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The Black Masculinities of Barack Obama: Some Implications for 
African American Men
by Alford A. Young, Jr.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 206

This essay describes how the presidential campaign of Barack Obama reflected two ten-
dencies of social conduct for African American men, colloquially summed up in African
American public discourse as “keeping it real” and “keeping it proper.” The ½rst refers to
African Americans’ efforts to behave in public settings in ways that presumably indicate a
strong social connection to other African Americans, or that validate black Americans over
and against some notion of a non-African American standard of social conduct. The latter
refers to African Americans’ efforts to adhere to presumably “mainstream” behavioral stan-
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In assessing the results of the Negro revolution so
far, it can be concluded that Negroes have estab-
lished a foothold, no more. We have written a Dec-
laration of Independence, itself an accomplishment,
but the effort to transform the words into a life ex-
perience still lies ahead.

–Martin Luther King, Jr., Where Do We Go 
From Here? (1968)

By the middle of the twentieth century, the color 
line was as well de½ned and as ½rmly entrenched 
as any institution in the land. After all, it was older
than most institutions, including the federal govern-
ment itself. More important, it informed the con-
tent and shaped the lives of those institutions and
the people who lived under them.

–John Hope Franklin, The Color Line (1993)

This is where we are right now. It’s a racial stale-
mate we’ve been stuck in for years. Contrary to 
the claims of some of my critics, black and white, 
I have never been so naive as to believe that we can 
get beyond our racial divisions in a single election
cycle, or with a single candidacy–particularly a 
candidacy as imperfect as my own.

–Barack H. Obama, “A More Perfect Union” 
(May 18, 2008)1

The year 1965 marked an important inflection
point in the struggle for racial justice in the Unit-
ed States, underscoring two fundamental points

11



about race in America.2 First, that racial
inequality and division were not only
Southern problems attached to Jim Crow
segregation. Second, that the nature of
those inequalities and divisions was a
matter not merely of formal civil status
and law, but also of deeply etched eco-
nomic arrangements, social and politi-
cal conditions, and cultural outlooks 
and practices. Viewed in full, the racial
divide was a challenge of truly national
reach, multilayered in its complexity 
and depth. Therefore, the achievement
of basic citizenship rights in the South
was a pivotal but far from exhaustive
stage of the struggle.

The positive trend of the times revolved
around the achievement of voting rights.
March 7, 1965, now known as Bloody Sun-
day, saw police and state troopers attack
several hundred peaceful civil rights pro-
testors at the Edmund Pettus Bridge in
Selma, Alabama. The subsequent march
from Selma to Montgomery, participat-
ed in by tens of thousands, along with
other protest actions, provided the pres-
sure that ½nally compelled Congress to
pass the Voting Rights Act of 1965. A tri-
umphant Reverend Martin Luther King,
Jr., and other activists attended the sign-
ing in Washington, D.C., on August 6,
1965. It was a moment of great triumph
for civil rights.

The long march to freedom seemed to
be at its apex, inspiring talk of an era of
“Second Reconstruction.” A decade ear-
lier, in the historic Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation decision of 1954, the U.S. Supreme
Court repudiated the “separate but equal”
doctrine. Subsequently, a major civil rights
movement victory was achieved with the
passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964,
which forbade discrimination in employ-
ment and in most public places. With vot-
ing rights now protected as well, and the
federal government authorized to inter-
vene directly to assure those rights, one

might have expected 1965 to stand as a
moment of shimmering and untarnished
civil rights progress. Yet the mood of
optimism and triumph did not last for
long. 

The negative trend of the times was
epitomized by deep and explosive inequal-
ities and resentments of race smoldering
in many Northern, urban ghettos. The
extent to which the “race problem” was
not just a Southern problem of civil rights,
but a national problem of inequality wo-
ven deep into our economic and cultural
fabric, would quickly be laid bare follow-
ing passage of the Voting Rights Act.
Scarcely ½ve days after then-President
Johnson signed the bill into law, the Los
Angeles community of Watts erupted
into flames. Quelling the disorder, which
raged for roughly six days, required the
mobilization of the National Guard and
nearly ½fteen thousand troops. When
disorder ½nally subsided, thirty-four
people had died, more than one thou-
sand had been injured, well over three
thousand were arrested, and approxi-
mately $35 million in property damage
had been done. Subsequent studies and
reports revealed patterns of police abuse,
political marginalization, intense pover-
ty, and myriad forms of economic, hous-
ing, and social discrimination as contrib-
uting to the mix of conditions that led 
to the riots.

It was thus more than ½tting that in
1965, Dædalus committed two issues to
examining the conditions of “The Negro
American.” The essays were wide-rang-
ing. The topics addressed spanned ques-
tions of power, demographic change,
economic conditions, politics and civil
status, religion and the church, family
and community dynamics, as well as
group identity, racial attitudes, and the
future of race relations. Scholars from
most social scienti½c ½elds, including
anthropology, economics, history, law,
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political science, psychology, and sociol-
ogy, contributed to the volumes. No sin-
gle theme or message dominated these
essays. Instead, the volumes wrestled with
the multidimensional and complex pat-
terns of a rapidly changing racial terrain.

Some critical observations stand out
from two of those earlier essays, which
have been ampli½ed and made center-
pieces of much subsequent social science
scholarship. Sociologist and anthropol-
ogist St. Clair Drake drew a distinction
between what he termed primary victim-
ization and indirect victimization. Primary
victimization involved overt discrimina-
tion in the labor market that imposed a
job ceiling on the economic opportuni-
ties available to blacks alongside hous-
ing discrimination and segregation that
relegated blacks to racially distinct urban
ghettos. Indirect or secondary victimi-
zation involved the multidimensional
and cumulative disadvantages resulting
from primary victimization. These con-
sequences included poorer schooling,
poor health, and greater exposure to dis-
order and crime. In a related vein, sociol-
ogist Daniel Patrick Moynihan stressed
the central importance of employment
prospects in the wake of the civil rights
victories that secured the basic citizen-
ship rights of African Americans. Both
Drake and Moynihan expressed concern
about a black class structure marked by
signs of a large and growing economical-
ly marginalized segment of the black com-
munity. Drake went so far as to declare,
“If Negroes are not to become a perma-
nent lumpen-proletariat within Amer-
ican society as a result of social forces
already at work and increased automa-
tion, deliberate planning by governmen-
tal and private agencies will be necessary.”
Striking a similar chord, Moynihan assert-
ed: “[T]here would also seem to be no
question that opportunities for a large
mass of Negro workers in the lower rang-

es of training and education have not
been improving, that in many ways the
circumstances of these workers relative to
the white work force have grown worse.”
This marginalized economic status, both
scholars suggested, would have ramify-
ing effects, including weakening family
structures in ways likely to worsen the
challenges faced by black communities.3

If the scholarly assessments of 1965
occurred against a backdrop of powerful
and transformative mass-based movement
for civil rights and an inchoate sense of
deep but imminent change, the backdrop
for most scholarly assessments today is
the election of Barack Obama as president
of the United States, the rise of a potent
narrative of post-racialism, and a sense
of stalemate or stagnation in racial change.
Many meanings or interpretations can be
attached to the term post-racial. In its sim-
plest and least controversial form, the
term is intended merely to signal a hope-
ful trajectory for events and social trends,
not an accomplished fact of social life. 
It is something toward which we as a
nation still strive and remain guarded-
ly hopeful about fully achieving. Three
other meanings of post-racialism are
½lled with more grounds for dispute and
controversy. One of these meanings at-
taches to the waning salience of what
some have portrayed as a “black victim-
ology” narrative. From this perspective,
black complaints and grievances about
inequality and discrimination are well-
worn tales, at least passé if not now
pointedly false assessments of the main
challenges facing blacks in a world large-
ly free of the dismal burdens of overt
racial divisions and oppression.4

A second and no less controversial
view of post-racialism takes the position
that the level and pace of change in the
demographic makeup and the identity
choices and politics of Americans are
rendering the traditional black-white
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divide irrelevant. Accordingly, Americans
increasingly revere mixture and hybridi-
ty and are rushing to embrace a decided-
ly “beige” view of themselves and what
is good for the body politic. Old-fashioned
racial dichotomies pale against the surge
toward flexible, deracialized, and mixed
ethnoracial identities and outlooks.5

A third, and perhaps the most contro-
versial, view of post-racialism has the
most in common with the well-rehearsed
rhetoric of color blindness. To wit, Amer-
ican society, or at least a large and steadi-
ly growing fraction of it, has genuinely
moved beyond race–so much so that we
as a nation are now ready to transcend
the disabling racial divisions of the past.
From this perspective, nothing symbol-
izes better the moment of transcendence
than Obama’s election as president. This
transcendence is said to be especially true
of a younger generation, what New Yorker
editor David Remnick has referred to as
“the Joshua Generation.” More than any
other, this generation is ready to cross
the great river of racial identity, division,
and acrimony that has for so long de½ned
American culture and politics.

It is in this context of the ½rst African
American president of the United States
and the rise to prominence of the narra-
tive of post-racialism that a group of social
scientists were asked to examine, from
many different disciplinary and intellec-
tual vantage points, changes in the racial
divide since the time of the Dædalus issues
focusing on race in 1965 and 1966. 

The context today has points of great
discontinuity and of great similarity to
that mid-1960s inflection point. From the
viewpoint of 1965, the election of Obama
as the ½rst African American president
of the United States, as well as the expan-
sion and the cultural prominence and
success of the black middle class of which
Obama is a member, speak to the enor-
mous and enduring successes of the civil

rights era. Yet also from the standpoint
of 1965, the persistence of deep poverty
and joblessness for a large fraction of the
black population, slowly changing rates
of residential segregation by race, con-
tinued evidence of antiblack discrimina-
tion in many domains of life, and histor-
ically high rates of black incarceration
signal a journey toward racial justice that
remains, even by super½cial accounting,
seriously incomplete. 

In order to set a context for the essays
contained in this volume, I address three
key questions in this introduction. The
½rst concerns racial boundaries. In an
era of widespread talk of having achieved
the post-racial society, do we have real
evidence that attention to and the mean-
ing of basic race categories are funda-
mentally breaking down? The second
set of questions concerns the extent of
economic inequality along the racial di-
vide. Has racial economic inequality nar-
rowed to a point where we need no longer
think or talk of black disadvantage? Or
have the bases of race-linked economic
inequality changed so much that, at the
least, the dynamics of discrimination
and prejudice no longer need concern
us? The third question is, how have
racial attitudes changed in the period
since the mid-1960s Dædalus issues? 

To foreshadow a bit, I will show that
basic racial boundaries are not quickly
and inevitably collapsing, though they
are changing and under great pressure.
Racial economic inequality is less ex-
treme today, there is a substantial black
middle class, and inequality within the
black population itself has probably
never been greater. Yet there remain
large and durable patterns of black-
white economic inequality as well, pat-
terns that are not overcome or eliminat-
ed even for the middle class and that 
still rest to a signi½cant degree on dis-
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criminatory social processes. In addition,
I maintain that we continue to witness
the erosion and decline of Jim Crow rac-
ist attitudes in the United States. How-
ever, in their place has emerged a new
pattern of attitudes and beliefs, various-
ly labeled symbolic racism, modern racism,
color-blind racism, or as I prefer it, laissez-
faire racism. The new form of racism is a
more covert, sophisticated, culture-cen-
tered, and subtle racist ideology, quali-
tatively less extreme and more socially
permeable than Jim Crow racism with 
its attendant biological foundations and
calls for overt discrimination. But this
new racism yields a powerful influence
in our culture and politics.6

Consider ½rst the matter of group
boundaries. The 2000 Census broke 
new ground by allowing individuals to
mark more than one box in designating
racial background. Indeed, great politi-
cal pressure and tumult led to the deci-
sion to move the Census in a direction
that more formally and institutionally
acknowledged the presence of increas-
ing mixture and heterogeneity in the
American population with regard to
racial background. Nearly seven million
people exercised that option in 2000. The
successful rise of Obama to the of½ce 
of president, the ½rst African American
to do so, as a child of a white American
mother and a black Kenyan father, has
only accelerated the sense of the new-
found latitude and recognition granted
to those who claim more than one racial
heritage.7

Despite Obama’s electoral success and
the press attention given to the phenom-
enon, some will no doubt ½nd it surpris-
ing that the overwhelming majority of
Americans identify with only one race.
As Figure 1 shows, less than 2 percent of
the population marked more than one
box on the 2000 Census in designating
their racial background. Fully 98 percent

marked just one. I claim no deep-rooted-
ness or profound personal salience for
these identities. Rather, my point is that
we should be mindful that the level of
“discussion” and contention around mix-
ture is far out of proportion to the extent
to which most Americans actually desig-
nate and see themselves in these terms.

Moreover, even if we restrict attention
to just those who marked more than one
box, two-thirds of these respondents des-
ignated two groups other than blacks
(namely, Hispanic-white, Asian-white,
or Hispanic and Asian mixtures), as Fig-
ure 2 shows. Some degree of mixture with
black constituted just under a third of
mixed race identi½ers in 2000. Given the
historic size of the black population and
the extended length of contact with white
Americans, this remarkable result says
something powerful about the potency
and durability of the historic black-white
divide. 

It is worth recalling that sexual rela-
tions and childbearing across the racial
divide are not recent phenomena. The
1890 U.S. Census contained categories
for not only “Negro” but also “Mulatto,”
“Quadroon,” and even “Octoroon”;
these were clear signs of the extent of
“mixing” that had taken place in the
United States. Indeed, well over one 
million individuals fell into one of the
mixed race categories at that time. In
order to protect the institution of slav-
ery and to prevent the offspring of white
slave masters and exploited black slave
women from having a claim on freedom
as well as on the property of the master,
slave status, as de½ned by law, followed
the mother’s status, not the father’s. 
For most of its history, the United States
legally barred or discouraged racial mix-
ing and intermarriage. At the time of 
the Loving v. Virginia case in 1967, seven-
teen states still banned racial intermar-
riage.8
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Source: Author’s analysis of data from U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Redistricting (Public Law 94-171)
Summary File, 2001, Table PL1.

Figure 1
Percent of Respondents to U.S. Census 2000 Identifying with One Race or Two or More Races 
(Non-Hispanic)

Figure 2
Percent of Respondents to U.S. Census 2000 Identifying with Two or More Races Who Chose
Black in Combination with One or More Other Races (Non-Hispanic)

Source: Author’s analysis of data from U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Summary File 1, 2001, 
Matrices P8 and P10.



Formal, legal de½nitions of who was
black, and especially the development 
of rules of “hypodescent,” or the one-
drop rule, have a further implication 
that is often lost in discussions of race:
these practices tended to fuse together
race and class, in effect making black-
ness synonymous with the very bottom 
of the class structure. As historian 
David Hollinger explains:

The combination of hypodescent with the
denial to blacks residing in many states with
large black populations of any opportunity
for legal marriage to whites ensured that
the color line would long remain to a very
large extent a property line. Hence the dy-
namics of race formation and the dynam-
ics of class formation were, in this most
crucial of all American cases, largely the
same. This is one of the most important
truths about the history of the United
States brought into sharper focus when
that history is viewed through the lens 
of the question of ethnoracial mixture.9

Still, we know that today the ethno-
racial landscape in the United States is
changing. As of the 2000 Census, whites
constituted just 69 percent of the U.S.
population, with Hispanics and blacks
each around 12 percent. This distribu-
tion represents a substantial decline in
the percentage of whites from twenty 
or, even more so, forty years ago. 

