They
just think that they’re out to get them or something.’’

Pat, an orderly in a psychiatric hospital in her early thirties, balked at
the idea of the government establishing programs on blacks’ behalf to
deal with the effects of discrimination.

On behalf of blacks? No, I think it’s equaling out, I mean, if you want to go
to school you can. I don’t think there should be—Years back [the govern-
ment] came out with a Negro College Fund. We don’t have any United Cau-
casian Fund, I mean, I don’t know why they separate themselves because
they are allowed to go to the same schools and colleges and everything as
white people. It should be all together. I don’t think there should be specials,
you know what I am saying? [giggles and snorts] No, I don’t—it should all be
the same for everybody. Everybody wants equal rights, equal this and equal
this and that will equal everything out.
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Beverly, a small-business owner and homemaker in her forties, pro-
jected the idea that blacks who are hired through affirmative action feel
terrible. She stated that affirmative action is ‘‘unfair to black and white.’’
When the interviewer asked her to explain what she meant, Beverly said:
‘‘Because a lot of companies they know that they’re hired [because they
are black]. I mean, it’s got to be in their mind, it would be in [my] mind,
that’s why I’m saying this. ‘Was I hired because I was good or because I
was black?’ ’’

Racial projections bring to mind the famous statement by DuBois in The
Souls of Black Folk, ‘‘How does it feel to be a problem?’’16 Whites freely
lash out at minorities (‘‘They self-segregate,’’ ‘‘They take advantage of the
welfare system,’’ ‘‘They must feel terrible about affirmative action’’) and
seldom exhibit self-reflexivity; minorities are the problem, whites are not.

‘‘IT MAKES ME A LITTLE ANGRY . . .’’: The Role
of Diminutives in Color-Blind Race Talk

Because maintaining a nonracial, color-blind stance is key in the post–
Civil Rights era, whites rely on diminutives to soften their racial blows.
Hence, when they oppose affirmative action, few say, ‘‘I am against
affirmative action.’’ Instead, they say something such as, ‘‘I am just a little
bit against affirmative action.’’ Similarly, few whites who oppose interra-
cial marriage state flatly, ‘‘I am against interracial marriage.’’ Instead,
they say something such as, ‘‘I am just a bit concerned about the welfare
of the children.’’

About half of the college students and a quarter of DAS respondents
used diminutives to cushion their views on issues such as interracial mar-
riage and affirmative action. For instance, Andy, a student at WU, used
diminutives twice to state his concerns on interracial marriage.17

I would say I have a little bit of the same concern about the children just
because it’s more, I mean, would be more difficult on them. But, I mean, I
definitely [nervous laugh] have no problem with any form of interracial mar-
riage. That’s just, just an extra hurdle that they would have to over, overcome
with the children, but, but I—(it) wouldn’t be a detriment to the kids, I don’t
think. That just makes it a little more difficult for them.

Mickey, a student at MU, used diminutives to make the potentially
problematic claim that people at MU were oversensitive about matters
regarding race or sexual orientation. Andy made his comments in
response to a question about whether or not he participated in political
activities on campus. After Andy stated in no uncertain terms that he did
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not participate in any political activity, the interviewer, curious about the
tone of the answer, commented ‘‘You sounded pretty staunch in your
no.’’ To this Andy replied,

Yeah, I just, I don’t know. I think everybody, everybody here just seems like
really uptight about that kind of stuff and, I mean, maybe it’s just because I
never had to deal with that kind of stuff at home, but, you know, it seems
like you have to watch everything you say because if you slip a little bit, and
you never know, there’s a protest the next day.

When asked to explain what kind of ‘‘little slips’’ he was referring to,
Andy said:

Like, I mean, if you hear a professor say something, like a racial slur, or
something just like a little bit, you know, a little bit outta hand, you know. I
mean. I would just see it as like, you know, he was just, you took it out of
context or something, but, you know, it’s just little things like that. It’s just,
it’s so touchy. Everything is so touchy it seems like around here. And I don’t,
like I don’t like to get into debates about stuff and, you know, about cultures
and stuff like that. ’Cause I’ve seen it, I’ve seen it around here, you know,
plenty, you know, about like, with religious stuff and gay stuff and minority
stuff. And it’s just nothin’ of that, I just don’t like to get into that stuff.

Thus, Mickey uses the diminutives to state that people at MU are hyper-
sensitive because they protest when a professor does ‘‘little things’’ like
making ‘‘a racial slur’’ in class or making some insensitive religious or
homophobic remarks.

DAS respondents also used diminutives, but consistent with what I
have documented for other rhetorical tools and the frames of color blind-
ness, they were less likely to use them. The following two examples illus-
trate how they used diminutives. First is Rita, an underemployed woman
in her twenties. Rita stated her controversial belief that blacks are natu-
rally different from whites as follows: ‘‘Well, I can’t say that generally
they all are, but a lot of the ones I’ve encountered are a little more aggres-
sive, a little bit more high tempered, or whatever.’’

Obviously, the diminutives and her qualification that her view applies
to most but not all blacks muted somewhat her otherwise traditional Jim
Crow position.

Judy, a college professor in her forties who throughout the interview
signified her ‘‘racial progressiveness,’’ softened her opposition to affirm-
ative action by using a diminutive. ‘‘I’m for it a little bit, not real dramati-
cally. I think it’s ah, I think is a temporary solution. I think it’s bad when,
if you have like, it’s used for quotas.’’
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‘‘I, I, I, I DON’T MEAN, YOU KNOW, BUT . . .’’:
Rhetorical Incoherence and Color Blindness

Rhetorical incoherence (e.g., grammatical mistakes, lengthy pauses, or
repetition) is part of all natural speech. Nevertheless, the level of incoher-
ence increases noticeably when people discuss sensitive subjects. Because
the new racial climate in America forbids the open expression of racially
based feelings, views, and positions, when whites discuss issues that
make them feel uncomfortable, they become almost incomprehensible.18

Almost all the college students were incoherent when discussing cer-
tain racial issues, particularly their personal relationships with blacks. For
example, Ray, the MU student cited above and a respondent who was
very articulate throughout the interview, became almost incomprehensi-
ble when answering the question about whether he had been involved
with minorities while in college:

Um, so to answer that question, no. But I would not, I mean, I would not
ever preclude a black woman from being my girlfriend on the basis that she
was black. You know, I mean, you know what I mean? If you’re looking
about it from, you know, the standpoint of just attraction, I mean, I think
that, you know, I think, you know, I think, you know, all women are, I mean,
all women have a sort of different type of beauty, if you will. And I think
that, you know, for black women, it’s somewhat different than white
women. But I don’t think it’s, you know, I mean, it’s, it’s, it’s nothing that
would ever stop me from like, I mean, I don’t know, I mean, I don’t if that’s,
I mean, that’s just sort of been my impression. I mean, it’s not like I would
ever say, ‘‘No, I’ll never have a black girlfriend,’’ but it just seems to me like
I’m not as attracted to black women as I am to white women, for whatever
reason. It’s not about prejudice, it’s just sort of like, you know, whatever. Just
sort of the way, way like I see white women as compared to black women,
you know?

The interviewer followed up Ray’s answer with the question, ‘‘Do you
have any idea why that would be?’’ Ray replied: ‘‘I, I, I [sighs] don’t really
know. It’s just sort of hard to describe. It’s just like, you know, who you’re
more drawn to, you know, for whatever reason, you know?’’

Mark, an MU student cited above, answered a direct question on inter-
racial marriage in the following manner:

I mean, personally, I don’t see myself, you know, marrying someone else. I
mean, I don’t have anything against it. I just I guess I’m just more attracted
to, I mean, others. Nothing like, I could not and I would never, and I don’t
know how my parents would—just on another side, I don’t, like, if my par-
ents would feel about anything like that.
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Mark was one of three students who openly opposed interracial mar-
riage. Acknowledging this seems to have rattled him emotionally, as his
speech pattern became incongruous.

Another issue that made students feel seemingly uncomfortable was
discussing their views on the matter of self-segregation. Ann, for exam-
ple, a WU student, became very hesitant in her answer to the question of
whether or not blacks self-segregate (remember, short lines [—] stand for
self-corrections).

Um, no, I don’t think they segregate themselves, they just probably just, I
guess probably they’re, I don’t know. Let’s see, let’s try to—Like we were
trying—Like mutual friends, I suppose, maybe and probably maybe it’s just
your peers that you know, or maybe that they, they have more, more like
activities, or classes and clubs, I don’t really know, but I don’t think it’s nec-
essarily conscious, I don’t—I wouldn’t say that I would feel uncomfortable
going and talking to a whole group.

One potential reason why some whites get out of rhythm when dis-
cussing self-segregation is the realization that whatever they say about
minorities can be said about them. Thus, as they explain their opinions
on this issue, respondents make sure they provide nonracial explanations
of why minorities may seemingly self-segregate (Ann suggesting friend-
ship networks are based on people sharing similar interests).

DAS respondents were significantly less likely than students to become
incoherent, but when they did, it was around the same issues. Dorothy,
for instance, a retired automobile company worker in her seventies, who
spoke clearly throughout the interview, seemed confused when address-
ing the topic of interracial marriage.

Eh, well, I donno, but I, I, I feel that uh, I donno, I just feel like, that uh, you
should [low voice] stick to your own race for marriage [Interviewer: And why
is that?] Uh because I feel that there’s uh proble—There would be problems
on both sides. A girl would feel hurt if, if his parents, you know were. . . .
[End of Tape 1. Interviewer asked her to continue her answer] Yeah, I really do.
Well, I donno—they have a different culture than we do, really and I think
that his family would be, would probably be just as upset. I watch this on
TV everyday and see how, you know, how they, they have a different, I
donno—I hear the men, I know I hear that the black men on TV say that the
black women are so, you know, so wild and mad, you know, tempers, you
know what I mean. And I just feel that’s the limit. I donno, if my dau—If one
of my daughters woulda, ah, married one, I would have accepted it because
it’s my daughter and I would, I wo—And I would have never be, I would
never be nasty to them. Because I feel they’re just as human as we are. If they
treat me decent, I’m gonna treat them decent. That’s my feelings!
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Dorothy’s incoherence ‘‘makes sense’’ in light of her opposition to inter-
racial marriage. Because openly opposing interracial marriage is contro-
versial and violates the notion of color blindness, Dorothy seemed
compelled to qualify her answer and insert the profoundly awkward
statement about the equality of the races (‘‘they’re just as human as we
are’’).

Lynn, a human resource manager in her early fifties, became incoherent
while stating her reservations about dating black men:

I don’t know. Just, well [high pitched voice] I think I would have been very
uncomfortable, okay, I really do. I mean, it would just be, I [raises voice]
wouldn’t want to go out with a really dark Middle Eastern man, or Indian,
or Oriental. I mean, I, I just would be uncomfortable. If they’re closer to me
in looks, okay. That’s just always the way I felt. Not that I didn’t like men of
ethnic diversity, but I just—You have a certain taste, you know. I think I do.

As with college students, DAS respondents became nervous when dis-
cussing some matters other than interracial marriage. For example, Eric,
an auditor for an automotive company, became anxious when discussing
whether or not he associates with his black coworkers.

Sure, sure, you can, it’s—if you work in that environment the, the race is
there obviously. I don’t think it will ever go away, but I don’t practice it and
I see a lot of people who don’t practice it. The, they, you know, but it’s existing
and I know that and I don’t. Yeah, I, I, I, I go out with the black guys. I don’t
even care. It don’t matter to me.

CONCLUSION

If the tales of color-blind racism are going to stick, whites need to be able
to repair mistakes (or the appearance of mistakes) rhetorically. In this
chapter I have documented the variety of tools available to whites to
mend racial fissures, to restore a color-blind image when whiteness seeps
through discursive cracks. Color-blind racism’s race talk avoids racist ter-
minology and preserves its mythological nonracialism through semantic
moves such as ‘‘I am not a racist, but,’’ ‘‘Some of my best friends
are . . . ,’’ ‘‘I am not black, but,’’ ‘‘Yes and no,’’ or ‘‘Anything but race.’’
Thus, if a school or neighborhood is completely white, they can say ‘‘It’s
not a racial thing’’ or ‘‘It’s economics, not race.’’ They can also project the
matter onto blacks by saying things such as ‘‘They don’t want to live with
us’’ or ‘‘Blacks are the really prejudiced ones.’’

But how can whites protect themselves against the charge of racism
when they state positions that may be interpreted as racist? They can use
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diminutives as racial shock absorbers and utter statements such as ‘‘I am
a little bit against affirmative action because it is terribly unfair to whites’’
or ‘‘I am a bit concerned about interracial marriage because the children
suffer so much.’’ And, as in the case of the frames of color-blind racism,
whites mix and match the stylistic tools of color-blind racism. Hence,
respondents could use a diminutive (‘‘I am a little bit upset with
blacks . . .’’), followed by a projection (‘‘. . . because they cry racism for
everything, even though they are the ones who are racist’’), and balance
out the statement with a semantic move at the end (‘‘. . . and I am not
being racial about this, it’s just that, I don’t know’’).

The interviews also revealed that talking about race in America is a
highly emotional matter. Almost all the respondents exhibited a degree
of incoherence at some point or other in the interviews. Digressions, long
pauses, repetition, and self-corrections were the order of the day. This
incoherent talk is the result of talking about race in a world that insists
race does not matter, rather than being a tool of color blindness. However,
since it is so preeminent in whites’ race talk, it must be included as part
of the linguistic modalities of color-blind racism.

One final important point to make is that college students were more
likely than DAS respondents to use semantic moves such as ‘‘I am not a
racist, but,’’ ‘‘Some of my best friends are . . . ,’’ ‘‘Yes and no,’’ and ‘‘I am
not black, but.’’ The students were also more likely to use diminutives to
soften their racial views and to become incoherent when discussing sensi-
tive racial matters. DAS respondents, however, were more likely to project
than students. These findings match my findings in the previous chapter.
Why is this the case? Preliminary analysis of survey and interview data
from these two projects suggest that younger, educated, middle-class
people are more likely than older, less-educated, working-class people to
make full use of the resources of color-blind racism.

This means white youths are more adept at surfing the dangerous
waters of America’s contemporary racial landscape. This should not be
surprising, since they are the cohort that has been ingrained from day one
with the ideology of color blindness. However, it is worth noting that
young, educated, middle-class DAS respondents are not too far off from
their older, less-educated, working-class counterparts in their crudeness
and lack of rhetorical sophistication. This may well mean that, as whites
enter the labor market, they feel entitled to vent their resentment in a rela-
tively straightforward manner. No need to sweeten the pill when you feel
morally entitled to a job or promotion over all blacks, since you believe
they are ‘‘not qualified,’’ when you believe the taxes you pay are being
largely wasted on ‘‘welfare-dependent blacks,’’ when you are convinced
that blacks use discrimination as an excuse to cover up for their own inad-
equacies.
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In my substantiation of the frames and style of color blindness, many
respondents inserted stories to make their points: stories about the myste-
rious ‘‘black man’’ who took ‘‘their job’’ or their ‘‘spot at Harvard.’’ These
stories provide the emotional glue and the seal of authenticity needed to
validate strong racial claims. Without these stories, venting racial animos-
ity would be untenable. I examine these stories and their functions in the
next chapter.
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‘‘I Didn’t Get That Job
Because of a Black Man’’

Color-Blind Racism’s Racial Stories

Storytelling is central to communication. To a large degree, all commu-
nication is about telling stories.1 We tell stories to our spouses, chil-

dren, friends, and coworkers. Through stories we present and represent
ourselves and others.2 Stories have been defined as ‘‘social events that
instruct us about social processes, social structures, and social situa-
tions.’’3 We literally narrate status (‘‘When we were at the Gold Golf
Club . . .’’), biases (‘‘This guy, who was not even a member of the GG
Club . . .’’), and beliefs about the social order (‘‘. . . had the audacity of
asking me out, even though he just drives a Cavalier’’). Stories are also
important because they help us reinforce our arguments; they assist us in
our attempt of persuading listeners that we are ‘‘right.’’

Thus, the stories we tell are not random, as they evince the social posi-
tion of the narrators and belong to what Moscovici labels as ‘‘social repre-
sentations.’’4 Storytelling often represents the most ideological moments;
when we tell stories we tell them as if there was only one way of telling
them, as the ‘‘of course’’ way of understanding what is happening in the
world. These are moments when we are ‘‘least aware that [we] are using
a particular framework, and that if [we] used another framework the
things we are talking about would have different meaning.’’5 This is also
the power of storytelling—that the stories seem to lie in the realm of the
given, in the matter-of-fact world. Hence stories help us make sense of the
world but in ways that reinforce the status quo, serving particular inter-
ests without appearing to do so.

Not surprisingly, then, since stories are a normal part of social life, they

75



76 Chapter 4

are a central component of color-blind racism. In this chapter I examine
the stories people tell as they try to make sense of racial matters in con-
temporary America. While a number of authors have examined the racial
stories people tell,6 few have specifically focused on the storytelling itself
or on the ideological functions of stories. In the pages that follow I delve
into modern racial stories as told by college students and DAS respon-
dents. These stories were not research-driven, since I did not probe for
them in these projects. Instead, they emerged spontaneously in respon-
dents’ answers to questions, in their efforts to punctuate certain points or
to underscore the salience of an issue, or as digressions in the middle of
racially sensitive discussions.

I examine two kinds of stories in this chapter: story lines and testimonies.
I define story lines as the socially shared tales that are fable-like and incorporate
a common scheme and wording. Racial story lines are fable-like because,
unlike testimonies (see below), they are often based on impersonal,
generic arguments with little narrative content—they are the ideological
‘‘of course’’ racial narratives. In story lines characters are likely to be
underdeveloped and are usually social types (e.g., the ‘‘ black man’’ in
statements such as ‘‘My best friend lost a job to a black man’’ or the ‘‘wel-
fare queen’’ in ‘‘Poor black women are welfare queens’’). Furthermore,
story lines are social products, a fact revealed by the similar schemata
employed by different storytellers in the execution of the story lines—for
example, in the use of similar phrases and words (such as ‘‘the past is the
past’’) in the accounts. What makes these story lines ‘‘ideological’’ is that
storytellers and their audiences share a representational world that makes
these stories seem factual. Hence, by telling and retelling these story lines,
members of a social group (in this case, the dominant race) strengthen
their collective understanding about how and why the world is the way
it is; indeed these stories tell and retell a moral story agreed upon by par-
ticipants. These racial narratives, therefore, do more than assist dominant
(and subordinate) groups to make sense of the world in particular ways;
they also justify and defend (or challenge, in the case of oppositional sto-
ries)7 current racial arrangements.

Testimonies, by contrast, are accounts in which the narrator is a central par-
ticipant in the story or is close to the characters in the story.8 Testimonies pro-
vide the aura of authenticity and emotionality that only ‘‘firsthand’’
narratives can furnish (‘‘I know this for a fact since I have worked all my
life with blacks’’). Therefore, these stories help narrators in gaining sym-
pathy from listeners or in persuading them about points they want to
convey. Though seemingly involving more detail and personal investment
than story lines (but see my analysis below), many of the testimonies
whites tell still serve rhetorical functions with regard to racial issues, such
as saving face, signifying nonracialism, or bolstering their arguments on
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controversial racial matters. Moreover, they are often tightly linked to the
story lines above as personal experiences are understood and interpreted
through the lens of more general racial narratives and understandings
about the world.

THE MAJOR STORY LINES OF
COLOR-BLIND RACISM

During the Jim Crow era the myth of the black rapist became a powerful
story line that could be invoked to keep blacks ‘‘in their place.’’9 In the era
of the new racism (see chapter 1), new story lines have emerged that help
keep blacks and other minorities in their (new, but still secondary)
‘‘place.’’ The major racial story lines of the post–Civil Rights era are ‘‘The
past is the past,’’ ‘‘I did not own slaves,’’ ‘‘If (other ethnic groups) have
made it, how come blacks have not?,’’ and ‘‘I did not get a (job or promo-
tion) because of a black man.’’ Although some of these story lines (e.g.,
‘‘The past is the past’’ and ‘‘I didn’t own any slaves’’) were often inter-
jected together by respondents, I present my discussion of each sepa-
rately.

‘‘The Past Is the Past’’

‘‘The past is the past’’ story line is central to color-blind racism since it
fits well with the minimization of discrimination frame. Thus more than
50 percent (21 of 41) of the college students and most DAS respondents
used the story line most often when discussing affirmative action or gov-
ernment programs targeted for blacks. The core of this story line is that
we must put the past behind us and that programs such as affirmative
action do exactly the opposite by keeping the racial flame alive. A perfect
example of how students inserted this story line was provided by Andy,
a student at WU. Andy’s answer to the question, ‘‘Do you believe that the
history of oppression endured by minorities merits the intervention of the
government on their behalf?’’ was:

I almost—I think that the past is kind of the past and so, history of oppres-
sion?10 I don’t know if anyone [is] owed anything because of the, like, past
[is] really past history, but to look at things, the way things are right at this
moment and to try to move forward from there. Then I support some things,
maybe affirmative action, so long as it wasn’t a run away sort of. . . .

Emily, a student at SU, used the story line in an exchange with the
interviewer on the meaning of affirmative action:



78 Chapter 4

I have, I just have a problem with the discrimination, you’re gonna discrimi-
nate against a group and what happened in the past is horrible and it should
never happen again, but I also think that to move forward you have to let go
of the past and let go of what happened, you know? And it should really start
equaling out ’cause I feel that some of, some of it will go too far and it’ll
swing the other way. One group is going to be discriminated against, I don’t,
I don’t believe in that. I don’t think one group should have an advantage over
another regardless of what happened in the past.

Very few DAS respondents who expressed their displeasure with pro-
grams they believe benefit blacks solely because of their racial back-
ground did not use a version of this story line. For instance, Jennifer, a
school-district personnel director in her forties, expressed her opposition
to affirmative action in a straightforward manner: ‘‘In general I am
against it. I think it had its place. It was necessary.’’ She later reaffirmed
her position using a version of the story line in response to a hypothetical
case dealing with a company that decides to hire a black over a white
applicant because of past discrimination:

Again, I don’t think that we can make retribution for things that happened in
the past. I don’t think it serves any purpose today to try to fix something that
happened a long time ago that doesn’t affect anyone today. All it does is
bring up to the surface that there was a problem.

Jennifer’s last statement (‘‘All it does is bring up to the surface that there
was a problem’’) is the central ideological component of this story line.
For whites, remedial policies are inherently divisive and hence whites’
insistence in forgetting the past.

Kate, a salesperson and part-time college student in her twenties, used
the story line to explain her opposition to government programs for
blacks. Kate first stated: ‘‘To make up for what we did in the past, I’d say
no. I mean, we can’t still punish the Germans for what happened to the
Jews so if that is to make up for what they did, then I’d say no.’’ Since her
answer left open the possibility there may be cases in which compensa-
tory assistance was reasonable, the interviewer asked for clarification.
After the interviewer read the question to Kate again, she answered:

Am I not elaborating enough? [Interviewer: Oh, no, no, no, no, we’re just . . .]
No, I don’t think that the government should because I think that’s saying
‘‘OK, we made a mistake a hundred of years ago so now we’re gonna try to
make up for it.’’ But yet, you know, I think that is the past and you have to
move along; I mean, should they admit that they made a mistake? Yes! But
should there be programs for blacks that aren’t for whites if they’re in the
same position, you know? If they’re hurting or they’re battered or they’re
starving should it be any different because they’re not black? No!
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Some respondents used the story line while venting lots of anger at the
idea of affirmative action or reparations. John II, for instance, a retired
architect and homebuilder in his late sixties, vented anger in his response
to the question on reparations.

Not a nickel, not a nickel! I think that’s ridiculous. I think that’s a great way
to go for the black vote. But I think that’s a ridiculous assumption because
those that say we should pay them because they were slaves back in the past
and yet, how often do you hear about the people who were whites that were
slaves and ah, the whites that were ah? Boy, we should get reparations, the
Irish should get reparations from the English. . . .

But what is ideological about this story? Is it not true that ‘‘the past is
the past’’? First, whites interpreted the past as slavery, even when in some
questions we left it open (e.g., questions regarding the ‘‘history of oppres-
sion’’) or specified we were referring to ‘‘slavery and Jim Crow.’’ Since Jim
Crow died slowly in the country (1960s to 1970s), their constant reference
to a remote past distorts the fact about how recent overt forms of racial
oppression impeded black progress. This also means that most whites are
still connected to parents and grandparents who participated in Jim Crow
in some fashion. Second, the effects of historic discrimination have limited
blacks’ capacity to accumulate wealth at the same rate as whites. Accord-
ing to Melvin L. Oliver and Thomas M. Shapiro, the ‘‘cumulation of dis-
advantages’’ has ‘‘sedimented’’ blacks economically so that, even if all
forms of economic discrimination blacks face ended today, they would
not catch up with whites for several hundred years!11 Third, believing dis-
crimination is a thing of the past helps whites reinforce their staunch
opposition to all race-based compensatory programs. This story line,
then, is used to deny the enduring effects of historic discrimination as
well as to deny the significance of contemporary discrimination. Thus,
when one considers the combined effects of historic and contemporary
discrimination, the anchor holding minorities in place weighs a ton and
cannot be easily dismissed.

‘‘I Didn’t Own Any Slaves’’

The essence of the ‘‘I didn’t own any slaves’’ story line is that present
generations are not responsible for the ills of slavery. This story line was
used frequently in conjunction with the story line of ‘‘The past is the
past,’’ but it was inserted less often (nine students and a third of DAS
respondents). As with the previous story line, this one was usually
invoked in discussions about affirmative action. For instance, Carol, a stu-
dent at SU, said in response to the question on government intervention:
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‘‘I mean, I almost kind of have the ‘what happened, happened’ attitude.
You know, I mean, my generation certainly didn’t inflict any of this onto
your generation, I mean, if anyone should pay it’s the generation that did
the inflicting.’’ Because the generation who ‘‘did the inflicting’’ is long
gone, her suggestion would not have any impact on blacks today.

Lynn, an MU student, used the story line to explain her opposition to a
hypothetical company hiring a black candidate over a white candidate
because of past discrimination:

I think I would, I would, I’d disagree, I think. I mean, yeah, I think I’d dis-
agree because, I mean, even though it’s kinda what affirmative action—well,
it’s not really because I don’t think like my generation should have to—I
mean, in a way, we should, but we shouldn’t be punished real harshly for the
things that our ancestors did, on the one hand, but on the other hand, I think
that now we should try and change the way we do things so that we aren’t
doing the same things that our ancestors did.

Using the story line here gave credence to Lynn’s stance on this case
because she had stated before she supported affirmative action and she
realized that this case was ‘‘kinda what affirmative action’’ is. It also
helped Lynn to regain her composure after a serious bout of rhetorical
incoherence (‘‘I think I would, I would, I’d disagree, I think. I mean, yeah,
I think I’d disagree because, I mean’’).

Finally, Sara, a student at SU, used the story line to state her view on
government intervention on blacks’ behalf.

Hmm [long exhalation], maybe just—Well, I don’t know ’cause it seems like
people are always wondering if, you know, do we, like do we as white peo-
ple owe people as black something their ancestors were, you know, treated
so badly. But then, I mean, it wasn’t really us that did that, so I don’t know. I
mean, I think that the race or that culture should, you know, be paid back
for something in some way. But I don’t think that. . . . I don’t know [laughs].

DAS respondents used this story line in ways similar to students. For
example, Dina, an employment manager for an advertising agency in her
early thirties, used the story line to answer the question on government
compensation to blacks for past discrimination.

No, and I, you know, I have to say that I’m pretty supportive of anything to
help people, but I don’t know why that slavery thing has a—I’ve got a chip
on my shoulder about that. It’s like it happened so long ago and you’ve got
these sixteen-year-old kids saying, ‘‘Well, I deserve because great, great
granddaddy was a slave.’’ Well, you know what, it doesn’t affect you. Me,
as white person, I had nothing to do with slavery. You, as a black person, you
never experienced it. It was so long ago I just don’t see how that pertains to
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what’s happening to the race today so, you know, that’s one thing that I’m
just like ‘‘God, shut up!’’

Roland, an electrical engineer in his forties, also used the story line to
oppose the idea of reparations.

I think they’ve gotten enough. I don’t think we need to pay them anything
or I think as long as they are afforded opportunities and avail themselves to
the opportunities like everybody else, I, I don’t know why we should give
them any reparation for something that happened, you know. . . . I can’t, I
can’t help what happened in the 1400s, the 1500s, or the 1600s, when the
blacks were brought over here and put into slavery. I mean, I had no control
over that, neither did you, so I don’t think we should do anything as far as
reparations are concerned.

Although most Detroit-area whites used this story line as part of their
argumentative repertoire to explain their opposition to or doubts about
affirmative action, occasionally they used them in odd places. For
instance, Monica, a medical transcriber in her fifties with a strong com-
mitment to the Jehovah’s Witnesses religious viewpoint, used the story
line while discussing discrimination. After a long statement arguing that
because of past discrimination, blacks developed a cultural outlook based
on the idea that they can’t succeed because of discrimination, Monica
then proceeded to argue: ‘‘It’s, it’s become such a mess and it’s perpetu-
ated again by media and by these special interest groups. You and I aren’t
responsible for what our ancestors did in slavery, that we didn’t initiate that
slavery.’’

As can be seen, these two story lines served whites as instruments to
object to blacks’ demands for compensatory policies. Furthermore, they
helped whites stand on a high moral ground while objecting to these poli-
cies. But, again, what is ideological about this particular story line? It is a
fact that most whites did not participate directly12 in slavery or came to
the country years after slavery had ended.13 However, this story line
ignores the fact that pro-white policies (‘‘preferential treatment’’) in jobs,
housing, elections, and access to social space (‘‘No blacks and Mexicans
allowed here!’’) have had (and continue to have) a positive multiplier
effect for all those deemed ‘‘white.’’ Thus, not surprisingly, ‘‘suspect’’
racial groups such as the Irish, Italians, and Jews,14 among others, strug-
gled to become ‘‘white’’ because by doing so, they could receive the mani-
fold ‘‘wages of whiteness’’ (see chapter 1). Hence, the ‘‘It wasn’t me’’15

approach of this story line does not fit the reality of how racial privilege
operated and still operates in America. Although specific whites may not
have participated directly in the overt discriminatory practices that
injured blacks and other minorities in the past, they all have received
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unearned privileges16 by virtue of being regarded as ‘‘white’’ and have
benefited from the various incarnations of white supremacy in the United
States.

‘‘If Jews, Italians, and Irish Have Made It, How Come
Blacks Have Not’’?

Another story line that has become quite popular is ‘‘If (ethnic groups
such as Japanese, Chinese, Jews, and Irish) have made it, how come blacks
have not?’’ This story line is used by whites to suggest blacks’ status in
America is their own doing, because other groups who experienced dis-
crimination in the past are doing quite well today. Few college students,
but ten DAS respondents, used this story line. However, it is important to
point out that 35 percent of the students agreed with the premise of this
story line when it was asked in the survey.

One example of a student who used this story line is Kim, a student at
SU. She inserted a version of the story line in combination with the ‘‘The
past is the past’’ story line to explain why she does not favor government
intervention on behalf of minorities.

Um no. I think that, you know, a lot of bad things happened to a lot of peo-
ple, but you can’t sit there and dwell on that. I mean, like the Jewish people,
look what happened to them. You know, do you hear them sitting around
complaining about it, you know, and attributing, you know, anything bad
that happens to them? I’ve never heard anyone say, ‘‘Oh, it’s because I’m
Jewish.’’ You know, and I know it’s a little different because, you know, a
black, I mean, you can’t really, a lot of, you can’t really tell on the outside a
lot of times, but, I mean, they don’t wallow in what happened to them a long
time ago. I mean, it was a horrible thing, I admit, but I think that you need
to move on and try to put that behind, you know, put that behind you.

Although DAS respondents were more likely than students to use this
story line, they did not use it as frequently as they did the previous two.
An example of how they used this story line was provided by Henrietta,
a transvestite school teacher in his fifties. Henrietta used the story line in
his answer to the question on government spending on blacks’ behalf:

[5-second pause] As a person who was once reversed discriminated against, I
would have to say no. Because the government does not need programs if
they, if people would be motivated to bring themselves out of the poverty
level. When we talk about certain programs, when the Irish came over, when
the Italians, the Polish, and the East European Jews, they all were immigrants
who lived in terrible conditions, who worked in terrible conditions, too. But
they had one thing in common: they all knew that education was the way
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out of that poverty. And they did it. I’m not saying the blacks were brought
over here maybe not willingly, but if they realize education’s the key, that’s
it. And that’s based on individuality.

Mandy, a registered nurse in her forties, used the story line to address
the issue of whether or not blacks’ standing in this country is due to of
their values and laziness:

Mandy: Generally, I think that’s probably true. Now are you talking about
all minorities? [Interviewer: Umhumm.] ’Cause I don’t—when you look at the
people coming from Asia, Japan, and China . . . they’re making the honor
roll. When you look at the honor [roll] here in Rochester, they’re all foreign
names. You know, some of those kids from minority families figured out
that they had to work and strive and work harder if they were going to
make it all the way to the top.

Interviewer: Okay. So you’re saying that you would classify minorities by race
and go from there?

Mandy: Not all minorities are lazy and lay on the couch all the time.

This story line equates the experiences of immigrant groups with that
of involuntary ‘‘immigrants’’ (such as enslaved Africans). But as Stephen
Steinberg has perceptively pointed out in his The Ethnic Myth, most immi-
grant groups were able to get a foothold on certain economic niches or
used resources such as an education or small amounts of capital to
achieve social mobility. ‘‘In contrast, racial minorities were for the most
part relegated to the preindustrial sectors of the national economy and,
until the flow of immigration was cut off by the First World War, were
denied access to the industrial jobs that lured tens of millions of immi-
grants. All groups started at the bottom, but as Blauner points out, ‘the
bottom’ has by no means been the same for all groups.’’17 Thus, compar-
ing these groups, as this story line does, is comparing apples and pears
as a way to ‘‘blame the victims’’ (many minority groups).

‘‘I Did Not Get a Job (or a Promotion), or Was Not
Admitted to a College, Because of a Minority’’

This story line is extremely useful to whites rhetorically and psychologi-
cally. When whites do not get a job or promotion, it must be because of a
minority. If they are not admitted into a college, it must be because of a
minority. This story line allows whites to never consider the possibility
that they are not qualified for a job, promotion, or college. Curiously, the
number of actual cases filed on reverse discrimination before the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission is quite small and the immense
majority of them are dismissed as lacking any foundation.18 Furthermore,
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as I will show, most versions of this story line lack substance, are based
on limited data, and rely on less than credible information.19 This lack of
specificity, however, does not detract from the usefulness of this story
line, since its sense of veracity is not based on facts, but on commonly
held beliefs by whites. Hence, when whites use this story line, precise
information need not be included. And because this story line is built
upon a personal moral tale, many whites vent personal frustrations or
resentment toward minorities while using it.

Almost a quarter of the students (10 of 41) and more than a third of the
DAS respondents used this story line. For instance, Bob, the SU student
cited above, opposed providing unique opportunities to minorities to be
admitted into universities. After anchoring his view in the abstract liber-
alism frame (‘‘you should be judged on your qualifications, your experi-
ence, your education, your background, not of your race’’), Bob added:

I had a friend, he wasn’t—I don’t like him that much, I think it’s my brother’s
friend, a good friend of my brother’s, who didn’t get into law school here
and he knows for a fact that other students less qualified than him did. And
that really, and he was considering a lawsuit against the school. But for some
reason, he didn’t. He had better grades, better LSAT, better everything, and
he—other people got in up above him, I don’t care who it is, if it’s Eskimo,
or Australian, or what it is, you should have the best person there.

This is a classic example of this story line. Bob ‘‘had a friend’’ (who was
not his friend, but his brother’s friend and whom he did not ‘‘like that
much’’) who claimed to know ‘‘for a fact’’ (facts he never documents) that
minority students who were less qualified than his brother20 were admit-
ted into SU Law School. Bob uses the story line here to reinforce his view
that admission to colleges ought to be strictly based on merits.

Kara, a student from MU, inserted the story line when she was asked if
she had been a victim of ‘‘reverse discrimination.’’

I think applying to schools. I know a couple of people, like, schools like
Notre Dame that are, you know, very, like, competitive to get into. Like, I
was put on the wait list where this kid in my school who was black was
admitted and, like, for me, you know, like, I almost had a four point, you
know, I did well on my SATs, and he was kind of a slacker, grade-point wise,
and I always thought it could have been something else, but it didn’t make
sense to me and that was the only thing I could put it to.

When asked if she knew of other cases of ‘‘reverse discrimination,’’
Kara added, ‘‘Yeah, especially my friends that applied to the Ivy League
schools.’’ They really felt that they were discriminated against.

Kara claims that while she was not admitted to Notre Dame, a black
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‘‘kid’’ in her school who was ‘‘kind of a slacker’’ was. She believes the
only logical explanation for this is ‘‘reverse discrimination’’ and that
many of her friends experienced it, too. But we do not get any data on
how she did on her SAT (she reports doing ‘‘well,’’ but does not indicate
her score) and, more significantly, we get absolutely no information on
how well the black student did on the SAT. Regarding her friends’ claims,
Kara provides even less information.

This story line was also important for white DAS respondents, since
more than a third of them used it. One example is Ann, a young unem-
ployed women. She used the story line in her answer to the question, ‘‘Do
you think that being white is an advantage or a disadvantage in contem-
porary America?’’

No. It’s, I don’t know. [Interviewer: Why do you think that?] I don’t know, it’s
[laughs], it’s weird because my friend that is there, she went for a job inter-
view with two of her white girlfriends. It was her and those three white
females and the rest were black. Well, when they were done with the testing
they took their scores and they all had the same scores, the three white girls.
and they come out and they hire, they said that the two white girls didn’t
pass their math test, but they said that she passed hers and then they hired
her. . . .

Ann claims that a black friend of hers experienced preferential treatment
in a job search. As usual in the iterations of this story line, the story is very
fuzzy and refers to third parties. In Ann’s narrative it is very difficult to
assess any of the particularities of the case. How many people went for
the job? How many tests did they take? What scores did all the applicants
get? Were the applicants interviewed after they were tested? What kind
of job were they applying for? The answers to all these questions are
uncertain.

Marie, a homemaker in her late thirties, used the story line to explain
her position on affirmative action.

Ah, I’m puzzled a little bit by that. I’m for making sure everybody gets equal
opportunity. I think that there are points, though, where it is inappropriate.
Just as an example, my sister has a good student that applied for a teaching
position at a university and was told that she was one of three final candi-
dates for the position, but the other two candidates, one was a Mexican
American and the other was a black female. Unless she could prove she had
some active minority in her background, she could not be considered for the
position because they had to hire a minority.

Although Marie’s story seems more robust than usual, the details do
not square with what we know of the academic job market. First, based
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on the peculiar list of final candidates (peculiar because it is very unusual
to have two minority scholars as finalists in a job search), it seems this job
required expertise on racial matters. This does not disqualify the white
applicant, but it adds some complexity to the story. Second, the argument
that she had to prove some minority background to qualify for this posi-
tion (after she made the final cut) is not credible. Had that been the case,
this applicant could have successfully sued this university for discrimina-
tion. An alternative reading of the events is that this white applicant lost
out to a minority candidate and explained this to herself, her professor,
and her peers as many whites do, as a case of reverse discrimination.

Many of the workers in the sample vented lots of anger against what
they regarded as ‘‘preferential treatment’’ for minorities, although few
knew what affirmative action was. Not surprisingly, many used the story
line in its most generic sense. The following two cases illustrate my point.
First is Darren, a bus driver in his late forties. He opposed affirmative
action by stating that ‘‘two wrongs don’t make a right’’ and used the story
line to supply evidence on which to base his opinion.

Ah no, other than I have applied at jobs and been turned down because I
was white. Now, I have nothing against the black person [if he] was qualified
better than I was. But when the guy comes into the interview and I’m off on
the side and I can hear them talking and he can’t even speak good English,
he doesn’t know how to read a map, and they’re gonna make him a bus
driver and hire him over me. I’ve been doing bus driving off and on since
1973 and I know the guy well enough that [I know] he’s a lousy driver. I
know why he got the job, and I don’t think that’s fair.

Darren believed he was turned down for a job as a bus driver because he
was white. Furthermore, he claimed that he overheard the interview and
that his black competitor could not ‘‘even speak good English.’’ But his
story is as loose as the others. Both applicants now work in the same com-
pany, which suggests Darren got the job there at some point in time. And
Darren failed to mention two other factors that may account—besides
driving skills, which we cannot ascertain based on the information he
provided—for why this other driver may have gotten the job before Dar-
ren did. First, this company is located in Detroit and it makes business
sense to hire black bus drivers. Second, and more important, Darren has
moved a lot in his life and has had more than twelve jobs. Hence, any
rational manager must look at his record with some trepidation and won-
der why this person has moved so much and whether he would be a reli-
able worker.

Tony, a carpet installer in his twenties used a very unusual version of
the story line to explain why he believes being white is no longer an
advantage in America: ‘‘Oh yeah. Like when my girlfriend went to get on
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aid, the lady told her if she was black, she could have got help, but she
wasn’t black and she wasn’t getting no help.’’ Tony’s account can be
translated as ‘‘I did not get welfare because of blacks.’’

TESTIMONIES AND COLOR BLINDNESS

The role of testimonies in the color-blind drama cannot be underesti-
mated. Almost every respondent in the two studies interpolated them for
rhetorical purposes such as saving face, signify nonracialism, or bolster-
ing an argument. Notwithstanding that testimonies were more random
than story lines, I classified them into three categories: stories of interac-
tions with blacks (negative and positive), stories of disclosure of knowl-
edge of someone close who is racist, and a residual category of sui generis
testimonies. The purpose of this discussion is examining the similarities
in the narrative form of these stories as well as assessing their rhetorical
function. I discuss each story category separately below.

Stories of Interactions with Blacks

Most of the stories of interactions with blacks whites told in these inter-
views were of two kinds. One type of story portrayed a negative incident
with blacks usually used to justify a position taken on some issue (e.g.,
‘‘Blacks are aggressive. A year ago I was called a racist by . . .’’). The other
type of story involved a positive incident or relationship with a black per-
son as a way to signify the narrator’s good relationships with or views
toward blacks. About a third of the students and DAS respondents nar-
rated one of these testimonies at some point in the interview.

Negative Interactions with Blacks

Mickey, a student at MU, acknowledged that his family talks about racial
matters often and blamed it on the area they lived in. He said his family
lived near Benton Harbor—a formerly white area that has become pre-
dominantly black, a neighborhood that has ‘‘one of the highest crime
rates in, like, the country’’ and that ‘‘now [is] a really dirtiest place.’’ The
interviewer asked him whether or not people in his community worried
about violence and crime spreading to their community. Mickey
acknowledged that he thought ‘‘about that a lot’’ and added:

But, I mean, nothing really happened horribly. Actually, a neighbor of mine
[laughs]—kind of a grim story—I have a younger brother who’s friends with
one of my neighbors just down the street who hangs out with him some-
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times. And he was drivin’ downtown in Benton Harbor about a couple of
months ago, and I think he was trying to get some marijuana or somethin’
stupid like that, and he got beat over the head with a baseball bat. Got some
black eyes and he had brain damage. He’s okay now, but he was in a coma
for a little bit. And he’s like, I think he’s got minor brain damage, irrevers-
ible. But nothing that’s affecting him, like, too bad but, I mean, that was just
one incident that happened a couple of months [ago] that made me think
about stuff like this. . . .

This testimony helped Mickey to safely state later in the interview his
belief that blacks are ‘‘more aggressive’’ than whites and to suggest the
problems of Benton Harbor are moral ones.

Leslie, a student at WU, supported ‘‘proposing liberal values’’ and
‘‘having people value the cultural diversity in our country’’ as a govern-
ment strategy to increase school integration in America. Nevertheless, she
had reservations about busing and narrated the following story to bolster
her viewpoint.

There was a time when one of the black kids actually punched out the princi-
pal. And there was a time when I was in the P. E. locker room and I set my
bag down just to go to the bathroom and then come back out and everything
in my locker. I was gone maybe, you know, a minute and I come back and I
see a really big woman [with other students] stealing money out of my bag.
And I confronted them and they were like ‘‘No, we’re not doing anything,’’
and so I went to the principal because they stole $60 [laughs]. And the only
reason I had that much money on me was that I was going shopping after
school and I con—confronted like the principal and he confronted them.
And they threatened to beat me up, and they were like, ‘‘You almost got us
suspended.’’ And they like, surrounded me during lunch [laughs].

It is hard to determine if Leslie was picked on because she looked dif-
ferent (she was dressing hippie style) in this mixed school, a school that
nonetheless was majority white. The important matter, however, is that
she believes this is what happened and that her interpretation of this
experience informs her stand on busing. Leslie opposes busing and this
testimony gives her a convenient rationale for opposing it.

The last example of these stories from college students comes from
Rick, a Mormon student at WU. When asked about blacks’ claims of expe-
riencing discrimination, Rick suggested, ‘‘some people read too much
into what other people say.’’ He mentioned that he himself was accused
of being racist by a black man in a discussion about affirmative action.

I, I can’t remember. It was—I think it was talking about affirmative action or
something, and he called me that I was being a racist or something and I
said, ‘‘I am sorry. I did not mean that in that way, if it was taken that way.’’
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I totally apologized because I, my belief system doesn’t incorporate racism,
according to me. But maybe I wasn’t being as sensitive or maybe he was
being oversensitive—I don’t know which way it went—but from my experi-
ence I kind of developed the attitude that I think too many—Too often we
are too easily offended and it goes both ways, not just blacks but whites, you
know.

Although Rick stated that his hypersensitivity thesis works both ways, his
story was narrated in response to a question about blacks and discrimina-
tion. When he was asked again if he believed blacks experienced lots of
discrimination, he pointed out, ‘‘it depends on the part of country.’’ This
answer was used by many respondents to suggest that racism happens
‘‘elsewhere.’’ Thus his testimony served him to bolster his belief that
blacks falsely accuse whites of discrimination and, therefore, to minimize
the significance of racism.

DAS respondents told negative stories of interaction with blacks, too.
Bill, a retired school teacher in his eighties, narrated a story to explain
why he thinks blacks and whites are different. After pointing out that
blacks ‘‘seem to be very religious’’ and mentioning that they bought a
church in his neighborhood, Bill claimed they forced a restaurant out of
business.

They did have a Sweden House on the corner and all the neighbors were
happy about it because they could [go] to the Sweden House and have din-
ner. Well, before long the blacks took over. They are only one mile away and
on Sunday afternoon, they come in droves, in buses from the churches, bus
loads of ’em, and they all fill the restaurant and the white people come and
see that and turn around and go. They burnt it down, the Sweden House. We
don’t have a Sweden House anymore.

The interviewer asked Bill why they closed the restaurant. Bill said that it
closed because ‘‘they were not making any money on ’em.’’ He explained
this as follows:

They like to eat. They pile their dishes just loaded with that stuff and I actu-
ally didn’t see it, but I saw one lady come in with a full plate of chicken. I
didn’t pay much attention, but the next thing I know, they are leaving. Now
I know she didn’t eat all that chicken. She probably put it in her purse and
walked out with it. I didn’t see that. Lot of them are doing that, how can they
make any money? And seeing that they are all heavy people, it seems like they
do a lot of eating. So I don’t know what to say about something like that.

Although most of this story is based on Bill’s racist interpretation of
events, the fact remains that he uses it to validate his belief that blacks
‘‘like to eat,’’ are cheap, and steal.
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The second example is Joan, a video store employee in her late thirties.
She told a story about a black woman who unfairly accused her of being
racist.

Like black people, they use their excuse that they’re black and that’s the rea-
son why white people won’t be accepting me. I’ve seen it, too. I had this
black person, for instance, who chewed me out at Videobuster. Yelled at me
a year ago. Started calling me a white honky and every racist slur that you
could think of happened. My uncle showed up, you know, he works for the
government and I get to see him often. He came in and I was in tears ’cause
I was not brought up that way. This woman was totally flabbergasted
because my uncle asked her if she had a problem and told her I was his niece.
I just gave him a hug. This woman was calling me names that were totally
uncalled for. She did not have a receipt. I wouldn’t—I do it with everybody.
You do not have a receipt, you don’t get an exchange. She tried to return our
products, our store rentals without store code on it as a gift from someone
else. She said I was accusing her of stealing it from the store. I could not
refund the money. She called me racial names.

Joan’s story and case is very interesting, because she considered herself
white, even though she claimed to have black, Native American, and Jew-
ish in her background. She was coded as white (and apparently looked
the part) because in the original survey she had stated that she was white.
The ‘‘uncle’’ she referred to in this story was a black man, but in truth he
was just her godfather. The rhetorical goal of this particular story was to
punctuate her belief that blacks use race as an excuse, a belief that she
repeated often in the interview.

Positive Interactions with Blacks

The number of whites narrating positive testimonies of interactions with
blacks was similar to the number of those narrating negative testimonies.
These stories had a positive self-presentation rhetorical goal. For instance,
Mary, a student at SU, said, in response to the question on whether
blacks’ self-segregate or are not made to feel welcome by whites, that her
family is racist. In this context, Mary narrated her testimony of positive
interactions with her black roommate.

My floor actually, the year I had a black roommate, happened to be predomi-
nantly African American and so those became some of my best friends, the
people I was around. And we would actually sit around and talk about ste-
reotypes and prejudices and I learned so much just about the hair texture,
you know? What it means for a black person to get a perm versus me, you
know. I learned a lot. And it really, I think, for me, broke down a lot of barri-
ers and ended a lot of stereotypes I may still [have] had. Because like I said,
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I mean, those really became some of my best friends. And even still we don’t
really keep in touch, but if I see any of ’em on campus, still, you know, we
always talk with each other and everything.

Mary’s story rings of self-presentation from start to finish. Yet, because
Mary was not too refined in her delivery, the story hurt her more than it
helped her. For instance, she used the term ‘‘those’’ people twice and
pointed out twice that they became ‘‘some of my best friends.’’ Further-
more, her claim that she learned a lot from this interaction seems superfi-
cial, since she only talked about hair texture and perms. Finally, these
nameless ‘‘best friends’’ later became only casual acquaintances after a
year of sharing a floor with Mary.

Another example of how students used these positive stories was pro-
vided by John, a 40-year-old WU student. In response to the question,
‘‘Do you talk about race or racial issues now?’’ John inserted a story about
his cousin marrying a black man.

Yes I do, there was a cousin of mine—she married a black man. They came
to visit me and I had to really look at this really close and consider the fact
that he’s actually a pretty neat person that she married and I considered it
unfair that she should be made to feel saddened and I don’t. . . .

John’ story helped him project an image of maturity and racial sensitivity.
However, based on his answers throughout the entire interview, it is clear
that John had some racist views about minorities. For example, John
claimed that people from South India smelled differently because ‘‘they
eat a lot of spices.’’ He also pointed out that blacks exuded a strong body
odor that has an ‘‘effect on people’s psyche, how they react to the racial
issue, a subliminal type of thing.’’

DAS respondents used these positive stories of interaction with blacks
for the same purposes. However, because these respondents were older,
their stories included a wider range of matters. John II, a semiretired
house designer in his sixties, inserted a World War II story of positive
interaction with blacks in response to the question on whether blacks are
hard to approach or are not made to feel welcome by whites. After stating
that he had no experiences upon which to base an opinion on this matter,
John II narrated the following story:

Three Filipino scouts and I were waiting, trying to catch a load south. We
had one, probably a 200–300 watt bulb hanging over the intersection to put
some light there, and there was an alley that went off on one of the roads
that we could hear some shouting. We could see in the dark of that alley, see
the light from a door and some three fellows ran out and saw us, the Filipino
scouts and I, and thought we [were] the ones that had apparently done
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something outrageous and he opened up on us with an automatic carbine.
So the Filipino scouts stood farther away from me and they got the cover and
I got behind the curb. It wasn’t quite enough curb to hide me and the fellow
was shooting a full automatic. A jeep came in out of one of the roads and
slid to a stop and about the time he said, ‘‘Get in!’’ They said ‘‘Let’s go!’’
because I was in laying across the back seat and he took off. When we got
down the road, I climbed out of the back seat into the front seat and it was a
colored captain. He wouldn’t give me his name or anything. He said, ‘‘That’s
all right,’’ but I’ve always remembered that. He put himself at risk under fire
to pick up a man and take him out of a line of fire.

John’s testimony served him as a vehicle to state his view that blacks and
whites can act civilized toward each other. His story resembles those that
so many veterans tell of interracial solidarity during war. However, for
John, as for many white veterans, these stories became just stories without
much effect on their behavior or attitudes toward blacks after they
returned to America.21 For example, John II, who used the term ‘‘colored’’
to refer to the black man who saved his life, opposed interracial marriage
and acknowledged that he is ‘‘more comfortable around whites because
I’ve grown up with them’’ and, thus, had no qualms about neighbor-
hoods or schools being almost completely white. Hence, John II’s stand
amounts to a modern version of the separate but equal policy of the past;
blacks and whites can be civil toward each other, but they should not live
near each other or marry each other.

Stories of Disclosure of Knowledge of Someone Close
Who Is Racist

Twelve students and eight DAS respondents disclosed information about
someone close being racist (usually a parent or grandparent). The narra-
tive form used to disclose this information resembles confession in
church, because respondents insert these testimonies as if they were
expecting absolution from listeners from the possibility of being regarded
as racist. These stories are structured around a trinity formula: confession,
example, and self-absolution. The religious motif in these stories is fur-
ther enhanced by the fact that it is usually through the influence of a
woman (mother Mary) that the storyteller hopes to receive absolution. For
example, Bob, the SU student previously cited, acknowledged that his
father was racist in response to a question on whether his family talked
about race while he was growing up.

Um [clears throat], you can tell my parents’ background by the way they talk
about things. They’re both born in New York, a small town in New York. My
mom is very open to things, but like my dad, he, he still uses terms like



‘‘I Didn’t Get That Job Because of a Black Man’’ 93

‘‘them’’ and ‘‘those people’’ and stuff like that which I don’t like at all, which
I just don’t even talk about and stuff like that with him. We get along, but
only there’s some things we don’t agree with and that’s something you can’t
change. That is, I’ve tried for twelve years. I remember one time, I think it
was my dad asked me something like how come I didn’t have any more
white friends? And I said, ‘‘Well, why don’t you go live in a white neighbor-
hood and put me in a white school?’’ [laughs] So that was the end of that
conversation.

Bob’s story fits perfectly the trinity formula. First, he confesses that his
father ‘‘uses terms like ‘them’ ’’ and ‘‘those people.’’ He then provides an
exculpatory example of how he challenged his father’s racist leanings.
And throughout the narration, Bob inserts elements (‘‘my mother is very
open to things’’) or comments (‘‘stuff like that which I don’t like at all’’)
to indicate he is not like his father, probably because of his mother, who
‘‘is very open to things.’’

Emily, the SU student cited above, in response to the same question
Bob answered, admitted that her father was racist.

Um, I don’t know if it necessarily was a conversation, but my mom, I mean,
she never was racist against people, you know. She always looked at them
as people and stuff and I think my sister and I get a lot of that from her. And
my dad is racist, but I didn’t live with him growing up. My parents were
divorced, but she would talk about, you know, that it’s not good. And I
remember one time, actually, I was a little girl, and I had my best friend was
black, and I once said something that was—I don’t know if it was racist, it
just wasn’t a very nice remark, I don’t think. And my mom sat me down and
said, ‘‘How do you think she would feel if she heard you say that?’’ you
know. So she really she would call attention to things so we would pay atten-
tion to what was going on.

Emily uses all the elements of the trinity formula: confession (‘‘my dad is
racist’’), self-absolution (‘‘my sister and I get of lot of that from her’’), and
example (how her mother corrected her racist comment about her friend).
Emily’s rhetorical use of the story is clearer than Bob’s, given that she
focuses on proving that she takes from her mother’s rather than from her
father’s side.

The last example of how college students used this story is from Mike,
an MU student. In response to the question, ‘‘Do you ever talk about
racial issues at home?,’’ Mike said:

Yeah we do. I mean, my dad came from a pretty racist background, I mean,
not, you know, like—well, actually, his grandfather, I think, was in the Ku
Klux Klan, um, until he got married. And my great grandmother, who I
knew—she died, but I knew her—was completely the opposite. And basi-
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cally when they got married, she said ‘‘no way.’’ So that ended, but I mean,
there was still a certain, you know, racism that pervaded. In his family they
were pretty racist, so you’ll still hear, you know, racial slurs slip out every
once in a while, but I think he makes a conscious effort not to, I mean, he
certainly didn’t ever try to teach me things like that, you know. For one
thing, my dad was in the navy for a long time, so I grew up with my mom
for the first five years or so, and then he worked and my mom stayed at
home with me. So my dad’s influence was not nearly as much as my mom’s
to begin with, and even when it was, I wouldn’t say that influenced me a lot,
but there were definitely, I mean, racist ideas in his family. And I see that
with my grandparents, you know, his parents.

Mike confesses that his dad comes from a ‘‘pretty racist background.’’
Then he mentions that his father’s grandfather was in the KKK. Finally,
he concludes the story by suggesting he was immune to this background,
because his father ‘‘didn’t try to teach me things like that’’ and because
he was raised mainly by his mother.

Since we did not pose the question on whether respondents talked
about race while growing up to DAS respondents, few (8 of 66) used this
personal story; and when they did, their delivery of the story was some-
what more disorganized than that of students. Yet, when DAS respon-
dents inserted the story, it was also organized around the trinity formula.
Scott, a 23-year-old drafter, while explaining his view on whether blacks
self-segregate or are not made to feel welcome by whites, revealed that
his father was racist. In response to the specific question, ‘‘Do you think
that (white workers) are apprehensive about approaching their black col-
leagues or the same?’’ Scott stated:

The same way just reversed, you know, just ’cause you know. I mean, my
dad grew up in Detroit in a real bad neighborhood and he was brought on
that way, I mean, he is real prejudice. I brought one of my buddies home one
time and he was like, ‘‘No, I don’t want you hanging out with him,’’ you
know, he don’t trust them.

Scott immediately added, ‘‘That’s my dad though, but that’s not me. I
take, you know, I take people for what they are and I don’t judge people
by word of mouth, you know, just treat you the way you treat me.’’ The
interviewer then asked Scott how come he did not develop the same atti-
tudes toward blacks as his dad. Scott stated that it was due to his mom
because ‘‘she went to Catholic school all the way up until high school. So,
she’s got a lot of Catholic values so, can’t really be prejudice if you’re,
you’re religious. So my mom always shunned on being prejudice.’’ Scott’s
story is clearly framed by the trinity formula. First, he confesses his father
is ‘‘real prejudice.’’ Then, he uses the example of his father’s racist views
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about his friend. Finally, Scott suggests he is not like his dad because of
his mother’s Catholic influence. However, among young DAS respon-
dents, Scott had some of the most highly racialized views on a number of
issues (see his views on interracial marriage in chapter 6).

The last example of a DAS respondent using this story is Jenny, a
public-school administrator in her fifties. In response to the question on
how she felt about the neighborhood where she grew up, Jenny stated
that many of her neighbors were closed-minded and she labeled them as
‘‘Archie Bunkers.’’ After narrating an incident in which one black kid was
refused as a dance partner by a girl in her school, Jenny said:

My grand, my grandmother, who was—she was Scandinavian. But she used
to make fun of blacks. And when we would drive through a black neighbor-
hood she would say things like, ‘‘Look at all the little chocolate drops.’’ And
I can remember being a young child—maybe five, six, or seven years old—
and being offended by her remarks. My parents never, ever said anything
like that. My parents were very open-minded and broad-minded.

Again, Jenny uses the same formula. First, she provides the confession
about her grandmother harboring racist views. Then, she supplies the
example of her grandmother making denigrating remarks about black
children. Finally, Jenny distances herself from this relative by pointing
out that she was ‘‘offended by her (grandmothers’) remarks’’ as well as
by saying that her parents were ‘‘very open-minded.’’

Am I making these stories seem racial? Is it not possible for whites to
tell stories of family members who are racist without these stories being
connected to color-blind racism? Is it not true that sometimes a story is
just a story? If these testimonies were just random stories that people tell
without any ideological content, one would not be able to find a similar
structure in them and would have difficulty assigning any rhetorical func-
tion. Furthermore, the fact they were told at similar points in the inter-
views suggests they are part of what John Dollard labeled almost seventy
years ago as ‘‘defensive beliefs.’’22 In contrast, when white racial progres-
sives mentioned having racist family members or growing up in racist
neighborhoods, they did not use the trinity formula typical of this testi-
mony (see chapter 6). From an analytical perspective, then, these testimo-
nies cannot be seen as expressions of ‘‘facts’’ or just plain stories.

Other Personal Stories

The final group of personal testimonies is a residual category of race-
related stories. These stories were even more sui generis and even less
prevalent among respondents. Furthermore, they seemed to be of the last
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resort variety and were not helpful all the time to respondents’ attempts
to save face. The two that appeared most often were stories about some-
one close being involved with a minority person and stories about having
had good black friends in the distant past.

Someone Close to Me Married or Dated a Minority

These stories are kindred to the rhetorical move of ‘‘Some of my best
friends are . . . ,’’ discussed in chapter 3. Their purpose is mostly positive
self-presentation. Because I do not think generalizations can be extrapo-
lated from these stories, I just present one example of each. The example
of the first testimony came from Trudy, a salesperson in her late twenties.
When asked if she had ever dated a black man, she said: ‘‘No, no. No
nev—There was this one guy I kind of liked. He was Oriental.’’ When
asked her view on interracial marriage, Trudy replied:

I don’t really know how I feel about that. I don’t think there’s anything
wrong with it. I don’t know if I had a child and they wanted to marry a black
person, I don’t know how I would feel. I think it might be kind of odd for
the children. And in fact, my husband has this real good friend at work, her
name is Laverne. She’s black and her husband’s white and, you know, they’ll
have us for dinner. I mean, real nice couple! I mean, I don’t see anything
wrong, you know, if that’s what they want to do, I don’t have a problem. Me,
personally, I don’t know if I would feel comfortable, you know.

The purpose of the story about her husband’s ‘‘real good friend’’ seems
obvious. By including this story, Trudy is able to express her personal
concerns about interracial marriage as if they are nonracial because, after
all, her husband has a black friend who is married to a white guy and
they seem like a ‘‘real nice couple’’ and invite them for dinner. However,
the oddity of the story and the fact she referred to her Asian date as ‘‘Ori-
ental’’ does not make this an ideologically useful testimony.

I Used to Have Very Good Black Friends

White respondents who did not have any associations with blacks could
not use the ‘‘Some of my best friends are blacks’’ move to signify color
blindness. Thus, some of the respondents in this predicament claimed
they had very good black friends in the past. As with the testimony above,
I provide just one example. Lucy, a part-time cook for a vending company
in her late sixties, had very few interactions with blacks throughout her
life. However, when asked to describe the racial composition of her work-
place, she said, ‘‘we used to have three colored girls, but since then, they
have quit.’’ Later on, in response to a question on her interaction with



‘‘I Didn’t Get That Job Because of a Black Man’’ 97

her coworkers, Lucy said the ‘‘commissary kitchen (people) were good
friends,’’ that she would ‘‘go out to dinner with people that used to work
there and (the) ones that still do,’’ and that they even ‘‘have a barbecue
once a year and a picnic in the summer.’’ Nevertheless, when asked if
blacks participated in these activities, she said ‘‘Uh, no, no.’’ Because this
answer did not fit very well the color-blind outlook that Lucy wanted to
portray, she tried to amend it in her answer to the next question, dealing
with the subject of so-called black self-segregation.

Well, like I told you, we had some of ’em and Kathleen, she’d go out to din-
ner with us. You know and so, the individuals I think—her other girlfriend,
she, she moved out of town and she came in, she came in to see us. And you
know, we’re real happy for her and in fact another one was just in not too
long ago. She has—we told her, you know, well, she has made some mis-
takes, a couple of children and didn’t get married. And we says, you know,
‘‘Deanna, go back to school.’’ Well, she came back to tell us she listened to
us and she’s doing real well and a good job, you know. I suppose, you know,
they’re still friends of ours, you know. We don’t see ’em that much anymore,
but they did come back and say that they were happy they listened to us.

By resuscitating black acquaintances from the past and making them her
friends (see chapter 5), Lucy attempted to rebuild her investment in color
blindness. However, this rhetorical attempt was not very successful
because Lucy is still trapped in the language of the past (‘‘colored’’ and
‘‘some of ’em’’) and narrated a story pregnant with Jim Crow pater-
nalism.

CONCLUSION

At the outset of this chapter I stated that we make stories and that these
stories, in turn, make us. I described two types of racial stories, story lines
and testimonies. These racial stories ‘‘make’’ whites, but also help them
navigate the turbulent waters of contemporary public discussions on race.
The four story lines I analyzed, ‘‘The past is the past,’’ ‘‘I did not own
slaves,’’ ‘‘If (other ethnic groups such as Italians or Jews) have made it,
how come blacks have not?’’ and ‘‘I did not get a (job or promotion)
because of a black man,’’ help whites discursively since they provide
‘‘evidence’’ to solidify their viewpoints. For example, if whites object to
the idea of affirmative action or reparations, they can insert ‘‘The past is
the past’’ or ‘‘I did not own any slaves’’ story lines to strengthen the
apparent reasonableness of their argument. If the issue at hand is explain-
ing blacks’ status in America, the story line of ‘‘If (other ethnic groups
such as Italians or Jews) have made it, how come blacks have not?’’ is very
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appropriate. Finally, because the story line of ‘‘I did not get a (job or pro-
motion) because of a black man’’ seems personal (in truth, the facts
included in this story line tend to be secondhand or based on racialized
impressions of social outcomes), it has become a powerful rhetorical
weapon to win arguments (‘‘I know for a fact that . . .’’).

In addition to the rhetorical role filled by story lines, they also serve
whites as vehicles to vent deep-seated emotions23 about racial matters. In
case after case, whether students or whites from the Detroit area, respon-
dents vented anger about what they interpreted as blacks’ whining (‘‘I
didn’t own any slaves and I do not understand why they keep asking for
things when slavery ended 200 God-damned years ago!’’) or about not get-
ting into certain jobs or universities because of minorities (‘‘A friend of
mine was not admitted into SU Law School, but many unqualified black
students were and that’s wrong’’). The story lines then serve whites as
legitimate conduits for expressing anger, animosity, and resentment
toward racial minorities.

Although testimonies are more loose and unstructured than story lines,
they are as important in whites’ rhetorical arsenal. Almost every respon-
dent used them at some point or another in the interviews. Even though
these stories were more random, compared to story lines, I organized
them into three categories, namely, stories of interactions with blacks
(negative and positive), stories of disclosure of someone close who is rac-
ist, and other stories. The testimonies of disclosure of someone close who
is racist serve clear self-presentational purposes (‘‘I am not a racist like
my dad, uncle, or friend’’). Stories of positive interactions with blacks
were also used for self-presentational purposes. For example, if a respon-
dent had a ‘‘good experience’’ in the past with a black person, that experi-
ence could be used to cover up for a present that blacks are not part of,
that is, for a totally white life—an apparent blemish in the color-blind
fable. Testimonies of ‘‘bad experiences’’ with blacks were mostly used to
give credence to respondents’ negative views about blacks. For example,
if respondents believe blacks are aggressive, narrating a story of a black
person behaving in an aggressive manner helps them make the point.

Although the last category of personal stories is a residual one, I high-
lighted two that appeared more often in the interviews and seemed more
structured, namely, ‘‘Someone close to me married or dated a minority’’
and ‘‘I used to have very good black friends.’’ Respondents who used
these stories usually had a positive self-presentational concern, even
though these stories were largely ineffectual and extremely odd (‘‘I am
not a racist because my sister dated a black guy some time ago’’). How-
ever, these stories were probably the only vehicles for signaling nonracial-
ism for respondents who lived totally submerged in whiteness. Likewise,
respondents who used the personal stories of ‘‘I used to have very good
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black friends’’ navigated completely white environments and hence
depended on these recollections to validate their claim to color blindness.

A final point on story lines and testimonies: because these story lines
are social products, the media play an important role in reinforcing them.24

News reports on affirmative action seldom address the whiteness of aca-
demia or the workplace and its implications;25 sensational reports on wel-
fare cheats never address the reality of welfare, that people on welfare live
below the poverty line;26 stories of ‘‘bad’’ behavior by black and Latino
youths are presented as ‘‘normal,’’ whereas stories depicting ‘‘bad’’
behavior by white youths are not.27 News reports on minorities thus tend
to be presented as morality tales that support the various racial stories of
the color-blind era. These reports are then recycled by the white audience
as absolute truths (‘‘Didn’t you hear about that black guy who couldn’t
read and was admitted into Harvard? It was in the news’’). Therefore, the
media uses the racial stories we create and makes them as if they were
independent creations that validate our racial angst.28

One of the things I have shown indirectly in this and previous chapters
is that whites tend to interact mostly with whites. This fact, and its impli-
cations, has not been adequately examined by social scientists. Few have
asked questions such as, What are the sociological and social-psychologi-
cal consequences of whites living in primarily white environments? How
can whites develop empathy and gain an understanding of blacks if so
few of them develop meaningful interactions with them? I turn my atten-
tion to these and related matters in the next chapter.
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Peeking Inside the (White)
House of Color Blindness

The Significance of Whites’ Segregation

In every racial ghetto there are particular ‘‘racial problems’’ unique to
the lives and conditions of the people in that ghetto. [In] our white
society, although we are not accustomed to thinking of ourselves as
ghettoized people, we have a ‘‘white life style’’ and ‘‘white racial
problems’’ which have emerged as a result of our confinement in a
prison built by racism. . . . The language we speak, the food we eat,
the people we marry, the songs we sing, and the organizations we
belong to are unique because of our separate residential and cultural
life.

—Joseph Barndt, Liberating Our White Ghetto

Social scientists in various fields have amply shown the serious reper-
cussions of social and spatial isolation for blacks. For example, in the

1960s, observers of black ghetto life argued vigorously that the segrega-
tion experienced by blacks had led them to live in a ‘‘culture of poverty.’’1

In the late 1970s and 1980s, this idea resurfaced in the work of conserva-
tive commentators such as Charles Murray and Lawrence Mead, liberal
commentators such as William Julius Wilson and Ken Auletta, and even
radical commentators such as Cornel West.2 All these authors have
argued that blacks segregated in ghettos have developed a cultural out-
look that does not foster a sense of personal responsibility (Murray and
Mead), produces pathological behavior (Wilson and Auletta), or that cre-
ates a profound sense of despair and nihilism (West). Other commenta-
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tors have argued that segregation and isolation have led blacks in ghettos
to develop a unique style (‘‘cool pose’’), an anti-intellectual strategy
embodied in an ‘‘oppositional identity’’ to deal with educational barriers
and to protect their self-esteem (Ogbu), and even a ‘‘code of the street’’ to
conduct public interactions (Anderson).3 Scholars have made analogous
arguments about Latinos in similar circumstances4 (For critiques of these
arguments that tend to ‘‘blame the victims,’’ see Amanda E. Lewis, Race
in the Schoolyard: Negotiating the Colorline in Classrooms and Communities
(New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2003) and Judith Blau, ‘Race in the
Schools:’ Perpetuating White Dominance (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 2003).

One of the most lucid examples of this type of analysis is Massey and
Denton’s American Apartheid. In this book the authors clearly show the
incredibly high levels of residential segregation and isolation experienced
by blacks and speculate, based on the work of others, that these realities
foment in blacks what they label ‘‘the culture of segregation’’ or ‘‘a set of
behaviors, attitudes, and values that are increasingly at variance with
those held in the wider society.’’5 According to these authors, some of the
major characteristics of this culture are little concern with marriage, a
drug-related lifestyle, and even a ‘‘language of segregation.’’

Despite the serious limitations of this subcultural approach to the life-
style of poor blacks,6 no one should doubt that, in general, the social and
spatial isolation of one group from others leads to differentiation of those
groups as well as the development of group cohesion and identity in the
segregated group. If this idea applies to racial minorities, it must apply to
whites, too, and because whites experience even higher levels of social and
spatial isolation than blacks, the ‘‘racial problems’’ related to their ‘‘con-
finement in the prison built by racism’’ must be as consequential as those
produced by black and Latino ghettoization. Therefore, in this chapter I
explore how whites’ high levels of social and spatial segregation and
isolation from minorities creates what I label as a ‘‘white habitus,’’7 a
racialized, uninterrupted socialization process that conditions and creates
whites’ racial taste, perceptions, feelings, and emotions and their views
on racial matters.

One of the central consequences of the white habitus is that it promotes
a sense of group belonging (a white culture of solidarity) and negative
views about nonwhites.8 The analysis focuses on blacks in particular
because of the data I have (see chapter 1), but also because blacks are still
the racial antithesis of whites in the racial spectrum. I first examine
whites’ levels of residential segregation and personal association with
blacks. Second, I explore how they interpret their racial segregation and
isolation from blacks. Third, I present data that suggest some of the
potential consequences of whites’ limited level of interaction with blacks.
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WHITES’ RACIAL SEGREGATION
AND ISOLATION

In surveys, whites express openness to and, in many cases, even prefer-
ence for an interracial lifestyle.9 The answers of both college students and
DAS respondents to questions about residential and school integration as
well as others indicating support for the principle of integration bear this
out (see table 5.1).10 Similarly, on traditional ‘‘social distance’’11 questions,
such as whether respondents object to a family member inviting a black
friend for dinner or whether they approve of marriage between blacks
and whites, a large number of whites agreed with the racially tolerant
response. Thus, 92 percent of the students (and 87.2 percent of the DAS
respondents) indicated they had ‘‘no objection’’ to the former; 80.4 per-
cent of students (and 57.7 percent of DAS respondents) approved of the
latter.

However, based on their answers to questions dealing with their own
behavior, whites seemed less committed to an interracial life. For exam-
ple, when students were asked about the five people with whom they
interacted most on a daily basis, 67.7 percent stated that none of these five
people were black. Similarly, to the social-distance question, ‘‘Have you
invited a black person for lunch or dinner recently?’’ 68.5 percent said
‘‘no’’ (see nontraditional items in table 5.1 below). In line with these find-
ings, 87 percent of white DAS respondents admitted that none of their
three closest friends were black, 89 percent that they had never had a
romantic relationship with a black person, and 94.5 percent12 had a white
spouse at the time of the interview. Of the 323 white respondents in the
DAS survey, only one was married to a black person at the time of the
interview! In this section I begin to deconstruct the apparent ‘‘paradox’’13

between whites’ commitment to the principle of interracialism and their
mostly white pattern of association based on their answers to a series of
questions about their past and present lives.

‘‘It Was a White Neighborhood’’: Facts of Whites’
Segregation and Isolation

If the survey results suggest that few whites live an integrated life, the
interview data confirm it. For example, only 4 of the 41 white students
interviewed for this project reported having resided in neighborhoods
with a significant black or other minority presence (i.e., where minorities
made up at least 20 percent of their neighbors). Similarly, only 8 of the 66
whites interviewed for DAS grew up in racially mixed neighborhoods.
These findings are consistent with research on residential segregation.14

As perplexing as these numbers are, the facts of ‘‘whiteness’’ (levels of
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Table 5.1 White’s Views on Social Distance Items

Survey Interview DAS
Sample Sample Sample

Social Distance Questions (N � 451) (N � 41) (N � 323)

Traditional Items

B2. If a black family with about the same income
and education as you moved next door, would
you mind it a lot, a little, or not at all?
1. Not at alla 92.4% 95.1% 90.9%

B12. Do you approve or disapprove of marriage
between whites and blacks?
1. Approve 80.4 90.2 57.5
2. Not Sureb 12.9 4.9 —
3. Disapprove 6.7 4.9 42.5

B7. How strongly would you object if a member
of your family had a friendship with a black
person?
1. No objectiona 92.4 92.7 87.2

Nontraditional Items

A13. Think of the five people with whom you
interact the most on an almost daily basis. Of these
five, how many of them are black?
1. None 67.7 68.3 NA
2. One 20.0 24.4
3. Two or more 12.2 7.3

A15. Have you invited a black person for lunch or
dinner recently?
1. No 68.5 75.0 NA
2. Yes 31.5 25.0

A6. Think of your three closest friends, other than
relatives. How often do you engage in social
activities with them:
1. More than once a week 21.7
2. Once a week 29.5
3. Once a month NA NA 28.9
4. Less than once a month 17.1
5. Never 2.8

A7. How many of these (three) friends are (white/
black)?
0. None 87.0
1. One 11.2
2. Two NA NA 1.2
3. Three 0.6
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H10. Does your spouse consider (himself/herself),
primarily white or Caucasian, black or African
American, American Indian or Alaskan Native,
Asian or Pacific Islander, or something else?
1. White 94.5
2. Black 0.5
3. Native NA NA 0.5
4. Asian 1.5
7. Other 3.0

Have you ever had a romantic relationship with a
(black/white) person?
1. Yes NA NA 10.3
2. No 89.7

Sources: 1997 Survey of Social Attitudes of College Students and 1998 Detroit Area Study.
Notes: The option of ‘‘not sure’’ was not included in the survey.
a Percentages in other categories were insignificant and thus are not reported here.
b The option of ‘‘not sure’’ was not included in the survey.

racial isolation and segregation from blacks) get more disturbing yet. For
instance, two of the four college students who grew up in racially mixed
neighborhoods did not associate with minorities and another one related
to minorities in a racialized way.15 Of the eight DAS respondents who
grew up in mixed neighborhoods, two had no meaningful interactions
with blacks and four had very limited interactions.

Not surprisingly, given whites’ racial isolation, few reported having
close minority or black friends. Although ‘‘friendship’’ is a hard concept
to operationalize given its historically and culturally contingent nature
and unclear boundaries, most researchers agree that close friends exhibit
a high degree of interaction, interdependence, and closeness.16 In fact, when
researchers ask people about good friends, they have found that the most
common metaphor for describing closeness is kinship. Thus, good friends
are like family members.17

Based on these criteria and on respondents’ self-reports on interracial
‘‘friendship,’’ 34 of the 41 college students did not have black friends
while growing up (schools and neighborhoods). After cross-validating18

the answers of those who reported friendship with blacks, only 3 of the
remaining 7 students had black friends while growing up. Among DAS
respondents, 60 of the 66 reported not having close black friends in their
neighborhoods. And, as with college students, after carefully examining
the answers of the 6 respondents who claimed to have had black friends,
only 3 could be regarded as having had a close black friend.

Since my claim that many whites inflate their reports on friendship
with blacks is controversial, I provide two examples to illustrate how this
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process works. The first case is Sally, a student at MU. She grew up in
Novi, Michigan, a neighborhood she described as ‘‘a hundred percent
white and upper middle class.’’ Consequently, all her neighborhood
friends were white. Yet, Sally attended mostly ‘‘integrated’’ schools while
growing up. When asked, ‘‘who did you hang out with in school?,’’ she
responded:

It wasn’t bad. Everyone hung with everyone. In particularly, I’d have to say
my three best friends were white girls, but I definitely had an excellent girl-
friend that was African American and I had several acquaintances that were
Asian. That’s about it, never really any. . . .

Sally’s ‘‘excellent African American friend’’ did not participate in any
of the activities she enjoyed with her ‘‘three best friends’’ on the week-
ends, such as playing tennis, going shopping, or just hanging out. Neither
did Sally point to anything that indicated closeness nor interdependence
between her and her black friend.

The second case is Pauline, a retired woman in her seventies. She grew
up in Hamtramic, Michigan, a neighborhood where ‘‘there were a few
(black families), but not many.’’ When asked who her close friends were
while growing up, Pauline said: ‘‘the majority were white.’’ The inter-
viewer followed up this answer with the question, ‘‘Do you remember
having any black friends growing up?’’ Pauline’s reply was: ‘‘I always
had black friends, even when I worked19 I had black friends. In fact, I had
a couple of my best friends.’’ Pauline also claimed having had black
friends in schools because ‘‘I had lots of friends’’ and ‘‘I was popular at
school.’’ In both cases, Pauline seems to be referring to being ‘‘friendly’’
toward blacks rather than developing a meaningful personal interaction
with blacks. This follows from her claim that she was trained to ‘‘respect
everybody.’’

These findings are consistent with research on interracial friendship,
which usually finds that fewer than 10 percent of whites have black
friends.20 Furthermore, the promotion of black associates into friends is
consistent with recent research by survey expert Tom W. Smith. He shows
that when whites are asked directly whether or not they have black
friends, a large proportion (about 20 percent) says they do. When the
question is filtered by asking first whether or not the respondent has
friends, the proportion of respondents then claiming to have black friends
declines significantly. Finally, when the respondents are asked first
whether or not they have friends, then what their names are, and, finally,
whether or not any of these friends are black, the proportion of whites
claiming to have black friends declines precipitously.21

Can the low proportion of whites who befriend blacks be attributed to
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hypersegregation, as some researchers suggest?22 Alternatively, if whites
had the demographic chance of interacting with blacks of similar status,
would they do so? Based on the data from my two studies, neither stu-
dents nor Detroiters who had the demographic chance of interacting with
blacks did so. For example, of the 21 students who attended ‘‘integrated’’
schools, only 2 developed meaningful associations with blacks. A higher
proportion of DAS respondents (50 of 66) attended predominantly white
schools, but of the 16 who attended integrated schools, 5 had black
acquaintances, 5 had no black associates, and only 6 had black friends.

Why is it that integrated schools have not provided a meaningful plat-
form for interracial contacts? First, the structure of ‘‘desegregated’’
schools is such that interracial interactions do not lead to significant cross-
racial relationships.23 For instance, even when whites are bused to pre-
dominantly minority schools, tracking guarantees they have a mostly
white experience in their schools.24 Case in point: almost all of our respon-
dents described their classes (academic track) as ‘‘mostly white,’’ even in
cases where the schools were described as 40 percent or more minority!
Our respondents also rarely remembered being in classes or clubs in
which students of color were the majority. Second, school integration typ-
ically occurs late in the lives of whites (usually in high school). By that
time, they have already developed emotional attachments to whites as
their primary social group, learned a number of stereotypes about minori-
ties, and bypassed the development of the skills necessary to navigate
multicultural situations. Ray, a student at MU, explained aptly this last
point.

Interviewer: Uh, so what about middle school or high school? Did it change
much (compared to his previously all-white educational experiences)?25

Ray: Yeah, middle school, things began to change a little bit. Because there
were more areas being included. And things did become a little bit more
diversified, but mostly, it was pretty much the same, the same song and
dance, you know what I mean? Because, I don’t know if this was the way
they had it set up, but it was almost like they didn’t want the sort of lower
areas to assimilate with the upper areas until high school. And so that
meant that it wasn’t a whole new ball game in high school; the people that
were friends before were pretty much stayed friends through there. And
that’s not a hundred percent true, but it seemed to me that things were
pretty segmented in high school.

Another possible place for meaningful cross-racial interaction is col-
lege; because of ‘‘the emphasis on individual achievement and universal-
ism in higher education, the college educated may be less likely to
identify themselves with their social and cultural roots.’’26 Yet, based on
both survey and interview results of the two studies, the precollege pat-
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tern of limited and superficial interaction with blacks is maintained in col-
lege. As I stated earlier, nearly 70 percent of college students reported
they neither have a black person among ‘‘the five people with whom they
interact the most on an almost daily basis’’ nor have ‘‘invited a Black per-
son for lunch or dinner recently.’’27 This finding was confirmed in the
interviews. Of the 38 students who did not have black friends before col-
lege, only 2 developed friendships with blacks in college. Among the 3
subjects who had black friends before going to college, only 1 befriended
a black in college (her boyfriend, who was also from her hometown).
Altogether, only 3 of the 41 college students had a black friend at the time
of the interview. This finding is also consistent with previous research
about the limited extent of white-black interaction in college settings.28

In the case of DAS respondents, since all of them were 18 years or older,
the question that led us to assess their current level of interaction or asso-
ciation with blacks was, ‘‘Are you currently in college, employed, search-
ing for a job, or something else?’’ By far most white DAS respondents (44)
were working at the time of the interview, followed by retirees (10),
homemakers (6), people working part time (3), and unemployed (3). Of
the whites in these various situations, 41 found themselves in virtually
all-white environments, but 25 were not. Of these 25 whites, 8 did not
associate with blacks at all, 10 had superficial relationships with blacks,
and only 7 had black friends.

Once again, I found that a high proportion of the respondents pro-
moted black acquaintances to ‘‘good friends’’ or even ‘‘best friends.’’
Among college students, nearly 50 percent (19 of 41) stated they had black
‘‘friends’’ or that they ‘‘hung out’’ with blacks. After their claims were
analyzed, however, it was clear that only 3 truly had black friends by the
criteria discussed above. And among DAS respondents, a little more than
a third (24 of 66) made such claims, even though only 10 interacted with
blacks in a serious fashion.29 The following two cases exemplify respon-
dents who promoted black acquaintances to friends in the college or work
setting. The first case is Emily, a student at MU, who in response to a
question about her college friends said, ‘‘almost, well, mostly white.’’ Yet,
almost immediately she added, ‘‘I have a few black friends.’’ Since I
instructed my interviewers to follow up whites’ claims of friendship with
blacks (I also asked them to do the same when blacks claimed friendship
with whites, see chapter 7) to assess the degree of closeness of these rela-
tionships, the interviewer inquired about Emily’s friends.

Interviewer: Okay, and so, other than Jessica (her best white friend), who else?
Are there other people that you really spend a lot of time with? Or . . .

Emily: No. Just here and there, but I am really busy . . .
Interviewer: So who, if you can give me a rundown of some of these other
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people that you mentioned, like a bigger crowd of people that you might
hang out with? Maybe your roommate30 is one of them. Um, who are those
people? So, it sounds like Jessica is the person that you spend the most
time with.

Emily: Well, my roommate is—I’m friends with some girls in my hall. And
they are all black and they are really nice. And I hang out with them and
my roommate, sometimes we do stuff together like go to the mall or—it’s
not like I’m really good friends with them, but we do stuff together.

At the end, Emily recognized that ‘‘it’s not like I’m really good friends
with them,’’ but the claim of friendship with blacks helped her maintain
a pluralistic, color-blind outlook.

Jannis, a manager of human resources for a manufacturing firm she
described as ‘‘55 percent black,’’ when asked if she had friends in her job
said, she had with ‘‘a certain amount of them.’’ The interviewer then
asked the racial background of her job friends and Jannis responded ‘‘It
really makes no difference’’ and that ‘‘staff members who are both black
and white, we have shared meals with.’’ But Jannis did not associate with
any of these black friends outside her job or demonstrate having ever con-
fided in them. Furthermore, Jannis believes self-segregation is natural
because ‘‘no matter what racial group you are, you do, um, sort of gather
with those people that are alike.’’ This may explain why she described
interracial marriage as ‘‘salmons swimming upstream.’’

Three things are noteworthy about these self-reports of friendship with
blacks. First, blacks tend to be ‘‘otherized’’ (‘‘these people,’’ ‘‘them,’’ and
so forth) denoting the respondents’ social distance from blacks. For exam-
ple, black ‘‘friends’’ are hardly ever identified by their first names. Sec-
ond, superficial contacts (for college students, sports, music,31 and the
occasional friendly talk with a black student and, for Detroit residents,
the occasional lunch or talk at work with blacks) are used as self-evident
facts of friendship. Missing from these reports of friendship with blacks
is evidence of trust, of the capacity of confiding, and of interactions with
these friends beyond the place or situation of formal contact (classroom,
assigned roommates, or job). Finally, these ‘‘friendships’’ with blacks
always disappear after the reason for the formal interaction ends—taking
a class, rooming, playing in a band or in a sports team, or working in the
same company.

‘‘IT’S JUST THE WAY THINGS WERE’’: WHITES’
INTERPRETATION OF THEIR OWN

RACIAL SEGREGATION

Thus far I have shown that whites have very little contact with blacks in
neighborhoods, schools, colleges, and jobs. But how do whites interpret
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their segregation and isolation from blacks? How do they feel about this
racial reality that seems to contradict their endorsement of color blindness?
The most significant finding in this section is that whites do not interpret
their hypersegregation from blacks as a problem, because they do not inter-
pret this as a racial phenomenon. Instead, they normalize this crucial aspect
of their lives by either not regarding it as an issue or interpreting is as ‘‘nor-
mal,’’ as ‘‘just the way things are.’’ For instance, most respondents who
lived in segregated neighborhoods described them as ‘‘all white,’’ ‘‘pre-
dominantly white,’’ or ‘‘primarily white,’’ but when asked how they felt
about this fact, few stopped to think this was problematic at all. Among
college students, only five thought that the racial composition of their
neighborhood was a problem and, among DAS respondents, only eight
made such comments. Among the eight DAS respondents who commented
negatively on the whiteness of the racial composition of their neighbor-
hoods, one was a Jewish woman who complained about anti-Semitism,
another was a Dutch person who complained about feeling isolated as a
foreigner, and two others were whites who lived in minority neighbor-
hoods while growing up. Therefore, only four DAS respondents recog-
nized their racial isolation from minorities as a problem.