With continued immigration, differ-
ential group fertility patterns, and the
continued degree of intermarriage and
mixing, these patterns will not remain
stable. Figure 3 shows the Census racial
distribution projections out to the year
2050. The ½gure clearly shows a contin-
ued steady and rapid decline in the rela-
tive size of the white population; fore-
casts predict that somewhere between
2040 and 2045, whites will cease to be 
a numerical majority of the population.
(This change could possibly happen

much sooner than that.) The relative size
of the Hispanic population is expected to
grow substantially, with the black, Asian,
Native Hawaiian and other Paci½c Island-
er, American Indian, and Alaska Native
groups remaining relatively constant.
Figure 3 strongly implies that pressure 
to transform our understanding of ra-
cial categories will continue. 

Does that pressure for change foretell
the ultimate undoing of the black-white
divide? At least three lines of research
raise doubts about such a forecast. First,
studies of the perceptions of and identi-
ties among those of mixed racial back-
grounds point to strong evidence of the
cultural persistence of the one-drop rule.
Systematic experiments by sociologists
and social psychologists are intriguing 
in this regard. For example, sociologist
Melissa Herman’s recent research con-
cluded that “others’ perceptions shape a
person’s identity and social understand-
ings of race. My study found that part-
black multiracial youth are more likely
to be seen as black by observers and to
de½ne themselves as black when forced
to choose one race.”10

Second, studies of patterns in racial
intermarriage point to a highly durable 
if somewhat less extreme black-white
divide today. A careful assessment of ra-
cial intermarriage patterns in 1990 by
demographer Vincent Kang Fu found
that “one key feature of the data is over-
whelming endogamy for blacks and
whites. At least 92 percent of white men,
white women, black women and black
men are married to members of their own
group.”11 Rates of intermarriage rose for
blacks and whites over the course of the
1990s. However, subsequent analysts con-
tinued to stress the degree to which a fun-
damental black-white divide persists. As
demographers Zhenchao Qian and Daniel
Lichter conclude in their analyses of U.S.
Census data from 1990 and 2000: 
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[O]ur results also highlight a singularly
persistent substantive lesson: African
Americans are least likely of all racial/
ethnic minorities to marry whites. And,
although the pace of marital assimilation
among African Americans proceeded
more rapidly over the 1990s than it did 
in earlier decades, the social boundaries
between African American and whites re-
main highly rigid and resilient to change.
The “one-drop” rule apparently persists
for African Americans.12

Third, some key synthetic works argue
for an evolving racial scheme in the Unit-
ed States, but a scheme that nonetheless
preserves a heavily stigmatized black cat-
egory. A decade ago, sociologist Herbert
Gans offered the provocative but well-
grounded speculation that the United
States would witness a transition from 
a society de½ned by a great white–non-
white divide to one increasingly de½ned
by a black–non-black ½ssure, with an

in-between or residual category for those
granted provisional or “honorary white”
status. As Gans explained: “If current
trends persist, today’s multiracial hierar-
chy could be replaced by what I think of
as a dual or bimodal one consisting of
‘nonblack’ and ‘black’ population cate-
gories, with a third ‘residual’ category
for the groups that do not, or do not yet,
½t into the basic dualism.” Most trou-
bling, this new dualism would, in Gans’s
expectations, continue to bring a pro-
found sense of undeservingness and stig-
ma for those assigned its bottom rung.13

Gans’s remarks have recently received
substantial support from demographer
Frank Bean and his colleagues. Based on
their extensive analyses of population
trends across a variety of indicators, Bean
and colleagues write: “A black-nonblack
divide appears to be taking shape in the
United States, in which Asians and Lati-
nos are closer to whites. Hence, Ameri-
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Figure 3
Population Projections by Race and Ethnicity, 2000 to 2050

Source: Author’s analysis of data on race from Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, Projected Popula-
tion by Single Year of Age, Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin for the United States: July 1, 2000 to July 1, 2050 
(August 14, 2008).



ca’s color lines are moving toward a new
demarcation that places many blacks in
a position of disadvantage similar to that
resulting from the traditional black-white
divide.”

If basic racial categories and identities
are not soon to dissolve, then let me now
address that second set of questions, con-
cerning the degree of racial economic in-
equality. I should begin by noting that
there has been considerable expansion in
the size, security, and, arguably, salience
and influence of the black middle class.14

Turning to the question of income, we
½nd a similar trend. Figure 4 reports on
the distribution of the population by race
since 1968 across several ways of slicing
the family income distribution. At the
very bottom are those who the Census
would designate as the “very poor”: that
is, having a family income that is 50 per-
cent or less of the poverty level. At the very
top are those in the “comfortable” cate-
gory, having family incomes that are ½ve
times or more the poverty level. The pro-
portion of whites in this upper category
exceeded 10 percent in 1960 and rose to
nearly 30 percent by 2008. For blacks, the
proportion was less than 5 percent in 1968
but about 12 percent in 2008. Likewise,
the fraction in the middle class (those
with family incomes more than twice
the poverty level) grows for both groups.
But crucially, the proportion of blacks in
the “poor” (at the poverty line) or “very
poor” categories remains large, at a com-
bined ½gure of nearly 40 percent in 2008.
This contrasts with the roughly 20 per-
cent of whites in those same categories.15

The of½cial black poverty rate has fluc-
tuated between two to three times the pov-
erty rate for whites. Recent trend analy-
ses suggest that this disparity declined
during the economic boom years of the
1990s but remained substantial. As pub-
lic policy analyst Michael Stoll explains:

“Among all black families, the poverty
rate declined from a 20 year high of about
40 percent in 1982 and 1993 to 25 percent
in 2000. During this period, the poverty
rate for white families remained fairly
constant, at about 10 percent.” That ½g-
ure of 25 percent remains true through
more recent estimates. In addition, the
Great Recession has taken a particular-
ly heavy toll on minority communities,
African Americans perhaps most of all.
As the Center for American Progress
declared in a recent report: “Economic
security and losses during the recession
and recovery exacerbated the already
weak situation for African Americans.
They experienced declining employment
rates, rising poverty rates, falling home-
ownership rates, decreasing health in-
surance and retirement coverage during
the last business cycle from 2001 to 2007.
The recession that followed made a bad
situation much worse.”16

Overall trends in poverty, however, 
do not fully capture the cumulative and
multidimensional nature of black eco-
nomic disadvantage. Sociologist William
Julius Wilson stresses how circumstances
of persistently weak employment pros-
pects and joblessness, particularly for
low-skilled black men, weaken the for-
mation of stable two-parent households
and undermine other community struc-
tures. Persistent economic hardship and
weakened social institutions then create
circumstances that lead to rising rates of
single-parent households, out-of-wed-
lock childbearing, welfare dependency,
and greater risk of juvenile delinquency
and involvement in crime. Harvard so-
ciologist Robert Sampson points to an
extraordinary circumstance of exposure
to living in deeply disadvantaged com-
munities for large segments of the Afri-
can American population. This disad-
vantage involves living in conditions
that expose residents to high surround-
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ing rates of unemployment, family break-
up, individuals and families reliant on
welfare, poor-performing schools, juve-
nile delinquency, and crime. As Sampson
explains: 

[A]lthough we knew that the average na-
tional rate of family disruption and pov-
erty among blacks was two to four times
higher than among whites, the number 
of distinct ecological contexts in which

blacks achieve equality to whites is strik-
ing. In not one city of 100,000 or more in
the United States do blacks live in ecologi-
cal equality with whites when it comes to
these basic features of economic and fami-
ly organization. Accordingly, racial differ-
ences in poverty and family disruption are
so strong that the “worst” urban contexts
in which whites reside are considerably
better than the average context of black
communities.17
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Figure 4
Economic Status of the Black and White Population, 1968 to 2008

Very poor denotes below 50 percent of the poverty line; poor, 50 to 90 percent of the poverty line; near poor,
100 to 199 percent of the poverty line; middle class, 200 to 499 percent of the poverty line; and comfortable, 
500 percent of poverty line. Source: Author’s analysis of data from Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent
Alexander, Donna Leicach, and Matthew Sobek, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population
Survey: Version 2.0 (Minneapolis: Minnesota Population Center, 2008).



Recent work published by sociologist
Patrick Sharkey assesses race differences
in the chances of mobility out of impov-
erished neighborhoods. The result is a
very depressing one. He ½nds evidence
of little upward social mobility for disad-
vantaged blacks and a fragile capacity to
maintain advantaged status among even
the most well-off African Americans. He
writes: “[M]ore than 70% of black chil-
dren who are raised in the poorest quar-
ter of American neighborhoods will con-
tinue to live in the poorest quarter of
neighborhoods as adults. Since the 1970s,
more than half of black families have
lived in the poorest quarter of neighbor-
hoods in consecutive generations, com-
pared to just 7% of white families.” Dis-
cussing the upper end, Sharkey writes:
“Among the small number of black fam-
ilies who live in the top quartile, only 35%
remain there in the second generation.
By themselves, these ½gures reveal the
striking persistence of neighborhood
disadvantage among black families.”
This ½gure of 35 percent remaining in
the top quartile across generations for
blacks contrasts to 63 percent among
whites. Thus, “White families exhibit 
a high rate of mobility out of the poor-
est neighborhoods and a low rate of mo-
bility out of the most affluent neighbor-
hoods, and the opposite is true among 
black families.”18

The general labor market prospects of
African Americans have undergone key
changes in the last several decades. Three
patterns loom large. There is far more in-
ternal differentiation and inequality with-
in the black population than was true at
the close of World War II, or even during
our baseline of the mid-1960s. The for-
tunes of men and women have recently
diverged within the black community.
Black women have considerably narrowed
the gap between themselves and white
women in terms of educational attain-

ment, major occupational categories, and
earnings. Black men have faced a growing
problem of economic marginalization.
Importantly, this is contingent on levels
of education; education has become a
far sharper dividing line, shaping life
chances more heavily than ever before 
in the black community.19

Several other dimensions of socioeco-
nomic status bear mentioning. Even by
conservative estimates, the high school
dropout rate among blacks is twice that
of whites, at 20 percent versus 11 percent.
Blacks also have much lower college com-
pletion rates (17 percent versus 30 per-
cent) and lower advanced degree com-
pletion rates (6 percent versus 11 percent).
These differences are enormously conse-
quential. As the essays in this volume by
economist James Heckman and social
psychologist Richard Nisbett emphasize,
educational attainment and achievement
increasingly de½ne access to the good
life, broadly de½ned. Moreover, some
scholars make a strong case that impor-
tant inequalities in resources still plague
the educational experiences of many
black school children, involving such
factors as fewer well-trained teachers
and less access to ap courses and other
curriculum-enriching materials and
experiences.20

One of the major social trends affect-
ing African Americans over the past sev-
eral decades has been the sharply puni-
tive and incarceration-focused turn in
the American criminal justice system.
Between 1980 and 2000, the rate of black
incarceration nearly tripled. The black-
to-white incarceration ratio increased to
above eight to one during this time peri-
od. Actuarial forecasts, or lifetime esti-
mates, of the risk of incarceration for
black males born in the 1990s approach
one in three, as compared to below one
in ten for non-Hispanic white males. A
recent major study by the Pew Founda-
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tion reported that as of 2007, one in ½f-
teen black males age eighteen and above
was in jail or prison, and one in nine black
males between the ages of twenty and
thirty-four was in jail or prison. Blacks
constitute a hugely disproportionate share
of those incarcerated relative to their
numbers in the general population.21

The reach of mass incarceration has
risen to such levels that some analysts
view it as altering normative life-course
experiences for blacks in low-income
neighborhoods. Indeed, the fabric of so-
cial life changes in heavily policed, low-
income urban communities. The degree
of incarceration has prompted scholars
to describe the change as ushering in a
new fourth stage of racial oppression,
“the carceral state,” constituted by the
emergence of “the new Jim Crow” or,
more narrowly, racialized mass incar-
ceration. Whichever label one employs,
there is no denying that exposure to the
criminal justice system touches the lives
of a large fraction of the African Ameri-
can population, especially young men of
low education and skill levels. These low
levels of education and greater exposure
to poverty, along with what many regard
as the racially biased conduct of the War
on Drugs, play a huge role in black over-
representation in jails or federal and
state prisons.22

Processes of racial residential segrega-
tion are a key factor in contemporary ra-
cial inequality. Despite important declines
in overall rates of segregation over the
past three decades and blacks’ increasing
suburbanization, blacks remain highly
segregated from whites. Some have sug-
gested that active self-segregation on the
part of blacks is now a major factor sus-
taining residential segregation. A num-
ber of careful investigations of prefer-
ences for neighborhood characteristics
and makeup and of the housing search
process strongly challenge such claims.

Instead, there is substantial evidence
that, particularly among white Ameri-
cans, neighborhoods and social spaces
are strongly racially coded, with negative
racial stereotypes playing a powerful role
in shaping the degree of willingness to
enter (or remain) in racially integrated
living spaces. Moreover, careful auditing
studies continue to show lower, but still
signi½cant, rates of antiblack discrimi-
nation on the part of real estate agents,
homeowners, and landlords.23

Lastly, I want to stress that wealth in-
equality between blacks and whites re-
mains enormous. Recent scholarship 
has convincingly argued that wealth (or
accumulated assets) is a crucial determi-
nant of quality of life. Blacks at all levels
of the class hierarchy typically possess
far less wealth than otherwise compara-
ble whites. Moreover, the composition
of black wealth is more heavily based in
homes and automobiles as compared to
white wealth, which includes a more
even spread across savings, stocks and
bonds, business ownership, and other
more readily liquidated assets. Whereas
approximately 75 percent of whites own
their homes, only 47 percent of blacks
do. Looking beyond homeownership to
the full range of ½nancial assets, analy-
ses from sociologists Melvin Oliver and
Tom Shapiro put the black-to-white
wealth gap ratio in the range of ten or
eleven to one. Other estimates, such as
those based on Panel Study of Income
Dynamics data, are lower but still repre-
sent gaping disparities.24

In order to provide a more concrete
picture of the current state of the wealth
gap, Figure 5 reproduces results from a
recent Brandeis University study. It shows
that over the past twenty-three years, the
black-white gap in median wealth rose
dramatically, moving from $20,000 in
1984 to nearly $100,000 by 2007. The
study also revealed that for much of this
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time period, middle-income white fami-
lies had more wealth than even the high-
est income segment of African American
families, with that gap rising to $56,000
by 2007. Moreover, all earners, but espe-
cially African Americans, have fallen far
behind the high-income white families
in median wealth holdings. To the extent
that wealth bears on the capacity to sur-
vive a period of unemployment, to ½nance
college for one’s children, or to endure 
a costly illness or other unexpected large
expense, these ½gures point to an enor-
mous and growing disparity in the life
chances of blacks and whites in the
United States.25

In many respects, these sizable gaps in
wealth associated with race are one of the
principal ways in which the cumulative
and “sedimentary” impact of a long his-
tory of racial oppression manifests itself.
Research has shown that black and white
families do not differ substantially in the
extent to which they try to save income.