The typical college students described their feelings about their neigh-
borhoods’ racial makeups with statements such as, ‘‘I liked it, it was fine
to me’’ (Kim, SU); ‘‘When I was growing up, I didn’t think about it much.
I mean, it was fine for me, it doesn’t really bother me that much’’ (Brian,
SU); ‘‘I really didn’t think about it’’ (Mary, MU); ‘‘Yeah, really comfort-
able’’ (Kara, MU); ‘‘I didn’t care, which is pretty standard, I think, for the
kids. It’s taken for granted’’ (Bill, WU). The interpretation of hypersegre-
gation as a normal, matter-of-fact affair was expressed by students with
statements such as, ‘‘it’s like the perfect American neighborhood’’ and
‘‘the sort of white upper-middle-class, Leave It to Beaver’s what I think of’’
(Ray, MU) and ‘‘It was a middle-class normal neighborhood’’ (Rick, WU).
DAS respondents’ answers to a similar question produced responses such
as ‘‘I loved it! Everybody was one big happy family’’ (Jill), ‘‘Well, its a
very comfortable town because if anybody had a problem, then the rest
of the town was there to help you’’ (Monica), ‘‘Oh, it was great. They were
all basically the same kind of people’’ (Don), and ‘‘They were good peo-
ple. It was a good neighborhood’’ (Pat).

This lack of reflexivity is not surprising since, as psychologist Beverly
Tatum argues, dominant identities tend to remain inarticulate precisely
because they are seen as the ‘‘norm’’ and, therefore, ‘‘Whites can easily
reach adulthood without thinking much about their racial group.’’32 Thus,
whereas whiteness is not perceived as a racial category, other categories
are; whereas a white neighborhood is a ‘‘normal’’ neighborhood, a black
neighborhood is ‘‘racially segregated.’’ Nevertheless, besides white racial
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progressives (see chapter 6) who recognized racial segregation and isola-
tion as a problem, a few other respondents realized in the interview that
the racial composition of their neighborhoods or networks of friends could
be regarded as problematic. For these respondents, however, the issue
was explaining these matters as not involving prejudice on their part. For
instance, Carol, an SU student, said about the racial mix of her neighbor-
hood, ‘‘Never, never entered my mind, it was just my neighborhood,’’
and she stressed that her community was thoroughly mixed. However,
when asked who her friends were, she pointed out that they were almost
all white (she had one ‘‘Hispanic’’ friend). At this point Carol seemed to
realize the contradiction between claiming that she lived in a mixed
neighborhood and having virtually all-white friends. Hence, Carol
remarked in a rather indignant tone: ‘‘I mean, I don’t think it, like me
being friends with them had anything to do with them being I guess
white, it’s just they lived like next door and across the street from me.’’
Carol added that her friends’ race was just the result of ‘‘location.’’

Sonny, an MU student, explained the limited interaction among blacks
and whites in her school as a product of demography:

I don’t think we had any black friends. I don’t know why. It kind of stuck
together and, I don’t know, it wasn’t that we, it wasn’t that we wouldn’t be,
like allowing to black people, it’s just that there was never, like, an opportu-
nity. There’s no population like around where I lived.

Ray, the MU student cited above, addressed the same issue in a rather
defensive way:

I don’t think there was any type of prejudice involved, I just think that we
really didn’t know these kids. You know what I mean? They lived in differ-
ent neighborhoods, they went to different schools. And there was never any
effort made to exclude, and if anything, there was effort made to cultivate
these kids. Any type of discrimination in terms of anything was really just
taboo at East Lansing. It wasn’t like people were trying to exclude them, it’s
just that they didn’t know them. It’s just the way things were.

Naturalizing whites’ racial isolation (‘‘It’s just the way things were’’;
see chapter 2) was a strategy adopted by most college students to ratio-
nalize their limited contact with blacks. For example, Daniel, a WU stu-
dent and a recent immigrant to this country, stated about segregation
that, ‘‘I guess in American society it seems sort of, it sort of comes natural,
it appears to be the way of things.’’ Andy, another WU student, said
about segregation that, ‘‘I would agree that we don’t, or Caucasian peo-
ple, or the majority does not make things necessarily comfortable for
them, but not like intentionally, so I think it just sort of comes up that way
[laughs].’’ Sue, a student at SU, commented about the whiteness of her
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neighborhood that, ‘‘I lived there since I was two, I don’t really have
much of an opinion on it. I just sort of, that’s how it was.’’

The few DAS respondents who realized their limited interaction with
blacks could be interpreted as ‘‘racist’’ were also keen in pointing out that
race had no bearing in their lives. As college students, many used the
demographic excuse to explain why they did not interact with minorities.
For example, Kim, a housewife in her late twenties, had a racial life typi-
cal of DAS respondents. Kim grew up in various cities in Michigan with
few blacks around and had no interactions with them. At the time of the
interview she lived in a neighborhood she described as ‘‘mostly white.’’
When asked if she had black friends in school, Kim said, ‘‘I never had
close black friends.’’ Kim then inserted a personal story about her father
being racist (for a discussion on these stories, see chapter 4). Later on,
when discussing with whom she interacted as a homemaker, Kim said:

Yep, yep, my husband has some black friends in, you know. You just don’t
see ’em [respondent is referring to blacks here]. They move or whatever, we
don’t see ’em. It’s just—I wished I did so I could just say, you know, ‘‘I do’’
[have black friends]. They are just not around, they don’t live in our area.

Trudy, a salesperson at a large retail store in her late twenties, also had
the typical white life. She grew up in Warren, Michigan, an area she
described as ‘‘pretty much white.’’ She attended both private and public
schools that she also described as ‘‘mostly white.’’ In neither her neigh-
borhoods nor the schools she attended did Trudy develop friendships
with blacks. However, 20 percent of her coworkers are black. Yet, when
asked about friends in her job, she reported they are ‘‘mostly white.’’
When asked if she had any black friends in her job, Trudy said, ‘‘Yeah,
mostly like acquaintances, not like real good friends.’’ Asked about this
situation, Trudy said she ‘‘didn’t do a whole lot’’ with her black acquain-
tances because ‘‘I mean, I don’t get a lot of opportunity because there are
not a whole lot of black people that I work with.’’

Lastly, Rita, an underemployed worker at a cookie company in her
twenties, explained her lack of black friends while attending racially
mixed schools in Detroit: ‘‘No, but it wasn’t because I didn’t want to. It’s
not, it’s not because—I didn’t have a problem with them. It just, I never
socialized with them. Yeah more like they actually never socialized with
me.’’

Like Rita, whites’ lack of reflexivity about how race fractures their own
lives is evident in their racial projections on a variety of issues (for a dis-
cussion on the role of projection, see chapter 3). For example, Kara, an
MU student, commented on so-called black self-segregation that, ‘‘they
just kind of clique with those people and at first I was like, I guess you
are always kind of taken aback by it when you see, like, a whole table of
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minorities, it’s harder to go up to people and talk to them when there’s a
whole group of them.’’ Mickey, another MU student, said on the same
issue: ‘‘I’ve definitely seen that. I think the one thing that sticks out the
most, the one example, is just like, like dining facilities. Like it’s never, it’s
never integrated. It’s always, they always they have their own place to
eat.’’ The interviewer asked Mickey if he thought this practice was exclu-
sive to blacks and he answered, ‘‘That’s mainly just African American
people, yeah.’’ Finally, Dan, another student from WU, noted that the fact
that blacks have ‘‘their own dorms, activities, clubs, and such might be a
contributing factor because it kind of encourages them to spend more
time with each other and not worry [about] interact[ing] with other peo-
ple.’’ Kara does not see white cliquing, Mickey does not see white tables,
and Dan does not see white anything!

Many DAS respondents also projected racial motivations onto blacks.
For example, Ian, a manager of information security for an automotive
company in his fifties, addressed this issue as follows:

I think they’re hard to approach at times. At least the ones I have dealt with
and deal with on a day-to-day basis. If you question ’em, they take it person-
ally, very defensive. And I try not to, not to make race an issue because I do
have to deal with, you know, Indians and Chinese and everything and, as
long as, you know, they can do the job, I have no problem with it. But when
you constantly go to somebody and say—just follow up with ’em, ‘‘Did you
do this? Did you do that? Did you make sure of this?’’ and they take it per-
sonally, I have a problem with that. You know, ’cause it’s not, you know,
we’re not bothering to check anybody’s integrity. It’s just, ‘‘Did you get the
job done?’’ and, at times they don’t like to be questioned.

When asked if he thought this was ‘‘more a problem of self-segregating
or a problem of not feeling welcomed’’ by whites, Ian answered without
any hesitation: ‘‘Self-segregating.’’

Matt, a city worker in his twenties, provided a similar one-sided expla-
nation:

Yeah right. I don’t know about hard to approach but from ah, where I’ve
worked in the past and presently, it seems they’re not open to any informa-
tion or ideas from white folks. That they’re, you know, set in their own way
or maybe their way is a better way, which may or may not be true. But
they’re, they’re not hard to approach. I have no problem approaching them,
but when I do, it’s like it goes in one ear and out of the other. They don’t
really, you know, take what you have to say as either encouragement or sup-
port or help. And, you know, just view a white guy talking for no reason.

Finally, various respondents made direct statements that signify they
regard whiteness as ‘‘normal’’ and, therefore, nonracial. For example,
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Rick, a WU student, said that blacks are into the ‘‘me syndrome,’’ which
he thinks is ‘‘so stupid,’’ and added that in his dealings with people from
other ethnic groups the question of segregation ‘‘wasn’t even approached,
we were just friends and because I grew up in a white neighborhood, I
really didn’t see race.’’ What allows Rick to say that because he ‘‘grew up
in a white neighborhood’’ he ‘‘didn’t see race’’ is that he interprets ‘‘race’’
as something that only racial minorities have.

Lee, another WU student, complained about the monotony of his
neighborhood because it was ‘‘all white people, but we lived pretty close
to Washington, D.C., and there was a lot of culture there, I mean.’’ There-
fore for Lee,33 culture, which he defines narrowly as music, food, and arts,
was the prerogative of D.C., an area that is more than two-thirds black.
For Lee, then, blacks and Latinos have ‘‘culture,’’ but whites (who are not
regarded as a race) do not.

Many DAS respondents also saw blacks and other minorities as the
only actors who could be regarded as racial. Although this can be inferred
from the way they answered many questions, a few used expressions that
showed this directly. For example, Susie, a social worker in her late for-
ties, said about the racial mix in her school, ‘‘I don’t think there was any
racial children in my, you know, public schools.’’ Susie repeated the
expression (racial children) when describing the racial makeup of her
workplace:

Oh, jeez, I just had an employee with that. Umhum [raises voice] I think it’s
probably 52/48 [percent], 52 being Caucasian, 48 being black, close to 50/50.
But she indicated [referring to a black ‘‘friend’’ at work] there’s a few blacks
missing [lowers voice], one of my racial friends.

The data presented in this section indicates that whites do not see or
interpret their own racial segregation and isolation as a racial issue at all.
This blindness is central for understanding their views on a host of racial
matters. Recognizing whites’ lack of realization that race matters in their
lives, combined with their limited interracial socialization, helps decipher
the apparent contradiction between their stated preference for a color-
blind approach to life (which corresponds to their perception of how they
live their own lives) and the white reality of their lives. I examine this
apparent contradiction by focusing on their views on the sensitive matter
of interracial relations.

‘‘IF TWO PEOPLE ARE IN LOVE . . .’’: WHITES’
VIEWS ON INTERRACIAL MARRIAGE

Despite whites’ stake in color blindness, in surveys they are more likely
to oppose interracial marriage than any other form of interracial associa-
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tion.34 For example, only 57.5 percent of white DAS respondents approved
of interracial marriage in the survey. Although the approval rate was
higher among college students—80 percent for white-black unions and
86 percent for white-Mexican unions—it was still lower among students
than was support for other social-distance questions (see table 5.1). This
latter finding about college students fits research that suggests educated
people are more likely to express approval for the principles of integra-
tion.35

Nevertheless, most DAS respondents and even the few college students
who admitted they had problems with interracial marriage in the inter-
views brandished a laissez-fare or color-blind view on love. Love was
described as a matter of personal choice between two people and, thus,
as no one else’s business because ‘‘love conquers all obstacles’’ (see my
discussion of abstract liberalism in chapter 2).36 Yet, this endorsement of
color blindness in romantic relationships cannot be interpreted in a
straightforward manner. Most respondents qualified their support in such
a way or live such segregated lifestyles that their laissez-faire positions on
this subject seem empty. Furthermore, too many whites express an aver-
sion for blackness (‘‘negrophobia’’) that casts doubt on their professed
color blindness.

In table 5.2 I map respondents’ answers to the interracial marriage
question. The classifications are not mutually exclusive (e.g., some
respondents I classified as 2s could have been classified as 4s) and cannot
be read as an ordinal scale, that is, as moving from racial progressives to
racial reactionaries (e.g., some respondents I classified as 3s or 4s were in
fact more racially progressive than some who were 2s). The purpose of
this taxonomy is just to organize answers to this question rather than pro-
vide the ultimate analysis of which respondents are truly ‘‘for’’ or
‘‘against’’ these unions.

Table 5.2 Respondents’ Answers to the Interracial Marriage Question

RespondentsDAS Students
Respondents’ Views on Interracial Marriage (%) (%)

1. Support marriage/Interracial life 5 (12.5) 7 (11.0)
2. Support marriage/Primary white networks 8 (20.0) 14 (22.0)
3. Reservations toward intermarriage/Interracial life 4 (10.0) 2 (3.0)
4. Reservations toward intermarriage/Primary white networks 21 (52.5) 21 (32.0)
5. Opposes intermarriage/Interracial life 0 (0.0) 7 (11.0)
6. Opposes intermarriage/Primary white networks 2 (5.0) 14 (22.0)
Total number of respondents 40a 65a

a The question was not as asked to one of the students and one of the DAS respondents.



118 Chapter 5

In the case of college students, the typical response was category 4,
respondents who qualified their support with expressions of concern for
the children, family reactions, or location, or with rhetorical maneuvers
indicative of little personal commitment to these unions (‘‘They can have
all the fun they want, it doesn’t bother me at all’’). Eight students sup-
ported interracial marriage but had all-white associations37 and two
admitted directly that they would not do it themselves. Among DAS
respondents, the typical response was also category 4 (32 percent), fol-
lowed closely by respondents who opposed interracial marriage (22 per-
cent). A similar proportion of DAS respondents and college students
stated their support for interracial marriage in the interviews (32.5 per-
cent to 33 percent).

Since the responses to this sensitive question are complex, I present var-
ious examples from each category. First I provide examples of respon-
dents’ answers in category 1—those who approved of interracial marriage
and had an interracial lifestyle.38 Kay, a student at MU, answered the
interracial question in the following manner: ‘‘I don’t see anything wrong
with it [laughs].’’ Kay laughed because before this question was posed to
her she had said that her boyfriend was black (she was the only white
dating or married to a black among the 107 whites interviewed in these
two projects). Franci, a homemaker in her twenties, answered the ques-
tion similarly: ‘‘As long as they’re happy, go for it!’’ Although many other
whites used expressions such as this one, they immediately added long-
winded statements qualifying their support. In contrast, respondents in
this category answered without hesitation and had an interracial lifestyle
that included in some cases having dated across the color line. Franci, for
example, had dated four minority men, one of whom was black.

But even in this category, which was the most internally consistent,
there was some variance. For instance, Scott, a mechanical drafter in his
twenties, answered the interracial question as follows: ‘‘If you are com-
fortable with it, do it. You know, I mean, I’m looking for a Vietnamese—
half-Vietnamese, half-Chinese right now. That’s my dream woman right
there. I love Asian women.’’ Scott, who had dated Asian (half-Vietnam-
ese), Latino, and Arab women in the past, seems like a clear example of
respondents in category 1. Yet, Scott’s fascination for Asian women was
highly racialized (he stated he liked them because their food ‘‘is awe-
some,’’ they are ‘‘just so attractive to me,’’ and he ‘‘just love[s] the Asian
race, it’s mystical to me in a way’’) and in tune with the way that many
white men think of Asian women today.39 Even more problematic was
Scott’s response in a follow-up to the interracial marriage question. After
Scott stated he would have ‘‘no problem’’ marrying someone of a differ-
ent race, the interviewer asked him, ‘‘So what do you think about people
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who are absolutely against it, you know, who want to keep the races pure
or whatever?’’ His answer was:

I mean, I kind of, I feel that way also because I kind of, I don’t know, I kinda
wanna stay with my nationality in a way, you know. I think once, once you
start breaking away, you start losing your own like deep home family values
and in a way, you get mixed emotions, you know. But then again, it’s just
like the old times are gone, you know it’s all modern-day now. So really
you[r] nationality really don’t, shouldn’t count. But then again some people
don’t want to have so much blood within their family, within their name,
you know. I know people that will not marry unless they’re a hundred per-
cent Italian. I got a couple of people who will not date anyone unless they’re
hundred percent Italian, so. . . .

Based on this response and the fact that Scott was classified as having an
interracial lifestyle because he had one black friend while growing up, he
could have been classified as someone who opposes interracial marriage.

Respondents in category 2—those who approved of interracial mar-
riage but associated primarily with whites—had more diverse responses.
Some were respondents on the ‘‘racial progressive’’ side (see chapter 7)
such as Sam, a warehouse laborer in his twenties. His response to the
intermarriage question was: ‘‘I have no problems with it. I just did it.’’
Sam was married to a Mexican American woman and stated he had been
‘‘attracted [to black women] but I’ve really never dated anyone like that.’’
Others were supportive of interracial marriage, but had a racial prefer-
ence for white mates. For example, Ray, an MU student cited above,
answered the interracial marriage question as follows:

I think that there’s, I think that interracial marriage is totally legitimate. I
think if two people love each other and they want to spend the rest of their
lives together, I think they should definitely get married. And race should in
no way be an inhibitive factor.

Although Ray seems supportive of interracial marriage (despite using
some indirectness), his life before college and in college was centered
exclusively around whites. He grew up in a midsize city in the Midwest
in an upper-middle-class neighborhood that he characterized as ‘‘all
white’’ and described his friends as ‘‘what the average suburban kid is
like nowadays.’’ More significantly, Ray, who was extremely articulate in
the interview, stuttered remarkably over the question (asked before the
one on intermarriage) dealing with whether or not he had ever been
attracted to blacks (see chapter 3 for Ray’s answer). Ray’s hesitation was
due to the fact he is not attracted to black women, something that clashes
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with his self-proclaimed color-blind approach to love and his apparent
support for interracial marriages.

The third and fourth categories include respondents who had reserva-
tions about interracial marriage. I discuss them together because there are
no meaningful variations in these two categories and I provide many
examples, as a large number of respondents (nearly 50 percent) were in
one of these two kindred categories. Most of the respondents in categories
3 and 4 stated they had no problem with interracial marriage but pro-
ceeded to cite reasons why these marriages are more difficult. A typical
example is Olga, a software salesperson for an insurance company in her
forties:

Well, I guess my only concern is always if there’s children and how those
children will be accepted or not accepted. And it would be nice to think that
the world would be lovely and wonderful but, you know, I think people
should be allowed to do whatever they want to do. I don’t think you should
look at people’s skin color or their origin or anything to determine what it is
you want to do. However, what are you putting those kids through when
they’re a mixed that neither culture would accept because the cultures are
sometimes just as bad about sticking together as they are about claiming that
no one will let them in and out of each other’s areas. So sometimes that really
affects the kids and neither culture will accept the child as being their culture
or the other. So that concerns me, but in general, I don’t have any problem
with any of that.

Joann, a clerk in a department store in her early sixties, stated that,
‘‘except for someone that might be extremely young, I think that [if] they
want to marry outside their race and put up with what they [will face],
that’s their problem.’’ But Joann acknowledged that interracial marriage
could not have happened in her own family because:

I, that I never [very loud] even though—because my husband was ‘‘whites
marry whites, blacks marry blacks,’’ he was very prejudice about it. He grew
up with that made up [in] his mind and that was it. Any white could marry
any whites but blacks marry blacks and that is the way it was.

Ian, the manager of information security cited above, said in typical
fashion about interracial marriage, ‘‘I don’t have a problem with it at all,’’
but added,

There’s gonna be problems. White and Chinese, white and even Italian,
there’s gonna be problems, white and black. I have no problems with it, but
they better face the facts of life, they’re gonna have a lot of problems. And
they’re not gonna be accepted, I don’t, at least, I don’t think very well by
either side.
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College students in these categories answered in similar fashion. For
instance, Sally, an MU student, stated her view on interracial marriage as
follows:

I certainly don’t oppose the marriage, not at all, depending on where I am,
if I had to have a concern, yes, it would be for the children. You know, it can
be nasty and then other kids wouldn’t even notice. I think I could care less
what anyone else does with their lives, as long as they are really happy. And
if the parents can set a really strong foundation at home, it can be conquered,
but I’m sure, in some places, it could cause a problem.

Sally’s apprehension matched the nature of her life and her specific
views on blacks. Sally’s network of relationships was, in terms of interac-
tions, relationships, and residence, an almost entirely white one. When
asked about her romantic life, Sally said that she had never dated a per-
son of color and recognized that, ‘‘I’ve never been attracted to a black per-
son’’ and that, ‘‘I never look at what they look like, it just hasn’t occurred
in my life.’’

Some respondents in these two categories could have been classified as
people who opposed interracial marriage, even though they did not say
so. For example, Mandi, a nurse working in a nursing home in her thirties,
answered the question on intermarriage by saying, ‘‘I wouldn’t do it.’’
When asked for her general position, she said: ‘‘I don’t think I could tell
people what to do. I think it’s hard on people when they marry outside
their race. The children.’’ Thus Mandi relies on abstract liberalism for her
general position on interracial marriage, but is clear that interracial mar-
riage is not for her.

Another example is Dina, an employment manager for an advertising
agency in her twenties. Her answer to the interracial marriage question
was:

I don’t have an issue with it at all. You know, I personally, I don’t [date peo-
ple] of another race so it’s very difficult for me to say, but I don’t think [sighs]
I can’t see myself ever doing that, marrying someone of another race. But we
have friends in interrational—interracial relationships and. . . .

Interestingly, Dina had dated a black man for a week in high school. Yet,
she pointed out that ‘‘he was kinda like a white person, you know, he
acted white, he talked white’’ and that she did it to ‘‘kinda just to tick off
my grandpa.’’ In general, Dina said, ‘‘the guys I dated were white jocks
kinda guys.’’

Finally, I present respondents answers in categories 5 and 6, those who
opposed interracial marriage. The first example is Janet, a married stu-
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dent at SU. Janet, like a number of respondents, accused people in interra-
cial relationships of being selfish:

I would feel that in most situations they’re not really thinking of, of the child.
I mean, they might not really think anything of it, but in reality I think most
of the time the child is growing up, he’s going to be picked on because he
has parents from different races, and it’s gonna, and it’s gonna ultimately
affect the child and, and the end result is they’re only thinking of them—of
their own happiness, not the happiness of the kid.

The interviewer followed up by asking, ‘‘How do you think your family
would deal with it if you or someone else in your family became involved
with someone of another race?’’ Janet’s answer was: ‘‘They would not like
it at all [laughs]!’’

Most older respondents expressed their disapproval of interracial mar-
riage without hesitation and relied on Jim Crow tenets to justify their
position. For example, Jim, a retired man in his seventies, stated:

Well, I’m against it. I think scripture says that we should be very careful how
we should choose our mates. I may love the girl I want to marry and she’s
black, but I just can’t look at that situation. I have to look at what’s going to
happen afterwards, what’s going to happen to our kids. They’re the ones
who take a beating. You’re not white, you’re not black.

However, some older respondents expressed their opposition in a more
refined manner. For instance, Rhonda, a part-time salesperson in a golf
store and of Jewish background, used the movie Fiddler in the Roof to state
her view on this matter: ‘‘A bird and a fish can fall in love but where do
they go to nest?’’ After saying this, Rhonda narrated a testimony (see
chapter 4) to suggest blacks and whites should not marry because it
causes many problems for the children. She then commented: ‘‘The chil-
dren are the ones that are—they’re the ones that are not going to be,
they’re the ones that don’t [know] where they belong. They don’t know
if they are white, they don’t know if they’re black.’’

As the previous examples illustrate, the argument of the children (or
concerns for family) are not much different than those of respondents in
categories 3 and 4. More significantly, a few respondents in these catego-
ries (those who opposed interracial marriage) used the jargon of color
blindness in their responses. For example, Henrietta, a transsexual school
teacher in his fifties, answered the question on intermarriage as follows:
‘‘[5-second pause] If two people [3-second pause] are [in love] . . . I see noth-
ing wrong with it. It’s their business.’’ Henrietta seems to have a laissez-
faire view on interracial marriage. However, after stating his view, Henri-
etta proceeded to discuss the problems he has seen among biracial chil-
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dren in his school. In this discussion, Henrietta seemed to change his
mind and said: ‘‘I would say I would have to be against it.’’ The inter-
viewer then asked him, ‘‘So then it sounds like you yourself would not
consider marrying someone of another race or . . . ?’’ Henrietta
responded: ‘‘It depends. It depends on how I feel about the person due
to my upbringing, could I, if you’re asking me could I marry a black man?
No. If you are asking me if I could marry an Asiatic man or an American,
Native American man? Yes.’’

There are three things clear from the answers of the respondents in
these studies to the question on interracial marriage. First, although most
use the language of color blindness (‘‘I have no problem with it’’ or ‘‘If
two people are in love’’), their answers reveal a deep level of reservation
if not outright opposition toward these unions. Second, a large number
of whites express a clear preference for whites as mates that seems to vio-
late their professed color blindness. Third, even though whites do not
have much contact with blacks or with people in interracial marriages,
they reject these unions because of presumed ‘‘problems’’ that transpire
in these marriages.

I suggest whites’ answers to the interracial marriage question are prima
facie evidence of one of the consequences of the white habitus. Whites’
answers signify they have serious difficulties in thinking about these rela-
tionships as normal. From a social-psychological perspective, this is not a
mystery. How can whites fall in love with people whom they never see,
whom they regard as ‘‘different,’’ and with whom they hardly associate?
Hence, what their answers to the interracial question betray is that white-
ness as a lifestyle fosters whiteness as a choice for friends and partners.
Their answers also reveal concerns for not sounding ‘‘racist,’’ concerns
that fit well what I have discussed about color-blind racism so far.

CONCLUSION

At the outset of this chapter I argued that whites live a white habitus that
creates and conditions their views, cognitions, and even sense of beauty
and, more importantly, fosters a sense of racial solidarity. This postulate
fits the arguments and findings of the status construction and social iden-
tity theories. Whereas work in the social identity tradition has amply
demonstrated how little it takes to create antagonistic groups, work in the
status construction tradition has shown that once there are two or more
status groups in a social system, those at the top tend to adjudicate the
status differences to nominal characteristics such as race and gender.40

Research in these traditions has also uncovered that when status differ-
ences between groups exist, as in the case between whites and blacks, the
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advantaged group develops its own ‘‘groupthink,’’ values, and norms to
account for and rationalize these differences.

In this chapter I documented three things related to the white habitus.
First, I showed that whites experience tremendous levels of racial segre-
gation and isolation while growing up. That isolation continues in college
and in the workplace, even when blacks are present in these environ-
ments. Second, I documented how whites, for the most part, do not inter-
pret their racial isolation and segregation from blacks as racial. Instead,
they either do not see any need to explain this or explain it as a nonracial
matter (‘‘Race has nothing to do with it’’ or ‘‘That’s the way things are’’).
Lastly, I examined their answers to the interracial marriage question and
suggested that they are an example of what the white habitus produces,
as they signify, despite the color-blind rhetoric, that whites are not very
likely to engage in interracial unions with blacks.

The social psychology produced by the white habitus leads to the cre-
ation of positive self-views (‘‘We are nice, normal people’’) and negative
other views (‘‘They are lazy’’).41 The more distant the group in question
is from the white ‘‘norm,’’ other things being equal, the more negative
whites will view the group. Because blacks are the group farthest from
whites residentially and socially in this country42—although not necessar-
ily culturally43—they are the most likely candidates for debasement.44 In
previous chapters I documented how whites see blacks in a negative
light. For example, they regard blacks as lazy, as welfare-dependent, and
as receiving preferential treatment. They also believe blacks complain too
much about racism and discrimination. This negative view on blacks
extends to the most personal realm: close interracial associations as
friends and significant others. Although most whites rely on color blind-
ness (‘‘race doesn’t matter’’), a free-market logic on human relationships
(‘‘if two people are in love’’), and liberal individualism (‘‘I don’t think
that anyone should have the right to tell anyone else whether or not they
should marry’’) to articulate their views on interracial marriage, few seem
to support these relationships and, more significantly, to be in a position
to ever engage in one or even to be neutral in case a close family member
enters into one.

Whites’ lack of true empathy for or interest in interracial marriage with
blacks should not be a shock or a mystery to readers. People cannot like
or love people they don’t see or interact with. This truism has been cor-
roborated by social psychologists, who for years have maintained that
friendship and love emerge when people share activities, proximity,
familiarity, and status.45 Thus, whites’ extreme racial isolation from
blacks does not provide fertile soil upon which primary interracial associ-
ations can flourish, regardless of blacks’ level of assimilation. Therefore,
whites’ theoretical support for interracial associations with blacks is not
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likely to lead to significant increases in their personal associations with
blacks.

The social and political implications of the white habitus are very sig-
nificant. The universe of whiteness navigated on an everyday basis by
most whites fosters a high degree of homogeneity of racial views and
even of the manners in which whites express these views. Despite the
civil rights revolution, whites, young and old, live a fundamentally segre-
gated life that has attitudinal, emotional, and political implications. Yet
it is important to underscore the existence of racial progressives in these
samples. Their existence suggests that although the white habitus condi-
tions whites’ lives, whites can, as Marx said, ‘‘make their own history.’’46

I found a number of respondents who lived interracial lifestyles, under-
stood the significance of contemporary discrimination, and did not rely
on color blindness to articulate their racial views. I turn my attention to
this group of racial progressives in the next chapter.
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Are All Whites Refined
Archie Bunkers?

An Examination of White
Racial Progressives

Most whites in the United States rely on the ideology of color-blind
racism to articulate their views (by relying on the frames of the ide-

ology), present their ideas (by using the style of the ideology), and inter-
pret interactions with people of color (by sharing the racial stories of the
ideology). They believe blacks are culturally deficient, welfare-depen-
dent, and lazy. They regard affirmative action and reparations as tanta-
mount to ‘‘reverse discrimination.’’ And because whites believe
discrimination is a thing of the past, minorities’ protestations about being
racially profiled, experiencing discrimination in the housing and labor
markets, and being discriminated against in restaurants, stores, and other
social settings are interpreted as ‘‘excuses.’’ Following the color-blind
script, whites support almost all the goals of the Civil Rights Movement
in principle, but object in practice to almost all the policies that have been
developed to make these goals a reality. Although they abhor what they
regard as blacks’ ‘‘self-segregation,’’ they do not have any problem with
their own racial segregation because they do not see it as a racial phenom-
enon. Finally, although they sing loudly the color-blind song, as I showed
in the previous chapter, they live a white color-coded life.

Does this mean that all whites are refined Archie Bunkers? Does every
single white subscribe to the frames, racial stories, and style associated
with color-blind racism? The answer is obviously not. Historically, racial
progress in America has always transpired because of the joint efforts of
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racial minorities and white progressives. No one can forget the coura-
geous efforts of whites such as John Brown, Thaddeus Stevens, Charles
Sumner, Lydia Maria Child, the Grimke sisters, and the many whites who
joined the Civil Rights Movement; no one should ever ignore white mili-
tants who struggled for racial equality and who risked their lives for this
goal.1 Therefore today, as yesterday, a portion of the white population is
not singing the tune of color blindness. Who are these modern-day
‘‘white traitors’’?2 Are they middle-class, educated, racially enlightened
whites, as most social scientists contend?3 Are they more likely to be
socialized outside the white habitus (see chapter 5)? Are racial progres-
sives beyond racial contradictions? These are some of the questions I
examine in this chapter.

THE SURPRISING DEMOGRAPHY
OF RACIAL PROGRESSIVES

Interview data from the 1997 Survey on Social Attitudes of College Stu-
dents and the 1998 Detroit Area Study suggest young, working-class
women are the most likely candidates to be racial progressives.4 This
finding contradicts the claims of most of the media and scholars (from
Theodor Adorno’s The Authoritarian Personality onward), who contend
‘‘racists’’ are poor or working-class whites.5 These commentators contend
poor whites project their fears, their sense of losing out, and their con-
cerns with demographic, civil, and political changes in America onto
racial minorities. These opinion-shaping agents also propagate the view
that most whites, whom they classify as ‘‘middle class,’’ are racially toler-
ant. But if racism is systemic,6 this view of ‘‘good’’ and ‘‘bad’’ whites
distorts reality. Systems of privilege are defended by most of their bene-
ficiaries in a variety of ways. Some actors defend systemic privilege
through violence, but most do so by following the normal customs and
practices that help keep the system in place. Hence, the analytical (and
political) issue regarding ‘‘racism’’ (racial ideology) ought always to be,
What segment of the dominant race does not subscribe to the dominant
racial ideology and why not?

I classified as racial progressives respondents who support affirmative
action and interracial marriage and who recognize the significance of dis-
crimination in the United States. In cases in which respondents exhibited
reservations on one of the issues, I made an effort to search for other ele-
ments disclosed in the interview to help me classify the respondents (e.g.,
whether they had meaningful relationships with minorities or the degree
of racial progressiveness on other race-related issues discussed in the
interviews). Based on these criteria, I classified 15 percent of college stu-
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dents (6 of 41) and 12 percent of the DAS respondents (8 of 66) as racial
progressives.

PROFILES OF RACIAL PROGRESSIVES:
COLLEGE STUDENTS

I classified two students at WU and three at MU as racial progressives.
Common characteristics of these five respondents were their class back-
ground (four belonged to the working or lower-middle class), gender (all
were women), and being in college. Other elements that affected their
degree of racial progressiveness were having meaningful associations or
friendships with people of color (three of these women had dated black
or Latino men) and having a very liberal or radical political ideology. I
profile three of these students in the following pages.

Beth: ‘‘Being a White Male I Guess You Don’t Realize
Shit Unless It’s Shoved in Your Face’’

Beth was a student at WU at the time of the interview. She grew up in
southeast Portland in a lower-middle-class neighborhood and, although
she classified herself as middle class, she acknowledged that while she
was a child, her parents were not ‘‘making a whole lot.’’ This element, the
fact that her father was a supervisor in a factory and had only a high-
school diploma, and the neighborhood where she grew up suggest Beth
had a strong working-class influence in her formative years.

Beth was exposed early on in her life to people from many back-
grounds. Of the four friends she mentioned from her childhood, one was
half black, another was an adopted Thai, and another was Chinese.
Among the four friends she mentioned having had in middle school, one
was a girl from Trinidad and another was from China. Although Beth had
only dated white males in her life (one had some Native American ances-
try but, as she pointed out, ‘‘he doesn’t appear as stereotypical minority,
he just looks white’’), she acknowledged having had a ‘‘major crush on a
black guy in middle school.’’ When probed on this matter, Beth stated she
did not make a move because she was ‘‘too shy.’’ In addition, she men-
tioned that this black boy dated one of her white friends later on, which
made her ‘‘so mad.’’

Beth described herself politically as ‘‘very liberal’’ and, based on what
she said throughout the interview about a number of social issues, the
label fit. For instance, she supported interracial marriage strongly. Beth’s
answer to the interracial question was different from those of most
whites:
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I don’t think that there is a problem with it at all. Yeah, it’s going to be differ-
ent when the races are not so able to clearly define anymore. I mean, it’s
going to be a whole new identity for us to label again, but I don’t know, I
think the labeling just after a while, its going to become obsolete.

Her views on affirmative action were equally strong. For example, Beth
said in reference to a white male in one of her classes who opposed
affirmative action that, ‘‘Being a white male I guess you don’t realize shit
unless it’s shoved in your face.’’ Furthermore, Beth mentioned that she
told this student the following in reference to his view on affirmative
action:

I said, ‘‘Well, if you think it’s a quota system, well you’re wrong’’ and that
maybe it’s hard to see what these people go through all their life and, I
mean—me too, being female, what you go through, just the slight discrimi-
nation here and there, this like common slur, you don’t understand that. You
just think it’s a harmless joke, but it’s not. It builds up [giggles]. He was just
not getting it.

Beth understood that discrimination affects the life chances of minorities
and even supported programs compensating minorities for past discrimi-
nation, because ‘‘it’s hard to start when you have hit rock bottom, it’s hard
to climb back up.’’ Although three of the other progressive students had
difficulty understanding the significance of school and neighborhood
integration, Beth argued that ‘‘integration can change [people’s] hearts’’
and that ‘‘if people learn to get along they can, but if they’re kept apart
from each other they won’t know how to communicate.’’

Yet, as with all the progressives in the sample, Beth’s radicalism had
some limitations. For example, although Beth had an impressive level of
interaction with minorities before she entered college, she acknowledged,
‘‘I don’t have a lot of contact with minorities here.’’ Beth also interprets
affirmative action exclusively as a program to guarantee equal opportu-
nity for minorities to compete fairly with whites or, in Beth’s words, as a
program that ‘‘just gives them the chance to at least try.’’7 Despite this
limited interpretation of affirmative action, Beth supported providing
unique educational opportunities for minorities because ‘‘many won’t get
a chance otherwise in any way, shape, or form’’ and supported hiring the
minority applicant in two of the hypothetical cases of the ABZ company.
Also, when asked if the decisions of this hypothetical company could be
regarded as reverse discrimination, she said, ‘‘Well, look at the work-
place. It’s 97 percent white and who is getting the preferential treat-
ment?’’
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Mandy: ‘‘I Think That It Is People Who Oppose
Interracial Relationships Based on the Problem They
Would Have with Kids [That] Make the Problems for
Their Kids’’

The second case is Mandy, a half Cherokee8 student from WU. She was
one of the few students who acknowledged in the survey as well as in the
interview that she came from a working-class background. Mandy
reported that she lived in ‘‘a section of town that was considered to be for
all the white trash.’’ Mandy, who is married, described her household as
‘‘poor’’ and stated that she and her husband earned less than $20,000 a
year.

In the survey Mandy pointed out that she was ‘‘extremely liberal’’ on
economic and social issues and said in the interview she had participated
in feminist organizations as well as in groups defending the rights of gays
and lesbians. Although she grew up in an area she described as ‘‘98 per-
cent white,’’ she indicated she had Native American, black, and Asian
friends. She dated a black man and mentioned that he ‘‘is still a very good
friend of mine.’’ In line with this history, Mandy supported interracial
unions in a strong fashion.

I think that it is people who oppose interracial relationships based on the
problem they would have with kids [that] make the problems for their kids
[laughs]. I have a lot of friends who are in interracial marriages and they have
children and those children are well loved, they are well socialized, they
know who they are, where they come from. And I just think it’s people who
oppose it who create the most problems.

Mandy was very clear about the impact of discrimination on racial minor-
ities and narrated two incidents she witnessed to illustrate her position.
One of these incidents reveals how clearly she understands the new face
of discrimination.

I was in a country store and I had my backpack, which was empty. And I
was trying to figure out something to take to a pot luck for school, and I was
in there forever, walking around, and the guy at the counter didn’t care. And
I could’ve stuck anything in my backpack if I wanted to. So I went up to pay
for the item, ‘‘Well, how are you doing ma’am?’’ and ‘‘Are you having a
good day?’’ And all of sudden, I saw his face change and he was looking past
me, and he just had this weird look on his face. So I turned around and there
was a black man standing behind me. He went over to the guns, picking out
a gun. And I’m standing there with money in my hand, and this guy goes,
‘‘Can I help you?’’ to the guy. He says, ‘‘Do you need something, Sir? Is there
anything you need?’’ And just kept looking at him. And so I said, you know,
‘‘Here’s my money [laughs] if you want to take it.’’ And he’s all so sorry and
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he’s taking my money, but he’s still keeping an eye on this guy. And I looked
at the guy and he had this look on his face that just broke my heart because
you could tell that he has to deal with this and I have never had to deal with
that.

Because Mandy understood that discrimination happens today, she was
one of the few whites who supported providing some kind of financial
compensation to minorities for past discrimination, either through gov-
ernment programs or direct payments.

Although Mandy hesitated in her support of affirmative action in the
direct question, her answers to the specific ABZ company decisions were
positive. For example, whereas most whites thought hiring a black job
candidate who scored slightly less than a white on a test amounted to
reverse discrimination, Mandy opined ‘‘the country had a history of hir-
ing only white people over black people, then it’s about damn time they
hired a black person and, if it is discriminatory toward the white person,
too bad.’’ She was also one of the few who pointed out that ‘‘five percent-
age points wasn’t enough of a difference in terms of score.’’ When asked
about the notion of reverse discrimination, Mandy said: ‘‘Discrimination
in reverse? The minute you were born in this country white male you
have so many more privileges than the rest of the people, it’s unbeliev-
able.’’

Of the 41 college students, Mandy was the most consistently racially
progressive respondent (see the beginning of this chapter for the discus-
sion of the elements involved in classifying respondents as ‘‘progres-
sives’’). The only troublesome issues in her answers were a comment
about her being ‘‘a little hesitant’’ if she had to sit at an all-black table,
her overt concern with merits as the basis for affirmative action programs,
and the fact that she described her extended family as ‘‘very racist.’’
Although the story was not delivered as an ideological testimony (it did
not use the trinity formula; see chapter 4), having family members who
are ‘‘very racist’’ bears on anybody’s life. My point is not to make her
racist by association. Instead, I suggest that having family members who
are ‘‘very racist’’ imprints some of her actions and views whether she
wants it to or not. For example, she acknowledged her family had ‘‘a hard
time’’ when she dated the black man. She also acknowledged that her
brother believes he has been a victim of ‘‘reverse discrimination,’’
although she disagrees adamantly with him on this issue. However, on
the latter issue, she used arguments similar to those of her own brother
to support affirmative action. Thus, Mandy’s associations with her family
will continue to be a part of her social milieu, as few people can dissociate
themselves totally from the important people in their lives.9
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Kay: ‘‘I’ve Been Going Out with the Same Guy Since
My Sophomore Year in High School. He’s Black’’

Kay was a sophomore at MU when she was interviewed. As with most
racial progressives, Kay is from a lower-class background. She grew up
in Cassopolis, a small but very diverse community in Michigan. Kay
stated that the community was ‘‘30 to 40 percent black’’ and ‘‘10 to 20
percent’’ Laotian. She had minority friends while growing up and
attended the local public school, which was more than 50 percent
minority.

While at MU, she was dating a young black man from Cassopolis with
whom she had been since high school. Her association with this black
man brought her into contact at MU with other people of color. Therefore,
Kay’s answer to the interracial marriage question was: ‘‘I don’t see any-
thing wrong with it.’’ Kay appreciated racial diversity and stated:

I think it’s a very good thing, because I’m glad that I came from a diverse
environment. Because the white friends that I do have here, like, came from
Catholic schools that were all white and all girls, and it’s just—they are so
different from me, and they are so sheltered. And I’m really glad and, like,
proud of where I came from.

She also supported affirmative action and connected it to her own admis-
sion to MU.

Because I’m, like, compared to lots of other people, my grade point average
isn’t high and it’s good they look at other, like, your activities and not just
your grade point average, because that doesn’t reflect, you know, how good
of a student you are, just your grade point average. You know, they need to
look at lots of other things.