Much wealth is inherited; it is not the
product of strictly individual merit or
achievement. Furthermore, social poli-
cy in many ways played a direct role in
facilitating the accumulation of wealth
for many generations of white Ameri-
cans while systematically constraining
or undermining such opportunities for
African Americans. For example, Oliver
and Shapiro and political scientist Ira
Katznelson both point to federal home
mortgage lending guidelines and prac-
tices, which were once openly discrimi-
natory, as playing a crucial role in this
process.26

What do we know about changes in
racial attitudes in the United States? The
½rst and most consistent ½nding of the
major national studies of racial attitudes
in the United States has been a steady
repudiation of the outlooks that sup-
ported the Jim Crow social order. Jim
Crow racism once reigned in American
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Figure 5
Median Wealth Holdings of White Families and African American Families, 1984 to 2007

Data do not include home equity. Source: Thomas Shapiro, Tatjana Meschede, and Laura Sullivan, “The Racial
Wealth Gap Increases Fourfold,” Research and Policy Brief, Institute on Assets and Social Policy, Heller School
for Social Policy and Management, Brandeis University, May 2010. 



society, particularly in the South. Accord-
ingly, blacks were understood as inher-
ently inferior to whites, both intellectu-
ally and temperamentally. As a result,
society was to be expressly ordered in
terms of white privilege, with blacks rel-
egated to secondary status in education,
access to jobs, and in civic status such as
the right to vote. Above all, racial mix-
ture was to be avoided; hence, society
needed to be segregated. The best survey
data on American public opinion suggest
that this set of ideas has been in steady
retreat since the 1940s.27

Figure 6 contains one telling illustration
of this trend. It shows the percentage of
white Americans in national surveys who
said that they would not be willing to vote
for a quali½ed black candidate for pres-
ident if nominated by their own party.
When ½rst asked in 1958, nearly two out
of three white Americans endorsed such

an openly discriminatory posture. That
trend has undergone unabated decline,
reaching the point where roughly only
one in ½ve white Americans expressed
this view by the time the Reverend Jesse
Jackson launched his ½rst bid for the
Democratic presidential nomination in
1984. It declined to fewer than one in ten
by the time of Obama’s campaign in 2008. 

In broad sweep, though not necessari-
ly in exact levels, the trend seen in Figure
6 is true of most questions on racial atti-
tudes from national surveys that deal with
broad principles of whether American
society should be integrated or segregat-
ed, discriminatory or nondiscriminatory
on the basis of race. Whether the speci½c
domain involved school integration, res-
idential integration, or even racial inter-
marriage, the level of endorsement of
discriminatory, segregationist responses
has continued to decline. To an impor-
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Figure 6
Percent of Whites Who Said They Would Not Vote for a Black Presidential Candidate, 
1958 to 2008

The Gallup Poll asked, “If your party nominated a generally well-quali½ed person for president who happened
to be black, would you vote for that person?” The General Social Survey (gss) asked, “If your party nominated
a (negro/black/African-American) for President, would you vote for him if he were quali½ed for the job?”
Source: Author’s analysis of data from Gallup Poll, 1958–2007; Jeffrey M. Jones, “Some Americans Reluctant to
Vote for Mormon, 72-Year-Old Presidential Candidates,” in The Gallup Poll: Public Opinion 2007, ed. George
Horace Gallup (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Little½eld, 2008), 77–78; author’s analysis of data from gss

Cumulative Data File, 1972–2008.



tant degree, these changes have been led
by highly educated whites and those out-
side the South. African Americans have
never endorsed elements of the Jim Crow
outlook to any substantial degree, though
many of these questions were not initial-
ly asked of black respondents out of fear
that the questions would be regarded as
an insult, or to the assumption that their
responses were predictable.

This picture of the repudiation of Jim
Crow is complicated somewhat by evi-
dence of signi½cant social distance pref-
erences. To be sure, low and typically
declining percentages of whites objected
when asked about entering into integrat-
ed social settings–neighborhoods or
schools–where one or just a small num-
ber of blacks might be present. But as the
number of blacks involved increased,
and as one shifts from more impersonal
and public domains of life (workplaces,
schools, neighborhoods) to more inti-
mate and personal domains (intermar-
riage), expressed levels of white resis-
tance rise and the degree of positive
change is not as great. 

The notion of the 1960s as an inflection
point in the struggle for racial change is
reinforced by the growing preoccupation
of studies of racial attitudes in the post-
1960 period with matters of public policy.
These studies consider levels of support
or opposition to public policies designed
to bring about greater racial equality
(antidiscrimination laws and various
forms of af½rmative action) and actual
integration (open housing laws and meth-
ods of school desegregation such as school
busing). The picture that results is com-
plex but has several recurrent features.
Blacks are typically far more supportive
of social-policy intervention on matters
of race than are whites. In general, sup-
port for policy or governmental interven-
tion to bring about greater integration or
to reduce racial inequality lags well be-

hind endorsement of similar broad prin-
ciples or ideals. This ½nding has led many
scholars to note a “principle-implemen-
tation gap.” Some policies, however, have
wider appeal than others. Efforts to en-
hance or improve the human capital attri-
butes of blacks and other minority group
members are more popular than policies
that call for group preferences. Forms of
af½rmative action that imply quotas or
otherwise disregard meritocratic criteria
of reward are deeply unpopular.

One important line of investigation
seeking to understand the principle-
implementation gap involved assess-
ments of perceptions and causal attribu-
tions for racial inequality. To the extent
that many individuals do not perceive
much racial inequality, or explain it in
terms of individual dispositions and
choices (as opposed to structural con-
straints and conditions such as discrim-
ination), then there is little need seen 
for government action. Table 1 shows
responses to a series of questions on 
possible causes of black-white econom-
ic inequality that included “less inborn
ability,” “lack of motivation and will-
power,” “no chance for an education,”
and “mainly due to discrimination.” 
The questions thus span biological basis
(ability), cultural basis (motivation), 
a weak form of structural constraint
(education), and ½nally, a strong struc-
tural constraint (discrimination).28

There is low and decreasing support
among whites for the overtly racist belief
that blacks have less inborn ability. The
most widely endorsed account among
whites points to a lack of motivation or
willpower on the part of blacks as a key
factor in racial inequality, though this
attribution declines over time. Attribu-
tions to discrimination as well as to the
weaker structural account of lack of a
chance for education also decline among
whites. Blacks are generally far more
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Table 1
Explanations for Racial Socioeconomic Inequality by Education and Age across Selected Years

Whites

Inequality is Due to: Years of Education Age
Pooled       < 12           12            13+         18–33      34–50         51+

Discrimination 1977–1989         40%          40             37              43              46             39             36

1990–1999           35             47             32              36              35             34             35

2000–2008         30             30             27              32             31             28              32

Less Inborn Ability 1977–1989           21             36             22             11             12             16             35

1990–1999          13             27              16               6              7               8             22

2000–2008          9             20             13               5 6               7              13

Lack of Chance 1977–1989           52              42             48             63             55             52              49

for Education 1990–1999         47             37             41             55             46              49             47

2000–2008         43              33              36             49             41             45             44

Lack of Motivation 1977–1989           63              74              67              51             54             62             72

or Willpower 1990–1999          55             70             63             46             50             50              65

2000–2008         50             66             61             41             45             45             57

Blacks

Inequality is Due to: Years of Education Age
Pooled       < 12           12            13+         18–33      34–50          51+

Discrimination 1977–1989         77%          82              72              76             75             79              79

1990–1999          71             74            68              73             67             74              72

2000–2008         59              62             54              62             52             58             69

Less Inborn Ability 1977–1989          16             31             9               4             8               12            26

1990–1999          11             16              12             6              10             8             15

2000–2008          13             23             13             8             11               11              17

Lack of Chance 1977–1989           68             69            65              70             63             68             75

for Education 1990–1999         60             63              61              57             55               55             72

2000–2008         52              56             46            55             47             50             61

Lack of Motivation 1977–1989           35             44              34             26            30             33            44

or Willpower 1990–1999          38             43             40             33             45             32             38

2000–2008         44             51             50             38              49             42             42

Respondents were asked, “On the average (Negroes/Blacks/African-Americans) have worse jobs, income,
and housing than white people. Do you think these differences are”: “mainly due to discrimination”;
“because most (Negroes/Blacks/African-Americans) have less inborn ability to learn”; “because most
(Negroes/Blacks/African-Americans) don’t have the chance for education that it takes to rise out of 
poverty”; or “because most (Negroes/Blacks/African-Americans) just don’t have the motivation or 
willpower to pull themselves up out of poverty?” N for whites ranges between 5,307 and 16,906. N for 
blacks ranges between 517 and 2,387. Source: Author’s analysis of data from General Social Survey,
1977–2008.



likely than whites to endorse structural
accounts of racial inequality, particularly
the strongest attribution of discrimina-
tion. However, like their white counter-
parts, a declining number of blacks point
to discrimination as the key factor, and
there is actually a rise in the percentage
of African Americans attributing racial
inequality to a lack of motivation or will-
power on the part of blacks themselves.
More detailed multivariate analyses sug-
gest that there has been growth in cultur-
al attributions for racial inequality. Among
African Americans this growth seems
most prominent among somewhat young-
er, ideologically conservative, and less
well-educated individuals.29

Another line of analysis of racial atti-
tudes sparked in part by the principle-
implementation gap involved renewed
interest in the extent of negative racial

stereotyping. Figure 7 shows trends in
whites’ stereotype trait ratings of whites
as compared to blacks on the dimensions
of being hardworking or lazy and intelli-
gent or unintelligent. In 1990, when these
trait-rating stereotype questions were ½rst
posed in national surveys, more than 60
percent of whites rated whites as more
likely to be hardworking than blacks, and
just under 60 percent rated blacks as less
intelligent. A variety of other trait dimen-
sions were included in this early assess-
ment, such as welfare dependency, in-
volvement in drugs and gangs, and levels
of patriotism. Whites usually expressed
a substantially negative image of blacks
relative to how they rated whites across
this array of traits. The trends suggest
some slight reduction in negative stereo-
typing over the past two decades, but
such negative images of blacks still re-
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Figure 7
Percent of Respondents Who Said Whites Are More Hardworking or More Intelligent 
than Blacks, 1990 to 2008 

White respondents were asked to rate blacks and whites according to whether they thought blacks and whites
tended to be hardworking or lazy. Respondents were also asked, “Do people in these groups tend to be unin-
telligent or tend to be intelligent? Where would you rate whites in general on this scale? Blacks?” The com-
parison is generated by subtracting the scores whites are given on a one to seven point scale from the scores
blacks are given on each measure. On the resulting scale, positive numbers indicate that blacks are rated as
possessing more of the desirable trait than whites; negative scores indicate that whites are rated more posi-
tively; and scores of zero indicate that both groups received equal ratings. Negative scores were coded as
agreeing. Seven percent of whites rated blacks as more hardworking than whites, and 6 percent rated blacks 
as more intelligent. Source: Author’s analysis of data from General Social Survey, 1990–2008. 



main quite commonplace. To the extent
that unfavorable beliefs about the behav-
ioral characteristics of blacks have a bear-
ing on levels of support for policies de-
signed to bene½t blacks, these data imply,
and much evidence con½rms, that nega-
tive beliefs about blacks’ abilities and
behavioral choices contribute to low lev-
els of white support for signi½cant social-
policy interventions to ameliorate racial
inequality.30

A third and perhaps most vigorously
considered resolution of the principle-
implementation gap involves the hypoth-
esis that a new form of antiblack racism
is at the root of much white opposition
to policies aimed at reducing racial in-
equality. This scholarship has focused
largely on the emergence of attitudes 
of resentment toward the demands or
grievances voiced by African Americans
and the expectation of governmental
redress for those demands and grievances.

Figure 8 shows trends for one question
frequently used to tap such sentiments;
respondents are asked to agree or dis-
agree with the statement, “Irish, Italian,
Jewish and many other minorities over-
came prejudice and worked their way 
up. Blacks should do the same without
special favors.” Throughout the 1994 to
2008 time span, roughly three-fourths 
of white Americans agreed with this as-
sertion. The ½gure shows no meaning-
ful trend, despite a slight dip in 2004:
the lopsided view among whites is that
blacks need to make it all on their own.31

Throughout the fourteen-year time
span, whites were always substantially
more likely to endorse this viewpoint
than blacks; however, not only did a non-
trivial number of blacks agree with it
(about 50 percent), but the black-white
gap actually narrowed slightly over time.
The meaning and effects of this type of
outlook vary in important ways depend-
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Figure 8
Percent of Respondents Agreeing with the Belief that Blacks Should Overcome Prejudice without
Special Favors, 1994 to 2008

Respondents were asked, “Do you agree strongly, agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, disagree some-
what, or disagree strongly with the following statement: Irish, Italian, Jewish and many other minorities over-
came prejudice and worked their way up. Blacks should do the same without special favors.” “Agree strongly”
and “agree somewhat” responses are coded as agreeing. Source: Author’s analysis of data from General Social
Survey, 1994–2008. 



ing on race, usually carrying less potent
implications for policy views among
blacks than among whites. Indeed, one
reason for focusing on this type of atti-
tude is that it and similar items are found
to correlate with a wide range of social-
policy outlooks. And some evidence sug-
gests that how attitudes and outlooks
connect with partisanship and voting
behavior may be strengthening and
growing.32

Judged by the trends considered here and
in the essays in this volume, declarations
of having arrived at the post-racial mo-
ment are premature. Much has changed
–and unequivocally for the better–in
light of where the United States stood in
1965. Indeed, I will speculate that none
of the contributors to the 1965/1966 Dæda-
lus volumes would have considered likely
changes that have now, a mere four or so
decades later, been realized, including the
election of an African American President
of the United States, the appointment of
the ½rst black Chair of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, and the appointment of two differ-
ent African American Secretaries of State.
Similarly, the size and reach of today’s
black middle class were not easy to fore-
cast from the scholarly perch of mid-1960s
data and understandings. At the same
time, troublingly entrenched patterns of
poverty, segregation, gaps in educational
attainment and achievement, racial iden-
tity formation, and disparaging racial
stereotypes all endure into the present,
even if in somewhat less extreme forms.
And the scandalous rise in what is now
termed racialized mass incarceration
was not foreseen but now adds a new
measure of urgency to these concerns. 

The very complex and contradictory
nature of these changes cautions against
the urge to make sweeping and simple
declarations about where we now stand.
But our nation’s “mixed” or ambiguous

circumstance–suspended uncomfortably
somewhere between the collapse of the
Jim Crow social order and a post-racial
social order that has yet to be attained–
gives rise to many intense exchanges over
whether or how much “race matters.”
This is true of scholarly discourse, where
many see racial division as a deeply en-
trenched and tragic American flaw and
many others see racial division as a wan-
ing exception to the coming triumph of
American liberalism.33

Average Americans, both black and
white, face and wage much of the same
debate in their day-to-day lives. One way
of capturing this dynamic is illustrated
in Figure 9, which shows the percentage
of white and black respondents in a 2009
national survey that asked, “Do you think
that blacks have achieved racial equality, 
will soon achieve racial equality, will not
achieve racial equality in your lifetime,
or will never achieve racial equality?”
Fielded after the 2008 election and the
inauguration of Obama in early 2009,
these results are instructive. Almost two
out of three white Americans (61.3 per-
cent) said that blacks have achieved ra-
cial equality. Another 21.5 percent of
whites endorse the view that blacks will
soon achieve racial equality. Thus, the
overwhelming fraction of white Ameri-
cans see the post-racial moment as effec-
tively here (83.8 percent). Fewer than
one in ½ve blacks endorsed the idea that
they have already achieved racial equali-
ty. A more substantial fraction, 36.2 per-
cent, believe that they will soon achieve
racial equality. African Americans, then,
are divided almost evenly between those
doubtful that racial equality will soon be
achieved (with more than one in ten say-
ing that it will never be achieved) and
those who see equality as within reach,
at 46.6 percent versus 53.6 percent.34

These results underscore why discus-
sions of race so easily and quickly be-

29

Lawrence D.
Bobo

140 (2)  Spring 2011



come polarized and fractious along ra-
cial lines. The central tendencies of pub-
lic opinion on these issues, despite real
increasing overlap, remain enormously
far apart between black and white Amer-
icans. When such differences in percep-
tion and belief are grounded in, or at least
reinforced by, wide economic inequality,
persistent residential segregation, large-
ly racially homogeneous family units and
close friendship networks, and a popular
culture still suffused with negative ideas
and images about African Americans,
then there should be little surprise that
we still ½nd it enormously dif½cult to
have sustained civil discussions about
race and racial matters. Despite growing
much closer together in recent decades,
the gaps in perspective between blacks
and whites are still sizable. 

The ideas and evidence marshaled in
this Dædalus issue should help sharpen

our focus and open up productive new
lines of discourse and inquiry. Four of
the essays directly engage central, but
changing, features of racial strati½cation
in the United States. Sociologist Douglas
S. Massey provides a trenchant, broad
map of change in the status of African
Americans. Sociologist William Julius
Wilson reviews and assesses his ½eld-
de½ning argument about the “declining
signi½cance of race.” The core frame-
work is sustained, he maintains, by much
subsequent careful research; but Wilson
stresses now the special importance of
employment in the government sector 
to the economic well-being of many
African Americans. Economist James J.
Heckman focuses on education, building
the case for enhancing the capacities of
families and communities to prepare
children to get the most out of school-
ing. Social psychologist Richard E. Nis-
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Figure 9
Whites’ and Blacks’ Beliefs about when Racial Equality will be Achieved

Respondents were asked, “Do you think that blacks have achieved racial equality, will soon achieve 
racial equality, will not achieve racial equality in your lifetime, or will never achieve racial equality?” 
Source: Lawrence D. Bobo and Alicia Simmons, Race Cues, Attitudes and Punitiveness Survey 
(Data Collected by Polimetrix), Department of Sociology, Harvard University, July 2009.



bett looks closely at the types of early
intervention strategies that evidence
suggests are most likely to improve 
ultimate educational attainment and
achievement.

Three essays put the changing status 
of African Americans in more explicit
political, policy-related, and legal per-
spectives. Political scientist Rogers M.
Smith and his colleagues identify the
pivotal role played by agents of compet-
ing racial policy coalitions, pointing to
the differing agendas and degrees of
political success and influence of those
pursuing a color-blind strategy and
those pursuing a color-conscious strate-
gy. Legal scholar Michael J. Klarman
challenges the presumption that the U.S.
Supreme Court has been a special ally or
supporter of African American interests
and claims. He suggests that the Court
has often, particularly in a string of re-
cent rulings, tilted heavily in the direc-
tion of a color-blind set of principles
that do little to advance the interests of
black communities. Political scientist
Daniel Sabbagh traces the impetus for
af½rmative action and its evolution in
the United States and compares that to
how af½rmative action is now pursued 
in a number of other countries. 

Several essays examine the cultural
dynamics of race and racial identities.
Anthropologists Marcyliena Morgan
and Dionne Bennett examine the re-
markable dynamism, worldwide spread,
and influence of hip-hop music. Social
psychologists Jennifer A. Richeson and
Maureen A. Craig examine the psycho-
logical dynamics of identity choices fac-
ing minority communities and indi-
viduals in this era of rapid population
change. Political scientist Jennifer L.
Hochschild and her colleagues assess
how younger cohorts of Americans are
bringing different views of race and its
importance to politics and social life.

Three essays pivot off the 2008 presi-
dential election. Political scientist Taeku
Lee examines the complex role of race,
group identity, and immigrant status in
forging new political identities, coalitions,
and voting behavior. Political scientist
Cathy J. Cohen shows the continuing
racial consciousness and orientations 
of black youth. Sociologist Alford A.
Young, Jr., examines the special mean-
ing of Obama’s candidacy and success
for young black men.

Two ½nal essays push in quite different
directions. Sociologist Roger Waldinger
argues that even as the black-white divide
remains an important problem, we as a
nation are facing deep contradictions in
how we deal with immigration and im-
migrants themselves, particularly those
coming from Latin America. Historian
Martha Biondi muses on continuities
with and departures from past traditions
in recent discourse surrounding the mis-
sion of African American studies pro-
grams and departments.

This issue is a companion volume to
the Winter 2011 issue of Dædalus, Race 
in the Age of Obama, guest edited by
Gerald Early, the Merle Kling Professor
of Modern Letters and Director of the
Center for the Humanities at Washing-
ton University in St. Louis. It has been
my privilege to work with Gerald on 
this project, and I am grateful to the 
contributors to this volume for their
informed analyses. 

This essay’s epigraphs from Martin
Luther King, Jr., John Hope Franklin, 
and Barack Obama, each in its own fash-
ion, remind us of the depth and com-
plexity of race in the United States.
Although it is tempting to seek quick
and simple assessments of where we
have been and where we are going, it 
is wise, instead, to wrestle with taking
stock of all the variegated and nuanced
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circumstances underlying the black-white
divide and its associated phenomena. Just
as 1965 seemed a point of inflection, of
contradictory lines of development, fu-
ture generations may look back and regard
2011 as a similarly fraught moment. At
the same time that a nation celebrates
the historic election of an African Amer-
ican president, the cultural production
of demeaning antiblack images–post-
cards featuring watermelons on the White
House lawn prior to the annual Easter egg
roll, Obama featured in loincloth and with
a bone through his nose in ads denounc-
ing the health care bill, a cartoon showing
police of½cers shooting an out-of-control
chimpanzee under the heading “They’ll
have to ½nd someone else to write the
next stimulus bill”–are ugly reminders
of some of the more overtly racialized
reactions to the ascendancy of an Afri-
can American to the presidency of the
United States. 

As a result of complex and contradic-
tory indicators, no pithy phrase or bold
declaration can possibly do justice to the
full body of research, evidence, and ideas
reviewed here. One optimistic trend is
that examinations of the status of blacks
have moved to a place of prominence and
sophistication in the social sciences that
probably was never imagined by found-
ing ½gures of the tradition, such as W.E.B.
Du Bois. That accumulating body of
knowledge and theory, including the
new contributions herein, deepens our
understanding of the experience of race
in the United States. The con½guration
and salience of the color line some ½fty
or one hundred years from now, however,
cannot be forecast with any measure of
certainty. Perhaps the strongest general
declaration one can make at present is
that we stand somewhere between a Jim
Crow past and the aspiration of a post-
racial future.
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The history of civil rights in the United States has
always been one of two steps forward and one step
back. Signi½cant progress toward racial equality
has been made and then partially reversed, only to
be advanced again at a later date. Race is too deep-
ly embedded in the cognitive and institutional
structure of American society to disappear entire-
ly. (In speaking of race, I refer to attributes and
meanings that are socially attached to inherited
characteristics such as skin color.) Race has been 
a principal organizing frame in American society
since its inception during the colonial era. Although
race as a social category in the United States is un-
likely to vanish anytime soon, its meaning will
change. Indeed, the meaning of race has changed
dramatically since the 1960s. In this essay, I review
the history of racial formation in the United States
to place the current moment in historical perspec-
tive. I then outline a new agenda for civil rights in
the age of Obama.

When the ½rst “20 and odd Negroes” disem-
barked in Jamestown in August 1619, race did not
yet exist as a coherent social category. The infor-
mal practices, formal rules, and substantive mean-
ings accruing to persons of European and African
origin had not yet been invented. The earliest evi-
dence of racial formation in the United States is
from a series of court decisions handed down in
colonial Virginia’s legal system. These rulings es-
tablished the basic tenets of U.S. race relations
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that would prevail for centuries: that
blacks were inherently inferior to whites;
that blacks were less than fully human
and could be treated as property; and
that black inferiority was divinely sanc-
tioned and to be publicly enforced.1

These precepts were well established 
in colonial jurisprudence by the 1660s,
but the growing number of slaves, the
expanding mixed-race population, and
the rise of a small community of free
blacks created complexities in race rela-
tions that could no longer be handled
through piecemeal court decisions. As 
a result, state assemblies stepped for-
ward to legislate race. Leading the way 
in 1662, the Virginia House of Burgesses
enacted a measure that required the chil-
dren of a white father and black mother
to be de½ned according to the status of
the mother, thus making racial bondage
hereditary as a matter of public law. In
1667, the Virginia House declared that
baptism did not alter a slave’s condition
of servitude, and in 1669, it held that the
killing of a black slave by a white owner
did not constitute murder but a lawful
disposition of property. 

Over time, as racial laws proliferated,
legislators felt a need to systematize them.
In 1705, the Virginia House of Burgesses
consolidated race-related legislation into
a coherent body of law known as the Slave
Codes. In addition to reaf½rming the ba-
sic precepts of black inferiority that were
already well established in colonial law,
the codes explicitly banned interracial
marriage, prohibited African Americans
from holding public of½ce, and legally de-
½ned as black anyone with a black grand-
parent. These laws served as legislative
models and were widely copied in other
states.

Upon American independence, race be-
came a preoccupying issue for the found-
ing fathers. The U.S. Constitution was
carefully crafted to permit the existence

of slavery in a nation otherwise dedicat-
ed to the proposition that “all men are
created equal.” Following what the late
Federal Appeals Court Judge A. Leon
Higginbotham, Jr., called “the principle
of non-disclosure,” Southern delegates
voted repeatedly to strike words such 
as Negro, African, slave, and slavery from
the text, preferring cryptic references to
“other persons” and “persons bound to
service” when constraining the rights of
African Americans. The framers sought
to make it virtually impossible to elimi-
nate slavery constitutionally; they did
so by granting disproportionate power
to a minority of states through innova-
tions such as an appointed Senate, the
Electoral College, the three-½fths appor-
tionment clause, and the requirement 
of supermajorities within Congress and
the states to amend the Constitution. 

Despite these constitutional protec-
tions, the legitimacy of the South’s “pe-
culiar institution” was never fully accept-
ed. Over time, an abolitionist movement
gained strength and sought ways to under-
mine the slave system. In de½ance of the
Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, for example,
Northern legislatures passed a series of
“personal liberty acts” that offered free-
dom to escaped slaves who reached North-
ern soil. Abolitionists then mobilized 
to prevent the spread of slavery to other
states and achieved partial success with
the Missouri Compromise of 1820, which
admitted Missouri as a slave state but pro-
hibited slavery in future states located
above Missouri’s southern border. This
compromise led to an uneasy peace be-
tween North and South until new ter-
ritorial acquisitions upset the delicate
balance in the late 1840s. 

In 1846, a treaty with England settled
the location of the U.S.-Canada border
and of½cially relinquished the territories
of Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Wyoming,
Montana, and the Dakotas to the United
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States. The Mexican-American War end-
ed in 1848 with a treaty that ceded to the
United States the present states of Texas,
Arizona, New Mexico, and California
along with parts of Colorado, Utah, and
Nevada. Southerners quickly realized that
if all these territories were admitted as
states under the terms of the Missouri
Compromise, free states would eventu-
ally outnumber slave states and come
dangerously close to the supermajorities
needed to amend the Constitution and
end slavery. In response, Southerners
sought ways to consolidate the legal foun-
dations of slavery within the nation.

The South struck back in 1850, when 
it forced through Congress a new Fugi-
tive Slave Act that challenged the liberty
of free blacks in the North. Congress act-
ed again in 1854, passing (despite stren-
uous Northern objections) the Kansas-
Nebraska Act, which rescinded the Mis-
souri Compromise and allowed settlers
in territories applying for statehood to
vote on whether they would be admit-
ted as slave or free states. Any remain-
ing doubt about the legality of slavery
under the Constitution was ended by 
the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision 
of 1857, which not only af½rmed slavery
but articulated an explicit doctrine of
black inferiority. Speci½cally, Chief Jus-
tice Roger B. Taney wrote that African
Americans were not citizens under the
Constitution but “a subordinate and
inferior class of beings who had been
subjugated by the dominant race, and,
whether emancipated or not, yet re-
mained subject to their authority, and
had no rights or privileges but such as
those who held the power and the gov-
ernment might choose to grant them.”2

The Dred Scott case and the Kansas-
Nebraska Act made it clear that slavery
would not end in the United States un-
less free states could achieve the super-

majorities needed to amend the Consti-
tution. Abolitionists thus focused po-
litical attention on preventing slavery’s
spread to states beyond those where 
it already existed, and this principle
became a plank in the platform of the
newly formed Republican Party in 1860.
When Republican nominee Abraham
Lincoln won the presidency in the same
year, South Carolina led ten Southern
states into secession to ignite civil war.
In keeping with the founding fathers’
designs, slavery was ended not through
standard constitutional procedures, but
through an armed, bloody struggle.

Although the war ostensibly erupted
over the issue of “states rights,” the true
cause was made explicit by the Confed-
erate Constitution, which rejected the
principle of “non-disclosure” and made
repeated, unambiguous references to
slavery in the text. The very ½rst article
stated that the Confederate Congress
would be apportioned “by adding to the
whole number of free persons . . . three-
½fths of all slaves.” It went on to state,
“[N]o . . . law denying or impairing the
right of property in negro slaves shall be
passed.” Likewise, Article IV held that
“the institution of negro slavery, as it now
exists in the Confederate States, shall be
recognized and protected by Congress.”3

Confederate Vice President Alexander
Stephens af½rmed the centrality of slav-
ery to the Southern cause in a speech 
he delivered in Savannah, Georgia, on
March 21, 1861. In his remarks, Stephens
stated, “[T]he new constitution has put
at rest, forever, all the agitating questions
relating to our peculiar institution–Afri-
can slavery as it exists amongst us–the
proper status of the Negro in our form 
of civilization. This was the immediate
cause of the late rupture and present 
revolution.”4

Although Northerners may have en-
tered the Civil War to preserve the
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Union and limit the spread of slavery, as
the conflict and bloodshed wore on, the
struggle took on a higher purpose: name-
ly, freedom.5 On January 1, 1863, President
Lincoln invoked his authority as Com-
mander in Chief to emancipate slaves in
the states under rebellion; two years lat-
er, with Union troops still dying in bat-
tle, Congress approved the Thirteenth
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution,
thereby abolishing slavery in all states.
The amendment was quickly rati½ed in
the North and, once the Southern states
were defeated and occupied, in the for-
mer Confederacy as well. The lone ex-
ception was Mississippi, which refused
to ratify the amendment until 1995. 