Kay was one of the few respondents in the two studies who understood
that affirmative action was not just about race and that many colleges
admit a portion of their students based on criteria other than grade point
average and SAT scores. Nevertheless, Kay was the most tenuous racial
progressive among college students. For example, even though she sup-
ported affirmative action and claimed that diversity had been very impor-
tant in her life, she objected to the hypothetical ABZ company hiring an
equally qualified black over a white applicant for diversity concerns.

Well, I guess if I was, like, put in the situation and, like, I think about if I was
in that situation, if I was the applicant, I would be very upset. If I found out
that was the reason, you know, I don’t think that’s a very good reason. Just
because, you know, we have a lack of diversity. I mean, you need, I don’t
know [laughs] I’ll just shut up [laughs].
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All of Kay’s answers to the questions about the hypothetical ABZ com-
pany were problematic and similar to those of most whites. This was also
the only subject in the interview that made her hesitate to the point of
becoming rhetorically incoherent (see chapter 3).

Kay also opposed busing and used the frame of abstract liberalism to
explain her stance. When asked if the government should intervene to
make sure school integration becomes a reality, she said: ‘‘I think people
should be able to go to school where they want to go to school. I mean,
not be forced to have so many, you know, so many black people at this
school, so many Asian people at this school, you know, that’s difficult.’’
Kay’s specific view on busing was: ‘‘I don’t know if you’ve heard of Ben-
ton Harbor, Michigan. Like, they bus the black people in from there to
their school because their community is, like, all white. I don’t know
exactly why they did it, but I just think it’s kind of ridiculous.’’

Finally, as with most whites who dated or interacted heavily with
blacks, Kay’s parents objected to it. For instance, she explained ‘‘my par-
ents always told me that I could be friends with black people, but I
couldn’t date them.’’ As in Mandy’s case, this fact of Kay’s life does not
condemn her to racism for life, however, racialized considerations will
affect her decision-making process in the future, so long as she interacts
with her family.

PROFILES OF RACIAL PROGRESSIVES:
DETROIT AREA RESIDENTS

Although I classified eight DAS respondents as racial progressives, four
were distinctly more progressive than the others. As with the college stu-
dents, these respondents were mostly women (7 of 8), from working-class
or lower-middle-class backgrounds (6 of 8), and had an interracial life-
style. I profile two of the most progressive whites from the 1998 DAS first,
followed by two somewhat less progressive ones.

Sara: ‘‘Why [Was the Company 97 Percent White]?
Because That’s, Well, the Fact There Is Racism’’

Sara is an unemployed woman in her twenties who was born and raised
in Detroit city in a low-income neighborhood. She characterized the
diversity in her neighborhood as ‘‘just a bunch of different people.’’ This
description corresponds to the friends she had: one Arab, one black, one
white, and one Mexican. Sara still lives in the neighborhood she grew up
in, which she describes as ‘‘all low-income’’ and as very racially diverse.
The schools she attended were also diverse and her best friend was a
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black girl named Bridget. She and Bridget hung out together in school
and even skipped classes together.

Sara’s interracial lifestyle included having ‘‘an affair with a black guy,’’
whom she described as ‘‘real sweet.’’ Although later on she clarified that
this ‘‘affair’’ was ‘‘just a date,’’ Sara seemed to truly have an interracial
life. For example, her current boyfriend was ‘‘Hispanic’’ and her own sis-
ter was marrying a black man with whom she had had two children.
Therefore, her answer to the interracial marriage question was a straight
‘‘I think if you love that person, it’s your business; no one else has a right
to say anything.’’

Her answers to the discrimination question were consistently progres-
sive. She believes blacks experience daily discrimination and that they are
not more lazy than whites, and even supports the idea of government
spending on blacks’ behalf to compensate for past discrimination. Sara,
as many of the poor and uneducated whites in the sample, had very little
knowledge about programs such as ‘‘busing’’ or ‘‘affirmative action’’ and
could not provide sensible answers to questions about them. Yet, when
affirmative action–type hiring situations were posed to her through the
hypothetical ABZ company, she opposed the three decisions. Neverthe-
less, she was one of the few whites who, when asked to explain why this
company was 97 percent white, said, ‘‘Why? Because that’s, well, the fact
there is racism.’’ Furthermore, she expressed a strong view against whites
who are angry about an almost all-white company hiring blacks:

I couldn’t, I couldn’t say that they should be angry about it. You know, but,
you know, they should try to, they need more black people in there, yes they
do. They have to have the fairness to because if they, if they can do that job,
then let them have that job. Don’t—I think that’s so stupid about the discrim-
ination bullshit [referring to whites who claim they experience discrimina-
tion].

Sara’s answer to the last question of the interview, ‘‘If you were the
president of the USA, what would you do to eliminate racial inequality
and ease racial tensions?’’ was yet another example of her progressive-
ness:

[raises her voice] I would put down that it should be equal to each and every
person that’s out there. Equal school, equal jobs, everything should be equal.
I don’t think one should get more than another. It should be right down the
middle, equal. Equal to them both.

When asked if there was anything else she wanted to add, Sara said:
‘‘Um, I know a lot of people out there don’t believe in whites and blacks
mixing in marriages and stuff, but I think that’s wrong. I think that if they
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love each other, then that’s their business. I think people should leave
them alone.’’

Sue: ‘‘I Suppose If You Keep Running Your Head into
the Wall, After a While You Just Say, ‘No More’ ’’

Sue’s class background is confusing. Although she grew up in an upper-
middle-class household, she seems to be in a different class today. Sue is
a retired school teacher in her early fifties, but as many older, single
adults, has experienced a step back in her class status. She described her
current job situation as follows: ‘‘I do real estate and estate cleanup on
the side [laughs] to supplement my income so that’s about where I’m at.
Or for free rent or whatever, like, I’m here for free rent [indecipherable]
paint it up, clean it, no bills. That’d be a good business for you [addressing
the interviewer].’’

Sue seems to have had a mostly white network of associates from child-
hood until adulthood, but she pointed out that she became (and still is)
close to the ‘‘cleaning lady’’ that worked for her father and that ‘‘I had
friends at college of color and I never had any problem with it.’’ Later on,
she referred to her ‘‘black acquaintances’’ and the ‘‘hard way to go’’ they
have in the workplace. Although Sue’s connections to blacks are tenuous,
they are real. For example, she remained in contact with the ‘‘cleaning
lady’’ who worked for her father after the employment situation ended.

Sue believes discrimination is an important factor explaining blacks’
status and she acknowledged that, ‘‘People have not given them the
chances.’’ She said she had seen this since early on in her life with the
‘‘Kentucky and hillbilly attitude.’’ When asked if laziness had anything
to do with blacks’ contemporary situation, Sue answered:

I don’t think it’s true. I think many of ’em work twice as hard as [indecipher-
able] because it’s made so difficult for them. Others, I don’t know if I agree
with this or whatever, I suppose if you keep running your head into the wall
after a while you just say, ‘‘No more.’’

Sue supports affirmative action, believes that being white is an advan-
tage, and thinks that whites’ anger about it stems from their fear of losing
control.

I think because they feel they’re gonna loose control of what they assume
is a weaker entity of society. And I don’t think they want them to have the
opportunities to become equals, because they don’t want them sitting next
to them in the country club or sitting next to them in the office place. They
just like to keep ’em right where they are at, underneath their feet. You
know, I think a lot of it is fear. Because I think anger is repressed fear, it’s
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repressed. Fear, they are scared and I don’t know why, you know, what its
cause is; it’s obviously their background, too.

But as all white racial progressives, Sue had some contradictions. First,
her stance on interracial marriage was not very progressive. Although Sue
stated that, ‘‘I don’t have a problem with it’’ and pointed out that there
are several members of her family in interracial marriages, she also said:
‘‘I wonder about the children, if it’s fair because society I don’t think gives
’em a fair chance and sometimes I feel sorry for the kids. I have some
empathy there, I don’t know about—reserve my judgment on that.’’

Furthermore, Sue herself would not get involved in interracial mar-
riages because of ‘‘a very bad experience with a [black] man that worked
for my father in our home.’’ Although she says that now she feels ‘‘very
comfortable with men of color,’’ she has not been able to ‘‘totally erase
that.’’10

Sue also interpreted some of the differences between whites and blacks
as biological. For example, although Sue believes the differences between
whites and blacks are ‘‘cultivated,’’ she said that ‘‘the fat, wider noses
makes them, it’s easier for them to [be] high altitude runners.’’ Later on,
she added, to accentuate her position, that ‘‘I mean, I have no rhythm, I
mean, black friends of mine [have it].’’ Fortuitously, she ended this prob-
lematic discussion by saying ‘‘I think they do get a lot of practice.’’

Lastly, Sue’s mostly white network of interaction and the fact that her
boyfriend and some of her friends are prejudiced, must affect her cogni-
tions and views. For instance, why would a racial progressive date (and
remain with) someone who is ‘‘prejudiced’’? Do the views of her preju-
diced boyfriend and friends affect her own views? Can associating with
color-blind or outright Jim Crow–prejudiced whites muffle Sue’s racial
progressiveness? Susan admitted that ‘‘my boyfriend, he’s prejudiced’’
and, as part of her answer to the question on white advantage, said that
her boyfriend says ‘‘he wishes he was a black woman, you know, ’cause
[laughing] he’d be up many levels.’’ Sue stated she supports affirmative
action, but used the frame of abstract liberalism to oppose all the hiring
decisions of the hypothetical ABZ company. Once again, I am not sug-
gesting she is guilty of racism by association. However, my point again is
to underscore that networks of social interaction matter whether actors
are aware of it or not.

Staci: ‘‘Probably Because of Racism’’

Staci was a school custodian in her fifties. She grew up in Troy, Michigan,
in a middle-class community (her parents even owned a small cottage in
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northern Michigan). The majority of her networks until she began her life
as a worker were completely white. However, Staci has worked as a hair
stylist and now works as a custodian, which has brought her to a high
level of interaction with blacks over the past 25 years of her life. Although
Staci has never dated across the color line, she has no objections to interra-
cial marriage. In her answer to the question on this matter Staci included
just a minor qualification:

I think it’s just fine. You know, if you find someone that, you know, is your
soul mate, I see nothing wrong with it whatsoever. It’s a—I think it’s proba-
bly difficult because of the way other people will, you know, view you but
if they’re a strong enough person to handle that, then I think it’s just fine.

Staci believes discrimination against blacks is daily and pointed out
how she thinks it happens.

Probably in a million different ways: from buying something at, you know,
waiting in line just to buy—not waiting in line but at a counter to buy some-
thing at a store and maybe you’re the first [to] buy [and] you don’t get
waited on, you know, in proper sequence or. . . . You know, I hadn’t experi-
enced it myself, so it’s hard to say but I’m sure there’s many ways for that to
occur.

When asked why blacks are worse off than whites, Staci answered
point blank, ‘‘Probably because of racism.’’ She also believes being white
is an advantage and described white-skin privilege as follows:

Things are more accessible to you, you know. You don’t walk into some-
where and you’re not automatically judged by your skin color. You know,
you’re just more or less accepted until, you know, people find out whether
or not they like you and if they’re going to give you the benefit of the doubt,
you know, second chances like that. That would be an advantage.

Nevertheless, color-blind racism has affected racial progressives too.
Thus, Staci believes blacks do not deserve any special government assis-
tance and used the ‘‘The past is the past’’ story line to punctuate her view:
‘‘people have to let go of the past.’’ To explain her stance on reparations,
she used yet another story line: ‘‘You’ve got the Irish, your Italians, all
kinds of people that came over here to this country that weren’t treated
nicely when they first arrived and, you know, you can’t give reparations
to everyone that has been mistreated.’’ Staci also opposed busing and
believed residential segregation is ‘‘more a matter of economics than any-
thing’’ (this is the ‘‘Anything but racism’’ semantic move). When pressed
in a follow-up question on this subject, she used the abstract liberalism
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frame and said that ‘‘the government can’t start telling people where to
live’’ and that residential choice was ‘‘one of the things you strive for in
life to be able to, you know, live in a neighborhood where you want, to
go to schools that you feel would be right for your children and I don’t
think that’s any of the government’s business where people live.’’ Finally,
Staci also opposed affirmative action and two of the three ABZ company
hiring decisions.

Judy: ‘‘I’m for It [Affirmative Action] a Little Bit, Not
Real Dramatically’’

Judy is a college professor of nursing in her forties. She grew up between
Kalamazoo and Royal Oak, Michigan, areas she described as ‘‘mainly
Caucasian.’’ Her neighborhood as well as school friends while growing
up were all white, but that changed in college as she developed friend-
ships with black women. She meets once a month with one of her black
friends to have dinner, share life stories, and ‘‘trade poems.’’ In her cur-
rent job, most of the staff and 30 percent of the professors are black. When
asked if she interacts with her black peers, she said: ‘‘Oh yeah! I interact
pretty heavily with the minority faculty because I chair the cultural rela-
tions committee in our college, so I’ve done that for the last couple of
years so I deliberately engage them in conversation and interaction.’’

Judy realizes discrimination is still important and described various
examples of old- and new-style discrimination. For example, Judy said
that a black man told her that he was not served ‘‘at Henry Ford Hospital’’
because he was black. Judy also said that many blacks are used as guinea
pigs because they are black and poor. Finally, she mentioned that a black
woman told her that when she shops in the suburbs ‘‘she notices that peo-
ple won’t give her change in her hand’’ because they are ‘‘fearful of her
and that bugs her to death.’’ As with many racial progressives, Judy’s
experience as a woman helped her empathize with blacks’ plight. For
instance, while explaining how the few blacks that move up in society
‘‘feel always on display,’’ she connected it to her experiences as a woman:

It’s kind of like women, you know. I have to be that much better just because
of various conditions and practices that occur. So in that way I can under-
stand it because it’s difficult being a woman in this society. It is planned, it’s
organized by men. It’s set up for them and we’ve had to struggle to become
equal. It’s just that way for people of color.

Although I classified Judy as a racial progressive, almost all her
answers to crucial racial questions were not completely progressive and,
on occasion, they were not different from those of most whites. For exam-
ple, her answer to the interracial marriage question was typical:
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Oh, I have—I think its acceptable. Naturally, its [lowers voice]—the [raises her
voice] problems with it I think only occur as it surrounds the kids and grow-
ing up in a culture that does not support, you know, such a—it doesn’t really
support interracial marriage, our culture. So I think that the couple is—are
adults when they take this on and it’s a choice and they know what they are
doing and [I] think they have more struggles because they don’t really have
a culture that says, ‘‘OK, great, whoever you are is fine!’’ So that’s kind of a
problem; that’s the biggest problem I see.

When asked if she would have considered interracial marriage herself,
she said: ‘‘I don’t think at the time I married I would [have], which would
have been, you know, twenty-five years ago.’’ However, she added imme-
diately that, ‘‘Currently I would.’’

Similarly, on the crucial question of affirmative action, Judy said that,
‘‘I’m a little bit for it, not real dramatically.’’ She then proceeded to state
that it is a ‘‘temporary solution,’’ that ‘‘it’s bad’’ when ‘‘it’s used for quo-
tas,’’ that it should not be used for ‘‘real jobs,’’ and that it is not ‘‘consistent
with the rest of the marketplace values.’’ Therefore, when asked if she
thought affirmative action was unfair to whites, Judy said that ‘‘it can be
unfair to whites’’ when it is used in the workplace. She also had lots of
difficulties accepting any of the hiring decisions of the hypothetical ABZ
company.

Finally, she could see almost no role for the government in dealing with
racial inequality or residential and school segregation. Throughout the
interview, when asked to specify a solution to these problems, Judy sug-
gested education and dialogues as the solutions. For example, Judy’s
solution to residential segregation is ‘‘town meetings.’’ The government
intervention she favors is ‘‘day-care centers and schools and I think maybe
more education programs would be best.’’ Judy also stated that she liked
Bill Clinton’s racial dialogues because ‘‘we need to dialogue about this
rather than trying to fix it through these, like affirmative action pro-
gram[s], after the fact.’’ And when asked what she would do to eliminate
racial inequality and ease racial tension if she were the president of the
United States, Judy said, ‘‘Start with educational programs’’ and ‘‘Keep
the education coming and spend money on it.’’

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I profiled white racial progressives. Contrary to those who
hold the ‘‘commonsense’’ view on racial matters, racial progressives are
more likely to come from working-class backgrounds. Specifically, I
found that young, working-class women are more likely than any other
segment of the white community to be racially progressive. They were
more likely to support affirmative action and interracial marriage, have
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close personal relations with minorities in general and blacks in particu-
lar, and understand that discrimination is a central factor shaping the life
chances of minorities in this country. Most also admitted that being white
is an advantage in this country.

Although these respondents were substantially different in their views
from most whites in these two studies, many of their views denoted the
influence of color-blind racism. For example, all these respondents,
though to various degrees, have been influenced by the frames of color
blindness and, hence, on some issues had exactly the same views as most
whites. Many had problems with affirmative action programs and poli-
cies; a few had serious problems with them. Others pondered the ‘‘prob-
lems’’ children of interracial couples would face. Yet others thought
residential and school decisions ought to be left to ‘‘people’s choices’’
and, thus, saw no reason for governmental intervention on these matters.

Elsewhere I have argued that whiteness is ‘‘embodied racial power’’
because ‘‘all actors socially regarded as ‘white’ . . . receive systemic privi-
leges just by virtue of wearing the white outfit whereas those regarded as
nonwhite are denied those privileges.’’11 However, the wages of white-
ness are not equally distributed. Poor and working-class whites receive a
better deal than their minority brethren, but their material share of the
benefits of whiteness is low, as they remain too close to the economic
abyss.12 Hence, white workers have a powerful reason to exhibit more sol-
idarity toward minorities than whites in other classes.

But if this is so, why have most workers in the United States been his-
torically antiblack, antiminority, and anti-immigrant?13 I believe the
answer has to do with the interaction between race and gender. It has
been white male workers who have historically supported the racial order.
Why? Because whether in periods of economic security or insecurity,
white masculinity has provided white men with economic and noneco-
nomic benefits.14 During good times, working-class men have been ‘‘the
kings of the castle’’ (the home) and, during bad times (when ‘‘their’’
women have had to work in the paid labor force), they have been able to
maintain a sense of control by demanding a traditional patriarchal orga-
nization of the home and by ‘‘patrolling neighborhoods’’ and the family
from racial ‘‘pollution’’ (see reference on Fine and Weis in note 14).15 The
white male bond16 thus has prevented working-class white men from join-
ing progressive racial movements en masse.

In line with this argument, one can also understand why white women
are the most likely segment to express solidarity with racial minorities.
Since systems of domination are always ‘‘articulated,’’17 actors who expe-
rience multiple oppressions are more likely to share literally a ‘‘social
space’’ as well as a set of experiences that tend to develop a sense of
‘‘commonality.’’18 Since the 1960s, the percentages of racial minorities and
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white women in the working class have increased. According to Yates
(2005) the majority of minimum wage workers and workers making no
more than a dollar above the minimum wage are women (nearly 60 per-
cent in either case). Furthermore, research by Mitra Toossi (2002) illustrate
that by 2050 the share of white non-Hispanics in the U.S. labor force will
decrease from 73 to 53 percent. In contrast, blacks are expected to increase
their numbers in the workforce from 12 percent to 14 percent and Hispan-
ics and Asians are expected to more than double their numbers in the
labor force (from 11 to 24 percent for the former and from 5 to 11 percent
for the latter).19 The complex workings of contemporary racialized capital-
ism have created a situation in which white women and racial minorities
increasingly share similar class conditions in the workplace20 as well as
social debasement, a situation that already is producing high levels of
joint political action in a variety of areas.21

In my two projects, racially progressive women, one after the other,
used their own experiences of discrimination as women as a lens through
which to comprehend minorities’ racial oppression. It was also clear that
their shared class vulnerability with minorities (such as bad jobs and low
wages) was involved in their racial progressiveness and it may even be
the reason why they were the most likely subgroup of all the whites in
these samples to have dated across the color line. As Gordon Allport
argues, race contacts among equals lead to better race relations.22

Besides the class/gender background of this group of whites, what
other attributes do they share that may explain their high propensity for
racial progressiveness? First, most of these respondents grew up in
racially mixed neighborhoods. Although growing up in ‘‘integrated’’
neighborhoods does not necessarily lead to racial progressiveness (e.g.,
Bob, a respondent from SU, grew up in an integrated neighborhood), it
increases the likelihood of equal-status contacts between whites and peo-
ple of color, which may in turn increase the likelihood of whites appreci-
ating minorities as their equals. Second, and maybe related to the first
attribute, almost all these respondents had minority friends while grow-
ing up. As I pointed out in chapter 6, whites’ own racial segregation and
isolation leads them to a white habitus that impedes the development of
empathy toward people of color and fosters a sense (and the views that
accompany this sense) of ‘‘us versus them.’’ This ‘‘(white) racial solidar-
ity’’ is less likely to develop among whites who have real friendships with
minorities, because race ‘‘can be a function of experiences and ties’’;23 the
more positive experiences and ties whites have with people of color, the
more likely they are to see them in their full humanity. Third, many of
these respondents were, in general terms, either politically progressive or
radical. Hence, they were able to make connections that few whites are
able to make (e.g., connecting patriarchal, class, and racial oppression).
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Fourth, many of these respondents had dated across the color line.
Although dating or marrying someone of a different race does not trans-
late into beliefs of racial equality (e.g., Scott, a 23-year-old mechanic, had
dated Asian and Arab women but regarded them as racialized and sexu-
alized objects), the work most people in these relations do before and dur-
ing the interaction requires dealing with many of the central racial aspects
of American society.24

These findings can be used for research and politics. Other researchers
must examine systematically whether or not my findings can be repli-
cated. They may lead us away from the idea that racial tolerance is
increased through mere education and into more specific formulations on
what education does and does not do and for whom. We should also
examine whether or not the four additional variables I mention above
(growing up in mixed neighborhoods, having black friends, being politi-
cally progressive, and dating across the color line) do in fact increase, sep-
arately or together (what social scientists call ‘‘the interaction effect’’), the
likelihood of being racially progressive. Politically, my findings point to
the need of a new kind of working-class politics in America (see chapter
8). If working-class women are more likely to be racially progressive,
organizations seeking progressive social change must rethink their poli-
tics. It may be that, after all, class will be the uniting factor in progressive
politics, but it will be class solidarity through race and gender prisms.25

If racial progressives are influenced by color-blind racism, are blacks
influenced too? That is, are blacks as color blind as whites—progressive
or not? Do they use the frames of color-blind racism as much as whites?
Do they resort to the style of color blindness when expressing their racial
views? Do blacks use the racial stories of color blindness to punctuate
their racial positions? I examine these matters in the next chapter.
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Are Blacks Color Blind, Too?

Survey researchers are mostly in agreement about blacks’ racial atti-
tudes. Although they all underscore that blacks share basic elements

of ‘‘Americanism’’ or the ‘‘American Creed,’’ such as the belief that those
who work hard will be compensated in life, they also point out that blacks
have vastly different positions than whites on central racial issues.1 For
example, in surveys blacks and whites consistently have polar views on
issues such as the significance of discrimination in America, the merits of
affirmative action, support for certain government programs, and busing.
Surveys even find significant differences in the level of support for inter-
racial social interaction (twenty percentage points on some items).2

The survey results of the 1998 DAS are in line with these findings too.
For instance, whereas 53 percent of whites stated their preference for
neighborhoods that are ‘‘all’’ or ‘‘mostly’’ white, only 22 percent of blacks
preferred neighborhoods described as ‘‘all’’ or ‘‘mostly’’ black. In fact, 62
percent of blacks preferred neighborhoods described as ‘‘half and half.’’
Regarding the policy of busing, 69 percent of whites opposed it, com-
pared to 26 percent of blacks. On the hot issue of affirmative action, 50
percent of whites stated they would support a proposal similar to that
passed in California in 1996 to eliminate affirmative action, if such a pro-
posal were put on the ballot in the state of Michigan. In stark contrast,
only 6 percent of blacks said they would support such a proposal. Finally,
whereas 56 percent of whites agreed that this country has experienced a
lot of racial progress, only 29 percent of blacks agreed with this position.

Have these observed attitudinal differences between blacks and whites
been corroborated in qualitative studies? The answer to this question is
not clear, because qualitative studies of blacks’ attitudes are sparse,
single-issue driven, and based on segments of the black community, and
they usually do not cover a wide range of racial issues. Most qualitative

151
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data on blacks’ views are part of larger studies on the woes of the black
upper or middle class, the working class, the working poor, or the black
underclass.3 Other qualitative research on blacks addresses specific
aspects of their lives, such as their experiences in historically white col-
leges or with interracial friendship.4

Given the limited number of systematic, qualitative studies of blacks’
views, in this chapter, using interview data I gathered as part of the 1998
DAS, I examine black Detroiters’ racial views. My specific goal is to assess
the extent to which blacks rely on the frames, style, and racial stories of
color blindness to articulate their positions. I recognize, however, that the
relatively small size of the sample (N 17) limits the possibility of general-
izing from this study. Yet, because the cases were randomly selected from
a randomly chosen larger sample (see chapter 1), I believe the results are
robust and will be corroborated in studies with larger samples of blacks.

I proceed as follows: first, I assess the influence of the frames of color
blindness on blacks; second, I examine the extent to which blacks rely on
the style of color-blind racism; finally, I explore whether or not blacks
have adopted the racial stories of color-blind racism.

SLIGHTLY COLOR BLIND: COLOR-BLIND
RACISM’S FRAMES AND BLACKS

Do blacks endorse the frames of color-blind racism? Do they use its
frames as the foundation upon which to articulate their views on racial
matters? Content analysis of the interviews with black and white DAS
respondents suggests blacks are significantly less likely than whites to
use the frames of color blindness directly. As table 7.1 shows, whereas all
these frames are essential to whites’ explanations of racial matters, only
three (abstract liberalism, cultural racism, and naturalization of racial
matters) have impacted blacks’ consciousness.

Because the direct effect of the frames of color-blind racism on blacks
is minimal, it is plausible to argue that blacks and whites navigate two
totally different ideological worlds and thus that color-blind racism is
partially ineffective. However, an ideology is not dominant because it
affects all actors in a social system in the same way and to the same degree.
Instead, an ideology is dominant if most members (dominant and subor-
dinate) of a social system have to accommodate their views vis-à-vis that
ideology.5 If an ideology dominates the space of what people think is fea-
sible and thinkable, and even provides the parameters to oppose the
status quo, then that ideology is dominant. In this section I analyze how
the different frames of color-blind racism have affected blacks. My main
contention is that color-blind racism has affected blacks indirectly and that
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this has consequences for the likelihood of blacks developing an all-out
oppositional ideology to color-blind racism.

Abstract Liberalism and Blacks

Abstract liberalism is the explanatory well from which whites gather
ideas to account for residential and school segregation, limited levels of
interracial marriage, and a host of other racial issues. Slightly more than
a third of the blacks in this study used this frame directly in their
answers.6 I will illustrate in this section how this frame has affected
blacks’ views on two issues, namely, affirmative action and school and
residential segregation.

Affirmative Action

Affirmative action has become emblematic of racial tensions in contempo-
rary America. Not surprisingly, the frames of color blindness had very
little direct and indirect influence on blacks on this important subject.
Blacks overwhelmingly expressed support for affirmative action and
other race-targeted programs and rebuked white opposition to them. A
typical response to the question ‘‘Are you for or against affirmative
action?’’ was that of Edward, an unemployed man in his fifties:

I’d say that I would have to be for affirmative action simply because you still
have ignorant people. Some of these ignorant people are in control and have
a little more power than I’d like to think they should have in regards to what
they can do to prevent other people from having opportunities that means
that they can’t have growth and development. Affirmative action is a means
and method. Then it’s like a key when you got a locked door. You’ve got to
have it.

When asked, ‘‘What would you say to those who say affirmative action is
unfair to whites?’’ Edward responded: ‘‘I tell them that ‘What do you call
fair?’ If you got everything, it’s kind of like saying you are upset because
you got ice cream and you don’t have a cone. Then put it in a bowl, you
already got everything. Don’t worry about it.’’

Regina, a poor homemaker in her early fifties with little formal educa-
tion, expressed her support for affirmative action in clear terms. Her
answer to the affirmative action question was ‘‘I’m for it.’’ In the follow-
up question about whether affirmative action could be regarded as unfair
to whites, Regina stated: ‘‘Well, I say the colored race have had a hard time
all they lives and the whites, it’s been easy for them. I think they should
give them [blacks] a break.’’

Finally, Joe, an electronic technician in his thirties, echoed the views of
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Table 7.1 Deployment of Color-Blind Frames by White and Black Respondents,
DAS 1998

Frames Whites Blacks

Abstract Liberalism 64/67 (96%) 6/17 (35%)
On Affirmative Action 59/67 (88%) 1/17 (6%)

Cultural Racism 59/67 (88%) 4/17 (24%)
Naturalization 27/67 (43%) 4/17 (24%)
Denial of Discrimination’s Systemic Nature 56/67 (84%) 1/17 (6%)

the previous respondents on whites’ concerns about the unfairness of
affirmative action: ‘‘They need to wake up and smell the roses.’’

Only one black respondent, Irma, an accounting clerk in her early thir-
ties, opposed affirmative action. She explained her opposition to affirma-
tive action in a way that resonates with how whites explain their
opposition to this program: ‘‘Affirmative action [draws out the words], I
guess I would say I’m against because I believe you should have the equal
opportunity not just be given something just because of your race. I think
it’s just for equal opportunity.’’ However, Irma’s stand on affirmative
action was more complex than this answer suggests. For instance, Irma
believes discrimination is an everyday matter and she provided personal
examples. When asked, ‘‘Have you yourself experienced that type of dis-
crimination,’’ she said ‘‘[answers immediately] Oh yeah, umhum.’’ At the
interviewer’s request, Irma elaborated about her personal encounters
with discrimination: ‘‘Um, we’ve experienced discrimination in our
neighborhoods growing up as kids walking down the street. Police offi-
cers were, you know, call you names, you know, the white race would
call you names, throw chocolate milk at you.’’ Consistent with this
answer, Irma supported the decision of the hypothetical ABZ company,
described as 97 percent white, to hire a black over a white candidate to
redress past discrimination. And when she was asked, ‘‘What do you say
to those who think that this is preferential treatment,’’ Irma replied,

We say some blacks take so much discrimination that sometimes, I guess, we
deserve a break. But I still think that given, put on the same playing field and
same rules and same kind of scores and everything like that, whoever gets
the highest scores should be able to fill that position.

Irma realizes that ‘‘blacks take so much discrimination,’’ but hopes to live
in a society where race does not matter in hiring decisions. Yet, since Irma
realizes that employers are not color blind; when asked why she thought
the hypothetical company in the question was 97 percent white, she sug-
gested, ‘‘Probably ’cause they wanted to keep it like that.’’
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School and Residential Segregation

In contrast to the issue of affirmative action, abstract liberalism had a pro-
found influence on how blacks interpreted segregation. Although a large
number of blacks blamed the government, whites, or racism for residen-
tial segregation (7 of 17) and a majority blamed them for school segrega-
tion (12 of 17) and demanded school equality (in funding and otherwise),
blacks’ views were not monolithic. Four blacks believed school or residen-
tial segregation was ‘‘natural,’’ three that blacks had something to do
with residential segregation or that it was ‘‘no ones fault,’’ and two that
racial segregation was not a problem. More significantly, six blacks used
the abstract liberalism frame directly to account for school or residential
segregation. (Note that the numbers do not add up here because some
respondents blamed whites for segregation and still used the abstract lib-
eralism frame or claimed that blacks had something to do with it too.)

First, let me provide one example of how most blacks answered the
questions on residential and school segregation. Latasha, a self-employed
nail polisher in her late twenties, blamed government for the lack of
school integration. She pointed out that whereas schools in the suburbs
‘‘might get $2,500 per child,’’ public schools in Detroit city ‘‘only get
$1,000 per child.’’ She asserted in her discussion on busing that ‘‘the prob-
lem you come about education, it’s the money, that’s what the main thing
is, is the money with the kids.’’ Latasha’s concern with the limited fund-
ing received by inner-city schools was echoed by most blacks.

Latasha aspires to live in a society where race does not affect people’s
residential choices, or in her words: ‘‘you shouldn’t have to single your-
self to this area or single yourself to that area because you’re [of a] differ-
ent race.’’ However, because Latasha realizes discrimination has not
disappeared in America, her color-blind dream is not like that of whites.
After stating her hope for a race-neutral housing market, for example,
Latasha acknowledged of race that ‘‘sometimes it is’’ a factor. More spe-
cifically, Latasha commented she has experienced discrimination herself
while shopping in downtown Detroit. Therefore, she supported govern-
ment intervention to guarantee blacks access to all neighborhoods and
programs to improve the neighborhoods where most blacks live.

Although most blacks blame whites or the government for the high
level of segregation in the United States, their views are more mixed and
contradictory. For example, Tyrone, an unemployed man in his early for-
ties, supported school and residential integration. Tyrone stated his sup-
port for residential integration, a choice supported by 62 percent of blacks
in the survey, as follows: ‘‘I think all the neighborhoods should be mixed.
Then every—then there wouldn’t be no concept of how different people
are. They would know how each race would be.’’ However, Tyrone
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opposed government intervention to guarantee residential integration:
‘‘Well, you can’t tell people where [to] live. They got to pay for their own
house, so people are going to live where they want to live. So you can’t
do that.’’ Tyrone used the abstract liberalism frame (‘‘you can’t tell people
where to live’’ and ‘‘They got to pay for their own house’’) to oppose
doing anything about one of the central factors behind blacks’ contempo-
rary plight in America.7 Interestingly, Tyrone, as I will show below, was
a strong supporter of government intervention on many other racial mat-
ters.

Tyrone’s contradictory position on this issue was not unique. For exam-
ple, Mark, a bus driver in his thirties, recognized the role of white
violence in the maintenance of school segregation. Yet he opposed gov-
ernment intervention to increase residential integration.

No more than if blacks or whites attempt to integrate an area and are faced
with, are faced with . . . [Mark whispers to himself: ‘‘I can’t think of the word’’]
aggression when attempting to do so. And I can’t say necessarily the federal
government, but on a local level, they should be afforded every protection or
opportunity that they deserve and that is their right.

Mark’s answer, particularly his insistence on governmental intervention
to guarantee individuals’ access to housing markets, is almost verbatim
the standard answer offered by most whites to this question.

One good example of how abstract liberalism has blurred blacks’ views
on some issues was provided by Nel, a retired janitor in her early seven-
ties who thought racism was an important force behind neighborhood
segregation. However, Nel believed blacks were partly responsible for
this situation.

Well, [the] only thing I can say is, I believe the whites don’t want to live
around blacks and some of the blacks don’t want to live around the whites.
It is because they have, well, they have a chip on their shoulder. I think a
neighborhood is much better when it’s mixed, you know. We got the little
thing that’s racism. That’s what causes a lot of this, too, between black and
white.

The consequence of interpreting neighborhood segregation as the out-
come of people’s choices (‘‘some blacks don’t want to live around the
whites’’) is that Nel did not see any role for government to help remedy
this situation.8 Hence Nel stated in a pessimistic manner the following
about the prospects of the government redressing residential segregation
in America: ‘‘They go [laughs] ah, if they were right it would be good if
they could do something about it, but I don’t see much [they can do].’’

Finally, one extreme example of blacks’ reliance on abstract liberalism
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to explain segregation is Carla, an executive secretary in her forties. She
believed that school segregation was a matter of choice:

I think it’s everybody’s fault except for the government. White people and
black people choose to put their children in [the] school that they wanted
them to be into and a lot of time you go into a school and they say ‘‘there’s
a lot of black people enrolled and I’m going to send you to this one’’ or ‘‘it’s
more white people here than black so I’m going to send you to this one.’’ So
it’s more so the parents’ fault.

For Carla, neighborhood segregation is the product of people’s choices.
Therefore, she does not believe anything can be done about it. She says of
the prospects of changing the situation: ‘‘Nothing, I mean, nothing as far
as showing anybody anything or telling anyone anything. They will only
do what they want to do so you can tell them and stress it but if they
choose not to, they won’t.’’

Cultural Racism and Blacks

Whites’ cultural explanation of blacks’ standing in America affected
directly only a few blacks (3 of 17). The typical black respondent argued
this is a ruse used by whites to hide their role in blacks’ contemporary
situation. For example, Jimmy, a social worker in his forties, explained
blacks’ lower standing compared to whites as follows:

Because the whites are in the majority and all and they’re in a position of
power. They got the wealth, they do the hiring, they [are] the employers
opposed to the employees. They—we have the last hired, the first fired, and
we get the lowest jobs and those [are] the things that perpetuate those situa-
tions and all.

Another example of blacks’ typical responses to this question is Trisha,
a homemaker in her early forties: ‘‘I wouldn’t say they lazy. I think they
just say you lazy ’cause you black. But I don’t think they is. They just
don’t want to give them a chance to prove themselves that they can
achieve more.’’

Despite the fact that few blacks bought completely this cultural expla-
nation, this bounded the way many blacks discuss issues such as discrimi-
nation or the specific charge that they are lazy. The direct and indirect
influence of this cultural frame in the interviews did not come as a total
surprise, since in the survey a significant proportion of blacks agreed with
many stereotypes about blacks. For instance, 32 percent of blacks agreed
with the proposition that blacks are ‘‘violent,’’ 32 percent with the idea
that blacks are ‘‘lazy,’’ and 30 percent with the notion that blacks are
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‘‘welfare-dependent’’ (50 percent, 20 percent, and 53 percent of whites
agreed with these stereotypes, respectively).

The two examples below illustrate how this frame has bounded blacks’
views. First is Vonda, a homemaker in her late fifties with very little edu-
cation. She explained blacks’ lower standing compared to whites in the
following way: ‘‘Ah. [8-second pause] I don’t know, I don’t know how to
answer that one. Maybe if they get off their butts and get an education
like white, I don’t know. Maybe that’s it.’’

When asked specifically if she believes blacks are worse off than whites
because they are lazy, Vonda stated, ‘‘Yeah, I think they probably more and
more lazy than white are.’’ Although Vonda’s answer sounds much like
those of whites on this issue, it is important to point out that she agreed
with the majority of blacks on most of the other issues.

Next is Regina, a homemaker in her early fifties who shared most posi-
tions on race issues with the majority of blacks in the sample. Yet, the
cultural theme framed the way she explained why blacks are worse off
than whites in this country.

Well, I don’t think they [lack] the proper, you know, things to succeed, but
the ones that wants to have, they can have. But it’s just some don’t want to
have anything. They can’t blame it on other person, which I don’t. I don’t
blame it on anyone ’cause I don’t have anything. I blame it on myself ’cause
I think I should have did better when I was coming up and got a better edu-
cation.

Nevertheless, Regina, as most blacks, believes discrimination is impor-
tant and stated without hesitation and with emphasis that being white is
still an ‘‘Advantage!’’ When she was asked, ‘‘Why?’’ Regina replied,
‘‘Because of they color.’’ In her responses to the questions on discrimina-
tion, Regina said blacks experience ‘‘a lot of discrimination’’ and that the
reason why blacks have a lower standing than whites is because ‘‘they
don’t have the education that they should have.’’

There are two significant things to underscore about Vonda’s and Regi-
na’s answers. First, both accept the cultural premise to explain blacks’
status in America (laziness is a central reason why blacks are behind
whites in this country) although Regina limits it to some blacks. The sec-
ond point is that, as most blacks, both of these respondents believe dis-
crimination is a central factor behind blacks’ current standing in America.
Their puzzling stance (believing that blacks are lazy but that discrimina-
tion is central) exemplifies how color-blind racism has affected some
blacks on central racial matters.
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Naturalization of Racial Matters and Blacks

Although blacks do not have a cohesive view on segregation, their expla-
nations of why segregation exists are different from those of whites. Most
blacks point out that whites have something to do with segregation or
that whites do not want to live or share resources with blacks. For exam-
ple, Jimmy, the social worker cited above, said about school segregation:

Yeah, I think the mixing of the races in the school, to me, is probably the
whites’ fault, to me. And, if it’s a better school, and blacks try to go there and
all, I think they are not really welcome and given an opportunity to [develop]
and then they don’t get the—In the inner city and all, it’s not—the schooling
the funding or whatever is not the same. If it was equal here in the black and
white areas and all, they might not even want to go there. But I think this, if
they, [when] they try to go to better schooling, I think they’re prohibited
from going there more so by whites and the government and all.

Yet, some blacks (3 of 17) relied on the naturalization frame mixed with
abstract liberalism to explain segregation. For instance, although Jimmy
underscored the role of discrimination in school segregation, he attrib-
uted neighborhood segregation to natural tendencies in people.

Well, I’m sure that people clique by choice and all. I mean whites tend to
stay with whites because they’re comfortable. But given, you know—I’d say
if we tried to mix a little more, we might tend to get together more and all,
integrate more and all, but as it stands now and all, we tend to be comfort-
able [with] our race and that’s the way it generally goes.

Natasha, a licensed practical nurse in her early thirties, blamed the gov-
ernment for the low level of school integration in this country ‘‘because
they make the laws.’’ She also supported busing because it is ‘‘a good
thing because you get to know about other peoples’ cultures and their
way of living.’’ However, Natasha believes neighborhood segregation is
the product of peoples’ natural choices or, in her own words:

I really don’t [think about this situation] ’cause I move basically [giggles]
where I can afford it. I don’t think that any one race shouldn’t be allowed
anywhere in this world. It’s a free country, so. I think they just choose to be
with their kind. Blacks choose to live around blacks and whites choose to live
around whites.

Therefore, when asked if she believes the government can play a role in
remedying residential segregation, Natasha said,
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No, but I think that [there] shouldn’t be any limitations on that one man,
one black woman moving into an all-white neighborhood. He shouldn’t get
treated any different. But I know that [lowers voice] [I am] fantasizing [very
loudly and giggles]. I mean, you never know, it may work out. I really don’t
think the government should get into it because I don’t think they’d say,
‘‘OK, this is a white [raises voice] neighborhood,’’ you know what I’m saying?
Like I said, people tend to segregate together.’’

The third respondent who used the naturalization frame was Mark, the
bus driver cited above. Mark believes school segregation is maintained by
whites—often through violent means—to the detriment of ‘‘many bright
African American students in urban areas [who do] not have the means
to get to predominantly white schools to be afforded greater learning
experiences.’’ However, Mark explained neighborhood segregation as the
outcome of natural tendencies in people.

It’s something that’s gonna naturally occur. And both because of economic
and social grievances, there are gonna be some whites that are economically
better off than other whites and other blacks and they are gonna want to be
along with other races. And that holds true with both blacks also.

Minimization of Racism and Blacks

Notwithstanding how color-blind racism affects blacks’ understandings
of various racial issues, the reality of discrimination is such that few
blacks believe discrimination is no longer very significant. An over-
whelming majority of blacks stated that antiblack discrimination is still
central in America. In the survey questions regarding this issue, blacks’
answers confirming discrimination were twenty to thirty percentage
points higher than those of whites. More significantly, 61 percent of
blacks, compared with only 33 percent of whites, agreed with the state-
ment ‘‘Blacks are in the position that they are as a group because of pres-
ent day discrimination.’’

Blacks’ answers to the questions about discrimination in the in-depth
interview were as strong, if not stronger, than their answers in the survey.
For example, Tyrone, the unemployed man cited above, said about blacks
facing discrimination:

I think sometimes you do. ’Cause I used to work in Sterling Heights [a neigh-
borhood in Detroit]. I used to be out their waiting on the bus, somebody
would drive by and call me a ‘‘black-ass nigger’’ at least three times out of
the week [laughs] and I’m just trying to work and come home [Interviewer:
Wow!].
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Likewise, when he was asked why he thinks blacks have a lower standing
than whites in America, he cited racial discrimination as a factor:

Well, ’cause who is the boss? He want to give you the worse job ’cause of the
color of your skin. I been through that up in Sterling Heights. Me and
Dwayne was the only two blacks in the maintenance department. Me and
Dwayne got the nastiest jobs they was. They go, ‘‘Go get them they’ll do it!’’
And they’d come get me and Dwayne. Me and Dwayne got the nastiest jobs.

Accordingly, Tyrone was a strong supporter of affirmative action, govern-
ment programs for blacks, and even of reparations. He stated his support
for reparations as follows:

They should get something [raises his voice], they should get something. They
was suppose to give the black man forty acres and a mule. Where’s my forty
acres of land at or my money that you going to pay me for these forty acres
I was supposed to get? You know, give me a tractor, give me some money, give
me something!