Once it took effect on December 18,
1865, the Thirteenth Amendment ush-
ered in a remarkable period of civil rights
progress known as Reconstruction.6 Not
only was slavery abolished, but with as-
sistance from the federal government,
African Americans advanced rapidly on
multiple fronts: building schools, found-
ing churches, creating self-help organi-
zations, acquiring land, becoming liter-
ate, organizing politically, and achiev-
ing election to local, state, and federal
of½ces. Forward movement on civil
rights reached an apogee during the 
½rst Grant administration of 1869 to
1873. First, the rati½cation of the Four-
teenth Amendment guaranteed equal
protection under the law to all persons
regardless of race. Next, the adoption 
of the Fifteenth Amendment con½rmed
the right of all adult males to vote re-
gardless of race or former condition of
servitude. To enforce the new constitu-
tional provisions, Congress passed its
½rst Civil Rights Acts, one in 1866 and a
second in 1875. Finally, under the super-
vision of military governors and occupy-
ing Union troops, Southern states were
compelled to rewrite their constitutions
to end slavery and ensure black suffrage.

Progress on civil rights faltered in the
second Grant administration, however,
and came to a de½nitive halt in 1876,
when Rutherford B. Hayes, the Repub-
lican presidential candidate, agreed to
restore home rule to the South in return
for its acquiescence to his assuming of-
½ce in a disputed election. True to his
word, President Hayes withdrew feder-
al troops from the South in 1877, and in
1878, Congress prohibited the military
from supervising Southern elections.
With its “redemption” thus achieved,
the South set about creating new insti-
tutions of racial hierarchy to replace
those associated with chattel slavery. 

Southern lawmakers organized a new
system of peonage to replace the slave
system in the economic sphere and insti-
tuted strict racial separation in the social
sphere, thus yielding a new arrangement
of racial subordination that came to be
known as Jim Crow. In 1890, Mississippi
became the ½rst Southern state to replace
its Reconstruction-era constitution with 
a new charter designed to limit black
suffrage. Mississippi Governor James K.
Vardaman put it bluntly: “[T]here is no
use to equivocate or lie about the matter.
Mississippi’s constitutional convention
of 1890 was held for no other purpose
but to eliminate the nigger from politics;
not the ignorant–but the nigger. Let the
world know it just as it is.”7

With white political control reestab-
lished, Southerners in Congress quickly
accumulated seniority and gained effec-
tive control of appointments to the fed-
eral judiciary, including the Supreme
Court, which systematically began to
undo Reconstruction-era reforms. In 
the Civil Rights Cases of 1883, the Court
ruled that the Civil Rights Act of 1875
was unconstitutional and that the Four-
teenth Amendment applied only to
states, not to individuals or private
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groups. In 1896, the Court’s Plessy v. Fer-
guson decision explicitly endorsed the
new system of racial separation by adopt-
ing the ½ction that segregation rendered
the races “separate but equal.” Finally, in
1898, the Court ruled in Williams v. Missis-
sippi that the latter’s new state constitu-
tion did not violate the Fourteenth or
Fifteenth Amendments, blithely ignor-
ing Governor Vardaman’s remarks to
the contrary. 

By 1900, Jim Crow was institutional-
ized throughout the South, creating 
a system of racial subordination that 
was “slavery by another name” and, 
in some ways, “worse than slavery,”
given the high levels of violence that ac-
companied it.8 Reconstruction was ulti-
mately defeated not by political actions,
but by a guerrilla war and terrorist cam-
paign that drove federal of½cials from
the South.9 African Americans bore the
brunt of the violence before and after
this “redemption” as lynching–the ex-
trajudicial execution of African Ameri-
cans by white vigilantes–became nor-
malized in the South. Although the fre-
quency with which lynchings occurred
declined over time, the practice never
disappeared; it remained a basic instru-
ment of social control well into the
twentieth century, rising during periods 
of economic and political uncertainty
and falling during periods of calm and
stability.10

Ironically, many of the discriminatory
practices mandated under Jim Crow in
the South originated in the North, where
African Americans were neither perceived
nor treated as equals despite Northern-
ers’ rejection of slavery as an institution.11

Indeed, African Americans were routine-
ly excluded from white society and rele-
gated to the bottom of the Northern oc-
cupational hierarchy.12 Moreover, as
black populations increased during the
Great Migration of the early twentieth

century, levels of discrimination and re-
pression in Northern cities steadily grew.
By 1920, institutionalized discrimination
was endemic within Northern markets
for housing, labor, services, products,
and credit. Particularly in the residential
sphere, a strict color line emerged, gen-
erating extremely high levels of school
and neighborhood segregation.

During the 1930s, the federal govern-
ment began to intervene more forceful-
ly in the U.S. political economy and in-
creasingly invoked public policies to 
perpetuate black social and spatial iso-
lation. Speci½cally, the social programs 
of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal were
deliberately racialized to accommodate
de jure segregation in the South and de
facto segregation in the North.13 The
political reality was that no law could
pass Congress without Southern sup-
port, and although Southerners favored
the New Deal’s populist economic pro-
grams, they did so only to the extent 
that the programs did not challenge the
racial status quo. Therefore, at the insis-
tence of Southern representatives in
Congress, African Americans were sys-
tematically excluded from the various
social protections and economic bene-
½ts of the New Deal. Traditionally black
occupations were not covered by the
Social Security Act; labor legislation 
was written to allow segregated unions;
states were delegated authority to ex-
clude African Americans from receiving
veterans bene½ts; and bureaucratic rules
were written to prohibit black families
and black neighborhoods from receiving
Federal Housing Association and Veter-
ans Administration loans. 

For most of the twentieth century, Afri-
can Americans remained second-class
citizens in both the North and South. 
In the wake of World War II, however,
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America’s self-proclaimed status as “lead-
er of the free world” made the blatant
oppression of African Americans dif½-
cult to sustain not only morally but also
politically. In addition, black veterans,
having served in the war to defend free-
dom against Fascism, returned home
determined to exercise the civil rights
they had long been denied. The civil
rights era began in earnest in 1948, when
President Harry Truman ordered the
desegregation of the U.S. armed forces,
and Democrats for the ½rst time includ-
ed a civil rights plank in their party plat-
form, spurring a third-party revolt by
Southern “Dixiecrats” led by Strom
Thurmond of South Carolina. 

In 1948, the Supreme Court also be-
gan a long retreat from legal segregation,
declaring in Shelley v. Kraemer that racial-
ly restrictive covenants, routinely used
throughout the real estate industry, were
unenforceable and contrary to public law.
In 1954, the Court ½nally dealt the con-
stitutional foundations of Jim Crow a
lethal blow when it overturned Plessy,
declaring in its landmark Brown decision
that separate was not and could never be
equal, thus rendering the racial segrega-
tion of schools unconstitutional. 

These court decisions, as bold as they
were, nonetheless failed to bring about
meaningful change in race relations in
the face of implacable white opposition.
Therefore, the main thrust of the civil
rights movement shifted from the legal
to the political arena. In 1957, Congress
passed the ½rst Civil Rights Act since Re-
construction. Ostensibly a voting rights
bill to advance black suffrage in the South,
its effect was largely symbolic in that it
allowed Majority Leader Lyndon John-
son to demonstrate his mastery of the
Senate by breaking a Southern ½libuster
led by Strom Thurmond.14 After Demo-
crats captured the White House in 1960,
President John F. Kennedy, facing a ris-

ing tide of civil rights agitation and South-
ern violence, decided to submit a com-
prehensive civil rights bill to Congress in
June 1963. 

Kennedy’s assassination in November
of that year opened the door for Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson to use the young
president’s martyrdom and his own for-
midable legislative skills to push the civil
rights bill through Congress, once again
breaking a ½libuster by Strom Thurmond.
The 1964 Civil Rights Act turned the tide
against Jim Crow by banning discrimina-
tion in public accommodations, servic-
es, and labor markets and putting new
muscle behind school desegregation.
The Voting Rights Act followed a year
later, empowering the federal govern-
ment to supervise elections in the South
in areas where blacks were underrepre-
sented. Although President Johnson also
sought to ban discrimination in the real
estate industry, this legislation stalled
until the assassination of Martin Luther
King, Jr., once again oiled the legislative
machinery with a martyr’s blood, lead-
ing to the passage of the Fair Housing
Act in April 1968.

President Johnson was committed 
to more than ending legal segregation 
in the South, however. He also endeav-
ored to break de facto segregation in the
North and to move rapidly toward eco-
nomic parity between the races. As he
stated on June 4, 1965, in his widely
quoted commencement address at
Howard University:

Freedom is not enough. You do not wipe
away the scars of centuries by saying: Now
you are free to go where you want, and do
as you desire, and choose the leaders you
please. You do not take a person who, for
years, has been hobbled by chains and lib-
erate him, bring him up to the starting line
of a race and then say, “you are free to com-
pete with all the others,” and still justly be-
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lieve that you have been completely fair.
Thus it is not enough just to open the gates
of opportunity. All our citizens must have
the ability to walk through those gates. This
is the next and the more profound stage of
the battle for civil rights. We seek not just
freedom but opportunity.15

To further the goal of equal opportu-
nity, President Johnson launched his 
signature War on Poverty.16 In 1964, he
pushed through Congress the Economic
Opportunity Act, which created a new
Of½ce of Economic Opportunity that
made antipoverty grants to local organi-
zations known as Community Action
Agencies. In order to circumvent state
and local authorities that had systemat-
ically excluded the poor and minority
groups since the 1930s, the new agencies
were obliged to move forward with the
“maximum feasible participation” of
these constituencies. In 1965, Johnson
prevailed on Congress to create the De-
partment of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment (hud), which channeled feder-
al funds to distressed cities. In that same
year, he succeeded in amending the Social
Security Act to create two new health in-
surance programs: Medicare for the eld-
erly and Medicaid for the poor. Addition-
al money was made available for the War
on Poverty through the Demonstration
Cities and Metropolitan Development
Act of 1966 and the Manpower Develop-
ment and Training Act of 1967.

The remarkable string of congressional
victories Johnson achieved between 1963
and 1969 represents the greatest period
of civil rights legislation since Reconstruc-
tion and the most important period of
social legislation since the New Deal.
Together, they brought about a remark-
able burst of progress for African Amer-
icans. In the decade from 1959 to 1969,
the black poverty rate dropped from 55
percent to 32 percent; black incomes

rose 65 percent in real terms; the share
of young African Americans completing
high school rose from 39 percent to 56
percent; the ratio of white-to-black in-
come dropped from 1.93 (where it had
hovered for years) to 1.63 (still the low-
est level ever reached); and the number
of black elected of½cials jumped from
under 300 to over 1,400.17

Unfortunately, however rapid this
progress may have been in historical
terms, it was not fast enough to keep 
up with the revolution of rising black
expectations. Young African Americans,
in particular, perceived good schools,
decent jobs, union membership, college
education, and professional occupations
to be largely out of reach, and as the lag
between expectations and opportunities
gave rise to frustration, urban rioting
swept over American cities during the
late 1960s. Urban racial violence created
a new political dynamic in which policy-
makers, business elites, educational ad-
ministrators, and civic leaders sought
some means–any means–to accelerate
the economic progress and integration
of African Americans.18

In public education, the means chosen
to advance integration was busing. Given
the realities of de facto segregation in
housing, the only realistic way to deseg-
regate schools quickly in the North was
to bus children between catchment areas.
In employment and education, the tool
of choice became af½rmative action. Up
to that point, blue-collar jobs had been
distributed to people largely through seg-
regated neighborhood- and kin-based
social networks, and the only practical
way to promote greater black inclusion
was to force employers to recruit more
widely. Likewise, because selective col-
leges and professional schools recruited
heavily through legacy admissions and
well-established institutional pipelines,
the only realistic way to desegregate
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higher education was to require admis-
sions of½cials to expand their applicant
pools. 

Lyndon Johnson’s dreams of a “Great
Society” died in Vietnam, of course, but
the momentum of the War on Poverty
continued into the next administration.
Despite Richard Nixon’s stated goal of
limiting civil rights enforcement and cur-
tailing social spending, real efforts to turn
back the Great Society were put off until
his second administration. Indeed, short-
ly after his landslide victory in 1972, Nixon
shut down the Of½ce of Economic Oppor-
tunity, turned federal employment pro-
grams over to the states, introduced leg-
islation to forbid busing students to other
school districts, and deliberately slowed
down civil rights enforcement.19 The
backward movement would no doubt
have continued had Richard Nixon not
been forced from of½ce by the Watergate
scandal. 

With the Republican Party temporarily
derailed by Nixon’s implosion, the civil
rights movement got a second wind and
rallied in 1974 to pass the Equal Credit
Opportunity Act (to prohibit discrimi-
nation in mortgage lending), followed 
in 1975 by the Home Mortgage Disclo-
sure Act (forcing banks to publish data
on the race of mortgage applicants), and
the Community Reinvestment Act of
1977 (outlawing the practice of neigh-
borhood “redlining”). All told, in the
two decades from 1957 to 1977, Congress
passed seven major civil rights bills that
eliminated the legal foundations for de
jure segregation in the South and out-
lawed de facto discrimination and sepa-
ration in the North. It was a remarkable
period of civil rights progress that histo-
rian Manning Marable has called the
“Second Reconstruction.”20

Given the history of America’s ½rst
Reconstruction, it is hardly surprising

that its second incarnation sparked a
similar counterreaction and backward
movement with respect to civil rights.
Resistance to the dismantling of de jure
and de facto segregation is not only pre-
dicted historically, it is to be expected
psychologically.21 Loss aversion is a well-
established principle of human cognition.
People ½nd it painful to give up resources
and bene½ts they already possess; indeed,
they will ½ght much harder to avoid
losses than to achieve gains. Unless pub-
lic resources were somehow expanded
after 1964 to accommodate black gains
without white losses–a political gambit
that Johnson’s Great Society failed to
realize because of the Vietnam War–
white opposition to the second recon-
struction was almost inevitable. 

Loss aversion is only one of several
psychological reasons to expect resist-
ance to racial change, however. Human
cognition is also characterized by con-
siderable inertia, as established mental
categories tend to resist modi½cation.
The mind works through pattern rec-
ognition and inductive generalization
rather than deductive logic; it is wired 
to construct social categories that assign
attributes and characteristics to people.
Information that is inconsistent with
existing categories of thought tends to
be ignored or reshaped to ½t preconcep-
tions. Given that the social conceptual-
izations of race had evolved over hun-
dreds of years and were deeply rooted 
in the American psyche, changes in ra-
cial thinking would come more slowly
than changes in outward behavior. 

Social categories are especially resis-
tant to change because they are imbued
with emotion. Labels such as “white” or
“black” do not exist simply as neutral
mental constructs; rather, they are asso-
ciated with distinct emotional valences
that contribute to prejudice–a predeter-
mined orientation for or against certain
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social groups. All people, whether they
think of themselves as prejudiced or not,
hold in their heads schemas that classify
people according to age, gender, race, and
ethnicity. These categories invariably in-
clude unconscious components whose ex-
pression is more or less automatic. Such
“implicit prejudices” may be overcome
rationally when their existence is made
apparent and there is a will to change.
But absent such deliberate cognitive work,
prejudices tend to be expressed sponta-
neously and unconsciously, a phenome-
non that psychologist John Bargh calls
“automaticity.” 

Together, the human traits of loss aver-
sion, cognitive inertia, and automaticity
offered fertile psychological grounds for
a white political backlash, and in the late
1960s, Richard Nixon led the way with
his “Southern strategy.” He began by cul-
tivating Dixiecrat Strom Thurmond, who
had switched parties in 1964 to become a
Republican after his efforts to block the
Civil Rights Act of 1957 failed. In secret
negotiations, Nixon promised to retard
civil rights enforcement as president if
Thurmond would campaign on Nixon’s
behalf.22 With Thurmond’s support,
Nixon carried four former Confederate
states–the ½rst time a Republican had
done so since Reconstruction. In subse-
quent years, most Southern Democrats
would either be defeated or follow Strom
Thurmond into the Republican Party. By
the 1980s, the “solid South” had become
a Republican rather than a Democratic
monolith, with Southerners increasingly
leading the party.  

Blue-collar workers and middle-class
whites in the North also abandoned the
Democratic Party over its commitment
to civil rights.23 To a greater extent than
party leaders cared to admit, working-
class whites de½ned themselves in opposi-
tion to African Americans and measured
their status in terms of the distance be-

tween themselves and black schools,
neighborhoods, and people. Busing stu-
dents across district lines was thus expe-
rienced as an attack on white working-
class identity. Af½rmative action in the
labor market added insult to injury by
forcing employers to hire African Amer-
icans into jobs that in the past would
have been passed to whites through family
and peer networks. Middle-class whites
came to see af½rmative action in educa-
tion as “reverse racism,” unfairly taking
scarce college admission slots away from
“deserving” white students and giving
them to “unquali½ed” black students.

In response to these racial “imposi-
tions” by liberal Democratic elites, an-
gry working- and middle-class whites
took to the courts. Parents in suburban
Detroit ½led suit to stop the busing of
children across district lines to achieve
integration, and in its 1974 Milliken de-
cision, the Supreme Court agreed that
such a remedy was constitutional only 
if there was direct evidence that district
boundaries had been drawn to promote
segregation, a condition that rarely held.
Since school segregation after 1960 in-
creasingly occurred between rather than
within districts, this decision effectively
eliminated busing as a tool for integra-
tion in the United States. 

A few years later, a white applicant to
the University of California, Davis, sued
admissions of½cials when his applica-
tion to the uc Davis medical school was
rejected twice. He argued that because 
of af½rmative action, less-quali½ed Afri-
can Americans were unconstitutionally
being admitted to medical school in his
stead. In its 1978 Bakke decision, the Su-
preme Court agreed and prohibited the
use of racial quotas in college admis-
sions. Although it allowed race to be
taken into account as one factor in ad-
missions decisions, the Court later gave
this policy an expiration date in its Grut-
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ter v. Bollinger verdict, which stated that
“race-conscious admissions policies must
be limited in time.”24

With the Milliken and Bakke rulings in
place, the racial counterreaction shifted
from the judicial to the electoral arena.
Political realignment reached its full ex-
pression during the 1980s. Republicans
occupied the White House for all but
eight years from 1980 to 2008 and wield-
ed effective control over Congress dur-
ing much of that time, especially between
1994 and 2006. By 2002, Republican Sen-
ate Majority Leader Trent Lott of Mis-
sissippi was crowing to constituents, “I
want to say this about my state: When
Strom Thurmond ran for president [in
1948], we voted for him. We’re proud of
it. And if the rest of the country had fol-
lowed our lead, we wouldn’t have had 
all these problems over all these years,
either.”25 Thurmond’s campaign, of
course, was based on the premise that
“all the laws of Washington and all the
bayonets of the Army cannot force the
Negro into our homes, our schools, our
churches.”26

From 1980 through 2008, Republican
administrations paid no more than lip
service to antidiscrimination enforce-
ment and ½lled the civil rights divisions
of the Justice Department and hud with
either incompetent hacks or conserva-
tive ideologues openly hostile to black
civil rights. In Republican hands, Con-
gress de-funded not just the Great Soci-
ety but much of the New Deal, slashing
budgets for public assistance, urban de-
velopment, public housing, and unem-
ployment insurance, and ultimately end-
ing welfare as a social entitlement.27 Per-
haps the most important development 
in the counterrevolution was the rise 
of a new race-making institution in the
United States: a racialized criminal jus-
tice system that put record numbers of
African Americans behind bars.28

The origins of the new “criminal 
justice complex” lay in President Nix-
on’s 1970 State of the Union address, 
in which he declared a War on Crime,
which evolved seamlessly into Presi-
dent Reagan’s War on Drugs. To prose-
cute these “wars” (both sardonic allu-
sions to Johnson’s War on Poverty), for-
mer state-level crimes were federalized
and mandatory minimum sentences 
and strict sentencing guidelines were
imposed. Particularly severe penalties
were enacted for nonviolent drug offens-
es, most notably for the use and sale of
crack cocaine–a cheap form of the drug
common in poor black communities.
Criminal possession of a controlled sub-
stance became the principal legal instru-
ment used by white authorities to regu-
late the behavior of poor African Amer-
icans, despite the fact that rates of drug
use are much lower in the black commu-
nity compared to the white. 

In the wake of the twin wars on crime
and drugs, legal infractions were more
likely to result in arrests; arrests were
more likely to result in imprisonment;
imprisonment was likely to involve a
long sentence; and long sentences were
less likely to be shortened by parole. Be-
tween 1970 and 2003, the number of peo-
ple in state and federal penitentiaries rose
from around 200,000 to 1.4 million; thus,
the United States achieved the highest in-
carceration rate in the world. As in all so-
cieties, the vast majority of crimes in the
United States are committed by poor,
young, socially unattached males. The
new punishment regime was destined to
have a disproportionate effect on mem-
bers of any group ½tting that pro½le. 

By imposing harsher penalties on
crimes committed by socially marginal
groups, such as young black males, Con-
gress effectively racialized the criminal
justice system. Whereas only 0.7 per-
cent of all Americans were imprisoned 
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in 2000, the ½gure was 2.1 percent for
working-age adult males; and whereas
among that group, the share behind bars
was 1 percent for whites, it was 7.9 per-
cent for blacks. Among young black men
of working age, the incarceration rate
was 11.5 percent; but among those with-
out a college degree it was 17 percent,
and among those without a high school
degree, the share rose to one-third. The
cumulative risk of incarceration by age
35 was 21 percent for young black men;
and for those who were high school drop-
outs, it was 59 percent. By 2000, black
males were more likely to be under crim-
inal justice supervision than to be in col-
lege, the military, a marriage, or a labor
union.

The election of the nation’s ½rst Afri-
can American president in 2008 suggests
that the momentum of the white racial
backlash has shifted. Not only did Barack
Obama win the presidency; he carried
three states of the former Confederacy.
In the wake of the civil rights movement
and the Great Society, white racial atti-
tudes changed despite resistance and
opposition. Prior to the 1960s, a clear
majority of white Americans favored
racial segregation as a matter of princi-
ple: according to nationwide polls, two-
thirds thought that blacks and whites
should attend separate schools; 55 per-
cent said that whites should have the
½rst chance at any job; 54 percent fa-
vored segregation in transportation; 60
percent said that whites have a right to
keep blacks out of their neighborhoods,
and 63 percent said they would not vote
for a black candidate. By the 1980s, these
½gures had dropped, respectively, to 4
percent, 3 percent, 12 percent, 13 percent,
and 5 percent–a remarkable historical
shift by any standard.29

Principled racism has not disappeared,
of course, and is currently enjoying a par-

tial resurgence, as indicated by portray-
als of President Obama as a foreign-born
Muslim terrorist hell-bent on executing
elderly white people. Nonetheless, overt
racism is progressively aging out of exis-
tence. Social change is only partly about
changing the minds of living people; it
also follows from a powerful demograph-
ic process known as cohort replacement.
Older people socialized before the civil
rights era may be less tolerant, but every
year more of them die and are replaced
by young people raised in an era when
civil rights was the rule and open racism
was not tolerated. In addition, owing to
immigration and intermarriage, younger
Americans are more likely to be minori-
ties themselves and thus naturally sym-
pathetic to civil rights. According to exit
polls, two-thirds of persons aged 18 to 29
voted for Obama, compared with just 52
percent of those aged 30 to 44, 50 percent
of those 45 to 64, and a minority of only
45 percent among those 65 and older.30

Although overt racism may be on the
decline, this outward shift does not mean
that racial stereotypes and racial senti-
ments are necessarily disappearing.31

Indeed, a signi½cant share of white Amer-
icans continue to hold negative stereo-
types about African Americans. Accord-
ing to one national survey, nearly a quar-
ter of white adults hold universally nega-
tive views about blacks. Among whites
interviewed in Los Angeles, 46 percent
viewed blacks as less intelligent, and near-
ly three-quarters said blacks preferred 
to live off welfare. Such expressions of
explicit negative stereotypes are strongly
associated with discriminatory actions
in a variety of domains.

Despite the persistence of antiblack
stereotypes, for most white Americans,
racial stereotyping has shifted to become
a more variegated, subtle, and contingent
process.32 Stereotyping occurs within a
two-dimensional space of social cogni-
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tion de½ned by the attributes of warmth
and competence. We judge other peo-
ple by whether they are trustworthy, ap-
proachable, and likeable (warm), and
whether they are capable, effective, and
worthy of respect (competent). People
perceived as both warm and competent
comprise societal reference groups, such
as middle-class whites, and they tend 
to be esteemed and respected in socie-
ty. In contrast, those perceived as low 
in warmth and high in competence con-
stitute envied out-groups, such as the
rich and certain middleman minorities.
Those deemed high on warmth but low
on competence de½ne pitied out-groups,
such as the elderly and disabled. Those
seen as neither warm nor competent 
are generally members of despised out-
groups, such as drug addicts and the
homeless. 

White racial stereotyping historically
placed African Americans in the despised
quadrant of low competence and low
warmth: lazy, stupid, unmotivated peo-
ple such as welfare queens, shiftless work-
ers, and petty criminals. Other black ste-
reotypes involve low competence and
high warmth (minstrels, mammies, Uncle
Toms) and high competence and low
warmth (sexual predators, violent crim-
inals). What historically has been miss-
ing in American social cognition has been
the placement of African Americans with-
in the zone of high competence and high
warmth. This situation seems to have
changed in recent years, however, and
black professionals are now esteemed
and respected in the social cognition of
white Americans.

Although the emergence of positive
black stereotypes is clearly progress, it
nonetheless entails a subtle process of
stereotyping by omission. In public dis-
cussions, whites tend to accentuate pos-
itive traits about African Americans
while omitting stereotypically negative

traits; yet this omission implies the
unspoken existence of these traits. 
The tendency to stereotype through
omission is strongest among persons
holding egalitarian attitudes–presum-
ably those who least want to appear
“racist” in discussing African Ameri-
cans. Whites also routinely engage in
stereo-subtyping, placing the smaller
number of educated, middle-class, and
professional blacks into the esteemed
category of high warmth and high com-
petence but relegating the much larger
number of poor African Americans to
the despised category of low warmth
and low competence. Such negative ste-
reotyping, however, is mitigated by ha-
bituation: that is, exposure to African
Americans through the media and daily
life brings familiarity and leads whites 
to evaluate blacks in terms of individual
traits rather than gross stereotypes. Oba-
ma garnered white support not only be-
cause he is a black professional, but also
because in the course of the campaign 
he became familiar and unthreatening.

People perceive the social world not
only in terms of explicit, conscious ste-
reotypes but also, as noted above, in terms
of implicit biases that are expressed auto-
matically and unconsciously. Although
explicitly held stereotypes have long been
known to affect behavior, research sug-
gests that implicit prejudices appear to
have greater power in predicting discrim-
inatory conduct.33 By virtue of growing
up and living in a society that is ½lled
with negative historical and contempo-
rary images of blacks, virtually all Ameri-
cans come to harbor implicit biases that
unconsciously affect judgments and de-
cisions in the social realm.

The prevalence of implicit, uncon-
scious, automatic biases helps explain
the nature of contemporary discrimina-
tion. Just as overtly racist attitudes are
consciously rejected by most white
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Americans, open discrimination against
African Americans has largely disap-
peared from private markets and pub-
lic spheres. One no longer encounters
“whites only” signs or placards stating
that “Blacks need not apply,” and Afri-
can Americans are not told, “Sorry, but
we do not sell to your kind.” Not only
are such actions illegal, but the expres-
sion of racist sentiments is no longer
publicly acceptable. 

Although racial discrimination is no
longer practiced openly, however, evi-
dence suggests that it has not disap-
peared but has gone underground to 
be expressed in surreptitious and subtle
ways that often are not directly observ-
able.34 Racial discrimination today is de-
tected through a methodology known as
the audit study, in which trained black
and white testers are sent into markets
to seek out proffered goods and services.
How testers are received in various mar-
kets is recorded over a number of trials
and compared by race to discern system-
atic differences in treatment. Numerous
audit studies have documented the per-
sistence of antiblack discrimination
in markets for real estate, credit, jobs,
goods, and services. Although discrimi-
nation may not be as intense or as open 
as it once was, it still exists.

To date there have been two major waves
of forward movement on civil rights in
the United States. The ½rst occurred dur-
ing the Civil War and Reconstruction,
when slavery was abolished and African
Americans achieved, for a brief time, sig-
ni½cant political representation, some-
thing approaching equal treatment under
the law, and substantial economic gains.
The second wave of civil rights progress
occurred during America’s “Second Re-
construction,” when landmark Supreme
Court decisions in the 1950s and legisla-
tion passed in the 1960s and 1970s elimi-

nated the basis for legal segregation in
the South, outlawed discrimination in
the North, and sought to deracialize
public policies throughout the nation. 
At the same time, social spending and
af½rmative action programs launched 
as part of Johnson’s War on Poverty
brought signi½cant economic progress
for African Americans. As with the ½rst
Reconstruction, however, these forward
steps sparked a white counterreaction
that substantially blunted black prog-
ress after 1980. 

Although progress toward racial equal-
ity may have stalled during the 1980s, the
election of the nation’s ½rst black presi-
dent in 2008 suggests that we may have
turned a corner. Overt racism still exists,
of course, but it is rapidly fading; and
while we cannot ignore the capacity of 
a dying racial order to wreak havoc and
violence as it disintegrates, principled
racism, open discrimination, and sys-
tematic exclusion are no longer the bar-
riers to black social and economic prog-
ress they once were. We are now enter-
ing a new, third wave of civil rights in
the United States. In this new age, the
tools used to advance racial equality in
the past are no longer appropriate and
may even be counterproductive. New
tools must be invented and applied if 
we are to move forward.

American race relations today are
quite different from those that pre-
vailed in the mid-twentieth century,
when racist attitudes were freely ex-
pressed and challenges to white suprem-
acy met by violent resistance. Under
these circumstances, social change
required direct, forceful actions such
as sit-ins, demonstrations, boycotts,
marches, rallies, prosecutions, and pun-
ishment. Today, however, open racism
is no longer tolerated, racial discrimi-
nation is subtle, and although changes 
to the racial status quo are opposed po-
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litically, race-neutral language has re-
placed violently racist rhetoric. Scholars
have conveyed the contradictory nature
of contemporary race relations using a
variety of labels: symbolic racism, mod-
ern racism, laissez-faire racism, color-
blind racism, and aversive racism.35

Whatever the label used, actions such 
as marching, demonstrating, prosecut-
ing, and punishing will be of little use in
expanding civil rights beyond this point.