Natalie, a data entry clerk in her twenties, said about whether or not
blacks experience lots of discrimination, ‘‘I think some blacks do experi-
ence it.’’ When asked to give examples, Natalie, as most blacks,9 narrated
a personal experience.

Yes, I agree with that because I have had, store [stutters slightly] people that
work in stores follow me around [raises her voice] ‘‘May I help you?’’ you
know, they do it in a way that you, if you weren’t paying attention, you
wouldn’t think that they were following you but they are, and they tend to
follow black people more than they do other people.

Consistent with her view on discrimination, Natalie believes blacks are
worse off than whites because of ‘‘racism’’ and thus supported govern-
ment intervention on blacks’ behalf. Her response to the question on
whether government should intervene on blacks’ behalf was:

Yes, because they tend to have, they [raises her voice] have programs for other
people who suffered past discrimination. They help like Japanese people and
stuff, so why can’t they help us? I mean, basically, the reason that we were
discriminated against and people from Japan were discriminated against
their own people by their own people, but we helped them out. Why they
can’t help some black people like they do them?

Other respondents narrated incidents typical of post–Civil Rights dis-
crimination.10 For example, Jimmy, the social worker cited above, said of
discrimination:
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Well, I think it’s real and it’s true and all and if you really—it’s just hard to
get the evidence and put it on the table and expose it and all. But examples
are like when you see a black and a white go out together to apply for an
apartment and the white get told one thing and given the better break and
the black being told the opposite thing and a worse break. It’s just one way
to expose it and all. But it is real and it does exist and it’s just hard to uncover
and all.

Latasha, the self-employed nail polisher cited before, answered the ques-
tion about the significance of discrimination for blacks in a personal way:

You do, you do, you really do because you have some people that just won’t
let it go. You know, they put on a lot of front and a lot of air and you have
some people that just won’t let go and some people just won’t hide it. They’ll
slap it right in your face and do it right in front of you.

When asked if she could provide any examples, she narrated how her
own supervisor avoids dealing with her directly and relegates this task to
some of her white coworkers.

Thelma, a widow in her late sixties, answered the discrimination ques-
tion by saying: ‘‘By whites? [Interviewer: Or by whomever, yeah anyone.]
Yeah!’’ When prompted to say more on this subject, Thelma said:
‘‘Because it’s like me or you go to a job and apply for a job, right. They
turn us down and this white man or white female walks up there and
they hire her like this. So that’s discrimination right there!’’

One of the scariest incidents of overt discrimination was narrated by
Edward, the unemployed forty-one-year-old man cited above. As part of
his explanation about the interactions he used to have with whites in jobs,
he narrated the following incident:

I even had an argument when I was hired at Cross Company, and guess
what it was about? They said how violent we were and I was commenting
about ‘‘Well, look, man, y’all ain’t no different.’’ And guess what? I had
somebody jump up behind me—and we are in an engineering office—and
he called me. And who I thought was a fairly decent person, I thought who
I was on good terms with. And they started this conversation about racism,
about the difference between black and white people. It wasn’t me. I’m the
only black person in the office. I’d exchanged my viewpoint with people in
the office. He jumps up and he wasn’t necessarily being insulted. He jumps
us and calls me an African Nigger. He comes around the drafting board and
I coaxing him along because I’m thinking that he’s not gonna do anything.
But the guy swings at me and clips me in the jaw.

So far I have shown that blacks believe discrimination is salient, that it
affects them personally, and that it operates in crude and subtle ways. Yet,
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the minimization of racism frame has affected how some blacks think
about discrimination. For example, most whites regard discrimination
exclusively as old-fashioned, one-on-one racist behavior by whites against
minorities and, therefore, think discrimination is declining in signifi-
cance. Some blacks agree with this view and do not think discrimination
is important. For instance, Carla, the executive secretary mentioned
above, answered the discrimination question by stating: ‘‘I don’t experi-
ence ah, did you say racial discrimination? I don’t experience discrimina-
tion in daily life, maybe on one or two occasions but not’’ every day.

Other blacks who regarded discrimination as overtly racist behavior
believed that only blacks who work with whites experience lots of dis-
crimination. For example, Alma, a homemaker and part-time worker,
answered the discrimination question as follows:

Well, if they are [giggles], I mean, that’s kind of hard to say for everybody
because on the average most people don’t be around another race every day
in order to consider discrimination. But probably a person that works on [a]
mixed, you know, with whites and blacks, it’s well, yeah those I’ve heard
have the discrimination.

Yet other blacks qualified their answers (‘‘some blacks experience dis-
crimination, but . . .’’) and used the cultural and abstract liberalism frames
to explain the status of blacks. For instance, Natasha, the practical nurse
cited above, answered the discrimination question as follows: ‘‘I’d say
[high-pitched voice] some probably do, they probably do. It depends on
what plan in their life, where they are, besides their job, what type of job,
they would get some discrimination.’’ When pressed by the interviewer
with the question, ‘‘How much do you think it affects, you know, black
people, this discrimination, in their daily lives?’’ Natasha stated:

It don’t—it [doesn’t stop] anything as far as that goes, you know. You know
what I am saying? You might have to deal with it, but you have to keep
going. I don’t think it really puts an impact on it, on your day, or inhibits
anybody from doing what they want to do or being what they want to be.
That’s up to the individuals.

Vonda, the homemaker cited above, could not even assess whether or
not discrimination affects blacks a lot: ‘‘[8-second pause] I don’t know how
to, you know, I don’t know how to answer that one.’’

THE STYLE OF COLOR-BLIND
RACISM AND BLACKS

I suggested in chapter 3 that the style of color blindness is oblique, indi-
rect, subtle, and full of apparent ambivalence and even flat-out contradic-
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tions. My main finding in this section is that blacks have not been affected
in any meaningful way by the style of color-blind racism. Because the
influence of the style of this ideology on blacks is virtually nonexistent in
some areas (racist terminology, racial projections, and diminutives), here
I examine only its impact in the areas of semantic moves and rhetorical
incoherence.

Semantic Moves and Blacks

Whites use a number of verbal pirouettes to avoid appearing ‘‘racist.’’
Specifically, I argue that color blindness has a peculiar race talk that
includes semantic moves in situations in which whites feel they may
sound racist. Although some analysts might expect blacks to be as con-
scious of not being perceived as antiwhite as whites are of being per-
ceived as antiblack, or that they might be as conscious as whites of being
seen as having strong racial views, my findings suggest otherwise—a
finding that is consistent with previous work.11 In general, blacks call it
as they see it. If they oppose interracial marriage, they are significantly
less likely than whites to beat around the bush. If they do not have white
friends or do not associate with whites, they say so without promoting a
white acquaintance to the friend status.12 If blacks agree or disagree with
a policy, they usually state their opinion clearly. I suggest this straightfor-
wardness reflects the fact that blacks have very little to hide—or very little
to lose—in the contemporary racial order.13 Whereas in slavery or Jim
Crow, blacks had to be ‘‘stage Negroes’’14 if they wanted to survive, as a
consequence of new norms, whites now have to be ‘‘stage whites.’’ There-
fore, being at the bottom of the racial order in post–Civil Rights America
gives blacks at least the freedom to speak their minds.

An area that potentially could have made blacks defensive and brought
out some rhetorical hesitation was the issue of ‘‘reverse discrimination.’’
Nevertheless, blacks were clear in their beliefs that this idea is nonsense.
Jimmy, the social worker cited above, said that whites who talk about
‘‘reverse discrimination’’ are ‘‘just hollerin’.’’ Jimmy’s response to a ques-
tion about whether or not the decision of a hypothetical company hiring
a black over a white job candidate was discriminatory against whites15

was as follows:

Yeah it’s discriminating against whites, but in the sense that you already got
all the power of a position and all. And it’s like you’re a hundred percent
and all and if I say go down to 97 percent you’ll holla’ you’re discriminating
against me and all. But, you know what I mean, you need some discrimina-
tion [laughs].
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Although Jimmy interprets affirmative action as ‘‘discriminatory,’’ he
believes it is necessary to improve blacks’ status. Malcolm, a construction
worker in his forties, expressed views similar to Jimmy’s and in a straight-
forward manner as well. For instance, when asked about his view on
affirmative action, he answered ‘‘I’m for it.’’ His response to a follow-up
question asking if he thought this program was unfair to whites was:
‘‘Well, racism affects all blacks but affirmative action affects a certain per-
centage of whites. So you really can’t compare. You know, like this, they
call it anti-[lowers his voice] discrimination or, you know, you can’t com-
pare the two.’’

Although most blacks answered the questions without filtering them
through the rhetorical maze of color blindness, a few answered questions
using phrases similar to those of color blindness. However, I suggest
these respondents, unlike whites, were not trying to buffer polemical or
racist views. Instead, they were usually pointing out contradictions
between the way things ought to be and the way things are. For example,
Tyrone, the unemployed worker I cited before, used what could be seen
as the ‘‘Yes and no’’ move to explain his view on affirmative action.

Well one way I’m for it, one way I’m against it. Now, if everybody had equal
chance, there’s nothing against the color of your skin or nothing, we
wouldn’t need affirmative action. But by the way not giving people chances,
we need it. You gotta have something, you know, to help.

Although his answer seems to include the ‘‘yes and no’’ move (‘‘one
way I’m for it, one way I’m against it’’), Tyrone does not hesitate at all in
stating that because America is not color blind, we need affirmative action
(‘‘You gotta have something to help’’). By contrast, when whites used the
‘‘Yes and no, but’’ move, they added other phrases to signify ambivalence
and insecurity (e.g., ‘‘I am not sure’’ or ‘‘I don’t know), even when they
were making a strong case one way or the other (see chapter 3). Tyrone
did not do that. Further evidence that Tyrone was not ambivalent or try-
ing to hide his views on affirmative action discursively comes from his
answer to the question about whether or not the decisions of the hypo-
thetical company were discriminatory against whites. His answer was:
‘‘How can they discriminate against whites when the employment is 97
percent white? That’s no discrimination! You got 97 percent white people
and 3 percent of a different race.’’

In the same vein, when he was asked to explain why so many whites
seem to be angry about affirmative action, Tyrone replied in a way that is
consistent with his strong support for affirmative action:

Well some of them figure out that they are not getting a fair chance. Some of
them don’t like it just because it’s helping the blacks. But to me, you know,
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like I said, if we all had a fair chance, we wouldn’t need affirmative action.
They ought to know. See, they not black and how can they say this is what
they go through? They ain’t never been black. They ain’t never been through
what we go through.

Another semantic move that has become quite popular among whites
is ‘‘Some of my best friends are black.’’ I did not find a single black
respondent who used the analogous phrase ‘‘Some of my best friends are
white.’’ Whereas whites used this phrase to inflate their associations with
blacks and, occasionally, to be able to say something very negative about
blacks, blacks did not resort to similar phrases to state their views about
whites. For example, blacks who did not have white friends had no prob-
lem stating it. The following examples illustrate how blacks who did not
have white friends described this situation. Mark, the bus driver pre-
viously cited, when questioned about whether or not he had close white
friends in school, responded: ‘‘At Renaissance I didn’t have any close
white friends. I had some that I interacted with that were associates and
acquaintances.’’ Later in the interview, when asked if he had white
friends on his current job, Mark said ‘‘I can’t say I have any friends. I have
those whites that I associate with basically on the job.’’ Natasha, the
young practical nurse cited above, when asked, ‘‘Did you have any close
white friends in school,’’ replied: ‘‘Ah no, I didn’t have any.’’ Regina, the
homemaker cited above, stated in no uncertain terms that she did not
have white friends while growing up: ‘‘No, not down [raises her voice], not
in Louisiana. No.’’

Rhetorical Incoherence and Blacks

Most whites in these studies were incoherent at some point in the inter-
views because of the racially sensitive nature of the subject of discussion.
In contrast, when blacks were incoherent, it was because either that was
their usual speech pattern or they lacked knowledge of the issue at hand.
For example, whereas the topic of intermarriage led many whites to vir-
tual muteness, blacks stated their views on this matter without much hes-
itation. Their behavior on this subject corresponds to the survey results.
Fifty-eight percent of whites and 88 percent of blacks in the DAS survey
approved of interracial marriage. However, when the question was ‘‘Sup-
pose your own child married (a white/a black) person. Would you mind
it a lot, a little, or not at all,’’ 58 percent of whites said they would mind
it ‘‘a lot’’ while 32 percent said they would mind it ‘‘a little,’’ whereas 84
percent of blacks said that they would not mind it at all, a number that
almost matches the 88 percent who approved of interracial unions. This
suggests blacks have more consistent views on this sensitive matter and,
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therefore, may be less likely than whites to try to provide socially desir-
able answers.

Whether blacks approved of interracial marriage and would do it them-
selves (8 of 17), approved of it but would never do it themselves (7 of 17),
approved of it but pointed out problems the couples might face (2 of 17),
or were opposed to these relationships (1 of 17), they stated their answers
in a clearer manner than white respondents (numbers add up to 18 rather
than 17, because the answer of one respondent fit two categories). Before
proceeding with my analysis, I need to add two caveats. First, I am inter-
ested in highlighting the form or style of their answers rather than examin-
ing the ultimate meaning of their answers. Second, I must point out the
asymmetric interpretation of these questions for black and white respon-
dents.16 Whereas for whites the question of interracial marriage seems to
evoke visceral reactions based on racialized readings of black bodies, for
blacks—particularly for older blacks—the question evokes a history of
rejection, exclusion, and even the not well-studied social and family train-
ing among blacks of avoiding these relationships to stay out of trouble.
This means that blacks’ and whites’ disapproval of interracial marriage
means different things because the issue evokes different historical and
personal circumstances and reactions.

An example of a black respondent who had no problems with interra-
cial marriage but would not do it herself was Nel, the retired janitor cited
above.

Interviewer: OK, thank you. Now can you tell me, I guess the, you know,
[who] were the people that you dated and married, were they—what race
were they?

Nel: Black [laughs].
Interviewer: They were all black?
Nel: Yeah.
Interviewer: All right, thank you. Let’s see, now, did you ever have any

romantic interest in a white person?
Nel: I never even dreamed, you know, thought of it.
Interviewer: Now why is that?
Nel: I don’t know. You’re talking ’bout like romance, no? [unintelligible] I

really can’t answer that question.

Nel’s answers in this series of questions were, for the most part, very
straightforward. Only on the last question, dealing with why she did not
have any romantic interest in whites, did Nel not provide a satisfactory
answer. However, the demeanor, tone, and rhetoric used by Nel and the
other respondents to questions in this category suggest they were not try-
ing to hide or distort their feelings and opinions on this sensitive matter.

Nel’s straightforward style, for example, surfaced even when she was
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asked her opinion on interracial marriage. Nel’s answer was a simple: ‘‘I
don’t think there’s anything wrong with it.’’ When the interviewer asked
Nel to explain this answer, she stated ‘‘I don’t see anything, really, I don’t
see any difference no more than the skin tone.’’ Although this answer
could be interpreted as a baseless one similar to that of most whites, Nel
did not qualify her support for these marriages, as most whites did. More-
over, Nel added the following piece of information that bolstered the
credibility of her answer: ‘‘But now I have a brother who’s still [alive] and
his [white] wife. And they was just so nice, you know. They lived up in
Minnesota but they were nice, you know. Maybe that’s why I don’t think
anything about it, you know.’’

Eight black respondents approved of interracial marriage and said they
would do it themselves. Their answers to the interracial questions were
similar to that of Irma, the young conservative accounting clerk pre-
viously cited:

Irma: I, it doesn’t matter to me. If, if the persons [are] in love, then it don’t
matter.

Interviewer: Would you yourself have considered marrying someone from a
different race?

Irma: Yeah if I had, if the opportunity were, yeah I guess.

An extreme example of blacks who subscribed to this view is Carla, the
executive secretary previously cited. She is also an example of how
straight blacks were in answering the interracial marriage question. Her
answer was: ‘‘If you like it, I love it.’’ Asked if she would consider marry-
ing outside her race, she said ‘‘Yes.’’ These answers were unusual for
blacks but fit Carla’s answers on this and other subjects. For example,
when Carla was asked if she had ever had any romantic interest in people
of other races, she said ‘‘[I] always wanted to.’’ And when she was asked
if she had ever been interested in whites, she said ‘‘Yes.’’

Black respondents who opposed interracial marriage said so without
much hesitation. For instance, Joe, an electronic mechanic in his forties,
opposed interracial relationships without hesitation:

Interviewer: Did you ever have any white relationships?
Joe: No.
Interviewer: Did you ever have any romantic interest in a white person?
Joe: No.
Interviewer: And why would you think that is so?
Joe: My preference.
Interviewer: Is your spouse the same racial background as you are?
Joe: Yes.
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Interviewer: People have mixed feelings about marrying outside their race.
What is your view on this delicate matter?

Joe: [clears throat] I feel people of the same race should stay together instead
of interacting.

Interviewer: So you yourself would not consider marrying someone or would
not have considered marrying someone of a different race?

Joe: I would say that. I would say that.

Joe answered all these difficult questions the same way he answered all
the questions throughout the interview: in a short and precise manner.

Of all the blacks in this sample, I found only two who hesitated in a
notable way on the interracial marriage question. The hesitation of one of
these respondents came when the interviewer asked him a question that
was not part of the interview protocol. Malcolm, the construction worker
cited above, hesitated somewhat in his answer to the question ‘‘Did you
think you could see yourself having a romantic interest in another black
person here?’’ Malcolm’s answer to this question was ‘‘I probably would.
I, I, if it happened like that, then I’d say either way.’’ The interviewer
posed this rather unusual question to Malcolm, a man in his forties,
because he described himself as a ‘‘solitary person’’ but said he had dated
a few women while he was in the ‘‘service’’ in Germany and all of them
were white! His hesitation, then, could be attributed to the interviewer
addressing a sensitive issue but on a different front: a forty-something
man not involved with any woman (was he concerned that the interviewer
was checking his sexual orientation?) or his exclusive interest in white
women (was he concerned that the interviewer thought he was a negro-
phobic black?).

RACIAL STORIES OF
COLOR BLINDNESS AND BLACKS

In chapter 4 I documented the salience of four color-blind story lines,
namely, ‘‘The past is the past,’’ ‘‘I didn’t own any slaves,’’ ‘‘I did not get
a (job/promotion) because of a black man,’’ and ‘‘If (ethnic groups such
as Jews and Italians) have made it, how come blacks have not?’’ I also
discussed the role that testimonies or personal stories have in the color-
blind ideology. I argued that racial stories help whites seal tightly their
larger color-blind fable by providing gut-level, emotional arguments to
validate some important myths about race relations in America. Notwith-
standing that color blindness has tainted the way blacks formulate many
issues, based on my analysis of the 17 interviews it seems that blacks are
not buying into these stories in any significant way. I could not detect
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any influence of the latter two story lines, even among conservative black
respondents, and I could detect none whatsoever of testimonies. Never-
theless, the story lines ‘‘The past is the past’’ and ‘‘I never owned any
slaves’’ affected one black respondent directly and four indirectly.

The first two stories, which tend to appear together, were used directly
by Carla, the conservative executive secretary. She answered the question
on reparations as most whites did:

That became [a] topic in school. I don’t remember what I said but right now
I feel that was so long ago that the people who are here now didn’t have
anything to do with it. So I don’t feel it would, I mean, you can say you’re
sorry but it’s not, it’s not going to take back what happened. Therefore, I
don’t think it’s necessary.

Although these stories and their logic affected very few blacks directly,
they affected four blacks indirectly. For example, Natasha, the young
practical nurse, answered the question on reparations as follows: ‘‘Yeah,
I think so. But are there any of those people around? Would it go to that,
to those surviving family members?’’

Although Natasha supports reparations, she seems influenced by the
idea that only people who were directly affected by slavery can demand
compensation. This idea, mentioned by many white respondents, oper-
ates under the assumption that discrimination is a matter of a distant past
that does not affect blacks’ life chances today. If discrimination ended in
the 1860s, then blacks who were affected by it are long gone and repara-
tions and other forms of government intervention on blacks’ behalf are
unnecessary.

Another example of the indirect influence of these stories is Edward,
the unemployed 41-year-old man. His answer on reparations was: ‘‘Oh
bullshit, no, no! I think that America needs to think about its people now
and the American people are all kind of folks.’’ Edward exhibits the same
emotion as many whites when answering this question (‘‘Oh bullshit, no,
no!’’) and thinks, like most whites, that the issue is helping all Americans
now rather than dwelling on the past.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I examined the extent and ways in which color-blind rac-
ism affects blacks. First, I showed that blacks, for the most part, do not
subscribe wholeheartedly to the frames of color blindness. Furthermore,
I pointed out that blacks have oppositional views on many important
issues. For example, they believe discrimination is a central factor shaping
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their life chances in this country, firmly support affirmative action, and
are very clear about whites’ advantageous position in this society. How-
ever, I also documented that some of the frames and ideas of color blind-
ness have had a significant indirect effect on blacks. For example, the
frame of abstract liberalism has shaped the way many blacks explain
school and residential segregation. Second, I documented that the style of
color-blind racism has had a very limited impact on blacks. Whereas
whites hesitate and use double-talk to state their views on racial matters,
blacks state their views clearly and without much hesitation, even when
the topic of discussion is interracial marriage. Finally, I suggested that
only two of the four story lines of color blindness have had some impact
on blacks. Although most of the impact of these stories was indirect, the
fact that 5 of the 17 blacks were directly or indirectly affected by these
stories suggests the ideological transmission belt is working well. Thus, I
regard the ideology of color blindness as the current dominant racial ideol-
ogy because it binds whites together and blurs, shapes, and provides
many of the terms of the debate for blacks.

For students of ideology my findings should not be surprising. Domi-
nant actors (men, capitalists, whites), by virtue of their centrality in the
social system and their superior resources, are able to frame the terrain of
debates and influence the views of subordinated groups. Therefore, as I
argued above, a dominant ideology is effective not by establishing ideo-
logical uniformity, but by providing the frames to organize difference.17

As Nicos Poulantzas wrote about dominant class ideology:

The dominance of [an ideology] is shown by the fact that the dominated
classes live their conditions of political existence through the forms of domi-
nant political discourse: this means that often they live even their revolt
against domination of the system within the frame of reference of the domi-
nant legitimacy.18

Women and workers, for example, may have views that are different
from those of men and capitalists, but they share enough of their views
and ideas, and more important, the terrain of political discourse, so that
even their challenges to patriarchy and capitalism fall within the limits of
what is ‘‘legitimate’’ for men and capitalists. Women and workers may
demand ‘‘equal opportunity’’—a demand that does not subvert the
parameters of gender or class rule—but they are less likely to struggle
for proportional representation and rewards in all social networks and
institutions or for wealth redistribution.

What is the significance of my findings? On the one hand, my findings
reveal in some detail the precise way in which blacks disagree with whites
on central racial issues of our time. For example, unlike whites, blacks
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realize that racism is structural and that lack of power and differential
access to rewards is at the heart of America’s racial situation. Therefore,
they strongly support programs such as affirmative action, despite the
relentless ideological campaign against this program. On this, I concur
with those19 who claim that blacks and whites have different views on
most racial issues. On the other hand, my findings reveal quite clearly
that blacks are influenced directly (e.g., the cultural rationale and natural-
ization of racial matters) and indirectly (e.g., the free-market rationale and
laissez-faire racism) by the frames of color blindness. For example,
although one would expect blacks to have a strong tendency against the
‘‘culture of poverty’’ concept, I found that too many buy into substantial
parts of this argument. This ideological infiltration of the frames of color
blindness into blacks’ political consciousness hinders the development of
an all-out oppositional ideology or ‘‘utopia’’20 to fight contemporary
white supremacy. Thus, because so many blacks are swayed by elements
of color blindness, the struggle against color-blind racism will have to be
waged not only against color-blind whites, who cannot see the centrality
of race in America, but also against the many slightly color-blind blacks.

One burning question that many readers may have is whether blacks
are as ‘‘racist’’ as whites. To properly answer this question, I need to go
back to the theoretical framework that anchors this book: the racialized
social-system framework (see chapter 1). My concern has been describing
the dominant racial ideology of the post–Civil Rights era in detail and
exploring how it affects whites and blacks. In this process, I have avoided
moralizing the analysis (attempting to identify ‘‘good’’ and ‘‘bad’’ peo-
ple). My overall findings are that most whites believe this new ideology
wholeheartedly and rely on its various elements to articulate their views
on racial matters and that a significant number of blacks are indirectly
affected by this ideology and use some elements of it, too.

But I do not want to avoid what may be the real question for some read-
ers: are blacks as ‘‘racist’’ (meaning antiwhite) as whites (meaning anti-
black)? This question, which was formulated by some white respondents
in my studies, has received some legitimacy in liberal and radical circles
by the position articulated by Michael Omi and Howard Winant in the
1994 edition of their important book, Racial Formation in the United States.21

In this book, Omi and Winant argue racism amounts to any practice that
‘‘creates or reproduces structures of domination based on essentialist categories
of race.’’22 Based on this criterion, they conclude blacks can be ‘‘racist,’’
too, and that, in fact, some are. From the racialized social system frame-
work vantage point I have developed, the answer to this question is differ-
ent. First, the question needs to be rephrased from ‘‘are blacks as ‘racist’
as whites?’’ to ‘‘are blacks as ‘prejudiced’ as whites.’’ I do so because the
concept of ‘‘racism,’’ as used by most social scientists and commentators,
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is grounded on methodological individualism (the separation of ‘‘racist’’
and ‘‘nonracist’’ individuals) and psychologism (assuming ‘‘racist’’ indi-
viduals are pathological, whereas those who are not ‘‘racist’’ are normal).
In contrast, I have attempted to conceptualize racism as a sociopolitical
concept that refers exclusively to racial ideology that glues a particular
racial order. Thus, I have suggested that color-blind racism is the ideology
of the ‘‘new racism’’ era. My answer, then, to this rephrased question is
that any race (or ethnic group) can be ‘‘prejudiced’’ against any other race
or races (e.g., blacks can be anti-Jewish and Jews can be antiblack).
Regarding the matter of the degree to which blacks are antiwhite, most
research suggests they are less likely to be antiwhite than whites are to be
antiblack. In fact, the most interesting finding on prejudice research is
that blacks are almost as likely as whites to believe many of the antiblack
stereotypes.23

If the question is, ‘‘Are blacks likely to develop a racialized social system
in the United States with blacks as the dominant race?’’ the answer is
absolutely not. Blacks lack the power24 (organizational capacity and
resources) to carry out a nationalist program25 to create a pro-black racial
state. Blacks also lack the demographic capacity (numbers) needed to
mount a revolution like blacks did in Haiti in the eighteenth century. In
fact, given current changes in the racial demography of the nation (blacks
are no longer the largest minority group in the nation), the most likely
scenario for the future is that race relations will become Latin America–
like, that is, that a new, triracial order will emerge with a pigmentocratic
component to it.26 As a Latin America–like society, any form of race-based
contestation will become increasingly more difficult, which, as in Latin
America, will allow white supremacy to reign supreme, hidden from
public debate.

In the next chapter, I hypothetize what the future of racial stratification
in the United States might look like in the future.
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E Pluribus Unum or the Same Old
Perfume in a New Bottle?

On the Future of Racial Stratification
in the United States

WHAT DOES ALL THE RACIAL NOISE MEAN?
A SKETCH OF THINGS TO COME

Latinos are now officially the largest minority group in the nation.
According to the Census Bureau, while blacks comprise 12.3 percent

of the U.S. population, Latinos are almost 14 percent.1 This Latino popula-
tion explosion, generated by immigration, has already created a number
of visible fractures in the United States that seem to be shifting the racial
terrain. In academic circles, for instance, conservative scholars have begun
attacking the new racial demography as devastating for the future of the
country. An example of these scholars is Harvard’s political scientist,
Samuel Huntington, who in his recent book, Who Are We? The Challenges
to America’s National Identity, argued that Latino immigration threatens
Anglo-Saxon American culture as well as the political integrity of the
country.2 And politicians in both parties as well as prominent newscasters
such as Lou Dobbs—since 2003 or so, he has addressed every night the
topic of illegal immigration in his show Lou Dobbs Tonight in his nightly
segment ‘‘Broken Borders’’—3 and almost all Fox News commentators
(e.g., Brit Hume, Tony Snow, Sean Hannity, John Gibson, and Fox’s most
vitriolic newscaster, Bill O’Reilly) articulate and inflame the anti-immi-
grant fears for the wider public.

In addition to the Latino population explosion, other trends have
emerged that challenge our traditional biracial divide (white vs. non-
white) and, more specifically, our black-white understanding of racial
politics in the United States. For example, another group that has gained
visibility in our racial discussions is Asian Americans, partly because of
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their demographic gains (they are now 5 percent of the population),
partly because as a group, they are perceived as doing very well economi-
cally and educationally, and, more importantly, partly because they are
still viewed by most Americans through the lenses of developments in
South East Asia.4 On this last point, the commercial rise of Japan and, par-
ticularly, of China, has generated a fear of the East that can be seen in
movies (e.g., Red Corner [1997], Mulan [1998], etc.), political scandals, and
in the way China is discussed almost every night in the news.5

Yet another illustration of the changing racial terrain in the United
States is our recent national discussion on the status of ‘‘multiracial’’ and
‘‘biracial’’ people.6 Two events shaped our collective engagement on these
matters over the last ten years. First, phenom golfer Tiger Woods, son of
a black father and a Tai mother, made a public statement suggesting he
was not black but rather ‘‘Cablanasian’’ (a mixture of Caucasian, black,
and Asian). This led to a furious public debate on what it means to be
‘‘black’’ or ‘‘mixed’’ and whether or not people could claim a racial iden-
tity other than those already inscribed in our racial pentagram (Who had
ever heard of such a thing as a Cablanasian)? Second, the struggle by peo-
ple in the multiracial movement7 to force changes in the way the Census
Bureau gathered racial data—specifically, to include a multiracial cate-
gory, which coincided with efforts by Republican politicians to end the
collection of racial data altogether—ended with the addition of the ‘‘More
than one race’’ item in the 2000 Census schedule.

Finally, and related to some of the developments mentioned above, the
rate of interracial dating and marriage between Latinos and whites and
Asians and whites has skyrocketed.8 In general, interracial marriage,
which accounted for less than 1 percent of all marriages in the country,
accounts today for 5.4 percent. Many demographers and a few public
intellectuals have heralded this development as signifying the erosion of
racial boundaries and maybe pointing the way out of our national racial
quagmire.9

Thus, as I write this revised edition, we all ponder about what will be
the future of race in America. How will the Latino population explosion
affect the 300-year-old racial drama of the country? Will Latinos replace
blacks as the racial boogeyman10 or will they become white, as some ana-
lysts have suggested?11 And how will Asians fit in the emerging racial
totem pole? Will they be treated as white or vilified as the enemies within,
as happened to Japanese Americans during World War II? Or do all these
trends signify that I have wasted my time (and your money) writing this
book because, as some public commentators have argued, we live in the
time of ‘‘the end of racism’’ or, at least, of ‘‘the declining significance of
race’’?12

These are the kinds of issues that prompted me to write this chapter.
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My basic claim, unlike the romantic predictions of assimilationists13 or the
racialized pessimism of Anglo-Saxonists such as Huntington, is that all
this reshuffling denotes that the biracial order typical of the United States,
which was the exception in the world racial system,14 is evolving into a
complex and loosely organized triracial stratification system similar to
that of many Latin American and Caribbean nations. Specifically, I con-
tend that the emerging triracial system will be comprised of ‘‘whites’’ at
the top, an intermediary group of ‘‘honorary whites’’—similar to the col-
oreds in South Africa during formal apartheid, and a nonwhite group or
the ‘‘collective black’’ at the bottom. I sketch in figure 8.1 what these three
groups may look like. I hypothesize that the white group will include
‘‘traditional’’ whites, new ‘‘white’’ immigrants and, in the near future,
totally assimilated white Latinos (e.g., former Secretary of Education
Lauro Cabazos, the football coach of the University of Wisconsin Barry
Alvarez, and actors such as Martin Sheen), lighter-skinned multi-racials,
and other subgroups; the intermediate racial group or honorary whites
will comprise most light-skinned Latinos (e.g., most Cubans and seg-
ments of the Mexican and Puerto Rican communities), Japanese Ameri-
cans, Korean Americans, Asian Indians, Chinese Americans, and most
Middle Eastern Americans Americans; and, finally, that the collective
black group will include blacks, dark-skinned Latinos, Vietnamese, Cam-
bodians, Filipinos, and Laotians.

As a triracial system (or Latin- or Caribbean-like racial order), race con-
flict will be buffered by the intermediate group, much like class conflict
is when the class structure includes a large middle class. Furthermore,
color gradations, which have always been important matters of within-
group differentiation, will become more salient factors of stratification.
Lastly, Americans, like people in complex racial stratification orders, will
begin making nationalists appeals (‘‘We are all Americans’’), decry their
racial past, and claim they are ‘‘beyond race.’’

This new order, I argue, will be apparently more pluralistic and exhibit
more racial fluidity than the order it is replacing. However, this new sys-
tem will serve as a formidable fortress for white supremacy. Its ‘‘we are
beyond race’’ lyrics and color-blind music will drown the voices of those
fighting for racial equality (‘‘Why continue talking about race and racism
when we are all Americans?’’) and may even eclipse the space for talking
about race altogether. Hence, in this emerging Latin America-like
America, racial inequality will remain—and may even increase—yet there
will be a restricted space to fight it.

I must state a few important caveats before I proceed any further. First,
figure 8.1 is heuristic rather than definitive and thus is included here just
as a guide of how I think the various ethnic groups will line-up in the
emerging racial order. I acknowledge, however, that the position of some
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Figure 8.1 Preliminary Map of Triracial Order in the USA

‘‘Whites’’
Whites
New whites (Russians, Albanians, etc.)
Assimilated white Latinos
Some multiracials
Assimilated (urban) Native Americans
A few Asian-origin people

‘‘Honorary Whites’’
Light-skinned Latinos
Japanese Americans
Korean Americans
Asian Indians
Chinese Americans
Middle Eastern Americans
Most multiracials

‘‘Collective Black’’
Vietnamese Americans
Filipino Americans
Hmong Americans
Laotian Americans
Dark-skinned Latinos
Blacks
New West Indian and African immigrants
Reservation-bound Native Americans

groups may change (e.g., Chinese Americans, Asian Indians, and, particu-
larly, Arab Americans—on this, please see my comments at the end of the
chapter), that the map is not inclusive of all the groups in the United
States (for instance, Samoans, Micronesians, and Eskimos, among others,
are not in the map), that it is possible that more than three racial strata
emerge, and that at this early stage of this project and given some serious
data limitations, some groups may end up in a different racial strata alto-
gether (for example, Filipinos may become ‘‘honorary whites’’ rather than
another group in the ‘‘collective black’’ strata). More significantly, if my
Latin Americanization thesis is accurate, there will be categorical porosity
as well as ‘‘pigmentocracy’’ making the map useful for group- rather than
individual-level predictions. The former refers to individual members of
a racial strata moving up (or down) the stratification system (e.g., a light-
skin middle-class black person marrying a white woman and moving to
the ‘‘honorary white’’ strata) and the latter refers to the rank ordering of
groups and members of groups according to phenotype and cultural
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characteristics (e.g., Filipinos being at the top of the ‘‘collective black’’
given their high level of education and income as well as high rate of
interracial marriage with whites). Lastly, since I am predicting the future,
I truly hope that we can prevent the crystallization of this racial order
altogether or at least derail it partially.

In this chapter I proceed as follows. First, since I am suggesting the
United States is becoming Latin America-like, I enumerate succinctly a
few of the major features of racial stratification in Latin America. Second,
I explain why I contend a triracial system is emerging. Third, I examine a
few available objective (e.g., data on income and education), subjective
(e.g., racial attitudes and racial self-classification), and social interaction
indicators (intermarriage and residential choices) to see if they fit the
expectations of my Latin Americanization thesis. Lastly, I discuss the
implications of this new order for the racial politics of the future.

HOW RACIAL STRATIFICATION
WORKS IN THE AMERICAS

Despite claims of nonracialism (‘‘We don’t have racism here. That is an
American problem’’), racial minorities in Latin American countries tend
to be worse off, comparatively speaking, than racial minorities in Western
nations. Yet, few revolts in the 20th- and 21st-centuries in Latin America
have had a clear racial component (important exceptions such as the
Zapatista movement notwithstanding). This apparent contradiction is
explained by the fact that race has very limited ‘‘discursive space’’ in
Latin America and, in order for people to struggle along an axis of social
division, that axis must be visible and real to them. ‘‘Prejudice’’—Latin
Americans do not talk about ‘‘racism’’—is regarded as a legacy from slav-
ery and colonialism and ‘‘racial’’ inequality (again, Latin Americans and
Caribbeans do not believe race is part of their social reality) is regarded
as the product of class dynamics.

Since examining the long history that produced this state of affairs is
beyond the scope of this chapter, I just sketch15 six central features of
Latin American (and Caribbean) racial stratification.

1) Miscegenation or ‘‘Mestizaje’’
Latin American nation-states, with a few exceptions, are thoroughly

racially mixed. Racial mixing, however, in no way challenged white
supremacy in colonial or postcolonial Latin America since: (1) the mixing
was between white men and Indian or black women, maintaining the
race/gender order in place (2) the men were fundamentally poor and/or
working class, which helped maintain the race/class order in place; (3)
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the mixing followed a racially hierarchical pattern with ‘‘whitening’’ as a
goal; and (4) marriages among people in the three main racial groups
were (and still are) mostly homogamous (among people from the same
racial strata).

2) Plural Racial Stratification Systems
Although Portuguese and Spanish colonial states wanted to create ‘‘two

societies,’’ the demographic realities of colonial life superseded their
wishes. Because most colonial outposts attracted very few Europeans,
these societies developed intermediate groups of ‘‘browns,’’ ‘‘pardos,’’ or
‘‘mestizos’’ that buffered sociopolitical conflicts. Even though these
groups did not achieve the status of ‘‘white’’ anywhere, they nonetheless
had a better status than the Indian or black masses and, therefore, devel-
oped their own distinct interest.

3) Colorism or Pigmentocracy
There is yet another layer of complexity in Latin American racial strati-

fication systems. The plural racial strata are also internally stratified by
‘‘color’’ (in quotation marks because in addition to skin tone, phenotype,
hair texture, eye color, culture and education, and class matter in the
racial classification of individuals in Latin America), a phenomenon
known in the literature as pigmentocracy or colorism.

4) ‘‘Blanqueamiento’’: Whitening as Ideology and Practice
‘‘Blanqueamiento’’ (whitening) has been treated in the Latin American

literature as an ideology. However, blanqueamiento was and is a real eco-
nomic, political, and personal process. At the personal level, families can
be colored or even racially divided and exhibit differential treatment
toward dark-skinned members. Thus, rather than showing Latin Ameri-
can racial flexibility, racial mixing oriented by the goal of whitening
shows the effectiveness of the logic of white supremacy.

5) National Ideology of ‘‘Mestizaje’’
National independence in Latin America meant, among other things,

silencing any discussion about race and forging the myth of national
unity. After years of attempting to unite Latin American nations under
the banner of Hispanidad, a more formidable ideology crystallized: the
ideology of mestizaje (racial mixing). Although Latin American writers
and politicians have praised the virtues of mestizaje, this notion has
worked as an ideology to help keep race below the social radar and better
safeguard white power.
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6) ‘‘We Are All ‘Latinoamericanos’ ’’: Race as Nationality/Culture
Most Latin Americans refuse to identify themselves in racial terms.

Instead, they prefer to use national (or cultural) descriptors such as ‘‘I am
Puerto Rican or Brazilian.’’ This behavior is cited as an example of the
fluidity of race in Latin America. However, defining the nation and the
‘‘people’’ as the ‘‘fusion of cultures’’ (even though the fusion is viewed in
a Eurocentric manner), is the logical outcome of all of the factors men-
tioned above. Nationalist statements such as ‘‘We are all Puerto Ricans’’
are not evidence of nonracialism, but the direct manifestation of the racial
stratification peculiar to Latin America.

WHY LATIN AMERICANIZATION NOW?

What are the reasons behind racial stratification becoming Latin America-
like at this point in our history? The reasons, in my estimation, are multi-
ple. First, as I discussed above, the demography of the nation is changing.
Racial minorities are now about 30 percent of the population and, as pop-
ulation projections suggest, may become the numeric majority by the year
2050. This rapid darkening of America is creating a situation similar to
that of Puerto Rico, Cuba, or Venezuela in the 16th and 17th centuries, or
Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. In
both historical periods, the elites realized their countries were becoming
majority ‘‘black’’ (or ‘‘nonwhite’’) and devised a number of strategies
(unsuccessful in the former and successful in the latter) to whiten their
population.16 Although whitening the population through immigration
or by classifying many newcomers as white is a possible solution to the
new American demography, for reasons discussed below, I do not think
this is likely.17 Hence, a more plausible accommodation to the new racial
reality is to (1) create an intermediate racial group to buffer racial con-
flict,18 (2) allow some newcomers into the white racial strata, and (3)
incorporate most immigrants into the collective black strata.

Second, as part of the tremendous reorganization that transpired in
America in the post–civil rights era, a new kinder and gentler white
supremacy emerged which I labeled elsewhere as the ‘‘new racism’’ (for
a quick summary of my argument, see chapter 1 in this book or chapter 4
in my 2001 book White Supremacy and Racism in the Post–Civil Rights Era).
In post–civil rights America the maintenance of systemic white privilege
is accomplished socially, economically, and politically through institu-
tional, covert, and apparently nonracial practices. Whether in banks or
Universities, in stores or housing markets, smiling discrimination tends
to be the order of the day. This ‘‘softer’’ kind of discrimination is in line



184 Chapter 8

with the way discrimination operates in Latin America and will ease the
transition to a discourse of ‘‘racism is declining in significance here.’’

This new white supremacy has also produced an accompanying ideol-
ogy that rings Latin America all over: the ideology of color-blind racism.
This ideology, as it is the norm all over Latin America, denies the salience
of race, scorns those who talk about race, and increasingly proclaims that
‘‘We are all Americans.’’ (This is the main subject of this book and thus
needs little discussion here.)

Third, race relations have become globalized. The once almost all-white
Western nations have now ‘‘interiorized the other.’’19 The new world sys-
temic need for capital accumulation has led to the incorporation of
‘‘dark’’ foreigners as ‘‘guest workers’’ and even as permanent workers.
Thus today European nations have racial minorities in their midst who
are progressively becoming an underclass,20 have developed an internal
‘‘racial structure’’ (see chapter 1) to maintain white power, and have a
curious racial ideology that combines ethnonationalism with a race-blind
ideology similar to the color-blind racism of the United States today.21

This new global racial reality, I believe, will reinforce the Latin Ameri-
canization trend in the United States as versions of color-blind racism will
become prevalent in most Western nations. Furthermore, as many for-
merly almost-all-white Western countries (e.g., Germany, France,
England, etc.) become more and more diverse, the Latin American model
of racial stratification may surface in these societies too.

Fourth, the convergence of the political and ideological actions of the
Republican Party, conservative commentators and activists, and the so-
called multiracial movement has created the space for the radical trans-
formation of the way we gather racial data in America. One possible out-
come of the Census Bureau categorical back-and-forth on racial and
ethnic classifications is either the dilution of racial data or the elimination
of race as an official category. At this point, Ward Connerly and his cro-
nies lost the first round in their California Racial Privacy, but I believe
they may be successful in other states and given the changes in the
Supreme Court, their efforts may bear fruit in the near future.

If race disappears as a category of official division, as it has in most of
the world, this will facilitate the emergence of a plural racial order where
the groups exist in practice but are not officially recognized—and any one
trying to address racial divisions is likely to be chided for racializing the
population. This is, as I have argued elsewhere, the secret of race in Latin
America.22

Lastly, the attack on affirmative action, which is part of what Stephen
Steinberg (1995) has labeled as the ‘‘racial retreat,’’23 is the clarion call sig-
naling the end of race-based social policy in the United States. The recent
Supreme Court Grutter v. Bollinger decision, hailed by some observers as
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a victory, is at best a weak victory because it allows for a ‘‘narrowly tai-
lored’’ employment of race in college admissions, imposes an artificial 25-
year deadline for the program, and encourages a monumental case-by-
case analysis for admitting students that is likely to create chaos and push
institutions into making admissions decisions based on test scores. Again,
this trend reinforces the trend toward Latin Americanization because the
elimination of race-based social policy is, among other things, predicated
on the notion that race no longer affects the life chances of Americans.
Nevertheless, as in Latin America, we may eliminate race by decree and
maintain—or even see an increase in—the degree of racial inequality.

A LOOK AT THE DATA

To recapitulate, I contend that because of a number of important demo-
graphic, sociopolitical, and international changes, the United States is
developing a more complex system of racial stratification that resembles
those typical of Latin American societies. I suggest three racial strata will
develop, namely, whites, honorary whites, and the collective black and
that ‘‘phenotype’’ will be a central factor determining where groups and
members of racial and ethnic groups will fit—lighter people at the top,
medium in the middle, and dark at the bottom.24 Although I posit that
Latin Americanization will not fully materialize for several more decades,
in the following sections I provide a cursory analysis of various objective,
subjective, and social interaction indicators to see if the trends support
my thesis.

A) Objective Standing of ‘‘Whites,’’ ‘‘Honorary
Whites,’’ and ‘‘Blacks’’

If Latin Americanization is happening in the United States, gaps in
income, poverty rates, education, and occupational standing between
whites, honorary whites, and the collective black should be developing.
The available data suggests this is the case. In terms of income, as table
8.1 shows, ‘‘white’’ Latinos (Argentines, Chileans, Costa Ricans, and
Cubans) are doing much better than dark-skinned Latinos (Mexicans,
Puerto Ricans, etc.). The apparent exceptions in table 8.1 (Bolivians and
Panamanians) are examples of self-selection among these immigrant
groups. For example, four of the largest ten concentrations of Bolivians in
the United States are in Virginia, a state with just 7.2 percent Latinos
(Census Bureau 2000).25

Table 8.1 also shows that Asians exhibit a pattern similar to that of La-
tinos. Hence, a severe income gap is emerging between groups I label as
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Table 8.1 Mean Per Capita Income1 ($) of Selected Asian and Latino Ethnic Groups, 2000

Latinos Mean Income Asian Americans Mean Income

Mexicans 9,467.30 Chinese 20,728.54
Puerto Ricans 11,314.95 Japanese 23,786.13
Cubans 16,741.89 Koreans 16,976.19
Guatemalans 11,178.60 Asian Indians 25,682.15
Salvadorans 11,371.92 Filipinos 19,051.53
Costa Ricans 14,226.92 Taiwanese 22,998.05
Panamanians 16,181.20 Hmong 5,175.34
Argentines 23,589.99 Vietnamese 14,306.74
Chileans 18,272.04 Cambodians 8,680.48
Bolivians 16,322.53 Laotians 10,375.57

Whites 17,968.87 Whites 17,968.87
Blacks 11,366.74 Blacks 11,366.74

Source: 2000 PUMS 5% Sample.
1 I use per capita income because family income distorts the status of some groups as some groups have more

individuals contributing toward the family income than other groups (e.g., the case of most Asian families).

honorary white Asians (Japanese, Koreans, Filipinos, and Chinese) and
those I suggest belong to the collective black (Vietnamese, Cambodian,
Hmong, and Laotians).

The analysis of data on education, occupations, and unemployment
reveals similar patterns (for tables on these matters, see the chapter
referred to in footnote 15). That is, light-skinned Latinos and elite Asians
do significantly better than their darker brethren in all these areas.

B) Subjective Standing of Racial Strata

Social psychologists have amply demonstrated that it takes very little for
groups to form, develop a common view, and adjudicate status positions
to nominal characteristics.26 Thus, it should not be surprising if gaps in
income, occupational status, education, and employment among these
various strata are leading to early stages of group formation. For example,
members of the groups I label as likely to become honorary white may be
classifying themselves as ‘‘white’’ and believing they are different (better)
than those I argue likely to comprise the collective black category. If this
is happening, members of these groups should also be in the process of
developing white-like racial attitudes befitting of their new social position
and differentiating (distancing) themselves from the members of the
group I believe will comprise the collective black.

In line with my thesis, I expect whites to be making distinctions
between honorary whites and the collective black, specifically, exhibiting
a more positive outlook toward honorary whites than toward members
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of the collective black. Finally, if Latin Americanization is happening, I
speculate that members of the collective black should exhibit a diffused
and contradictory racial consciousness as blacks and Indians do through-
out Latin America and the Caribbean.27 I examine some of these matters
in the following subsections.

SOCIAL IDENTITY OF HONORARY WHITES

1) Self-Reports on Race: The Case of Latinos
Historically, most Latinos have classified themselves as ‘‘white’’ but the

proportion of Latinos who self-classify as such varies tremendously by
group. Hence, as table 8.2 shows, whereas 60 percent or more of the mem-
bers of the Latino groups I regard as honorary white self-classify as white,
50 percent or fewer of the members of the groups I regard as belonging
to the collective black do so. As a case in point, whereas Mexicans, Dom-
inicans, and Central Americans are very likely to report ‘‘Other’’ as their
preferred ‘‘racial’’ classification, most Costa Ricans, Cubans, Chileans,
and Argentines choose the ‘‘white’’ descriptor.28 Hence, the data in this
table seems to fit my thesis.

2) ‘‘Racial’’ Distinctions among Asians
Although for political matters, Asians tend to vote panethnically,29 dis-

tinctions between native-born and foreign-born (e.g., American-born Chi-

Table 8.2 Racial Self-Classification by Selected Latin America Origin Latino Ethnic
Groups, 2000

Native
White Black Other American Asian

Dominicans 28.21 10.93 59.21 1.07 0.57
Salvadorans 41.01 0.82 56.95 0.81 0.41
Guatemalans 42.95 1.24 53.43 2.09 0.28
Hondurans 48.51 6.56 43.41 1.24 0.29
Mexicans 50.47 0.92 46.73 1.42 0.45

Puerto Ricans 52.42 7.32 38.85 0.64 0.77
Costa Ricans 64.83 5.91 28.18 0.56 0.53
Bolivians 65.52 0.32 32.79 1.32 0.05
Colombians 69.01 1.53 28.54 0.49 0.44
Venezuelans 75.89 2.58 20.56 0.36 0.60
Chileans 77.04 0.68 21.27 0.44 0.56
Cubans 88.26 4.02 7.26 0.17 0.29
Argentines 88.70 0.33 10.54 0.08 0.35

Source: 2000 PUMS 5% Sample.
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nese and foreign-born Chinese) and between economically successful and
unsuccessful Asians are developing. In fact, according to various analysts,
given the tremendous diversity of experiences among Asian Americans
‘‘all talk of Asian panethnicity should now be abandoned as useless spec-
ulation.’’30 Leland Saito (1998), in his Race and Politics, points out that
many Asians have reacted to the ‘‘Asian flack’’ they are experiencing with
the rise in Asian immigration by fleeing the cities of immigration, dis-
identifying from new Asians, and invoking the image of the ‘‘good immi-
grant.’’ In some communities, this has led to older, assimilated segments
of a community to dissociate from recent migrants. For example, a Nisei
returning to his community after years of overseas military service, told
his dad the following about the city’s new demography:

Goddamn dad, where the hell did all these Chinese came from? Shit, this
isn’t even our town anymore.31

To be clear, my point is not that Asian Americans have not engaged in
coalition politics and, in various locations, participated in concerted
efforts to elect Asian American candidates. My point instead is that the
group labeled ‘‘Asian Americans’’ is profoundly divided along many
axes and thus I forecast that many of those already existing divisions will
be racialized by whites (e.g., sexploitation of Asian women by lonely
white men in the ‘‘Oriental bride’’ market) as well as by Asian American
themselves (e.g., intra-Asian preferences seem to follow a racialized hier-
archy of desire).32

RACIAL ATTITUDES OF
VARIOUS RACIAL STRATA

1) Latinos’ Racial Attitudes
Although researchers have shown that Latinos tend to hold negative

views of blacks and positive views of whites,33 the picture is more com-
plex. Immigrant Latinos tend to have more negative views about blacks
than native-born Latinos. For instance, a study of Latinos in Houston,
Texas, found that 38 percent of native-born Latinos compared to 47 per-
cent of foreign-born held negative stereotypes of blacks. This may explain
why 63 percent of native-born Latinos versus 34 percent of foreign-born
report frequent contact with blacks.34

But the incorporation of the majority of Latinos as ‘‘colonial subjects’’
(Puerto Ricans), refugees from wars (Central Americans), or illegal
migrant workers (Mexicans) has foreshadowed subsequent patterns of
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integration into the racial order. In a similar vein, the incorporation of a
minority of Latinos as ‘‘political refugees’’ (Cubans, Chileans, and Argen-
tines) or as ‘‘neutral’’ immigrants trying to better their economic situation
(Costa Rica, Colombia) has allowed them a more comfortable ride in
America’s racial boat. Therefore, whereas the incorporation of most La-
tinos in the United States has meant becoming ‘‘nonwhite,’’ for a few it
has meant becoming almost white.

Nevertheless, given that most Latinos experience discrimination in
labor and housing markets as well as in schools, they quickly realize their
‘‘nonwhite’’ status. This leads them, as Nilda Flores-Gonzales (1999) and
Suzanne Oboler (1995) have shown, to adopt a plurality of identities that
signify ‘‘otherness.’’35 Thus, dark-skinned Latinos are even calling them-
selves ‘‘black’’ or ‘‘Afro-Dominicans’’ or ‘‘Afro-Puerto Rican.’’36 For
example, José Ali, a Latino interviewed by Clara Rodrı́guez (2000) in her
book Changing Race, stated,

By inheritance I am Hispanic. However, I identify more with blacks because
to white America, if you are my color, you are a nigger. I can’t change my
color, and I do not wish to do so.

When asked, ‘‘Why do you see yourself as black?’’ he said,

Because when I was jumped by whites, I was not called ‘‘spic,’’ but I was
called a ‘‘nigger.’’37

The identification of most Latinos as ‘‘racial others’’ has led them to be
more likely to be pro-black than pro-white. For example, data on Latinos’
racial affects toward various groups indicates that the proportion of Mexi-
cans and Puerto Ricans who feel very warm toward blacks is much higher
(about 12 percentage points for Mexicans and 14 percentage points for
Puerto Ricans) than toward Asians (the readings in the ‘‘thermometer’’
range from 0 to 100 and the higher the ‘‘temperature’’ is, the more posi-
tive are the feelings toward the group in question). In contrast, the pro-
portion of Cubans who feel very warm toward blacks is 10 to 14
percentage points lower than Mexicans and Puerto Ricans. Cubans are
also more likely to feel very warm toward Asians than toward blacks
(table not shown here). More fitting of my thesis, analysis of the same
data in table 8.3 shows that Latinos who identify as ‘‘white’’ express simi-
lar empathy toward blacks and Asians, those who identify as ‘‘black’’
express the most positive affect toward blacks—about 20 degrees warmer
toward black than toward Asians (data now shown here). Again, this
finding is fitting of my thesis.
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Table 8.3 Proportion of Latinos Who Express High Affect toward Blacks and Asians

Degrees of Feeling Thermometer Blacks Asians

Mexicans
51–74 11.9 11.8
75–100 34.3 22.2

Puerto Ricans
51–74 11.8 9.0
75–100 39.5 25.3

Cubans
51–74 14.5 9.9
75–100 25.1 29.9

Source: Forman, Martinez, and Bonilla-Silva, ‘‘Latinos’ Perceptions of Blacks and Asians: Testing the Immi-
grant Hypothesis’’ (Unpublished manuscript).

2) Asians’ Racial Attitudes
Various studies have documented that Asians tend to hold antiblack

and anti-Latino attitudes. For instance, a study found that Chinese resi-
dents of Los Angeles expressed negative racial attitudes toward blacks.38

One Chinese resident stated, ‘‘Blacks in general seem to be overly lazy’’
and another asserted, ‘‘Blacks have a definite attitude problem.’’39 Studies
on Korean shopkeepers in various locales have found that over 70 percent
of them hold anti-black attitudes.40

These general findings are confirmed in table 8.4. This table has data on
the degree (in a scale running from 1 to 7) to which various racial groups
subscribe to stereotypes about the intelligence and welfare dependency of
other groups. The table clearly shows that Asians (in this study, Koreans,
Chinese, and Japanese) are more likely than even whites to hold anti-
black and anti-Latino views (for example, whereas whites score 3.79 and
3.96 for blacks and Latinos, Asians score 4.39 and 4.46). In line with this
finding, they hold, comparatively speaking, more positive views about
whites than Latinos and blacks.41 Thus, as in many Latin American and
Caribbean societies, members of the intermediate racial strata buffer
racial matters by holding more pro-white attitudes than whites them-
selves.

3) The Collective Black and Whites’ Racial Attitudes
After a protracted conflict over the meaning of whites’ racial attitudes

(for a discussion, see Bonilla-Silva and Lewis 1999), survey researchers
seem to have reached an agreement: ‘‘a hierarchical racial order continues
to shape all aspects of American life’’ (Dawson 2000, 344). Whites
express/defend their social position on issues such as affirmative action
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Table 8.4 Relationship between Race/Ethnicity and Racial Stereotypes on Intelligence
and Welfare Dependency of Blacks, Latinos, Asians, and Whites in Los Angeles,
1993–1994

Group Stereotyped

Blacks Latinos Asians Whites

Group Stereotyping

Unintelligent?
White 3.79 3.96 2.90 3.09
Asians 4.39 4.46 2.90 3.25
Latinos 3.93 3.57 2.74 2.87
Blacks 3.31 3.96 3.21 3.32
F-ratio *** *** *** ***

Prefer Welfare?
White 4.22 4.08 2.30 2.48
Asians 5.10 5.08 2.52 2.93
Latinos 5.57 4.49 2.77 2.77
Blacks 4.12 4.29 2.67 2.77
F-ratio *** *** *** ***

Source: Los Angeles Study of Urban Inequality, 1993–1994.

and reparations, school integration and busing, neighborhood integra-
tion, welfare reform, and even the death penalty (see Sears, Sidanius, and
Bobo 2000; Tuch and Martin 1997; Bonilla-Silva 2001). Regarding how
whites think about Latinos and Asians, not many researchers have sepa-
rated the groups that comprise ‘‘Latinos’’ and ‘‘Asians’’ to assess if whites
are making distinctions amongst them. However, the available evidence
suggests whites regard Asians highly and are significantly less likely to
hold Latinos in high regard.42 Thus, when judged on a host of racial ste-
reotypes, whites rate themselves and Asians almost identically (favorable
stereotype rating) and rate negatively (at an almost equal level) both
blacks and Latinos.

Bobo and Johnson also show that Latinos tend to rate blacks negatively
and that blacks tend to do the same regarding Latinos. They also find that
Latinos, irrespective of national ancestry, self-rate lower than whites and
Asians (blacks, however, self-rate at the same level with whites and as
better than Asians). This pattern seems to confirm Latin Americanization
as those at the bottom in Latin America tend to exhibit a diffused rather
than clear racial consciousness. My contention seems to be also bolstered
by their findings that ‘‘blacks give themselves ratings that tilt in an unfa-
vorable dimension on the traits of welfare dependency and involvement
with gangs’’ and that ‘‘for Latinos three of the dimensions tilt in the direc-
tion of negative in-group ratings.’’43
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SOCIAL INTERACTION AMONG MEMBERS OF
THE THREE RACIAL STRATA

If Latin Americanization is happening, one would expect more social
(e.g., friendship, associations as neighbors, etc.) and intimate (e.g., mar-
riage) contact between whites and members of the groups I label honor-
ary white than between whites (and honorary whites) and members of
the collective black. A cursory analysis of the available data suggests this
is in fact the case.

1) Interracial Marriage
Although most marriages in America are still intraracial, the rates vary

substantially by group. Whereas 93 percent of whites and blacks marry
within-group, 70 percent of Latinos and Asians do so, and only 33 percent
Native Americans marry Native Americans.44 More significantly, when
one disentangles the generic terms ‘‘Asians’’ and ‘‘Latinos,’’ the data fits
even more closely the Latin Americanization thesis. For example, among
Latinos, Cuban, Mexican, Central American, and South Americans have
higher rates of outmarriage than Puerto Ricans and Dominicans.45

Although interpreting the Asian American outmarriage patterns is very
complex (groups such as Filipinos and Vietnamese have higher than
expected rates in part due to the Vietnam War and the military bases in
the Philippines), it is worth pointing out that the highest rate belongs to
Japanese Americans and Chinese and the lowest to Southeast Asians, a
pattern that seems to fit the contours of my Latin Americanization argu-
ment.46

Furthermore, racial assimilation through marriage (‘‘whitening’’) is sig-
nificantly more likely for the children of Asian-white and Latino-white
unions than for those of black-white unions, a fact that bolsters my Latin
Americanization thesis. Hence, whereas only 22 percent of the children of
black fathers and white mothers are classified as white, the children of
similar unions among Asians are twice as likely to be classified as white
(Waters 1997). For Latinos, the data fits even closer my thesis as Latinos of
Cuban, Mexican, and South American origin have high rates of exogamy
compared to Puerto Ricans and Dominicans (Gilbertson, Fitzpatrick, and
Yang 1996). We concur with Moran’s (2001) speculation that this may
reflect the fact that because Puerto Ricans and Dominicans have far more
dark-skinned members, they have restricted chances for outmarriage to
whites in a highly racialized marriage market.

2) Residential Segregation among Racial Strata
An imperfect measure of interracial interaction is the level of neighbor-

hood ‘‘integration.’’47 Nevertheless, the various indices devised by
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demographers to assess the level of residential segregation allow us to
gauge in broad strokes the level of interracial contact in various cities. In
this section, I focus on the segregation of Latinos and Asians as the high
segregation experienced by blacks is very well known.48

RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION AMONG LATINOS

Researchers have shown that Latinos are less segregated from and are
more exposed to whites than blacks.49 Yet, they have also documented
that dark-skinned Latinos experience black-like rates of residential segre-
gation from whites. Early research on Latino immigrant settlement pat-
terns in Chicago, for example, showed that Mexicans and Puerto Ricans
were relegated to spaces largely occupied by blacks, in part because of
skin color discrimination.50 More recent studies find also this race effect
on Latino residential segregation patterns. Latinos who identify as white,
primarily Cubans and South Americans, are considerably more likely to
reside in areas with non-Latino whites than are Latinos who identity as
black, mainly Dominicans and Puerto Ricans.51

RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION AMONG ASIANS

Of all minority groups, Asian Americans are the least segregated from
whites. However, they have experienced an increase in residential segre-
gation in recent years.52 In a recent review Zubrinsky Charles (2003)
found that from 1980 to 2000, the index of dissimilarity for Asians had
increased 3 points (from 37 to 40) while the index of exposure to whites
had declined 16 points (from 88 to 62).53 Part of the increase in segregation
(and the concomitant decrease in exposure) may be the result of the
arrival of newer and poorer immigrants from Southeast Asia.54 For exam-
ple, the Vietnamese—a group I predict will be part of the collective
black—almost doubled its size between 1990 and 2000. While the majority
of residential segregation studies are based on black, Latino, and Asian
proximity to whites, which limits an examination of intragroup differ-
ences among Asians and Latinos, the fact that Asians have much lower
dissimilarity indexes and higher exposure indexes vis-à-vis Latinos and
blacks, fits my overall claim that the majority of Asians will belong to the
honorary white category.

DISCUSSION

I have presented a broad and bold thesis about the future of racial strati-
fication in the United States.55 However, at this early stage of the analysis
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and given the serious limitations of the data on ‘‘Latinos’’ and ‘‘Asians’’
(most of the data is not parceled out by subgroups and hardly anything
is provided by skin tone), it is hard to make a conclusive case. I acknowl-
edge that factors such as nativity or socioeconomic characteristics may
explain some of the patterns I documented.56 Nevertheless, the fact that
almost all the objective, subjective, and social interaction indicators I
reviewed were in the direction I predicted, supports my Latin American-
ization thesis. For example, the objective data clearly shows substantive
gaps between the groups I labeled ‘‘white,’’ ‘‘honorary whites,’’ and the
‘‘collective black.’’ In terms of income and education, whites tend to be
slightly better off than honorary whites who tend to be significantly better
off than the collective black. Not surprisingly, a variety of subjective indi-
cators signal the emergence of internal stratification among racial minori-
ties. For example, whereas some Latinos (e.g., Cubans, Argentines,
Chileans, etc.) are very likely to self-classify as whites, others are not (e.g.,
Dominicans and Puerto Ricans living in the United States). This has led
them to develop a racial attitudinal profile, at least in terms of subscrip-
tion to stereotypical views about groups, similar to that of whites. Finally,
the objective and subjective indicators had a correlate at the level of social
interaction. Data on interracial marriage and residential segregation
shows that whites are significantly more likely to live nearby honorary
whites and to intermarry them than members of the collective black.

I also acknowledge that my racial map and arguments can be debated
and, since I have already heard some critiques, I wish to take the opportu-
nity to defend my case. The three criticisms of my work I hear most often
are the following: (1) Why do I classify Arab Americans as ‘‘honorary
white’’ at a time when all Arabs, and folks who look like them, are being
labeled terrorists? (2) How can I predict that color blindness will become
even more salient when there seems to be a resurgence of old-fashioned
racism? (3) Why do I suggest a triracial order will emerge when many
Latinos and whites fight to become white?

The first person with whom I debated some of these points was my
wife, who happens to be a Palestinian woman. And I will state here
exactly what I told her in the privacy of our home. Regarding the first
point, I used a semantic move and told her ‘‘I love you baby, but . . .’’ and
proceeded to explain to her that this map is heuristic and, thus, that it is
not definitive. Groups may move up or down and I am willing to contem-
plate this possibility if the data warrants it. However, because the data in
this chapter—and in forthcoming work—does not show that Arab Ameri-
cans or Asian Indians (a group that is, for many reasons, in a similar loca-
tion in whites’ imaginary to Arab Americans) have changed their racial
politics, I am not inclined to move them to the ‘‘collective black’’ category.
In fact, I suggest their historical position is analogous to that of Japanese
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Americans during World War II. (In their case, the record shows that
despite suffering from the horrible ignominy of internment, Japanese
Americans returned rather quickly to an in-between status in the racial
order and as the favored minorities for whites. Furthermore, they did not
shift their political lenses and join in the struggle with other minorities in
the sixties and seventies. In contrast to Latinos, Blacks, and Native Ameri-
cans, Japanese Americans hardly participated in the civil rights move-
ment.) Thus, Arab Americans may be suffering from a sort of collective
punishment from whites by being regarded as terrorists, as fundamental-
ist, as uncivilized or differently civilized, but I do not see systematic evi-
dence suggesting they are developing an oppositional identity such as
that exhibited by other minorities. But, as I also told my wife, if I see data
suggesting that ‘‘Arab Americans’’57 are in fact becoming members of the
‘‘collective black’’ and behaving as such in terms of their patterns of inter-
action, I am willing to revise my map.

Regarding the second point, I still maintain that color blindness will
become the glue that will bind the triracial order. This does not mean that
Jim Crow racism is totally dead or that it may not temporarily gain space-
making Amerika feel more like Amerikkka. However, we must under-
stand that because color blindness is about maintaining white power, this
ideology, as all ideologies, can bend in many ways to help in this task.
Even the material I included in the main text of the book showed that it
is possible for whites to claim they are color blind and still talk about race
in crude ways. Examples of this phenomenon abound. For instance, every
night you can watch Lou Dobbs on CNN attack so-called illegal aliens,
talk about China and India as if they were the real economic threat for
America, trash Arab nations, and make fun of so-called political correct-
ness in a color-blind way. And ‘‘in point of fact,’’ to use one of Lou Dob-
bs’s favorite verbal mannerisms, whenever anyone calls him ‘‘racist’’ or
claims he is ‘‘being racist,’’ he gets indignant and claims to be above the
racial fray. Similarly, the way President Bush and his cabinet have
attempted to thread the needle in this ‘‘War on Terror,’’ fits the logic of
color blindness. Their rhetorical plan seems to be, ‘‘Say a lot about the
‘enemy,’ but use disclaimers so that you can never be pinned down as
intolerant or racist.’’

Lastly, on the matter of whether Asians and Latinos will join the ranks
of whites, I simply state almost verbatim what I stated in a debate on this
matter in a recent edited book with my colleague, George Yancey, author
of Who Is White? Latinos, Asians, and the New Black/Nonblack Divide.58

Although Yancey’s claim is meritorious—he claims that because most
Asians and Latinos self-identify as white in the Census, they should
therefore be considered as such—and I have many coincidences with him
(I too argue that many Latinos and Asians will become white), I believe
his overall claim is unlikely. There are four reasons why I think his gen-
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eral prediction is unlikely. First, Latinos and Asians are not ‘‘new immi-
grants.’’ They have been in the United States since at least the 19th
century! Therefore, if they were going to become white, that process
should have started in the 1830s (for Mexican Americans) and 1840s for
(Chinese Americans). The fact that this has not happened in mass (I
acknowledge that some Asians and Latinos, like light-skinned blacks in
the past, became white through passing) suggest that the racialization of
these groups is different from that of people of European descent.

Second, all racial categories are historico-political constructions and,
therefore, always exhibit malleability and porosity. However, the incorpo-
ration of groups into the USA white category has shown, so far, to have
some epidermic boundaries, that is, groups and individuals added to the
category have been European-looking. Hence, groups lacking epidermic
capital, such as Latinos and Asians, will have more trouble getting admis-
sion into whiteness (but I point out that individual members of these
groups can use their individual racial capital, such as light skin color, eye
color, etc., to move up the racial ladder).

Third, the kind of assimilation process experienced by many of the
groups that are presumed to become white (e.g., Mexican-Americans,
Dominicans, Puerto Ricans, Filipinos, etc.) seems different from that of
European immigrants in the early part of the 20th century. Thus, analysts
now talk about ‘‘segmented assimilation’’ to refer to the variety of out-
comes of these groups (Rumbaut and Portes 2001).

And fourth, the class and cultural distance between the masses of Mexi-
can, Central American, and some Asian immigrants and whites is such
that it is unlikely that most of them will be able to become white. The
Mexican, Puerto Rican, Dominican barrios and the Chinese, Korean, Viet-
namese towns across the nation are not like the temporary ethnic ghettos
of the past. Some of these neighborhoods have more than 100 years of
existence, a very long time to be regarded as ‘‘transition neighborhoods.’’

I restate for the record that I acknowledge that many of these new
immigrants as well as many of the old minority citizens will either
become white or near-white (honorary white). My big difference with
Yancey and others is that I believe that most of these people will not
become white and will accompany blacks in the large loosely organized
racial strata at the bottom of the racial order.

Race Struggle in a Latin America-Like United States

If my predictions are right, what will the consequences of Latin Ameri-
cans be for race relations in the United States? First, racial politics will
change dramatically. The ‘‘us’’ versus ‘‘them’’ racial dynamic will lessen
as ‘‘honorary whites’’ grow in size and social importance. They are likely
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to buffer racial conflict—or derail it altogether—as intermediate groups
do in many Latin American and Caribbean countries.

Second, the ideology of color-blind racism that I examined in this book
is likely to become even more salient in the United States. Color-blind rac-
ism is in fact an ideology similar to that prevailing in Latin American and
Caribbean societies and like there, it will help glue the emerging racial
order and buffer racial conflict.

Third, if the state decides to stop gathering racial statistics, the struggle
to document the impact of race in a variety of social venues will become
monumental. More significantly, because state actions always impact civil
society, if the state decides to erase race from above, the social recognition
of ‘‘races’’ in the polity may become harder. We may develop a Latin
American-like ‘‘disgust’’ for even mentioning anything that is race-
related.

Fourth, the deep history of black-white divisions in the United States
has been such that the centrality of the black identity will not dissipate.
For instance, research on the ‘‘black elite’’ shows that it exhibits racial atti-
tudes in line with their racial group.59 That identity, as I suggested in this
chapter, may be even taken up by dark-skinned Latinos as it is being rap-
idly taken up by most West Indians. For example, Al, a 53-year-old Jamai-
can engineer interviewed by Milton Vickerman (1999), stated:

I have nothing against Haitians; I have nothing against black Americans. . . .
If you’re a nigger, you’re a nigger, regardless of whether you are from
Timbuktu. . . . There isn’t the unity that one would like to see. . . . Blacks
have to appreciate blacks, no matter where they are from. Just look at it the
way I look at it: That you’re the same. 60

However, I expect some important changes to take place even among
the black population. Their racial consciousness, I argue, will become
more diffused. For example, blacks will be more likely to accept many
stereotypes about themselves (e.g., ‘‘We are lazier than whites’’) and
exhibit what I label here as a ‘‘blunted oppositional consciousness’’ (see
chapter 6). Furthermore, the external pressure of ‘‘multiracials’’ in white
contexts61 and the internal pressure of ‘‘ethnic’’ blacks may change the
notion of ‘‘blackness’’ and even the position of some ‘‘blacks’’ in the sys-
tem. Colorism may become an even more important factor as a way of
making social distinctions among ‘‘blacks.’’62

Fifth, the new racial stratification system will be more effective in main-
taining white supremacy. Whites will still be at the top of the social struc-
ture but will face fewer race-based challenges. And, to avoid confusion
about my claim regarding ‘‘honorary whites,’’ let me clarify that I believe
their standing and status will be ultimately dependent upon whites’
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wishes and practices.63 ‘‘Honorary’’ means that they will remain second-
ary, will still face discrimination, and will not receive equal treatment in
society. For example, although Arab Americans should be regarded as
‘‘honorary whites,’’ their treatment in the post-September 11 era suggests
their status as ‘‘white’’ and as ‘‘Americans’’ is tenuous at best. Although
some analysts and commentators may welcome Latin Americanization as
a positive trend in American race relations,64 those at the bottom of the
racial hierarchy will soon discover that behind the statement ‘‘We are all
Americans,’’ hides a deeper, hegemonic way of maintaining white
supremacy. As a Latin America-like society,65 the United States will
become a society with more rather than less racial inequality but with a
reduced forum for racial contestation. The apparent blessing of ‘‘not
seeing race’’ will become a curse for those struggling for racial justice in
years to come. We may become ‘‘All Americans,’’ as commercials in
recent times suggest, but paraphrasing George Orwell, ‘‘some will be
more American than others.’’

In the next chapter of this book, I will tackle forthrightly the political
repercussions of my findings. Some of the questions I will attempt to
answer in chapter 9 are: What is the relevance of studying ‘‘racism’’ as an
ideology, instead of the attitudinal approach used by researchers to
examine the views of racial actors? What is the import of color-blind rac-
ism? How can this ‘‘now you see it, now you don’t’’ type of racism be
rebutted? If blacks are affected by color-blind racism, how can they fight
this new ideology? How does color-blind racism affect other racial minor-
ities?

NOTES

1. Data calculated from table 3, ‘‘Annual Estimates of the Population by Sex,
Race and Hispanic or Latino Origin for the United States: April 1, 2000 to July 1,
2004,’’ in American Fact Finder, a website sponsored by the U.S. Census Bureau
which can be found at the following address: http://factfinder.census.gov/
home/saff/main.html?_lang�en.

2. The reference for Huntington’s book is, Who Are We? (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 2004). As a quick refutation, the United States has never had an ‘‘Anglo-
Saxon’’ because the culture of the country has always reflected waves of incorpo-
ration of peoples as colonial subjects (e.g., Mexicans and Indians), as immigrants
(e.g., Italians, Scandinavians, etc.), and slaves (e.g., Africans).

3. For a critique of the way Lou Dobbs frames the immigration debate, skews
his list of invitees, and distorts the data on immigration he presents in his show,
see Peter Hart’s article, ‘‘Dobbs’ Choice: CNN host picks immigration as his ax to
grind,’’ February 2004 in the website of FAIR (Fairness and Accuracy in
Reporting).
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4. Asian Americans were, from the first time they set foot in this country, a
very small group (about 1 percent of the population) very regionally concentrated
(mostly on the West Coast). But since the enactment of the 1965 Immigration Act,
this group has grown in size exponentially and is now represented in most states.
And this group, perceived as a success story, has in fact the highest proportion of
college graduates (50 percent) and a high level of income. For recent data on this
group, see the U.S. Census Bureau release, ‘‘Asian/Pacific American heritage
Month, May 2005,’’ located in www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/
archives/facts_for_featur es_special _editions/004522.html. For critiques of the
‘‘model minority’’ myth and explanations of the success story of Asian Ameri-
cans, see Frank H. Wu, Yellow: Race in America Beyond Black and White (New York:
Basic Books, 2003).

5. On the political scandals, one just need to remember how easy it was for
the Republican Party to accuse the Democratic Party of selling the nation’s sover-
eignty to China in the 2000 election because they allegedly accepted contributions
from Chinese citizens. (For a critique, see Wu’s book which I cite in the previous
footnote.) For examples on the anti-Chinese views expressed in the news, tune in
to almost any channel every night and see how they frame trade issues (‘‘They
are taking us for a ride!,’’) energy issues (‘‘They are using too much energy!’’), or
intellectual property right issues (‘‘They are stealing our intellectual property!’’).
On the latter point, we must always remember that if we super exploit nations all
over the world, we have no moral ground to defend intellectual property rights.
It is simply another case of the rooster coming back home to roost.

6. I place these two concepts in quotation marks for two reasons. First, since
we are all one species, the notions such as ‘‘multiracial’’ or ‘‘bi-racial’’ reify bio-
logical interpretation of race. Second, all humans are ‘‘multiracial’’ (in the socio-
logical sense of the notion of race) since we are the product of two million years
or mixing, migrating from place to place, and mixing some more. What has
allowed people to signify their multiracialism in the United States nowadays is
the transition from the Jim Crow era—when all people were either white or non-
white—to the post–civil rights racial era in which there is seemingly more space
and fluidity for individuals to choose their identity, racial or otherwise.

7. I have said elsewhere that there is no multiracial movement per se, if by
that one means a social movement. What we have is many organizations, without
much coherence, articulating the views and angst of either parents (usually white
mothers) of bi-racial children or the organizations of biracial children in colleges
and professional circles.

8. For a perceptive examination of interracial marriage and now race still
ordains our mate selection, see Rachel Moran, Interracial Intimacy: The Regulation
of Race and Romance (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2001).

9. The comments on demographers, and the data on rates of interracial mar-
riage, refer to Sharon Lee and Barry Edmonston, ‘‘New Marriages, New Families:
U.S. Racial and Hispanic Intermarriage,’’ Population Bulletin, June 2005. An exam-
ple of a public intellectual heralding interracial marriage as the solution to Ameri-
ca’s racial problems is Randal Kennedy, Interracial Intimacies (New York:
Pantheon, 2003).
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10. Jennifer Wilbank’s story of the Georgia woman who disappeared the day
before her wedding in the summer of 2005, shows that Latinos may be moving
into a position in our culture analogous to that of blacks. Wilbanks claimed she
was kidnapped by a Hispanic man and a white woman. Initially, the story was
believed but soon after, the police realized the story was fabricated. But of interest
in this case is that Wilbanks did not rely on the traditional ‘‘black man story’’ and
used what seems to be the new game in town: ‘‘The Hispanic man did it.’’ Also,
the fact that we believed her story until we were told it was not true suggests there
is a new racial sensitivity or fear emerging in the country.

11. See, for example, George Yancey, Who is White?: Latinos, Asians, and the New
Black/Nonblack Divide (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003).

12. Denish D’Souza, The End of Racism (New York: Free Press, 1995). William J.
Wilson, The Declining Significance of Race (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1978).

13. See, for example, Richard Alba and Victor Nee, Remaking the American
Mainstream: Assimilation and Contemporary Immigration (Boston and London: Har-
vard University Press, 2004).

14. The arguments and data for this chapter come from my ongoing project
titled ‘‘ ‘We Are All Americans!’ The Latin Americanization of Racial Stratification
in the United States.’’ For a discussion on the racialization of the world system,
see Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein, Race, Nation, and Class: Ambiguous
Identities (London: Verso, 1991).

15. Experts interested in the references on this section should consult my chap-
ter, ‘‘ ‘We Are All Americans!’ The Latin Americanization of Racial Stratification
in the United States,’’ in The Changing Terrain of Race and Ethnicity, edited by Maria
Krysan and Amanda E. Lewis, (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2004),
149–83.

16. Aline Helg, ‘‘Race in Argentina and Cuba, 1880–1930: Theory, Policies, and
Popular Reaction,’’ in The Idea of Race in Latin America, 1870–1940, edited by Rich-
ard Graham (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990).

17. Two example of this posture are Herbert J. Gans, ‘‘The Possibility of a New
Racial Hierarchy in the Twenty-first Century United States,’’ in The Cultural Terri-
tories of Race: Black and White Boundaries, edited by Michele Lamont (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1999), and Jonathan W. Warren and France Winddance
Twine, ‘‘White Americans, the New Minority?: Non-Blacks and the Ever-Expand-
ing Boundaries of Whiteness,’’ Journal of Black Studies 28, no. 2 (1997): 200–218. A
quick rebuttal of their view is that Latinos and Asians have been here for a long
time and have not become white en masse. Thus, I expect that the bulk of the
Latino and Asian immigrants coming to America (increasingly poor and many in
a tenuous legal status in the country) will not join the ranks of the white group as
these analysts predict.

18. Any social stratification order that does not have intermediate strata is more
likely to be fraught with conflict of the ‘‘ ‘We’ versus ‘Them’ ’’ kind and require a
more heavy investment in coercion as a way of keeping social order. On this point,
see Gerhard E. Lenski, Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984). Hence, my claim here is that the
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development of this intermediate group will act as a ‘‘buffer’’ for social conflict.
The white-nonwhite dynamic typical of the American racial order will be blurred
by more complex racial lines of contestation.

19. See Robert Miles, Racism after Race Relations (London and New York:
Routledge, 1993) and Robin Cohen, Global Diasporas: An Introduction (Seattle: Uni-
versity of Washington Press, 1997).

20. See Stephen Castles and Mark Miller, The Age of Migration: International Pop-
ulation Movements in the Modern World (Hong Kong: Macmillan, 1993).

21. For more on this argument, see my ‘‘This Is a White Country’’: The Racial
Ideology of the Western Nations of the World-System,’’ Sociological Inquiry 70, no.
3 (2000): 188–214.

22. See, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, ‘‘The Essential Social Fact of Race: A Reply to
Loveman,’’ American Sociological Review, 64 (2000): 899–906.

23. Stephen Steinberg, Turning Back: The Retreat from Racial Justice in American
Thought and Policy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995).

24. However, phenotype in Latin America can be perceptually and socially
‘‘lightened’’ (or ‘‘darkened’’) by nonphenotypical characteristics such as educa-
tion, language, culture, class, and occupational background. A black-looking per-
son with a Ph.D. from Harvard who makes lots of money may not be regarded as
black in Puerto Rico or Brazil. Similarly, I believe that although most Asian Indi-
ans range in color from dark to quite dark, they are likely to be regarded as honor-
ary whites because of their mastery of the English language, high levels of
education, and other nonphenotypical factors.

25. Whereas the Bolivian Census of 2001 reports that 71 percent of the Bolivians
self-identify as Indian, less than 20 percent have more than a high school diploma,
and 58.6 percent live below the poverty line, 66 percent of Bolivians in the United
States self-identify as white, 64 percent has 12 or more years of education, and
have a per capita income comparable to that of whites. Thus, this seems like a case
of self-selection, that is, Bolivians in the United States do not represent Bolivians
in Bolivia. The information on Bolivia comes from Censo Nacional de Población
y Vivienda, Bolivia: Caraterı́sticas de la Población, Serie Resultados (Vol. 4. La Paz:
Ministerio de Hacienda, 2002).

26. On this see the classic work of Henri Tajfel, ‘‘Experiments in Intergroup
Discrimination,’’ Scientific American 223 (1970): 96–102. See also the contributions
of Cecilia Ridgeway. For a example, see her ‘‘The Social Construction of Status
Value: Gender and Other Nominal Characteristics,’’ Social Forces 70, no. 2 (1991):
367–86.

27. Michael G. Hanchard, Orpheus and Power: The Morimiento Negro of Rio
de Janeiro and São Paulo, Brazil, 1945–1988 (New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1994).

28. Survey experiments have shown that if the question on Hispanic origin is
asked first, the proportion of Latinos who report to be ‘‘white’’ increases from 25
to 39 percent (Martin, Demaio, and Campanelli 1990). The same research also
shows that when Latinos report to belong to the ‘‘Other’’ category, they are not
mistaken, that is, they do want to signify they are neither black nor white. Unfor-
tunately, we do not have results by national groups. Are Cubans more likely to
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claim to be white if the order of the questions is changed? Or is the finding sym-
metrical for all groups? Regardless we think this finding does not alter the direc-
tion of the overall findings on the self-identification of various Latino groups.

29. See, Yen Le Espiritu Espiritu, Asian American Panethnicity: Bridging Institu-
tions and Identities (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992).

30. E. San Juan Jr. ‘‘The Limits of Ethnicity and the Horizon of Historical Mate-
rialism,’’ in Asian American Studies: Identity, Images, Issues Past and Present edited
by Esther Mikyung Ghymn (New York: Peter Lang, 2000), 10.

31. Leland T. Saito, Race and Politics: Asian Americans, Latinos, and Whites in a Los
Angeles Suburb (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 59.

32. My comments on Asian Americans, in case some readers have doubts,
apply to Latinos, too. Latinos, as I have argued so far, are not a monolithic group
and have serious divisions that mimic elements of the divisions seen among Asian
Americans. For instance, a study on Latino attitudes toward immigration released
in June 2005 reported that, ‘‘Although an overwhelming majority of Hispanics
expresses positive attitudes toward immigrants . . . a significant minority, concen-
trated among native-born Latinos, is concerned that unauthorized migrants are
hurting the economy.’’ The study estimates the size of this group as 30 percent of
the native-born population, but does not go further in attempting to identify the
characteristics of this segment. Perhaps they are the light-skinned, well-educated,
Hispanics that I label here honorary white. See Robert Suro, ‘‘Attitudes Towards
Immigrants and Immigration Policies: Surveys among Latinos in the U.S. and
Mexico,’’ Pew Hispanic Center, August 16, 2005.

33. On the racial attitudes of Latinos, see Wallace Lambert and Donald Taylor,
Coping with Cultural and Racial Diversity in Urban America (Westport, Conn.:
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Conclusion: ‘‘The (Color-Blind)
Emperor Has No Clothes’’

Exposing the Whiteness of Color Blindness

If there is no struggle, there is no progress. Those who profess to favor
freedom, and yet deprecate agitation, are men who want crops with-
out plowing up the ground. They want rain without thunder and
lightning. They want the ocean without the awful roar of its many
waters. This struggle may be a moral one, or it may be a physical one,
or it may be both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle. Power
concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.

—Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom

I thought racism died in the sixties? But you guys keep talking, and talk-
ing, and talking about racism. Please stop using racism as a crutch!’’
‘‘Don’t you think the best way of dealing with America’s racial prob-

lems is by not talking about them? By constantly talking about racism you
guys add wood to the racial fire, which is almost extinguished!’’

‘‘Race is a myth, an invention, a socially constructed category. There-
fore, we should not make it ‘real’ by using it in our analyses. People are
people, not black, white, or Indian. White males are just people.’’1

‘‘A&M’s tradition of focusing on race is a terrible mentality to teach a
new generation. Dr. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s book White Supremacy & Rac-
ism in the Post–Civil Rights Era is the latest evolution in this ritual that
should have collapsed with the 1960s.’’2

Statements such as these have become standard examples of how most
whites think and talk about racism in contemporary America. Those of us
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who are minority professors in the academic trenches hear statements
like these from students, staff, and colleagues. I personally have been
accused of being a ‘‘racist’’ because I use the category race in my analysis
(as if by closing our eyes, racial fractures would disappear from society
and we would all just be ‘‘Americans’’) and of spreading ‘‘racist propa-
ganda’’3 (in the color-blind era, those of us who write about race and rac-
ism are the ones accused of fostering racial divisions). These statements
are all emblematic of the racial ideology that in this book I labeled ‘‘color-
blind racism.’’ At the heart of these statements—and of color blindness—
lies a myth: the idea that race has all but disappeared as a factor shaping
the life chances of all Americans. This myth is the central column support-
ing the house of color blindness. Remove this column and the house will
collapse.