Consider the realm of attitudes, for ex-
ample. Although some whites no doubt
remain “closet racists” who hold anti-
black views and oppose actions to ad-
vance racial equality without admitting
it publicly, most Americans consciously
reject racism and sincerely seek a “race-
blind” society, even though they may con-
tinue to harbor implicit racial prejudices.
In the domain of behavior, notwithstand-
ing a small population of racists who con-
tinue to openly discriminate against
blacks, many do not wish to discriminate;
they only do so under certain conditions
because of unconscious biases. Finally,
in the policy arena, although some white
policy-makers may consciously despise
African Americans and work to devise
policies intended to harm them, many
others support such discriminatory poli-
cies without consciously wishing to harm
blacks or without ever fully understand-
ing their racially disproportionate effects.

In sum, we have reached a point in
American society where race is expressed
subtly rather than overtly and where ra-
cial disadvantage is perpetuated in the
shadows rather than in the open. Such a
world requires a more judicious and re-
½ned politics of civil rights because the
overt injustices that called for protest,
boycott, and prosecution in the 1950s
and 1960s have largely vanished. Since
racial biases are now for the most part
implicit, and mechanisms of racial strat-
i½cation not readily observable, the pri-

mary goals in a new civil rights move-
ment should be to render implicit biases
explicit and to make transparent the
obscured mechanisms of racial discrim-
ination. In doing so, the intent should
not be to root out and shame the hid-
den racists among us or to denounce 
the racist intent behind public policies.
Rather, the goal should be to identify 
the unconscious biases and unintended
consequences and bring them to explic-
it attention for remedial action. Even if
some of the biases are conscious and the
consequences intended, direct attacks
will no longer work.

If we make the implicit biases that most
people hold explicit in a nonthreatening
way, and if we expose their dissonance
with stated principles, we can overcome
them.36 Humiliating or shaming people
for harboring implicit biases and uncon-
scious prejudices in a society where it is
dif½cult not to acquire them, through the
media and other sources, is inevitably
counterproductive and more likely to
produce resistance than change. Like-
wise, casting racist aspersions on sup-
porters of policies with racially dispa-
rate impacts will not influence the be-
havior of actual racists, but it may hurt
and offend those who are not and there-
by cause them to dig in their heels and
defend a policy line they might other-
wise have been persuaded to abandon.
The goal should be to change policies
and structure, not punish people. The
focus of civil rights action in the next
wave should be elucidation and persua-
sion rather than confrontation and
attack.

In translating these principles into
concrete policy actions, there are two
domains in which social science research
has clearly demonstrated the existence
of disproportionate impacts and implicit
biases: the criminal justice system and
U.S. markets. The racially dispropor-
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tionate effect of the shift from rehabili-
tation to punishment in criminal justice
is well documented, as are the huge costs
this disproportion imposes on both Afri-
can Americans and U.S. society in gener-
al. To combat discrimination, the con-
temporary civil rights movement must
make criminal justice reform a central
goal, demanding a repeal of legal gim-
micks such as three-strikes laws, manda-
tory minimum sentencing, and harsher
penalties for crack than for powdered
cocaine.

The persistence of signi½cant racial
discrimination in key U.S. markets is
also well documented. Audit studies not
only provide a means of measuring dis-
crimination, they also offer a relatively
cheap, easy, and legally valid way of en-
forcing antidiscrimination law. Up to
this point, however, studies have been
used only sporadically for civil rights
enforcement, usually by underfunded
nongovernmental organizations and
civil rights groups in speci½c local areas.
Court-ordered settlements have brought
some justice to individual plaintiffs, but
they have been too few and far between
to mitigate discrimination in American
markets.

A new civil rights movement should
therefore demand the creation of federal
programs to monitor levels of discrimi-
nation in key U.S. markets and take reme-
dial action on a routine basis. If a socie-
ty uses markets to allocate production,
distribute goods and services, generate
wealth, and produce income, then it is
incumbent upon government to ensure
that all citizens are able to compete free-
ly in all markets. Lack of equal access to
markets translates directly into a lack of
equal access to material well-being and
ultimately into socioeconomic inequal-
ity. Unfortunately, to secure passage of
the Civil Rights Acts of 1964, 1968, 1974,
and 1977 and circumvent a ½libuster,

most of the enforcement mechanisms
included in the original legislation were
stripped away. As a consequence, the fed-
eral government was largely disempow-
ered from playing an active role either in
uncovering discrimination in key mar-
kets or instigating actions to sanction
those engaging in discrimination. 

The existing body of civil rights law
must be updated to establish within the
U.S. Departments of Treasury, Labor,
Commerce, and Housing and Urban De-
velopment permanent of½ces authorized
to conduct regular audits in markets for
jobs, goods, services, credit, and housing
based on representative samples of mar-
ket providers. On the theory that at least
some of the discrimination identi½ed by
audits stems from implicit bias rather
than conscious discrimination, produc-
ers caught discriminating would not be
singled out for prosecution and public
shaming; instead, they simply would be
issued a ticket they could dismiss by pay-
ing a ½ne. Those wishing to contest the
ticket would have the right to challenge
the audit evidence in court, but author-
ities would seek strong sanctions only 
in cases where a systematic pattern and
practice of discrimination was uncov-
ered across multiple audits. Annual pub-
lication of audit results for the nation
and key regional markets would raise
awareness and educate the public about
the realities of discrimination; at the
same time, it would provide informa-
tion to federal authorities about where
to target future audits and enforcement
efforts. 

Finally, a revitalized civil rights move-
ment must return to and build on Lyndon
Johnson’s observation, “[I]t is not enough
just to open the gates of opportunity. All
our citizens must have the ability to walk
through those gates.” Here again, social
science research offers a clear basis for
policy action by increasing our national
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investment in early childhood education.
It is now well established that key cogni-
tive and noncognitive skills essential for
later learning are produced early in child-
hood, well before the beginning of for-
mal schooling. As economists James
Heckman and Dimitriy Masterov have
argued, “[S]chooling comes too late in
the life cycle of the child to be the main
locus of remediation for the disadvan-
taged. . . . [R]edirecting funds toward the

early years is a sound investment in the
productivity and safety of American so-
ciety, and also removes a powerful source
of inequality.”37 Although increasing
funding for preschool education may 
not seem like a civil rights policy, Afri-
can Americans would be clear bene½cia-
ries, and the evidence suggests it would
signi½cantly mitigate a major source of
racial inequality in the United States.
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I published The Declining Signi½cance of Race: Blacks
and Changing American Institutions thirty-two years
ago, in 1978.1 Given the furor and controversy over
the book immediately following its publication, I
did not anticipate that it would go on to become a
classic. Indeed, the book’s impact on the ½eld of
race and ethnic relations–its arguments have been
discussed in nearly eight hundred empirical re-
search articles, not to mention the nonempirical
studies–lends credence to the idea of productive
controversy and to George Bernard Shaw’s famous
dictum: “[I]t is better to be criticized and misun-
derstood than to be ignored.” My motivation for
this essay is to reflect on responses to the book
that claim to provide an empirical test of my the-
sis. In the process, I indicate the extent to which
important ½ndings have influenced my thinking
since the book’s publication.

The theoretical framework in The Declining Signi½-
cance of Race relates racial issues to the economic
and political arrangements of society. I argued that
changes in the system of production and in govern-
ment policies have affected, over time, black/white
access to rewards and privileges as well as racial
antagonisms. I advanced this framework to accom-
plish two major objectives: (1) to explain histori-
cal developments in U.S. race relations and (2) to
account for paradoxical changes in the black class
structure whereby, beginning in the last few de-
cades of the twentieth century, the social and eco-
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nomic conditions of the black poor
deteriorated while those of the black
middle class improved. 

In an elaboration of this framework, I
focused on three periods of American
race relations: the preindustrial period
of antebellum slavery and the early post-
bellum era; the industrial period that be-
gan in the last quarter of the nineteenth
century and ended at roughly the New
Deal era; and the modern industrial
post–World War II era. I pointed out
that whether one focuses on the way
race relations were structured by the
system of production, the polity, or both,
racial oppression–ranging from the ex-
ploitation of black labor by the business
class (including the plantation elite) to
the elimination of black competition for
economic, political, and social resources
by the white masses–was characteristic
of both the preindustrial and industrial
periods of American race relations.

However, I noted that despite the prev-
alence of various forms of racial oppres-
sion, the change from a preindustrial 
to an industrial system of production
enabled African Americans to increase
their economic and political resources.
The proliferation of jobs created by in-
dustrial expansion helped generate and
sustain the continuous mass migration
of blacks from the rural South to urban
centers, especially the cities of the North
and West. As the urban black population
grew and became more segregated, insti-
tutions and organizations in the African
American community also developed
alongside a business and professional
class af½liated with these institutions. 

Nonetheless, it was not until after
World War II (the modern industrial
period) that black class structure began
to take on some of the characteristics of
white class structure and that economic
class gradually became more important
than race in determining the life chances

of individual African Americans. Several
historical shifts accounted for these devel-
opments. In the preindustrial and indus-
trial periods, the basis of racial inequality
was primarily economic; in most situa-
tions, the state was merely an instrument
to reinforce patterns of race relations
that grew out of the social relations of
production.2 Except for the brief period
of fluid race relations in the North from
1870 to 1890, the state was a major instru-
ment of racial oppression. 

State intervention designed to promote
racial equality, together with the recipro-
cal relationship between the polity and
the economy, has characterized the mod-
ern industrial period. Indeed, it is dif½-
cult to determine which factor has been
more important in shaping race relations
since World War II. Economic expansion
facilitated black movement from the ru-
ral areas of the South to the industrial
centers and created job opportunities
leading to greater occupational differen-
tiation in the African American commu-
nity, as an increasing percentage of blacks
moved into semiskilled and skilled blue-
collar positions and white-collar posi-
tions. At the same time, government in-
tervention (in response to the pressures
of increased black political resources and
the civil rights protest movements) re-
moved many arti½cial discrimination
barriers with municipal, state, and feder-
al civil rights legislation. Moreover, state
intervention contributed to the more lib-
eral racial policies of the nation’s labor
unions with protective union legislation.
These combined economic and political
changes created a pattern of black occu-
pational upgrading that resulted, for ex-
ample, in a substantial decline of African
Americans in low-paying service jobs,
unskilled labor, and farm jobs.

Given greater occupational differentia-
tion, some aspects of structural economic
change have resulted in a closer associa-
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tion between black occupational mobili-
ty and class af½liation. Access to higher-
paying jobs is increasingly based on edu-
cational criteria–a situation that distin-
guishes the modern industrial period
from earlier systems of production and
that has made the position of the black
poor more precarious. In other words,
the rapid growth of the corporate and
government sectors has created a seg-
mented labor market that currently pro-
vides vastly different mobility opportu-
nities for different segments of the Afri-
can American population. On the one
hand, poorly trained and educationally
limited African Americans have seen
their job prospects increasingly limited
to low-wage sector jobs, they have faced
rising rates of unemployment and non-
labor-force participation, and they have
endured slower movements out of pov-
erty. On the other hand, trained and edu-
cated African Americans have experi-
enced increased job opportunities in the
corporate and government sectors as a
result of the expansion of white-collar
positions and the pressures of state af-
½rmative action programs.

Accordingly, the mobility pattern of
blacks is consistent with the view that in
the modern industrial period, economic
class has become more important than
race in predetermining job placement
and occupational mobility for African
Americans. In the economic realm, the
black experience has moved historically
from economic racial oppression experi-
enced by virtually all African Americans
to the economic subordination of the
black poor. As a result, a deepening eco-
nomic schism has developed in the Afri-
can American community, with the
black poor falling further and further
behind higher-income blacks.

Moreover, the center of racial conflict
has shifted from the industrial sector to
the sociopolitical order. Neither the 

low-wage sector nor the corporate and
government sectors provide the basis for
the kind of interracial job competition
and conflict that plagued the economic
order in previous years. The absorption
of blacks into industrial unions and the
federal government’s protective union
legislation effectively negated manage-
ment’s ability to undercut the demands
of white workers for higher wages by
replacing them with black workers. The
traditional racial struggles for power and
privilege have largely shifted away from
the economic sector and are now con-
centrated in the sociopolitical order, as
racial tensions have more to do with ra-
cial competition for public schools, mu-
nicipal political systems, and residential
areas than with competition for jobs.
Although these developments within 
the sociopolitical order also affect the
ultimate life chances of African Ameri-
cans, their respective impact on social
mobility opportunities is not as great as
racial competition and antagonisms in
the economic sector. 

Thus, the original argument, as out-
lined in The Declining Signi½cance of Race,
was not that race is no longer signi½cant
or that racial barriers between blacks
and whites have been eliminated. Rather,
in comparing the contemporary situation
of African Americans to their situation
in the past, the diverging experiences of
blacks along class lines indicate that race
is no longer the primary determinant of
life chances for blacks (in the way it had
been historically). 

In a paper reflecting on the critical
reaction to The Declining Signi½cance of
Race immediately following publica-
tion of the book, the late sociologist
Robin M. Williams, Jr., pointed out:

Despite the author’s explicit quali½cations
and speci½cations, some critics seem to
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miss one of the author’s central points:
that both racial discrimination and class
position importantly affect life-chances
and that it is the changing character of the
interaction of the two structural conditions
that is critical for understanding the pres-
ent situation. The increasing differentials
within the black population in income,
education, occupational prestige, and
power-authority seem clear beyond dis-
pute. That past-institutionalized racism
has powerfully shaped these differentials 
is equally plain, as is the fact that large
average interracial differentials continue 
to exist. What Wilson argues is only that
economic class has become more impor-
tant than race in determining job place-
ment and occupational mobility, as sig-
nalized by the growth of a black middle
class concurrently with the crystalliza-
tion of a disproportionately large black
underclass.3

As Williams indicates, my basic argu-
ment, including its underlying thesis–
regarding the effect of economic and po-
litical changes on the shifting relative im-
portance of race and class in black occu-
pational mobility and job placement–
is largely unaddressed in the many hun-
dreds of studies responding to The De-
clining Signi½cance of Race. For example,
many of the articles whose titles play on
the phrase “the declining signi½cance of
race” focus on issues that do not relate 
to my speci½c arguments–issues such
as environmental racial inequality, skin
tone differentials, mate selection, Amer-
ica’s drug crisis, capital punishment, and
psychological well-being and quality of
life.4 Others discuss residential segrega-
tion, school racial composition, and dis-
crimination in public places without re-
lating reported ½ndings to my arguments
regarding the shift in the concentration
of racial antagonisms from the econom-
ic sector to the sociopolitical order.5

Of the universe of empirical studies
that claim to respond to The Declining
Signi½cance of Race, I would like to high-
light the high-quality publications that
correctly address my thesis–including
studies that fundamentally uphold or
provide partial support for my arguments
as well as those that challenge my basic
claims. In the process, I will show how
some of these studies have led me to re-
vise or extend parts of my basic thesis,
especially as it pertains to race and in-
terracial relations today. 