Removing this column, however, is not an easy task, because whites’
racial views are not mere erroneous ideas to be battled in the field of
rational discourse. They constitute, as I argued in this book, a racial ideol-
ogy, a loosely organized set of ideas, phrases, and stories that help whites
justify contemporary white supremacy;4 they are the collective representa-
tions5 whites have developed to explain, and ultimately justify, contempo-
rary racial inequality. Their views, then, are not just a ‘‘sense of group
position’’6 but symbolic expressions of whites’ dominance. As such, they can-
not be simply eradicated with ‘‘facts,’’ because racial facts are highly con-
tested. In the eyes of most whites, for instance, evidence of racial disparity
in income, wealth, education, and other relevant matters becomes evi-
dence that there is something wrong with minorities themselves; evi-
dence of minorities’ overrepresentation in the criminal justice system or
on death row is interpreted as evidence of their overrepresentation in
criminal activity; evidence of black and Latino underperformance in stan-
dardized tests is a confirmation that there is something wrong (maybe
even genetically wrong)7 with them.

Given that this ideology—like all ideologies—cannot be simply
impugned with facts,8 my main goal in this book was to decode the com-
ponents of color blindness and explain their functions. In chapters 2, 3,
and 4, I demonstrated how color-blind racism’s frames, style, and racial
stories help whites justify contemporary racial inequality. Whites use
these components like ‘‘building blocks’’9 to manufacture accounts on a
variety of racial matters. In general, their accounts amount to, ‘‘Race does
not matter that much today, so let’s move on.’’ For example, when whites
are asked about affirmative action, they resort to the frame of abstract lib-
eralism to oppose it: ‘‘Why should we use discrimination to combat dis-
crimination? Two wrongs don’t make a right. We should judge people by
their merits and let the best person get the job or promotion, or be admit-
ted into a good college.’’ When whites are confronted with the reality of
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the tremendous levels of residential and school segregation in the United
States, they argue race has nothing to do with these matters. Many resort
to the naturalization frame and say, ‘‘This is a natural thing. People prefer
to be with people who are like them.’’ Alternatively, they use the abstract
liberalism frame and proclaim, ‘‘People have the right of choosing to live
wherever they want to live. This is America, for God’s sake!’’ When
whites are faced with evidence of discrimination, they acknowledge its
occurrence but label the episodes as ‘‘isolated incidents’’ and proceed to
blame minorities for playing the ‘‘race card.’’ Finally, when whites are
questioned about the whiteness of their social networks, they rebut, ‘‘This
has nothing to do with race. It’s just the way things are.’’ And if this does
not work, they can project the problem onto minorities and say, ‘‘It’s
blacks who do not want to be with us. I have seen how they self-segregate
in their neighborhoods and even when they attend our colleges.’’ Others
may be embarrassed by the makeup of their social networks and feel com-
pelled to insert semantic moves (‘‘Well, that’s true, but some of my best
friends are black’’) or personal stories (‘‘My best buddy in Vietnam was
Samoan!’’) to save face.

These frames, as I argued, set whites onto paths of no return. By
regarding race-related matters as nonracial, ‘‘natural,’’ or rooted in ‘‘peo-
ple’s choices,’’ whites deem almost all proposals to remedy racial inequal-
ity necessarily as illogical, undemocratic, and ‘‘racist’’ (in reverse).

Besides examining the components of color-blind racism, I discussed
two other important features in the color-blind era. First, I explored in
chapter 5 the contradiction between whites claiming to be color blind and
their almost totally white pattern of social interaction. Second, I examined
in chapter 7 the influence of color-blind racism on blacks. In chapter 5 I
showed that whites, despite their professed color blindness, live in white
neighborhoods, associate primarily with whites, befriend mostly whites,
and choose whites as their mates. The contradiction between their pro-
fessed life philosophy and their real practice in life is not perceived by
whites as such because they do not interpret their hypersegregation and
isolation from minorities (in particular blacks) as a racial outcome. For
most whites, this is just ‘‘The way things are’’ or something that has noth-
ing to do with race. In chapter 7 I concurred with most researchers10 in
showing that blacks exhibit a different attitudinal outlook on racial issues
than whites. Blacks, unlike whites, believe discrimination is real and cen-
tral in shaping their life chances and that the government must intervene
in a number of areas to guarantee equality among the races (therefore,
blacks are significantly more likely to support affirmative action, busing,
and even reparations than whites). Blacks are also more likely than whites
to engage in interracial friendship and intimacy. Nevertheless, I also doc-
umented how blacks are influenced by many of the frames of color blind-
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ness, directly and indirectly. Specifically, I underscored the large indirect
effect of the frames of color blindness on blacks and how this blunts the
oppositional character of their perspectives on racial matters. For exam-
ple, many blacks endorse stereotypical views about themselves (e.g.,
blacks are lazy, less intelligent, or more athletic than whites), which leads
them to adopt confusing standpoints (e.g., ‘‘Discrimination is very impor-
tant, but we are a lazy people’’).

Finally, I examined ‘‘race traitors’’—whites who do not dance to the
tune of color blindness (see chapter 6). Unlike most social scientists, who
posit that educated (mostly middle-class) white folks are racially tolerant
and, hence, more likely to support the struggle for racial equality, my
research suggested working-class women are significantly more likely
than any other segment of the white population to be racially progressive.
I also pointed out a number of other factors that racial progressives have
in common that may explain their racial progressiveness, such as growing
up in racially mixed neighborhoods, having extensive equal-status con-
tacts with minorities, being center to left politically, and having dated
across the color line. Although more research needs to be conducted to
corroborate my findings, specify what are the set of circumstances (what
sociologists call ‘‘variables’’) and the conditions that lead actors to
become racially progressive, and determine why this segment of the
white population is more progressive than others, I tentatively suggest
that because working-class women experience at least two kinds of
oppression (as workers and as women), they are more likely to empathize
with racial minorities. In their narratives, many of these women used
their own experiences as women to articulate their views on various hotly
contested racial issues and, more specifically, to describe how discrimina-
tion occurs nowadays. Nevertheless, as in the case of blacks, I also showed
that the ‘‘souls of [these] white folks’’11 are not pure, that is, that their
racial progressiveness has some limits, as they too are influenced by color
blindness.

The interview data in this book demonstrated that color-blind racism is
central to old and young whites alike. Although older, working-class
white respondents (mostly in the DAS sample) were less adept at using
softer, more efficient versions of the frames and style of color-blind rac-
ism than were younger, middle-class, educated ones (mostly among the
college students sample), both groups were attuned to this new ideology.
Yet the fact that some whites are ‘‘compassionate conservatives’’ on race
does not change in any way the reality that all are baptized in the waters
of color-blind racism. Besides, even though younger, middle-class, edu-
cated whites seem better adept at using the arsenal of color blindness,
many—particularly those who were already in the labor market or close
to entering it—were as crude and unsophisticated as their poorer, less-
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educated brethren. To examine this matter more accurately, we need a
panel study to follow college students over a ten-year period or so to
assess whether or not, as they mature and deal with central life issues
(e.g., getting a job, purchasing a house, getting married, having children),
their color blindness becomes cruder.

The data also evinced color-blind racism forms an impregnable yet
elastic ideological wall that barricades whites off from America’s racial
reality. An impregnable wall because it provides them a safe, color-blind
way to state racial views without appearing to be irrational or rabidly rac-
ist. And an elastic wall—and hence a stronger one—because this ideology
does not rely on absolutes (it prefers statements such as ‘‘Most blacks
are’’ rather than ‘‘All blacks are’’), admits a variety of ways of using its
frames (from crude and direct to kinder and indirect), and allows whites
to employ a variety of emotional tones for stating their views (from the
angry ‘‘Darned lazy blacks’’ to the compassionate conservative ‘‘Poor
blacks are trapped in their inferior schools in their cycle of poverty; what
a pity’’).

Accordingly, my answer to the strange enigma of ‘‘racism without rac-
ists’’ is as follows. The United States does not depend on Archie Bunkers
to defend white supremacy. (In truth, it never did, but that is otros veinte
pesos.12) Modern racial ideology does not thrive on the ugliness of the past
or on the language and tropes typical of slavery and Jim Crow. Today
there is a sanitized, color-blind way of calling minorities niggers, Spics,
or Chinks. Today most whites justify keeping minorities from having the
good things of life with the language of liberalism (‘‘I am all for equal
opportunity; that’s why I oppose affirmative action!’’). And today, as yes-
terday, whites do not feel guilty about the plight of minorities (blacks in
particular). Whites believe minorities have the opportunities to succeed
and that, if they do not, it is because they do not try hard. And if minori-
ties dare talk about discrimination, they are rebuked with statements
such as ‘‘Discrimination ended in the sixties, man’’ or ‘‘You guys are
hypersensitive.’’

The analysis of the interview data also sheds light on the methodologi-
cal importance of using this kind of data for examining racial ideology.
Had I relied on my survey results to analyze whites’ racial views, it would
have been difficult. Depending on which questions I had used to make
my case, I seemingly could have argued three totally different positions.13

Moreover, I could not have extracted from the survey data the stylistic
and narrative elements of color blindness. Although this does not mean
that surveys on racial attitudes are useless, it does mean that survey
researchers must strive to develop research projects with a qualitative
dimension. Otherwise they may either produce an artificial image of
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racial progress (see chapter 1) or miss central components of the contem-
porary racial ideological constellation.

One set of questions that I could not answer properly with the data at
hand related to how color-blind racism affects other racial minorities and
how whites see other racial minorities in our new, more complex multira-
cial America. Preliminarily, although conceding that we lack data sets that
include all racial groups, involve questions on interethnic matters, and
include in-depth interviews with all the racial and ethnic groups, I answer
these questions as follows. First, the black-white continuum still provides
the bulk of the themes and imagery for the development of the primary
ideas associated with the dominant racial ideology.14 Consequently, even
when one asks generic questions about minorities, whites are likely to
focus on the black-white debate. Second, the practices of the ‘‘new rac-
ism’’—the post–Civil Rights set of arrangements that preserves white
supremacy in a mostly ‘‘kinder and gentler’’ way—affect all minorities,
but the ‘‘race effect’’ seems to vary by the degree of closeness to ‘‘white-
ness’’ of the groups in question (phenotypically, culturally, and so forth).
For instance, although Latinos experience housing discrimination, they
are less likely to experience it if they are perceived as ‘‘white’’ than if they
are perceived as ‘‘black.’’15 Similarly, although whites tend to marry
endogamously, when they cross the color line, they are more likely to do
so with Latinos (particularly with those of a lighter hue) and Asians than
with blacks. Lastly, the racial attitudes of racial minorities seem to fit their
‘‘ranking’’ in the new racial hierarchy in America: Asians have views that
are closer to those of whites, Latinos’ views are less like those of whites,
and blacks’ are furthest from whites’ views.16 Therefore, because of the
aforementioned trends, I believe whites are already making important
distinctions among the various racial minorities; that such distinctions
have objective, subjective, and social interactional consequences for
minorities themselves; and that the degree of ‘‘color blindness’’ among
minorities correlates with their position in this new, more complex racial
stratification order.17 Yet, on all these crucial issues for the future of race
relations in America, I claim, like most social scientists do, that more
research needs to be done before we can adequately answer these ques-
tions.

Since I do not want to conclude this book on a pessimistic note, let me
suggest a few of the political conditions necessary to fight color-blind rac-
ism. (Please see chapter 8 for a discussion of the politics and political
strategies needed if the United States develops a Latin America-like racial
stratification order.) First, blacks and their allies would be the core18 of a
new civil rights movement demanding equality of results.19 I documented
in chapter 7 that blacks, as a social collectivity, have a clear understanding
of the basics of post–Civil Rights white supremacy and, therefore, their
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views and experiences ought to help guide this new movement. However,
because color blindness has tainted their views, it is of cardinal impor-
tance that activists in the new movement educate the black masses on the
nuances of color blindness. To launch a frontal attack on the ‘‘new rac-
ism’’ and its color-blind ideology, the black masses must be as racially
conscious as the leaders of the new movement. In ideological terms, the
movement must break with the hegemony color blindness has over all
Americans.

Second, we need to nurture a large cohort of antiracist whites to begin
challenging color-blind nonsense from within. Whites’ collective denial
about the true nature of race relations may help them feel good, but it is
also one of the greatest obstacles to doing the right thing. In racial matters
as in therapy, the admission of denial is the preamble for the beginning
of recovery. Antiracist whites cannot just be ‘‘race traitors’’;20 they must
engage in struggles to end the practices and the ideology that maintain
white supremacy. Individual racial treason without a political praxis to
eliminate the system that produces racial inequality amounts to racial
showboating.

These antiracist white activists,21 as I suggested above, will most likely
be working-class women. However, as in all social movements, the strug-
gle needs to work to expand the coalition fighting the powers that be. This
means that progressive activists need to work with all vulnerable whites:
poor and working-class whites regardless of gender, whites in the lower
middle class, and educated whites who in the past were so central to the
struggle for civil rights in America. In order to persuade vulnerable
whites to join the struggle, it is important to do ideological work with
them (but see below). Hence, the third way of combating color blindness
is for researchers and activists alike to provide counter–ideological argu-
ments to each of the frames of color-blind racism. We need to counter
whites’ abstract liberalism with concrete liberal positions based on a realis-
tic understanding of racial matters and a concern with achieving racial
equality. For example, whites’ thesis of ‘‘We are for equal opportunity for
everyone and that’s why we oppose affirmative action’’ must be coun-
tered with the concrete argument that because discrimination (past and
present) affects minorities negatively, race-based programs and massive
programs on behalf of the poor are the only ways of guaranteeing racial
equality.22 The racially illiberal effects of the do-nothing social policy
advocated by whites must be exposed and challenged.

Fourth, we need to undress whites’ claims of color blindness before a
huge mirror. That mirror must reflect the myriad facts of contemporary
whiteness, such as whites living in white neighborhoods, sending their
kids to white schools, associating primarily with whites, and having
almost all their primary relationships with whites. And whites’ absurd
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claim that these facts of whiteness are just a ‘‘natural thing’’ must be
deflated with research and exposed by journalists showing the social and
personal processes that produce each of these aspects of contemporary
white supremacy. Researchers also need to turn the analytical lenses on
white segregation and isolation from minorities and begin documenting
how this isolation affects whites’ views, emotions, and cognitions about
themselves and about minorities.

Fifth, whiteness must be challenged wherever it exists; regardless of the
social organization in which whiteness manifests itself (universities, cor-
porations, schools, neighborhoods, churches), those committed to racial
equality must develop a personal practice to challenge it. If you are a col-
lege student in a historically white college, you must raise hell to change
your college; you must organize to change the racial climate and demog-
raphy of your college. If you work in corporate America, you must wage
war against subtle and covert racism; you must challenge the practices
that track minorities into certain jobs and preserve high-paying ones for
white males. If you are a parent who spends most of your time house-
bound, you need to begin a campaign for racial change in your family
interactions and attitudes; you must engage with racial minorities, opt for
a multiracial rather than a white church, and move from your white
neighborhood into an integrated one.

Finally, the most important strategy for fighting ‘‘new racism’’ prac-
tices and the ideology of color blindness is to become militant once again.
Changes in systems of domination and their accompanying ideologies are
never accomplished by racial dialogues—the notion of ‘‘Can we all just
get along?’’ or ‘‘workshops on racism’’—through education, or through
‘‘moral reform’’23 alone. What is needed to slay modern-day racism is a
new, in-your-face, fight-the-power civil rights movement, a new move-
ment to spark change, to challenge not just color-blind whites but also
minority folks who have become content with the crumbs they receive
from past struggles. This new civil rights movement, as I have mentioned
elsewhere,24 must have at the core of its agenda the struggle for equality
of results. Progressives cannot continue fighting for ‘‘equality of opportu-
nity’’ when true equality cannot be achieved that way. It is time to
demand equality now!

I realize many of these proposals are very idealistic. I know quite well
most whites are not up to the challenge of working to develop a country
without white supremacy. For example, few whites would engage in a
social movement or in personal practices that would rock the foundation
of the status quo and their everyday lives. The idea of moving from a
‘‘safe’’ neighborhood into a ‘‘dangerous’’ one, for instance, is anathema
to most white Americans (‘‘Honey, do you want our kids to attend bad
schools? Do you want us to lose our investment in this house?’’). However,
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social movements do not depend on mobilizing the masses to get started
(yet, as I suggested above, successful movements must make broad appeals
and, at least, gain the sympathy of the majority to be victorious).25 The
history of social mobilization shows that organized, active, resourceful,
and creative movements have been able to challenge all kinds of oppres-
sive structures.26

If this new civil rights movement begins a concerted campaign to fight
‘‘new racism’’ practices and color-blind idiocy, this movement has a
chance. If the leaders of this movement begin to say to America, ‘‘We will
no longer accept poverty and urban decay, substandard schools and
housing, inferior jobs, old- as well as new-fashioned discrimination, and
racial profiling, in short, we will no longer accept second-class citizenship
in this country,’’ then this movement has a chance. If liberal, progressive,
and radical organizations join in this new civil rights movement to elimi-
nate racial disparity in the United States once and for all, this movement
has a chance. If progressive religious leaders of various denominations
begin to preach about the need to complete the civil rights revolution we
started years ago and derail the forces that want to turn back the racial
clock, this movement has a chance. If the millions of conscientious college
students across the nation wake up and do the right thing, as they did
during the Civil Rights era, this movement has a chance. If young people
and workers in the United States realize that racial inequality ultimately
helps preserve other forms of inequality,27 this movement has a chance.
Activists and researchers alike need to realize the basic truth in Frederick
Douglass’s words, ‘‘If there is no struggle, there is no progress. . . . Power
concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.’’
Change is made, not theorized, written about, or orchestrated by policy
makers or researchers. Only by demanding what seems impossible today
(equality of results, reparations, and the end of all forms of racial discrim-
ination), will we be able to achieve genuine racial equality in the future.
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Queries: Answers to Questions
from Concerned Readers

So you finished reading this book and are fuming.1 You believe I have
called you ‘‘racist.’’ You are certain that books like mine hurt rather

than help and believe I am fanning the racial flames. You are mad as hell
because I spelled the word America with three ‘‘k’s’’ in the original pref-
ace to this book and believe I hate America.2 You also think I made numer-
ous unfair generalizations about whites without knowing how most
whites think and feel about race. You wonder why I said so little about
the ‘‘racism’’ of blacks whom you believe are as racist, if not even more,
than whites. And, lastly, you are sure my analysis is exaggerated and
believe I am playing the ‘‘race card.’’ Well, although I believe my answers
to all these questions may not satisfy you, I will attempt to answer all of
them in a clear and straightforward manner. After all, as a professor, I
am always interested in clarifying students’ doubts and misconceptions
particularly when they are related to my own work and ideas.

First, if I had a dollar for every student (and a few colleagues) who has
e-mailed me or told me that I am unfairly classifying them as ‘‘racist,’’ I
would have enough money to buy a bottle of fancy Scotch. Hence, since
this seems like a general misconception of my claims, I answer this
concern first. My point in this book was not demonizing whites as a col-
lectivity or as individuals. I stated this explicitly in chapter 1. More sig-
nificantly, for those readers who may know a bit about sociological
theories, my theorization of racism is structural or societal-wide and,
hence, individuals are regarded, paraphrasing Marx’s words in Capital,
as personifications of larger categories or embodiments of particular race
relations. Thus, my standpoint on ‘‘racism’’ is larger than individuals
and, as such, my analysis ‘‘can less than any other make the individual
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responsible for relations whose creature he socially remains.’’3 Simply
put, if racism is a collective phenomenon that precedes all of us, we are
not individually responsible for its existence and must not feel guilty for
its existence.

But why when one discusses structural inequality, whether based on
race, class, or gender, the reaction of most Americans is the same (‘‘Are
you calling me racist, sexist, or accusing me of being class elitist)? I have
experienced this firsthand in my own classes. When I lecture on gender
inequality, male students become angry and accuse me of being antimale.
When I discuss class inequality, wealthy and middle-class students
accuse me of fostering class resentment and of being biased against them.
And when I teach about race inequality, white students accuse me of
being antiwhite and unfairly classifying them as ‘‘racist.’’ I believe Ameri-
can students and Americans in general tend to react this way because in
this country individualism4 is the glue that binds our interpretative field
and, thus, we have a hard time understanding the centrality of larger
social forces. For most Americans, individual-level explanations are the
order of the day to explain class, gender, and race inequality. On class
standing, we believe workers are poor because they are stupid and lazy;
on gender, we believe women make less money than men because they
do not wish to make more and prefer to have babies; and on race, we
believe minorities are worse off than whites because they do not work as
hard as whites and are also less capable than whites.

It is the task of introductory level sociology courses to teach students
that we all participate in larger systems, systems that, for instance, create
different opportunity structures for workers, women, and minorities.
And if we do our job right, our students leave our classes understanding
that there are larger social forces responsible for the patterns of inequality
in America. Hence, they also realize that individuals are not personally
responsible for the existence of a class, gender, or racial order in America.
Thus, we help them understand that their individual-level explanations
are, for the most part, deficient and incomplete at explaining big national
and international issues.

Nevertheless, and this is the kicker, after we make students aware of
how inequality is orchestrated in society, they become individually
responsible for how their actions and behavior help perpetuate inequal-
ity. Because of its significance and clarity on this point, I cite at length
sociologist Allan G. Johnson’s words of wisdom in his The Forest and the
Trees (1997: 16):5

As an individual, I can’t undo the past and I can’t undo my childhood (he
had referred before to the racist imagery he saw and heard as a child). I can,
however, choose what to do about race and racism now. I can’t make my
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society or the place where I live or work suddenly nonracist, but I can decide
how to live as a white person in relation to my privileged position as a white
person. I can decide whether to laugh or object when I hear racist ‘‘humor’’;
I can decide how to treat people who aren’t classified as ‘‘white’’; I can
decide what to do about the consequences racism produces for people,
whether to be part of the solution or merely part of the problem. I don’t feel
guilty because my country is racist, because that wasn’t my doing. But as a
white person who participates in that society, I feel responsible to consider
what to do about it. The only way to get past the potential for guilt and see
how I can make a difference is to realize that the system isn’t me and I’m not
the system.

Accordingly, individuals are not the ones who create larger systems
such as ‘‘capitalism,’’ ‘‘patriarchy,’’ or ‘‘racialized social systems,’’ but
they are the cogs that allow these systems to run. If the ‘‘cogs’’ were to
change their beliefs and, more importantly, their behaviors, these systems
would not be able to run and risk the possibility of being destroyed. (But,
unfortunately, most of us will not change our beliefs and behaviors
because some of us benefit from how these systems are organized. For
example, men seem unwilling to change their beliefs about and behaviors
toward women because if they do, and patriarchy were to collapse, they
would end up doing more work at home and cease to be the kings of
society. Albeit men would, in the long run, be better off—patriarchy cre-
ates a lot of anomalies in the psyche of men and makes them ultimately
unhappy—men, as most actors, tend to think short term.)

The second complaint I hear a lot is that I am not helping cure America
of its racism and, if anything, that through my work I am fanning its racial
flames. To this I answer the following. I wish I had as much power as
some readers believe I have. Although I do not believe individuals are
entirely powerless,6 I also know that it is ultimately through collective
efforts that one can accomplish significant changes in society. But even if
I had all the power that some readers believe I have, I still would tell these
readers that my work is in no way hurting America. If anything, I believe
that by seriously talking and addressing the realities of race and racism,
we have a better chance of developing practices and behaviors to improve
‘‘race relations’’ in this country. The alternative to this—not talking
straight about race and singing the song of ‘‘United We Stand’’7—has not
changed the reality of racial stratification and inequality in this country
and it is akin to sweeping under the rug a ‘‘family problem’’ such as
incest.

Third, to those who stopped reading the book after they saw my spell-
ing of America with three ‘‘k’s’’—I received e-mails about this from a few
students and had a former ‘‘colleague’’ up in arms about this and willing
to veto my promotion to associate professor unless I removed this spell-
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ing from the text—I say that they need to drink their prune juice and
move on. If we, as intellectuals, are unwilling to engage arguments
because of small things like this, then we are in the wrong business. The
job of students and scholars is not to agree to disagree with what they
read or hear, but to understand claims, evaluate arguments, and come up
with a sophisticated ‘‘critique’’ (for or against). Lastly, I tell these readers
what I told the students who e-mailed me regarding my spelling of the
word America as Amerikkka.8 I will remove the three ‘‘k’s’’ from Ameri-
kkka when America removes racism from the country.

To those who claim I made unfair generalizations about whites in this
book I ask them to read carefully chapter 6, where I examine ‘‘white pro-
gressives.’’ There I stated that 10 to 15 percent of whites seem not to be in
agreement with color-blind racism. I also stated in the original conclusion
of the book that I believed that through political action it was possible to
convince most whites of the folly of racism—color blind or otherwise—
and create a large progressive movement in the country for social justice.

This said, I think I know what those who make this comment are think-
ing. What they want me to say is that I am ‘‘making most whites look
bad’’ and that most whites are not ‘‘racist.’’ To this, I reply that (1) as I
stated above, the problem of ‘‘racism’’ in America and elsewhere is not a
personal or individual problem and (2) evidence presented in the book
suggests most whites in fact subscribe to the basic tenets of color-blind
racism. On the latter, as I stated in chapter 1 of the book, it is impossible
to address a current ideology (racial or otherwise) without having some
readers feeling angry about the project. Examining ideologies that are at
play is always a risky business. Period. There is little I can do to ease those
who believe that it is OK to be color blind and live in ‘‘normal’’ all-white
neighborhoods, attend ‘‘normal’’ all-white schools, and have ‘‘normal’’
all-white friends and all-white this and that. If they still do not want to
acknowledge the huge contradiction between professing to be color blind
(‘‘I do not see color’’) and living in what I have labeled here as the ‘‘white
habitus’’ (what are the chances that all these all-white settings or situa-
tions are random matters, particularly, when they seem to be the norm
among whites?), then there is little I can say to appease these readers.
They will just hate this book and keep on with their curiously contradic-
tory self-proclaimed color-blind stance and exhibit racial apathy.9

To the many readers who have told me, ‘‘You say little about blacks and
they are the real racists in contemporary America,’’ I ask them to reread
carefully my comments on this matter in chapter 7. There I stated that
blacks, or any other minority group for that matter, can be prejudiced and
act on those beliefs. Hence, it is possible for someone like Colin Fergu-
son,10 a Jamaican immigrant, to enter a train and kill a number of people
(whites and Asians). But prejudice is not the same as racism. Racism is
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about a social system partially organized around the logic of racial superi-
ority. Thus, if the United States was partially organized around the logic
of black supremacy, then I would work hard to understand its coordi-
nates and deconstruct its mythologies. Yet, as I think most whites would
admit if they talk honestly about racial matters, this country is not even
remotely organized around the logic of black supremacy. What we have
in the country at worst is a few black leaders who exhibit defensive preju-
dice (‘‘You called me ugly. You are the really ugly one!’’). But none of these
leaders has either the capacity or the desire to develop a social movement
to impose such logic in the country. In fact, a dispassionate analysis of the
speeches of, for example, Minister Louis Farrakhan (and they are stylisti-
cally beautiful and partially right), leader of the Nation of Islam, shows
that his political agenda is nationalist at best and separatist at worst—
neither of which would involve reversing the direction of racial suprem-
acy in this country.

To make this pristinely clear, blacks can be (and many in fact are) preju-
diced against whites. Yet, they are not in a position to reorganize the U.S.
polity around their prejudice and develop a society that provides them,
at the expense of whites, systemic benefits at all levels. The United States,
however, was partially built around the logic of white supremacy and
that pillar of the American edifice remains as part of its foundation. The
cry by whites regarding blacks’ racism (‘‘Blacks are more racist than
whites’’ or ‘‘Blacks are the real racists in America’’) is just another exam-
ple of the pot calling the kettle black.

Lastly, to those who believe I am exaggerating the relevance of race in
contemporary America and accuse me of playing the ‘‘race card,’’ I ask
them to reread the section on the frame ‘‘Minimization of Racism’’ in
chapter 2. And, as a freebie, I will narrate an incident that happened to
me this summer which I believe epitomizes the new way race and racism
work in this country. My wife and I moved from Texas to North Carolina
in late June 2005. After living forever in small places and saving money
for 12 years, we were able to purchase a very elegant home in a very pres-
tigious neighborhood (our home is our retirement account). But nice
homes with nice yards require lots of work and this has forced me to
become a handyman—I am cheap and thus unwilling to hire anyone to
do my yard work. On this particular Sunday evening (it was about 6:30
p.m.), while I was trying to finish the stone work in a dry river, two white
women drove up our rather long and hilly driveway. I stopped working
to see what the heck they wanted and approached them shirtless and in
shorts. One of the women approached me, identified herself as a realtor,
and asked me, ‘‘Do you work in this house?’’ Although I was not happy
with the assumptions behind her question, I told her that I did and then
she asked me, ‘‘Do you think the owners would mind if I show the house
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to my client?’’ I smiled and replied, ‘‘Well, let me see if my wife minds
showing our house to you.’’ Although for some strange reason, given my
knowledge about how race works in this country, I hoped she would
express some remorse or apologize or at least feel confused or even some-
what uncomfortable, the realtor just told me without any hesitation what-
soever, ‘‘Oh, so you are the owner? Good for you!’’

For those who, in the words of Flavor Flav, ‘‘do ignorance’’ and wish to
believe we live in the best of all possible worlds, let me explain how race
ordained this encounter from beginning to end. First, these women
assumed I was a gardener11 but this assumption was unwarranted for two
very important reasons. I stated that this encounter happened on a Sun-
day at 6:30 p.m. These women should not have expected to see a ‘‘yard-
man’’ working on a Sunday night. Also, even if they suspected I was the
gardener, the fact that I was not dressed appropriately (as I said, I was
shirtless and working in shorts) should have given them pause and led
them to ask me a different first question (e.g., ‘‘Sir, is this your home?’’).
Second, since I approached them when they entered the driveway, they
should have suspected that I was the owner (How many gardeners stop
working when they see visitors coming to the house in which they are
working?). Third, when I revealed to them in what I thought was a cre-
ative way that I was the owner of the house, they should have apologized.
Instead, the realtor (the other women just went along with everything the
realtor said) pushed the knife a bit deeper into the wound they had just
inflicted by telling me, ‘‘Good for you.’’ The ‘‘compliment’’ was in fact an
insult as it meant, ‘‘For you, a black-looking but Latino sounding person,
having this nice house is a big accomplishment.’’

I know some readers will still doubt this analysis and say, ‘‘Relax man,
it’s not like these women called you the N-word or tried to lynch you.’’ I
also know that other readers will interpret this as a ‘‘southern’’ encounter
and, thus, as an aberration. But what the former readers miss is that these
microaggressions are, from a health perspective, the silent killers of peo-
ple of color in this country.12 And the latter readers miss the fact that the
South in America, as Malcolm said a long time ago, begins in the border
with Canada. (I could have narrated here racial encounters I have had in
Wisconsin, Michigan, Washington, Texas, and California. But because of
how recent this event was, I chose to include this one rather than events
from my past.)

These are my answers to the main concerns raised by the (mostly
white) readers who did not like my book. As a social scientist, however,
I know well that few of these readers will agree or be satisfied with my
answers. The reason for this is sociological in nature. I have addressed in
this book an ideology that is alive and well and, therefore, most of my
readers live and breathe pure color blindness. Thus, there is little space
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for ‘‘understanding’’13 when it involves those at the top of America’s
racial structure accepting that they are in such position. This is very
unlikely because as I stated elsewhere quoting from William A. Ryan: ‘‘no
one [wants to think] of himself as a son of a bitch.’’ But if color-blind read-
ers were to accept the fact that they belong to the racial group that is
favored in America, a huge can of worms would be opened with poten-
tially very serious consequences. Which ones? First, they would have to
examine the possibility that a certain portion14 of their standing in society
is likely unearned (i.e., based on the fact that they belong to the dominant
race in society)—a very frightening proposition for folks who have been
trained to believe that all they have in life is due to their own efforts.15

And second, at the personal level, their consciousness would be disturbed
because their entire foundation would be shaken and they might even
develop feelings of guilt. Hence, I am not surprised by the fact that most
(white) readers of my book prefer to, like in the movie The Matrix, take
the blue pill and live happy, happy, happy.16 But I hope that a growing
minority of whites choose, as Neo did, the red pill and are willing to fight
for a just world even at the risk of losing some of their standing and suf-
fering the ignominy of been ostracized by their blue pill-taker white
‘‘friends’’ (please remember what the character who took the blue pill in
The Matrix did to his ‘‘friends’’). And those who choose to take the red
pill know they have chosen the right, moral path and will sleep tight
every night. To them belongs the future of a new, truly egalitarian and
humane America.

NOTES

1. Since this chapter is written in response to readers that hated the book, my
arguments, or me, I decided to write it in a more direct and personal way.

2. Since 1917 all Puerto Ricans (and I am Puerto Rican) are citizens of the
United States regardless of whether they are born here or on the island. In my
specific case, I was born in Bellefonte, Pennsylvania, in 1962, which makes me a
‘‘legit’’ American no matter what. (Heck, according to our Constitution, I could
even run for the presidency of this country. Wouldn’t that be great?) Hence, if
readers believe I am an American hater, they should refine their classification and
label me a ‘‘self-hating American.’’

3. Karl Marx, ‘‘Preface to the first German edition’’ of Capital (New York:
International Publishers, 1967), 10.

4. Explaining why American individualism is so pervasive and different from
individualism elsewhere is beyond the scope of this book. A good book to under-
stand how individualism frames how we interpret contemporary racial matters is
Jennifer Hochschild, Facing Up to the American Dream (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1995). For a nice discussion debunking the notion that individu-
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alism was a central value of the Revolutionary Era, see Edward Grabb, Douglas
Baer, and James Curtis ,’’The Origins of American Individualism: Reconsidering
the Historical Evidence,’’ Canadian Journal of Sociology 24, no. 4 (1999): 511–33. For
an analysis of how 19th-century developments in American capitalism forged an
individualistic American ideology based on the needs of corporations which was
relentlessly pushed down the throats of Americans, read John Dewey’s post-1930
work, particularly his Individualism, Old and New.

5. Allan G. Johnson, The Forest and the Trees: Sociology as Life, Practice and Prom-
ise (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1997).

6. Of course, because of inequality, the voices of some individuals have dis-
proportionate effects in society. For instance, when Ross Perot ran for President,
he stated that he was not going to accept money from anyone for his campaign
so that he could remain ‘‘independent.’’ But how many individuals could have
spent $50 million to run as an ‘‘independent’’ candidate for the presidency of the
United States?

7. This was the slogan used by Perot in his failed attempts to win the presi-
dency in 1992 and 1996 . . . and has been also used in the post-9/11 era as a sign
of patriotic unity. Of course, Perot used this slogan and had lots of troubles with
minorities (in 1992, he addressed the NAACP convention and kept telling the
audience, ‘‘You people’’ this and ‘‘You people’’ that, which led commentators baf-
fled by his lack of racial sensitivity) and in the post-9/11 period, the cry for unity
has not led to meaningful policies to deal with real racial inequality.

8. Spelling America as Amerikkka is not my original creation. It became pop-
ular in the sixties and, more recently, rap singer Ice Cube used this spelling in his
2003 song ‘‘Amerikkka’s Most Wanted.’’

9. Recent work on racial apathy shows that whites who claim they are indif-
ferent or not interested on racial issues exhibit very traditionally racist attitudes
on numerous matters. See Tyrone A. Forman, ‘‘Color-blind Racism and Racial
Indifference: The Role of Racial Apathy in Facilitating Enduring Inequalities,’’ in
The Changing Terrain of Race and Ethnicity edited by Maria Krysan and Amanda
Lewis (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2004), 23–66.

10. Colin Ferguson shot a number of whites and Asians (six of them died) who
were on a commuter train in Long Island in 1995. By all accounts (and his trial
was televised by Court TV), Mr. Ferguson, in addition to be prejudiced, was
deranged.

11. The racial optic used by these white women is the same optic use by whites
when they profile minorities in the streets, in stores, in neighborhoods, in short,
in America. If I were driving a BMW, cops would think of me as a ‘‘suspicious
looking man driving a fancy car around’’ (this has not happened to me yet
because I drive relatively inexpensive cars). If I were handling merchandise at a
fancy store, the white clerk would think I am trying to steal something (this has
happened to me many times). Therefore, if I am working in my yard and white
women see me, they believe I am the gardener. For a critique of the faulty statisti-
cal logic used to rationalized racial profiling of any kind, see Jody David Armour,
Negrophobia and Reasonable Racism: The Hidden Costs of Being Black (New York: New
York University Press, 1997).
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12. On the subject of racial microaggressions, see Joe R. Feagin and Karyn D.
McKinney, The Many Costs of Racism (Lanham, Oxford, and Boulder: Rowman and
Littlefield, 2003). On the effect these microaggressions have on people of color, see
the excellent work of William Smith on ‘‘racial battle fatigue.’’ One example of his
work on this subject is ‘‘Black Faculty Coping with Racial Battle Fatigue: The
Campus Racial Climate in a Post-Civil Rights Era,’’ in A Long Way to Go: Conversa-
tions about Race by African American Faculty and Graduate Students at Predominately
White Institutions, edited by Darrell Cleveland, (New York: Peter Lang Publishers,
2004), 171–90. Finally, on the connection between experiences of discrimination
and negative health outcomes, see David R. Williams, ‘‘Race, Socioeconomic
Status, and Health: The Added Effects of Racism and Discrimination,’’ Annals of
the New York Academy of Sciences 896: 173–88.

13. Inequities based on race, class, or gender are never remedied through edu-
cation because they are based on systems that award benefits to some members
of the polity (whites, capitalists, or men) and limits the rewards of others (non-
whites, workers, and women) based on their ascriptive characteristics. Thus, those
on top of these systems (whites, capitalists, and men) develop an interest in keep-
ing the system as is.

14. In my White Supremacy and Racism in the Post–Civil Rights Era (2001), I
argued that racialized social systems were systems partially shaped by race. This
is because all modern societies are ordered by a complex matrix of domination
that includes class, gender, and race elements. Thus, understanding one’s stand-
ing in society, net of one’s talent, involves tabulating how much of our social
standing is due to our class, gender, and race status.

15. On the matter of whites unwillingness to consider the possibility that their
standing in life is at least partially related to their race, see Nancy Ditomasso,
Rochelle Parks-Yancy, and Corine Post, ‘‘Whites Views of Civil Rights: Color-
Blindness and Equal Opportunity,’’ in White Out: The Continuing Significance of
Racism, edited by Shaley Doana and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (New York and Lon-
don: Routledge, 2003), 189–98. Two books that also address this point are Deidre
A. Royster, Race and the Invisible Hand: How White Networks Exclude Black Men from
Blue-Collar Jobs (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California
Press, 2003) and Thomas M. Shapiro, The Hidden Cost of Being African American:
How Wealth Perpetuates Inequality (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press,
2004).

16. In this movie, the main character called ‘‘Neo’’ is offered two pills (or two
options) by his co-protagonist called ‘‘Morpheus.’’ The red pill, which he took,
allowed him to see reality as it really was—a disconcerting, confusing, and terri-
ble situation as he discovered that humans had become batteries for a super com-
puter. The blue pill, however, would have allowed Neo to ‘‘see’’ the virtual (and
false) reality that the supercomputer had been feeding off humans for a long time.





Postscript: What Is to Be Done
(For Real)

Whenever I finish a sociology class, students invariably ask me the
following: ‘‘So Professor, you have debunked [insert here the sub-

ject of the class] in the United States. Now, what should we do?’’ How-
ever, as a scholar1 I always feel funny about dishing advice on practical
policy matters. I was not trained in social policy and, more importantly,
do not believe that good social policy comes out of the heads of enlight-
ened social scientists. Moreover, we social scientists are trained to be ana-
lytical, but, at the same time, to remain detached. We are advised not to
take strong positions and let our readers infer what might be done. But
after a few years of having finished Racism without Racists, I have realized
that even if my suggestions are wrong or seem pedantic or implausible to
some, I have a responsibility toward my readers. If they spent their time,
effort, and money on my book, why would I take the easy road out and
avoid answering the burning question of what is to be done? Why would
I hide behind the norms of science, particularly when I know that behind
this ‘‘objective’’ lurks a pro–status quo position (see chapter 1)? Hence, at
the risk of violating the norms of ‘‘scientific’’ sociology, I provide in this
chapter a few suggestions2 of what I believe we can do as individuals as
well as members of groups and organizations to fight the new racism and
color-blind nonsense.

I discuss first a few of the individual-level strategies3 that we can all do.
In the original ‘‘Conclusion’’ of the book (now chapter 9), I said we
needed to work hard to ‘‘nurture a large cohort of antiracist whites to
begin challenging whites color-blind nonsense from within.’’ What did I
mean by this? By this I meant that this country desperately needs whites
who have seen the light to become activists in the struggle against racism.
But before they join social movements against racism, I believe they have

229



230 Postscript

a more urgent and immediate task before them. They should become
‘‘race traitors’’ (whites willing to tell the world when whites do or say
things that disadvantage minority groups). Imagine what would happen
in this country if even a small percentage of whites (let’s say, 1 to 2 per-
cent) began ‘‘ratting’’ on their racial brothers and sisters (remember that
‘‘treason to whiteness is loyalty to humanity’’).4 And what kind of things
could race traitors find out by doing undercover work in white-only
spaces? Below is a list of the kind of things I believe race traitors could
bring to light:

• That Uncle Johnny, a respectable member of the community who
even gives money to the United Negro College Fund, uttered the word
‘‘nigger’’ ten times last Thanksgiving.

• That Freddie Krugger, a banker at Bank of Amerika, either denies
loans to blacks or charges them more than equally qualified white
applicants because he believes blacks are good for nothing.

• That Mr. Very Whiteman told his financial firm he wanted a white
accountant because he did not feel comfortable working with black
or Latino accountants.

• That Professor Jefe Blanc, a professor at the University of Midwest,
believes his minority students are bringing down the graduate pro-
gram because they simply ‘‘do not have it.’’

• That Doctor Loveme Hard, who is a very nice and soft-spoken man,
believes the problem with blacks is blacks, that is, he believes if they
behaved like whites, they would be OK.

• That Professor Ven Detta, of Rutt University in New Jersey, said that
Dr. Blackwoman, did not get tenure because, ‘‘That black B———
did not kiss my A—.’’

• That Irene Bergman, a very rich old white woman, refers to blacks as
‘‘niggers’’ all the time when she is with her friends.

• That officer Paulice Brutality told his colleagues that he ‘‘Beat the
crap out of that nigger’’ because he did not give him any respect.

• That Doctor White Teeth, a dentist in Poolman, Washington, does not
treat black patients because he does not like touching them.

• That Matt Mad, President of the (Once Upon a Time) Young Conser-
vatives at Crackerland University, believes minorities are inferior to
whites. (He also believes that Mexican Americans should go back to
their country.)

• That Plum Lady told her friends she is afraid of blacks and cannot be
alone with black men because she thinks they want to rape her.

Imagine what would happen if whites could never know for sure if
what they say or do in their private, white-only spaces could be poten-



Postscript 231

tially leaked to the public. Imagine what old-fashioned racists, such as
Uncle Johnny or Matt Mad do, or not do, if they could not be sure their
racial nonsense would remain a secret. This, I believe, would have revolu-
tionary consequences as it would force changes in the behavior and
maybe even the practices of many whites. (Of course, this strategy would
have little impact on color-blind racism per se since its language operates
within the standards of proper racial discourse.)

Connected to the notion of racial treason was my suggestion of chal-
lenging whiteness wherever it exists. In the original ‘‘Conclusion’’ I stated
that whiteness must be challenged in churches, job settings, bars, clubs,
family gatherings, etc. Why not stand up for humanity and state in, for
example, a company meeting where job candidates are being discussed
that the reason why no one seems to support the black candidate is
because all the people in the meeting are white? Why not tell your pastor
you do not appreciate the fact that his church is all white and that you
intend to leave it unless he works hard at integrating it? Why not tell your
neighbors that you are concerned about the neighborhood being per-
ceived as racist because it is all white and America is a wonderfully
diverse country? Why not resign publicly to the W Club you belong
because the club has not admitted black and Latino members ever? Why
not tell your white coworkers that their comments about the new black
worker are problematic and will not help her become a full member of
the organization? Why not, ah, why not?

Another individual-level strategy I have suggested to young people is
to create teams—one white and one black, two whites and two blacks,
etc.—to test whether race affects a host of social transactions such as try-
ing to rent an apartment, purchase things at the mall, apply for jobs, hail
a cab, and the like. The teams could try to assess the ‘‘race effect’’ in these
affairs by sending teammates alone to the various settings and then com-
paring notes afterward with their teammates. I would expect teammates
to share things such as the following: ‘‘So, did they give you the cold
shoulders when you inquired about the job opening at Abercrombie and
Fitch5 as they did to me? Did he tell you that all the units were occupied
or did he tell you, as he told me, that there were three openings?6 I can’t
believe he told you the price of the car was $14,000 when he told me it
was $13,000.’’ This strategy could bring to the fore clear and convincing
evidence of how discrimination occurs in the streets of the United States.
The significance of this work could be monumental because social scien-
tists have, for many reasons, abandoned the study of existing discrimina-
tion and concentrated their efforts instead on assessing discrimination
indirectly (i.e., examining the residual unexplained differences between
racial groups in a particular matter after controlling for a number of char-
acteristics known to affect the outcome).7 Thus, if this idea were to catch
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on and thousands of young white and nonwhite people across the coun-
try were to do what I suggest, we could uncover not just the reality of
discrimination but the many faces it takes in the real world. This evidence
would also provide legal ammunition for lawsuits and serve as an embar-
rassment factor for those cases where there is no legal recourse.8 If noth-
ing else, having this strategy in place would have a chilling effect on
would-be discriminators.9

As important as individual-level actions are, I argued in the first edition
of the book—and still believe this to be the case—that unless we are able
to engage in collective action to eliminate racial inequality, racial stratifi-
cation and its concomitant inequality will remain a problem in 21st-
century America. I stated that we needed a new civil rights movement if
we want to attack frontally the system responsible for the production and
reproduction of racial inequality. However, I did not say much about
what kind of actions it would take for such movement to develop. Now—
with some trepidation—I take a leap and venture to offer a few ‘‘how tos’’
on this crucial matter.

First, I humbly suggest to my readers, particularly to my minority read-
ers, that the civil right leadership we have at this historical juncture will
not help us move forward, that is, they are not ready for prime time.
Why? Because they are too old school—and some are simply too old,
period—and are trapped in the battles and issues of the past. For instance,
they all seem to have a hard time fighting new racism style discrimination
precisely because it does not involve the overt, nasty practices of the past.
Leaders such as Jesse Jackson, Louis Farrakhan, Reverend Al Sharpton,
and others are children of the sixties and seem unable to understand the
smiling face of the new racial monster biting our derrieres these days.10

Thus, I believe the new civil rights movement will require new leaders
who understand the nature of contemporary racial dynamics.

Secondly, this new civil rights movement, unlike the old one, will have
to deal with issues of class and racial diversity in a more straightforward
manner. It is no longer possible for the black middle-class, who led the
struggle of the past, to present their issues as the issues of all blacks and
it is no longer possible for blacks to continue believing they are the most
important minority group in this country.11 On the former, the issues
before us are, more than ever, the issues of the black, Latino, and Asian
working class, i.e., the need for adequate and decent schools, jobs, social
services, medical care, housing, and transportation. In this sense, the old
framework of the struggle—the idea of equal opportunity—is not, if it
ever was, enough. What this large segment of the minority community, a
segment I claim is slowly becoming ‘‘the collective black’’ racial strata,
need is a movement that deals in a straight manner with their class/race
issues; what these folks need is not ‘‘equality of opportunity’’ but ‘‘equal-
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ity of results!’’ The ‘‘collective black’’ segment suffers not just because it
is comprised of mostly dark-skinned minority folks, but also because
most of its members belong to the second-tier of the working class.12

Therefore, understanding how the race/class nexus affects this growing
segment in the United States and developing policies to address its con-
cerns is the central task of the new civil rights movement.

On the racial diversity front, I believe the traditional view of ‘‘We
blacks can represent everybody’’ will no longer work if it ever did.
Demography is somewhat destiny and the fact that Latinos are already
the largest minority group and will be twice the size of the black commu-
nity in a few years can no longer be hidden from our discussions of
minority politics. Blacks need to learn the lessons from the aftermath of
Harold Washington’s death in Chicago in 1987, the election of Mayor Bill
White in Houston in 2003, and many other similar cases that have sur-
faced in the last 15 years. Blaming Latinos or Asians for not supporting
black candidates will not help at all.13 What all these cases show, I believe,
is that blacks cannot expect Latinos and other minority groups to give
them a blank check. If a black candidate wishes to represent the minority
community viewpoint in the future, the politician will have to truly repre-
sent their collective interests and exhibit a pluralistic style during the
campaign as well as after the politician is in office. And blacks must begin
to understand that a Latino or an Asian can represent them, too.14 The era
of the other minorities (Latinos, Asians, and Native Americans) following
a black leader out of racial solidarity is over and the era of plural minority
politics is in. The future of minority politics, I contend, lies in minority
leaders understanding this new plural reality and developing real and
solid coalition politics. If we all fail to understand the new racial reality,
we will all play the silly ‘‘I want my bread crumbs now please’’ game
rather than struggling to get our fair share of the American bread. (To be
clear, I am not chastising blacks and ignoring that Latinos have many
erratic positions vis-à-vis blacks, too. I believe both groups need to do a
lot of work within and between their groups to accomplish the cultural
revolution needed to work as partners for a new America.)

Lastly, the new civil rights movement will have to deal in a more sys-
tematic way with gender issues. The old rampant sexism of the civil rights
movement which included revering women as mothers or icons of the
movement (a la Rosa Parks) but giving them little space in leadership
positions, having their issues excluded from the agenda because they
were supposedly ‘‘divisive’’ (‘‘Why do you bring up this feminist shit
when the real shit is that we are all oppressed by the Man?’’), and their
sexual exploitation (sexploitation) by leaders has to go.15 If for no other
reason, given that women of color are central to the new working class,
particularly the organized segment of this class, the new movement will
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have to be inclusive in its agenda and leadership. Hence, the masculinist
Messianic tradition of the movement (Martin, Malcolm, Jesse, Al, Farrak-
han, etc.) needs to be revamped for the 21st century. And, similarly to
what I said above regarding blacks needing to deal with Latinos in a more
open and democratic manner, blacks—men and women—need to deal
with Latinas who have issues related to those of black women but also
their own issues as Latinas.

But I still have not said much about how we may go about forging this
new, racially pluralist, gender/class/race conscious movement. This, I
confess, is the hardest thing to figure out and not too different from real-
izing, as many of us have realized, that the United States needs desper-
ately a third party16 to challenge the Republicrat establishment but not
having a clue about how to accomplish this goal. Nevertheless, I said at
the outset of this chapter that I was going to be brave and venture ideas
on all these hard and controversial issues no matter what. Hence, here I
go:

1) We may begin this movement from below with small, targeted
efforts to elect government officials in a number of localities. We
might even steal a page from the ‘‘Rainbow Coalition’’ struggles of
the past and organize a real rainbow organization to push these can-
didates to adopt a truly progressive agenda. (However, we must be
clear that this is probably the least likely way to revitalize the civil
rights movement as efforts such as the one I am suggesting here
have been easily co-opted by the Democratic Party machinery.)

2) We may call for a national meeting of minority youth with the goal
of developing a large ‘‘Minority Coalition’’ to draft a race/class/
agenda for the future and cultivate new leaders. (Once upon a time,
when I was young, I participated in a group called ‘‘The Minority
Coalition’’ while I was a student at the University of Wisconsin at
Madison. To this date, I believe their efforts and practices could
guide the civil rights movement of the future.)17

3) We may use some of the ideas I offered above (e.g., racial treason,
teaming up minority and majority youth, etc.) as springboards to
generate this movement. How? We can use the organizational efforts
of teaming up minority and majority students across the nation as
the incubator for the new movement. Alternatively, the ‘‘data’’ pro-
duced by the strategies I articulated above can be used to mobilize
people into action. We can piggyback on these efforts and form local
organizations against discrimination and racism which may later on
be united into a national coalition movement for racial and social
justice.
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These are just a few ideas and I am sure that many readers will come
up with even better ones. But I have three other ideas that I am sure will
be regarded by some as being on the ‘‘wild side.’’ I share them with my
readers because I have been thinking about them seriously for the past
few years and nothing has happened to convince me that they do not
have some potential.

1) Why not use the enthusiasm and creativity of the Hip-Hop genera-
tion as a pillar for the foundation of this new movement? Hip-Hop
artists are in a unique position to call for large rallies and attract
thousands of young minority (and white)18 folks. The recent mobili-
zation to try to stop the execution of Tookie Williams19 and the
important participation of rapper Snoop Dogg clearly indicate the
power these artists have to move and motivate youth. And, wouldn’t
it be great if big name rappers began rapping again about more
directly political matters?20 (Ah, I miss the power of the lyrics and
the style of Public Enemy! Although I like the work of contemporary
rap artists such as Black Eyed Peas and Arrested Development, nothing
moves me like the work of Public Enemy in albums such as ‘‘It Takes
a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back,’’ ‘‘Fear of a Black Planet,’’ and
even in their 2002 album ‘‘Revolverlution’’ with its magnificent song
‘‘Son of a Bush.’’)

2) I also believe that radical members of the Hip-Hop generation must
begin a serious dialogue on how to make sure their cultural produc-
tions are used as vehicles for social change (but see footnote 19). To
this end, Cultural Studies and African American Studies programs
across the nation that have a Hip-Hop niche should sponsor these
dialogues with the goal of setting up structures that may help the
development the new civil rights movement.

3) And my ‘‘wildest’’ idea is to use a Michael Moore approach to raise
consciousness about various racial issues in the United States. What
do I mean by this? I mean that rather than having a rally against a
store or company that does not hire minority folks—our old and
dated tactics of the past, we should organize creative actions (post-
modern actions if you will) that could be videotaped and serve as
clear demonstration of how these organizations exclude minorities.
Michael Moore has done T.V. shows and documentaries exposing
irresponsible practices by corporate America (e.g., his unfortunately
defunct show T.V. Nation) and by American politicians (e.g., Fahren-
heit 9/11). I believe that if we were to use irreverent and humorous
Moore-inspired tactics, we would be significantly more successful in
our efforts to raise consciousness about racial inequities in this coun-
try and could mobilize thousands of young people to participate in
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our stunts. Can you imagine what would happen if 100 young black
men were to enter a store or a restaurant that is notorious for exclud-
ing blacks, or attend mass at an all-white church, or patron an all-
white bar? Or what if 50 blacks with MBAs were to solicit jobs in
person at a Wall Street firm known for not hiring blacks? Or what
would happen if 50 interracial couples were to walk around the cam-
pus of Bob Jones University?21 Or what if 100 Latino professors were
to . . . well, as you can see, the possibilities for subverting the racial
status quo by relying on these tactics seems endless and, if nothing
else, could generate effective documentaries for the struggle for
social justice.

Lastly, at the very end of the first edition of Racism without Racists, I
said that in order for this movement to have a chance to succeed, we had
to ‘‘become militants once again.’’ This short statement, which I have
repeated wherever I lecture on this book, causes fear and anxiety among
many whites. They seem to interpret the notion of militance as black folks
picking up guns and giving them some hell as retribution for the years
they have been oppressed in this country. However, that was not what I
had in mind. By militance I meant people of color and their allies engag-
ing in a variety of social actions to effect change. Thinking and theorizing
about change is good, talking about change is better, but working toward
change is the only way it will happen.

We all must participate in the new movement and contribute in what-
ever way we can. Some will provide expertise, others money, others time,
and others will craft and participate in the actions required to advance
the new politics of change. We all need to regain the energy we seem to
have lost, drop the pessimism that has filled our souls, and get over the
individualism and materialism that has eaten so many of us from
within.22 Our participation in this movement is a must. We cannot remain
as spectators of the racial game being played before our own eyes in
America. We cannot remain ostrich-like while the social and political
gains we made during the civil rights era are being eroded; we cannot sit
still while a concerted attack is been waged against affirmative action—a
program that is likely to be dismantled soon with the confirmation of
Judge Samuel Alito;23 we cannot remain silent while police brutality,
racial profiling, and McCarthy-like practices are on the rise legitimized as
necessary by the so-called War on Terror; and we cannot, and should not,
allow the limited but real economic gains made by blacks and Latinos in
the seventies to be reversed.

The anti minority feelings in the white community that began in the
late 1960s as a tropical depression have now become a category 5 hurri-
cane. If we are unable to raise the height of our collective racial levees, the
racial waters banging at the outskirts of our damns will flood our commu-
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nities damaging them permanently. Hence, I believe we are at a very seri-
ous juncture similar to the end of the first Reconstruction (1865–1876).24

We must be willing to take a stand and fight the reactionary forces who
want to put us back in our historical place or face the possibility of a new
genteel Redemption crystallizing in this country.25 To prevent the latter
from happening we need all people of good conscience to become activ-
ists. We need everybody with a good heart to join the next revolution
because, like Gil Scott-Heron states in his song, ‘‘The Revolution will not
be televised,’’

The revolution will not be right back
after a message about a white tornado, white lightning, or white people.
You will not have to worry about a dove in your
bedroom, a tiger in your tank, or the giant in your toilet bowl.
The revolution will not go better with Coke.
The revolution will not fight the germs that may cause bad breath.
The revolution will put you in the driver’s seat.

The revolution will not be televised, will not be televised,
will not be televised, will not be televised.
The revolution will be no re-run brothers;
The revolution will be live.26

I sincerely hope most readers choose to participate in this new civil
rights movement and help bring racial change to our America. Only
through the active efforts of thousands of people in the struggle for racial
justice will the (Dis)United States of Amerika stand a chance of ever
becoming the United States of America.

NOTES

1. I regard myself as a scholar-activist but this still does not help me feel com-
fortable offering ideas on political practice.

2. Certainly I am not alone in making suggestions of what we can do. Authors
such as Andrew L. Barlow, Melanie E. L. Bush, Judith H. Katz, Himani Bannerji,
and the excellent collection by Floya Anthias and Cathie Lloyd have advanced
suggestions, programs, as well as critiques of the traditional antiracist movement.
My suggestions, as you will see, parallel many of theirs. For example, Barlow sug-
gests that despite globalization, we must focus the struggle at the nation-state
level, something with which I agree wholeheartedly. Secondly, he urges to work
to strengthen international human rights accords, which I do not address here,
but have suggested elsewhere. Thirdly, despite recognizing the limitations of
unions and traditional class politics, he endorses an expanded class politics that
is cognizant and not afraid of ethnic politics. Lastly, he urges for a revitalized civil
rights movement and documents a few examples. This, as I suggested in the first
edition of the book, is the key for racial justice. Bush’s antiracist suggestions in
her tome also parallel some of my ideas. For example, she shows some of the
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‘‘cracks’’ in the white’s imaginary and soul and I do too in a chapter in my book.
Furthermore, like Bush, I argue that we need an inclusive social movement to fight
contemporary racism. Katz’s handbook is very didactic and offers very specific
ideas. One workshop that I find very useful is where she challenges whites to
understand that ‘‘inaction is racism,’’ that is, whites who stay on the sidelines still
benefit from the racial order and cannot pretend neutrality. Bannerji and various
authors in the Anthias and Lloyd’s collection argue forcefully for the need of the
antiracist movement to also be antisexist and socialist and I have made similar
statements in this book and elsewhere.

See Andrew L. Barlow, Between Fear and Hope: Globalization and Race in the
United States (Lanham, Boulder, New York, and Oxford: Rowman and Littlefield,
2003); Melanie E. L. Bush, Breaking the Code of Good Intentions: Everyday Forms of
Whiteness (Lanham, Boulder, New York, and Oxford: Rowman and Littlefield,
2004); Judith H. Katz, White Awareness: Handbook for Anti-Racism Training (Nor-
man: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003 [1978]); Himani Bannerji, Thinking
Through: Essays on Feminism, Marxism, and Anti-Racism (Toronto: Women’s Press,
1995); Floya Anthias and Cathie Lloyd, Rethinking Anti-Racisms (London and New
York: Routledge, 2002).

3. By this I do not mean that the actions will be taken by individuals as indi-
viduals per se. What I mean is that these strategies are unlikely to generate ‘‘struc-
tural’’ changes in the nature of the racialized social system (see chapter 1).

4. This is the motto of the people associated with the journal Race Traitor: Jour-
nal of the New Abolitionism.

5. This store was sued in 2003 because their hiring and employment practices
discriminated against Latino, Asian American, and African American applicants
and employees. In essence, the lawsuit charged that A&F tried to maintain an all-
white look and thus avoided hiring minorities for sales positions. A year later they
settled the class action suit, Gonzalez v. Abercrombie & Fitch, for $40 million.

6. In January 12, 2006, Paula Zahn, in her the Paula Zahn Now show on CNN,
interviewed a black man who narrated how he was put on hold (so they believed)
while he was asking information about renting an apartment in this building.
Then he narrated how he overheard the people in the office state that they did not
want to rent units to blacks. Later on, when they spoke again to him, he was told
that there were no units available. To clinch the story, this man asked a white
friend to call to inquire if there were apartments available and his friend was told
there were several units available.

7. Sociologists, economists, political scientists, and the like have for the most
part abandoned realistic studies of discrimination partly because Human Subject
Boards, concerned of universities being sued, are less likely to approve this type
of research given that it involves some deception (the alternative they give
researchers is to get ‘‘informed consent’’ from the research participants who are
engaged in discrimination, something akin of asking wolves to take care of the
lambs). Another reason for this trend is that too many mainstream researchers do
not like the idea of getting out of the comfort zone provided by the examination
of thousands of ‘‘cases’’ (in truth, these are just numbers with little depth to them)
from ‘‘objective’’ sources such as the Census Bureau or other major surveys. This
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development, however, is most unfortunate because even progressive social scien-
tists have lost touch with the reality of discrimination and now enter the battle-
field of ideas with their enemies almost naked. Thus, any analyst who disbelieves
the analysis of residuals just needs to come up with a variable that was not ‘‘con-
trolled for’’ in the original study or add more information to the equation or sug-
gest that the residual difference measures ‘‘true differences’’ in effort, soft skills,
or anything else between the racial groups compared to challenge the claim that
the difference is due to discrimination.

8. By the latter I mean that there are a number of settings or situations where
discrimination is legal albeit it still is immoral. For example, a private college,
school, or club that does not accept any public funding can legally discriminate
against certain people (e.g., Baylor College excludes open gays from their Univer-
sity or Augusta National Golf Club excludes women and admitted its first black
member in 1990). In these cases, the strategy of action ought to be to shame these
organizations and disturb their rosy do-good image as, for instance, the National
Organization for Women did with the Augusta Club in 2002.

9. This strategy is called the ‘‘audit strategy’’ and is used by HUD and other
organizations to uncover new style discrimination. But if we were to create orga-
nizations willing to do things such as what HUD does with apartments on a
larger scale, would-be discriminators would have to think twice before they dis-
criminate.

10. For example, these leaders get on the ball whenever an old-fashioned racial
incident transpires such as the lynching of James Byrd in Jasper, Texas, in 1998,
the murder of Amadou Diallo by police in New York in 1999, and the second-
degree charge for attempting to lynch Isaiah Clyburn (he was not killed in this
beating) against six white youth in South Carolina in 2005. All these incidents
brought the attention of many of these leaders, but by doing so, they help reify
the significance of racial practices that are no longer typical of the practices whites
use to maintain white supremacy. That is, by reacting to mostly old-fashioned
type of racial incidents, these leaders are unconsciously helping to sell the idea
that most whites in the United States are beyond race and that the problem of
racism is an aberration that remains in pockets of the country.

11. On this latter point, it is important to point out that they never were. If we
were to play the game of ‘‘who has suffered the most,’’ a political game that we
should not play, there is no question that Native Americans would win hands
down.

12. Minority workers are concentrated in the worst jobs in the economy, receive
less compensation than white workers in these jobs, are more exposed than white
workers to a number of toxic matters, and are less likely to have health insurance.
For recent data on all these matters, see Lawrence Mishel, Jared Bernstein, and
Sylvia Allegretto, The State of Working America, 2004/2005 (Ithaca and London:
Cornell University Press, 2005).

13. The first case refers to the fact that after Mayor Harold Washington died in
1987, blacks scrambled to get one of their own to replace him and become the
next mayor. Although analysts seem to focus on the intrablack struggle between
Alderman Eugene Sawyer and Alderman Timothy Evans, the real deal was how
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these candidates mishandled the ‘‘Hispanic’’ leaders in Chicago, which at the
time meant, the Puerto Rican leaders. Because the two black candidates did not
want to work on good faith with the coalition that had helped elect Mayor Wash-
ington, Luis Gutierrez, a strong supporter of Mayor Washington, decided to
throw his political support behind white mayoral candidate Richard Daley who
in turn supported Gutierrez’s bid for Congress. The rest is history as both men
have been Mayor and Congressman ever since and no black has come even close
to challenging any of them for their respective positions. The other case refers to
the election of a white candidate, Mayor Bill White, in Houston in 2003 when the
minority vote split along racial lines, blacks voting mostly for the black candidate
and Latinos for a moderate Republican Latino candidate. But in Houston the
demographic changes suggest that if blacks want to have any direct representa-
tion, they will have to negotiate with leaders of the Latino community as it is their
community that is growing by leaps and bounds.

14. A few years ago, I lost an election for president of the Association of Black
Sociologists and a big factor in my defeat was how the old-guard in the organiza-
tion framed me in various venues a person who could not be seen as a ‘‘bona
fide’’ member of the Association, that is, as not truly black.

15. After all, Stokely Carmichael/Kwame Ture reportedly answered a question
in the 1960s about his view on the position of black women in the movement as
follows: ‘‘The position of women in the movement is prone.’’ On a similar vein,
Eldridge Cleaver stated that women had ‘‘pussy power.’’ To avoid misunder-
standings, I am not suggesting that black men are more sexist than white men, as
white men in similar movements of the same era exhibited a similar patriarchal
style.

16. On this point, I disagree with my good friend, Bill Domhoff, who has
argued that we need to stop dreaming about a third party and work hard to radi-
calize the Democratic Party. See William G. Domhoff, Changing the Powers That
Be : How the Left Can Stop Losing and Win (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield,
2003).

17. Details on this organization, its leaders, and its history can be found in
David Yamane, Student Movements for Multiculturalism: Challenging the Curricular
Color Line in Higher Education (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2003).

18. The primary buyers of rap music are whites. And although this does not
mean that they want to be black, it does open a space for potential communication
and, hopefully, collaboration. On rap consumption, see Thomas Dunlevy, ‘‘The
colour barrier is no more. So whose music is it anyway?,’’ Montreal Gazette, May
12, 2000, A1. On the limitations of rap consumption by white youth as a source of
progressiveness, see Bill Yousman, ‘‘Blackophilia and Blackophobia: White Youth,
the Consumption of Rap, and White Supremacy,’’ Communication Theory 13, no. 4,
366–91.

19. Stanley ‘‘Tookie’’ Williams, cofounder of the L.A. gang, The Crips, was jailed
in 1979 accused of murdering four people—albeit he contended until his death
that he did not kill them. While in prison, he became a new man and wrote books
that inspired thousands of poor, young African Americans to rethink their gang-
ster lifestyle. His life was portrayed in the movie, ‘‘Redemption: The Stanley Tok-
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kie Williams Story,’’ with actor Jimmy Foxx playing the part of Tokkie. On
December 14, 2005, after California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger denied him
clemency, and Tokkie Williams was executed.

20. I am not one of those analysts who either idealizes Hip-Hop artists and sees
them as the revolutionary vanguard or see them as pure evil. Hip-Hop, as all cul-
tural productions, is a mixed bag of pleasure and pain, of creativity and silliness,
of beauty and the beast. But it is also foolish to ignore the fact that Hip-Hop is the
music that has become the vernacular of American youth and that oldies like
myself need to understand it if we wish to participate in the cultural and political
developments of the 21st century.

21. Bob Jones University, a fundamentalist college in Greenville, South Caro-
lina, entered our national consciousness in 2000, when then–candidate George W.
Bush spoke there. A controversy ensued because this university sanctioned south-
ern racist practices, did not admit blacks until 1971, and officially banned interra-
cial dating in 1975 (this ban remains in effect to date).

22. Although I have criticized the ideas of Cornel West and bell hooks, they are
both right in pointing out the need for people of color to regain their spiritual and
moral compass. Although our oppressors, whoever they might be, always navi-
gate filthier waters than ours, we must always strive to keep our sense of dignity
and humanity, to, as brother Bob Marley told us a while ago, emancipate our-
selves from mental slavery.

23. As I was writing this chapter, the Senate confirmed this conservative judge
as the newest member of the Supreme Court. His confirmation will tilt the balance
of power in the Supreme Court to the right and threaten the legal standing of
progressive legislation on class, gender, and racial matters.

24. This point was first made by Manning Marable in his, Race, Reform, and
Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction in Black America, 1945–1990 (Jackson and Lon-
don: University Press of Mississippi, 1991) and, if anything, things have become
much worse since.

25. The Reconstruction era refers to the period after the abolition of slavery
where the federal government intervened in the South to help blacks get their feet
in society. This period is to this date the most monumental in terms of passage of
progressive legislation as well as in terms of election of black officials. The
Redemption era (1876 to 1880s) refers to the end of the Reconstruction era and the
beginning of Jim Crow in the American South.

26. These are the last two stanzas from the lyrics of ‘‘The revolution will not be
televised.’’
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Appendix

�

In-Depth Interview
Schedule DAS 98-Form B

The main purpose of this interview is to discuss with you in more
detail some of the issues that we addressed in the survey. As in the sur-
vey, we are interested in whatever thoughts and opinions you have on
these issues. THERE ARE NO RIGHT OR WRONG ANSWERS. Your
identity and the confidentiality of your answers will be safeguarded.

SECTION A: BACKGROUND INFORMATION

We want to start by getting a better sense of who you are.

1. CAN YOU VERY BRIEFLY DESCRIBE WHERE YOU GREW UP
(6–14 yrs.)?

*Name of city/town and state where Rs spent formative years (6–14 yrs.)
*Rural/urban, inner city/suburb, big town/small town

2. WHAT KIND OF PEOPLE LIVED IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD:
RICH OR POOR, BLACK OR WHITE, ETC.)?

*Class background & RACIAL and ethnic makeup

V PROBE for racial and ethnic makeup
V Racially mixed neighborhood, PROBE for EXPLICIT racial

makeup (e.g. ‘‘How many WHITES in block or street?’’)

255
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3. HOW DID YOU FEEL ABOUT THE KIND OF PEOPLE (class and race
makeup-) THAT LIVED IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD? (Like it/
not like it/did not mind)

4. DO YOU REMEMBER WHO WERE YOUR 3 CLOSEST FRIENDS?

4a. WERE THEY SCHOOL FRIENDS, NEIGHBORHOOD FRIENDS, or
BOTH?

V PROBE for class and RACIAL background of friends

$IF Rs had WHITE friend(S), ASK:

HOW OFTEN DID YOU SEE THIS/THESE FRIENDS?

WHAT KIND OF THINGS DID YOU DO WITH THIS/THESE
FRIEND (S) ?

5. IN GENERAL TERMS. HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE THE NEIGH-
BORHOOD THAT YOU LIVE IN TODAY?

*Feeling for the place & RACE and class makeup

6. DO YOU INTERACT (‘‘socialize’’) WITH YOUR NEIGHBORS?

7. WHAT TYPE OF THINGS DO YOU DO WITH YOUR NEIGHBORS?

$IF Rs lives in ‘‘MIXED NEIGHBORHOOD,’’ ASK:

DO YOU INTERACT WITH YOUR WHITE NEIGHBORS?
(PUSH for description of activities AND frequency)

SECTION B: SOCIALIZATION IN SCHOOLS

Now we want to know about your experiences in school.

1. CAN YOU BRIEFLY DESCRIBE THE KIND OF SCHOOLS YOU
ATTENDED WHILE YOU WHERE GROWING UP?
(PUBLIC/PRIVATE, LARGE/SMALL, INNER CITY/SUBURB)
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2. CAN YOU DESCRIBE THE KIND OF STUDENTS (‘‘student body’’)
IN THE SCHOOLS THAT YOU ATTENDED?

V PROBE for class and RACE

$IF Rs says schools were diverse, ASK:

School composition, % WHITE, or how many WHITES in
classroom

3. DID YOU HAVE ANY CLOSE WHITE FRIENDS IN SCHOOL?

$IF Rs had WHITE friends,ASK:

(PUSH for description of activities AND frequency)

SECTION C: EMPLOYMENT/LABOR MARKET,
HOME, and SCHOOL INFORMATION

1. ARE YOU CURRENTLY IN COLLEGE. EMPLOYED. SEARCHING
FOR A JOB. A HOMEMAKER. OR SOMETHING ELSE?

QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYED RESPONDENTS
(PART-TIMERS INCLUDED)

2. BRIEFLY. WHAT KIND OF JOBS HAVE YOU HAD IN LIFE?

2a. WHAT IS YOUR CURRENT JOB?

2b. WHAT IS THE RACIAL MAKEUP OF YOUR PLACE OF WORK?

3. DO YOU HAVE FRIENDS IN YOUR CURRENT JOB?

*Job friends are of same status/ class, and RACE $IF Rs had WHITE
friends, ASK:

(PUSH for description of activities AND frequency)

4. SOME PEOPLE CLAIM THAT BLACK WORKERS/EMPLOYEES ARE
HARD TO APPROACH AND THAT THEY DON’T MIX WITH
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OTHER RACES (‘‘segregate themselves’’). ON THE OTHER HAND.
MANY BLACK WORKERS CLAIM THAT THEY DO NOT FEEL WEL-
COMED BY THEIR WHITE ASSOCIATES. WHAT DO YOU THINK?

$IF Rs gives an INDIVIDUAL response, restate Qs as:

SO, IN GENERAL, DO YOU THINK THAT BLACKS ARE HARD
TO APPROACH OR THAT THEY ARE NOT WELCOMED BY
THEIR WHITE ASSOCIATES?

QUESTIONS FOR RESPONDENTS WHO ARE
ATTENDING COLLEGE OR ARE IN SCHOOL

2. BRIEFLY, WHAT KIND OF COLLEGE/SCHOOL ARE YOU
ATTENDING?

2a. WHAT IS THE RACIAL MAKEUP OF YOUR COLLEGE/SCHOOL?

3. DO YOU HAVE COLLEGE/SCHOOL FRIENDS?

3a. WHERE DID/DO YOU MEET THEM: CLASSES, DORM, or IN ANY
OTHER PLACE/WAY?

$IF WHITE friends:

PUSH for description of activities AND frequency

4. HAVE YOU TAKEN COURSES IN WHICH WHITES WERE THE
MAJORITY (80% or more of the students in the class)?

$IF YES, ASK:
WHERE YOU ABLE TO RELATE WITH ANY OF THEM? DO
YOU STILL HANG OUT WITH ANY OF THEM?

5. SOME PEOPLE CLAIM THAT BLACKS ARE HARD TO APPROACH
AND THAT THEY DON’T MIX WITH OTHER RACES (‘‘segregate
themselves’’). ON THE OTHER HAND. MANY BLACKS AND
OTHER MINORITIES CLAIM THAT THEY DO NOT FEEL WEL-
COMED BY WHITES IN COLLEGES. WHAT DO YOU THINK?

$IF Rs gives an INDIVIDUAL response, restate Qs as:
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SO, IN GENERAL, DO YOU THINK THAT BLACKS ARE HARD
TO APPROACH OR THAT THEY ARE NOT WELCOMED BY
WHITES IN COLLEGES?

QUESTIONS FOR RESPONDENTS WHO ARE
UNEMPLOYED, HOMEMAKERS, ETC.

2. BRIEFLY. WHAT IS YOUR MAIN ACTIVITY IN LIFE? (USE DISCRE-
TION)

V PROBE racial makeup (IF ANY) of MAIN ACTIVITY

3. DO YOU HAVE A CHANCE TO MAKE FRIENDS IN YOUR CUR-
RENT WHATEVER IS THE Rs MAIN ACTIVITY7

*Friends same status, class, and RACE

$IF Rs WHITE friends:

PUSH for description of activities AND frequency

4. SOME PEOPLE CLAIM THAT BLACKS ARE HARD TO APPROACH
AND THAT THEY DON’T MIX WITH OTHER RACES (‘‘segregate
themselves’’). ON THE OTHER HAND, MANY BLACKS AND
OTHER MINORITIES CLAIM THAT THEY DO NOT FEEL WEL-
COMED BY WHITES IN JOBS. SCHOOLS, AND NEIGHBOR-
HOODS? WHAT DO YOU THINK?

$IF Rs gives an INDIVIDUAL response, restate Qs as:

SO, IN GENERAL, DO YOU THINK THAT BLACKS ARE HARD
TO APPROACH OR THAT THEY ARE NOT WELCOMED BY
WHITES?

SECTION D: ROMANTIC LIFE

Now we want to talk briefly about your romantic life.

1. WITHOUT ENTERING INTO DETAILS, CAN YOU BRIEFLY
REVIEW FOR ME YOUR ROMANTIC LIFE (SPECIAL FRIENDS OR
SIGNIFICANT OTHERS) FROM HIGH SCHOOL UNTIL TODAY?

* Check FOR WHITE
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$IF WHITE, ASK:

CAN YOU TALK A BIT ABOUT THIS RELATIONSHIP?

DID YOU HAVE ANY PROBLEMS BECAUSE OF THE RACE
OF YOUR (girlfriend/boyfriend/significant others)?

$IF NO WHITE is mentioned, ASK:

DID YOU EVER HAVE ANY ROMANTIC INTEREST IN A
WHITE PERSON?

V PROBE, ‘‘And why is that?’’

2. ARE YOU CURRENTLY MARRIED, LIVING WITH SOMEONE,
DATING, OR SOMETHING ELSE?

*Class and RACIAL background of significant other

3. PEOPLE HAVE MIXED FEELINGS ABOUT MARRYING OUT OF
THEIR RACE. WHAT IS YOUR VIEW ON THIS DELICATE MATTER?
(Push for EXPLANATION)

V PROBE, ‘‘And why is that?’’

$IF Rs ‘‘FOR’’ or ‘‘YES AND NO,’’ ASK:

WOULD YOU YOURSELF CONSIDER (or have considered)
MARRYING SOMEONE FROM A DIFFERENT RACE?

SECTION E: OVERALL VIEWS ON MINORITIES

Now we want to ask you some general questions about what we call
RACE in this society.

1. HOW DO YOU DEFINE THE IDEA OF RACE? (‘‘if you had to explain
to a Martian what race is all about . . .’’) (This question attempts to get
a sense of how people DEFINE or UNDERSTAND race.)

2. DO YOU THINK THAT THE RACES ARE NATURALLY DIFFERENT
IN ANY WAY? (IF RESPONDENT ASKS FOR CLARIFICATION, SAY
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‘‘For example, that Whites are NATURALLY less athletic OR musical
than Blacks . . .’’)

$IF respondent says YES, ASK:

V PROBE�examples/ways of race differences

V PROBE: WHAT DO YOU THINK ARE THE ROOTS
OR ORIGINS OF THESE DIFFERENCES? (IF Rs
ASKS, SAY: ‘‘BORN with. God given, cultural, etc.’’)

3. DO YOU THINK THAT MOST BLACKS BELIEVE THAT WHITES
ARE NATURALLY DIFFERENT THAN BLACKS?

$IF YES:

V PROBE: ‘‘In what WAYS?’

SECTION F: RACISM AND LIFE CHANCES

1. WHAT IS ’RACISM IN YOUR VIEW? (seek for a definition)

V PROBE FOR EXAMPLE

2. MANY BLACKS SAY THAT THEY EXPERIENCE A LOT OF DIS-
CRIMINATION IN THEIR DAILY LIVES. OTHER PEOPLE SAY
THAT THIS IS NOT THE CASE. WHAT DO YOU THINK?

*Subtle discrimination in stores, renting apartments, etc.

V PROBE to get THEIR OPINION on the significance of
discrimination.

3. ON AVERAGE, BLACKS HAVE WORSE JOBS. INCOME. AND
HOUSING THAN WHITES-. WHY DO YOU THINK THIS IS THE
CASE? (Encourage • respondent TO EXPLAIN his/her views)

4. SOME PEOPLE SAY THAT MINORITIES ARE WORSE OFF THAN
WHITES BECAUSE THEY LACK MOTIVATION, ARE LAZY, OR DO
NOT HAVE THE PROPER VALUES TO SUCCEED IN OUR SOCIETY.
WHAT DO YOU THINK?
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5. DO YOU THINK THAT BEING WHITE IS AN ADVANTAGE OR A
DISADVANTAGE IN CONTEMPORARY AMERICA? (PUSH for
EXPLANATION)

SECTION G: GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION
AND MINORITIES

Now we want to talk about your views on the ROLE of the government.

1. DO YOUR SUPPORT GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS THAT HELP
VICTIMS OF CHILD ABUSE. THE HOMELESS. AND BATTERED
(‘‘abused’’) WOMEN?

2. BLACKS SUFFERED LOTS OF PREJUDICE IN THIS COUNTRY IN
THE PAST (SLAVERY & JIM CROW). DO YOU THINK THAT
BECAUSE OF THIS HISTORY. THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD
SPEND MONEY AND HAVE SPECIFIC PROGRAMS ON THEIR
BEHALF? (People will ask, ‘‘what KIND of programs?’’ OR ‘‘what
kind of SPENDING?’’ Your RESPONSE: ‘‘We want to know YOUR
views so..-lets say that you stipulate what do YOU SUPPORT and
what do you NOT SUPPORT.)

3. REPRESENTATIVE JOHN CONYERS—ONE OF MICHIGAN’S REP-
RESENTATIVES IN CONGRESS—HAS SUGGESTED THAT BLACKS
DESERVE REPARATIONS (MONETARY COMPENSATION) FOR
THE INJURIES CAUSED BY SLAVERY AND JIM CROW. DO YOU
THINK THAT AMERICA OWES BLACKS REPARATIONS FOR PAST
RACIAL INJUSTICE?

4. SINCE THE 1954 BROWN VS. BOARD OF EDUCATION DECISION
(QXQ: ‘‘Supreme Court decision that outlawed government sanctioned
segregation in schools’’), VERY LITTLE MIXING OF THE RACES IN
SCHOOL (‘‘school integration’’) HAS OCCURRED IN THIS COUN-
TRY? IN YOUR OPINION, IS THIS THE GOVERNMENT’S FAULT,
WHITES’ FAULT. OR BLACKS’ FAULT?

5. SHOULD THE GOVERNMENT CONTINUE BUSING (QXQ: ‘‘mov-
ing kids from all-White or all-Black schools to achieve some racial
balance’’) TO GUARANTEE SOME MIXING OF THE RACES IN OUR
SCHOOLS?
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6. AMERICA HAS LOTS OF ALL-WHITE AND ALL-BLACK NEIGH-
BORHOODS (‘‘residential segregation’’). WHAT DO YOU THINK
ABOUT THIS SITUATION?

6a. DO YOU THINK THAT THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD DO SOME-
THING ABOUT THIS SITUATION?

$IF Rs believes this is a problem, ASK:

WHAT DO YOU THINK CAN BE DONE TO INCREASE THE
MIXING OF THE RACES IN NEIGHBORHOODS (‘‘residen-
tial integration’’)?

SECTION H: REVERSE DISCRIMINATION

Now we want to talk about affirmative action (QxQ�‘‘Whatever IT
MEANS to YOU!’’ OR ‘‘What you have heard or believe it is.’’). We know
that a considerable number of Americans OPPOSE affirmative action. A
smaller segment supports affirmative action. However, we are not sure of
WHY they oppose or support affirmative action.

1. ARE YOU FOR or AGAINST AFFIRMATIVE ACTION? $IF Rs FOR
program, ASK:

WHAT DO YOU SAY TO THOSE WHO SAY THAT AFFIRM-
ATIVE ACTION IS UNFAIR TO WHITES?

$IF Rs AGAINST program, ASK:

DO YOU THINK THAT AFFIRMATIVE ACTION ’IS UNFAIR
TO WHITES?

ON WHAT INFORMATION DO YOU BASE YOUR POSI-
TION (NEWS, FRIENDS, EXPERIENCE, OR WHAT?

$IF Rs FOR AND AGAINST, program, ASK:

DO YOU THINK THAT AFFIRMATIVE ACTION IS UNFAIR
TO WHITES?

ON WHAT INFORMATION DO YOU BASE YOUR POSI-
TION (NEWS, DISCUSSION WITH FRIENDS, YOUR OWN
EXPERIENCE, OR WHAT?
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SECTION I: JOB COMPETITION

Now we want to talk about the job situation in this country.

1. HOW DO YOU VIEW THE JOB SITUATION (‘‘U.S. economy’’) THESE
DAYS? (OVERALL STATUS)

2. HOW ARE YOU DOING IN TODAY’S ECONOMY? (PERSONAL
STATUS)

3. In the survey, there were three EXAMPLES (‘‘vignettes’’) about a com-
pany described as 97% White that hired a Black applicant over a White
because of EITHER a concern of not having enough minorities (‘‘diver-
sity’’) OR a concern about the company’s past history of discrimina-
tion.

DO YOU REMEMBER HOW YOU RESPONDED TO THOSE QUES-
TIONS? (INITIALLY, JUST GET THE ‘‘FOR,’’ ‘‘AGAINST,’’ or
‘‘FOR & AGAINST’’ IN EACH CASE)

THREE CASES IN SEPARATA (SHOW TO PEOPLE WHO FORGOT
OR WHO DID NOT COMPLETE THIS PART IN ORIGINAL SURVEY)

$IF Rs is AGAINST in FIRST EXAMPLE, ASK:

WHY DO YOU THINK THAT THE COMPANY WAS 971;
WHITE?

$IF Rs is FOR & AGAINST in FIRST EXAMPLE, ASK:

WHAT DO YOU SAY TO THOSE WHO THINK THAT THIS
IS ‘‘PREFERENTIAL TREATMENT’’?

WHY DO YOU THINK THAT THE COMPANY WAS 97%
WHITE?

$IF Rs is FOR in FIRST EXAMPLE, ASK:

WHAT DO YOU SAY TO THOSE WHO THINK THAT THIS
COMPANY’S DECISION DISCRIMINATES AGAINST
WHITES (‘‘preferential treatment to Blacks’’)
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4. MANY WHITES SEEM TO BE VERY ANGRY ABOUT AFFIRMATIVE
ACTION. HOW DO YOU EXPLAIN THEIR ANGER?

$IF Rs has not taken a PERSONAL position, ASK:

DO YOU THINK THAT WHITES ARE RIGHT TO BE ANGRY
ABOUT AFFIRMATIVE ACTION?

SECTION J: CRIME QUESTIONS

Now we want to ask you a few questions about crime in general.

1. SOME PEOPLE BELIEVE THAT CRIME IS DUE TO POVERTY. OTH-
ERS DUE TO LACK OF MORALS. AND YET OTHERS DUE TO THE
LACK OF PARENTAL SUPERVISION . . . WHAT DO YOU THINK?

2. DO YOU BELIEVE THAT BLACKS ARE MORE LIKELY THAN
WHITES TO BE INVOLVED IN CRIME? WHY?

3. A FEW YEARS AGO, BILLIONS OF DOLLARS WERE STOLEN IN
THE SAVINGS AND LOANS SCANDAL (QXQ:‘‘a huge crime involv-
ing bankers and banks’’). FEW PEOPLE SPENT TIME IN JAIL OR
PAID FINES FOR THIS CRIME. WHY DO YOU THINK THAT THOSE
WHO COMMITTED THIS CRIME WERE HARDLY PUNISHED?

5. THE 0. J. SIMPSON CASE CLEARLY SHOWED THAT BLACKS AND
WHITES SEE THE POLICE AND THE CRIMINAL COURT
SYSTEM IN VERY DIFFERENT WAYS WHY DO YOU THINK THIS
IS THE CASE?

SECTION K: LAST QUESTION

This is the last question.

1. IF YOU WERE THE PRESIDENT OF THE U.S.A., WHAT WOULD
YOU DO TO ELIMINATE RACIAL INEQUALITY AND EASE
RACIAL TENSIONS?

Is there anything else that you want to add?

Thanks very much for your collaboration!
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