In her important book Facing Up to the
American Dream, Harvard political scien-
tist Jennifer Hochschild states, “One has
not really succeeded in America unless
one can pass on the chance for success to
one’s children.”6 She highlights research
on the occupational attainments and
mobility of blacks revealing that, as late
as 1960, there was no evidence to suggest
that the effect of economic class position
could rival the effect of race in terms of
blacks’ achievements in occupation and
income. Race, or skin color, was such 
a powerful factor in life that it clearly
trumped class. As Hochschild puts it,
blacks “‘experienced a perverse sort of
egalitarianism’–neither the disadvan-
tages of poverty nor the advantages of
wealth made much difference in what
they could achieve or pass on to their
children. Discrimination swamped 
everything else.” However, beginning in
the early 1960s, she argues, class began
to affect career and generational mobil-
ity for blacks as it had done regularly 
for whites: “Well-off black men thus
could begin for the ½rst time in Ameri-
can history to expect their success to
persist and accumulate. Since 1973 
these trends have continued, although
less dramatically.”7

The research that Hochschild cites
includes an important study by sociolo-
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gist Michael Hout of the University of
California, Berkeley.8 Analyzing data on
intergenerational and intragenerational
mobility of black men from the Occupa-
tional Changes in a Generation surveys
of 1962 and 1973, Hout found support for
arguments advanced in The Declining Sig-
ni½cance of Race. More speci½cally, he re-
vealed that between 1962 and 1973, class
signi½cantly affected intragenerational
mobility for African Americans–a phe-
nomenon similar to class effects among
whites. As class differences in intergener-
ational mobility increased, African Amer-
ican men from the most advantaged 
socioeconomic backgrounds experi-
enced the greatest upward mobility.9

Although Hout’s ½ndings are impor-
tant, as sociologists Arthur Sakamoto
and Jessie M. Tzeng explain, they “gen-
erally pertain to the period immediately
before and after the civil rights move-
ment”; therefore, they do not cover the
wide temporal span of The Declining Sig-
ni½cance of Race, “which is about changes
across broad historical periods.”10 By
analyzing the 1940 and 1990 Public Use
Microdata Sample (pums) data sets (a
large, nationally representative sample
of the occupational attainment of black
and white males in all sectors of the la-
bor force), Sakamoto and Tzeng were
able to test my thesis over a broader time
span.11 They found that whereas race was
generally more important than class in
determining occupational attainment
among blacks during the industrial peri-
od of 1940, class was clearly more impor-
tant than race in determining occupation-
al attainment among black men during
the modern industrial period of 1990.
Indeed, their results “indicate that the
net disadvantage of being black is sub-
stantially greater in the industrial period
than in the modern industrial period.”12

More speci½cally, after controlling for
labor-force experience, schooling, and

region, Sakamoto and Tzeng found that
the effect of race was smaller in 1990
than in 1940 for every level of education
and sector attainment investigated. Fur-
thermore, when comparing the impact
of education with that of being black,
they found that for the vast majority of
black men in 1940, the racial disadvan-
tage was greater in absolute value than
the effect of education was; in 1990, how-
ever, the reverse was true: education was
a much more signi½cant factor than be-
ing black. Finally, class effects–in terms
of relative educational attainment–sub-
stantially increased over this time span
for black men. “These results,” state
Sakamoto and Tzeng, “support Wilson’s
thesis of the declining signi½cance of
race, and they are consistent with his
claim that in the modern industrial pe-
riod after the civil rights movement,
‘economic class position [is] more im-
portant than race in determining black
chances for occupational mobility.’”13

Nonetheless, this comparison over
broad historical periods should not lead
us to overlook changes in the relative
importance of race and class within the
current modern or postindustrial period.
Here, I would include changes that nar-
row or increase the role that either race
or class plays in black occupational ad-
vancement. On this connection, Michael
Hout’s signi½cant 1984 ½ndings revealed
that public-sector employment “provid-
ed more high and middle-class occupa-
tions for black men than did the private
sector employment” and therefore played
“an important role in both occupational
upgrading among blacks and the emer-
gence of class cleavages within the black
population.”14 In The Declining Signi½cance
of Race, I did not highlight the relative
contribution of the government sector
and the corporate sector to black occu-
pational gains. Given Hout’s ½ndings
(and his subsequent research on this is-
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sue, as discussed below), if I were writing
The Declining Signi½cance of Race today, I
would not only place greater emphasis
on black gains in the public sector and
the major role of the polity in the crys-
tallization of a black class structure, I
would also underline the role and impor-
tance of af½rmative action programs. In
the process, I would discuss the impact
of a possible contraction in government
employment as well as waning public
support for af½rmative action on the oc-
cupational mobility of the more advan-
taged and educated African Americans,
issues to which I now turn.

Using data from the Current Population
Survey, sociologist Melvin E. Thomas
demonstrated that “contrary to the as-
sumption of the declining signi½cance 
of race thesis, blacks with higher levels
of education were found to be worse off
than less educated, lower status blacks
when compared to similar whites.”15 I
½nd two shortcomings with Thomas’s
treatment of my thesis. First, Thomas
failed to disaggregate the data to show
comparisons between younger and older
educated blacks. Second, he neglected
to mention that in the second edition 
of The Declining Signi½cance of Race (pub-
lished in 1980), I referred to the signi½-
cant income gap between all college-
educated African Americans and all col-
lege-educated whites that still exists,
noting that this ½nding was largely a
consequence of the substantially lower
incomes of older educated blacks. 

Denied the opportunity to move into
higher paying occupations when they
graduated from college, or discouraged
from pursuing such careers, older black
college graduates tend to be concentrated
in lower-paying ½elds such as teaching,
social welfare, and segregated services;
they were rarely employed as executives
or professionals in large corporations

when they entered the labor market. By
contrast, younger educated blacks are
now entering, and are encouraged to en-
ter, ½nance, accounting, management,
chemistry, engineering, and computer
science–½elds from which they were
deterred previously. I quoted a 1978 paper
by Clifton Wharton, then chancellor of
the State University of New York, who
stated, “[I]n 1966, 45 percent of all black
college graduates were majoring in edu-
cation, today only 26 percent are. In 1966
only 5 percent of the Blacks were study-
ing business, today 18 percent are.”16

I also stated that prior to the 1970s,
African American men more often en-
rolled in education programs than in pro-
grams that prepare students for higher-
paying corporate jobs, such as business
or accounting. For all these reasons, the
incomes of older educated black males
lag signi½cantly behind the incomes 
of comparable white males, whereas
younger college-educated black males
had approached income parity with 
their white counterparts.

Recognizing the need to focus on
younger educated blacks in the post–
civil rights period to provide “an appro-
priate test of the declining signi½cance 
of race within the black middle class,”
sociologists In Soo Son, Suzanne W.
Model, and Gene A. Fisher examined
“interracial differences in the net effect 
of higher education among young work-
ers who entered the labor market after
the mid-1960s.” Analyzing data from 
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics
(psid) from 1968 to 1981 on the occu-
pational mobility and earnings attain-
ment of young black and white males,
the authors found “evidence of class
polarization among blacks in the era 
following the 1960s’ antidiscrimination
legislation.” In 1974, blacks lacking a
high school diploma earned 57 percent 
of what black college graduates earned,
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while the ½gure for comparable whites
was 65 percent. By 1981, blacks without 
a high school diploma earned only 36.6
percent of what blacks with a college
degree earned, while the analogous ratio
for the two groups of whites declined
only to 58.5 percent.17

Moreover, Son, Model, and Fisher
found not only that African American
men without a high school degree con-
sistently earn the smallest proportion of
comparably educated whites’ incomes,
but they were the only group that expe-
rienced a decline in their absolute real
dollar earnings, bringing their 1981 earn-
ings to only two-thirds that of their white
counterparts. Black high school gradu-
ates’ earnings were slightly better in both
absolute and relative terms, with an earn-
ings gap that increased 7 percent between
1974 and 1981. By contrast, the progress
of black college graduates was substan-
tially greater, with incomes that changed
from fewer than 6 percent of compara-
ble whites’ incomes in 1974 to matching
the income of their white counterparts
in 1981. Even more spectacular, “[B]lack
college graduates obtain more prestigious
posts than their white counterparts.”18

These ½ndings are consistent with the
data I presented on the black/white in-
come gap of younger college graduates
in the second edition of The Declining
Signi½cance of Race. 

Despite the progress of educated blacks,
Son, Model, and Fisher warned: “[T]he
racial parity achieved by young college-
educated blacks in the 1970s will be main-
tained only if the government’s commit-
ment to af½rmative action does not slack-
en. Ideological and economic pressures
to reduce federal spending, coupled with
a tighter business environment, could
easily lead to fewer opportunities for
blacks.”19 Sociologist Marshall I. Pomer
reached a similar conclusion. In his 1986
article on intragenerational mobility

based on a subset of the data used by
Hout, he stated: “Opportunities for
blacks were best in the public sector
where the observed rate of intrasector
upward mobility was actually higher 
for blacks than for whites. . . . Since the
public sector offers the most opportu-
nity for black advancement, reductions
in government employment are likely to
be especially detrimental to blacks.”20

A 1996 study by A. Silvia Cancio, T.
David Evans, and David J. Maume pre-
sents data suggesting that these concerns
were justi½ed. The authors also appropri-
ately pointed out that “aggregate black/
white earnings are invalid because older
Blacks presently earn less than whites
because of past discrimination practices”
and concluded that a comparison of the
salaries of young workers would be the
“most appropriate test of the signi½cance
of race in the modern industrial period.”
Using psid data from 1976 and 1985, they
found that the effect of race, after control-
ling for other variables, increased during
this period, and that the proportion of
the racial gap in hourly wages due to dis-
crimination (that is, after racial differ-
ences in measured quali½cations were
taken into account) also increased dur-
ing this time span. Thus, they argued,
“[T]he government’s retreat from anti-
discrimination initiatives in the 1980s re-
sulted in organizational discrimination
against blacks and contributed to the
reversal in the postwar trend toward
racial parity in earnings.”21

Cancio, Evans, and Maume observed
that until 1980, my arguments of observ-
able racial progress are essentially correct.
However, they stated: “Wilson gave no
indication that he expected the long run
trend toward racial parity in earnings to
reverse in the 1980s. But that is what has
happened to young cohorts.”22 In the
epilogue to my book’s second edition, I
acknowledged that vigorous af½rmative
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action programs may still be needed in
the immediate future “because it is dif½-
cult to determine if the gains that younger
educated blacks are experiencing in entry
level positions will be reflected in promo-
tions to higher level jobs in later years.”
But I went on to say: “[A]t this point
there is also reason to believe that trained
and educated blacks, like trained and
educated whites, will continue to enjoy
the advantages and privileges of their
class status. It appears that the powerful
political and social movement against
job discrimination will mitigate against
any effective and systematic movement
to exclude quali½ed blacks.”23 I noted
that the real issue is improving the plight
of the black lower class, whose condi-
tions have not been addressed by pro-
grams like af½rmative action.

The research by Cancio and her col-
leagues suggests that my optimism con-
cerning the movement against job dis-
crimination was unfounded: “Events in
the 1980s proved that African Americans
cannot take for granted the political com-
mitments to af½rmative action and equal
opportunity legislation. . . . Our results
suggest that a waning devotion to these
ideals negatively affected the earnings
of Black workers.”24 Their research clear-
ly underscores the importance of the
strength and direction of future govern-
ment efforts to promote racial equality.
They also point to the need for careful
longitudinal studies to understand fully
the racial differences in career dynamics: 

Blacks and Whites are more likely to be
paid equally at the beginning of their ca-
reers. Research that observes people at 
the beginning of their work and examines
race differences as they move through the
stages of a career . . . will shed needed light
on the experiences of Blacks within orga-
nizations. Moreover, it is important to com-
pare cohorts who started their careers in

different decades, as government policies
on the labor market have changed over
time. If these policies affect careers at their
starting points, does their impact last into
mid- and late-careers similarly for Whites
and Blacks?25

For the present essay, in the absence 
of longitudinal studies, I examined co-
horts of male workers ages twenty-½ve
to twenty-nine at ten-year intervals,
using ½gures from the Current Popula-
tion Survey comparable to the 1977 ½g-
ures originally reported in the second
edition of The Declining Signi½cance of
Race. I found that the black/white earn-
ings ratio for college graduates declined
signi½cantly from 1977 to 1987 (blacks
who graduated from college earned 93
percent as much as their white counter-
parts in 1977, but by 1987, that ratio had
dropped to 73.2 percent). The ratio in-
creased by 9 percentage points between
1987 and 1997 (from 73.2 percent to 82.5),
then decreased by 2.9 percent from 1997
to 2007 (from 82.5 percent to 79.6 per-
cent). Thus, despite some improvements
during the 1990s, by 2007, the income
ratio of young black college-educated
males was signi½cantly below the ratio
of 1977.26

Finally, in 1995, political scientist
Theodore J. Davis presented ½ndings 
on the consequences of race and class
interaction for both upward and down-
ward mobility. Using data from the 1972
to 1989 Cumulative General Social Sur-
vey, Davis found that although there is
some evidence of a very gradual decline
in the role of race in influencing occu-
pational attainment in the 1980s, and
although both black and white males
experienced intergenerational occupa-
tional upward mobility in the 1980s,
black males were also more likely than
white males to experience downward
occupational mobility.27
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Given the research discussed in this
section, I reiterate a point I made earlier:
if I were writing The Declining Signi½cance
of Race today, I would place greater em-
phasis not only on the role of the public
sector in accounting for black occupa-
tional mobility, but also on the impor-
tance of sustained public support for anti-
discrimination programs, including af-
½rmative action, to ensure that the gains
continue or, at the least, are not reversed.
However, I also need to address another
aspect of “the declining signi½cance of
race” thesis–namely, class changes with-
in the African American community.

One of the basic arguments of The
Declining Signi½cance of Race is that there
has been a deepening economic schism
as reflected in a widening gap between
lower-income and higher-income black
families. In light of more recent data,
not only has the family income gap
between poorer and better-off African
Americans continued to widen, but the
situation of the bottom ½fth of black
families has deteriorated since 1975 
(see Table 1). 

In 2007, 45.6 percent of all poor blacks
had incomes below 50 percent of the
poverty line.28 Overall, poor black fam-
ilies fell below the poverty line by an
average of $9,266 in 2007, a depth of
poverty exceeding that of all other racial/
ethnic groups in the United States.29
Regardless of the reversal of the relative
income gains of younger educated blacks
reported in the previous section, the gap
between the haves and have-nots in the
African American population continues
to grow.

Research also indicates that “higher
socioeconomic status Blacks have more
White neighbors, fewer poor neighbors,
and live in neighborhoods with higher
housing values.”30 This fact is important
because one’s neighborhood controls ac-

cess to jobs and schools, and even expo-
sure to violence. Using individual-level
data from the geocoded version of the
psid for the years 1970, 1980, 1990, and
2001 to correspond with the decadal cen-
suses, urban planner Lance Freeman
found that higher socioeconomic status
among African Americans is generally
associated with greater integration and
improved locational outcomes. 

The strength of these relationships,
however, did not increase between 1970
and 2000. “Class does matter,” Freeman
states. “Higher status Blacks generally
live in higher-status neighborhoods and
those with more Whites. But the impor-
tance of class has not increased since
1970. The determinants of spatial out-
comes for Blacks have been remarkably
durable at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury. . . . It appears that Blacks will have 
to achieve upward mobility in other do-
mains, such as education, before achiev-
ing widespread access to higher-status
and White neighborhoods.”31 Reaching
this goal may be more of a challenge for
black males than for black females.

Indeed, what has also changed since I
wrote The Declining Signi½cance of Race is
that the black class structure increasing-
ly reflects gender differences, especially
among younger blacks, as males have
fallen behind females on a number of
socioeconomic indicators: employment
rates, high school completion rates, and
average income, with some of the sharp-
est discrepancies at the lower end of the
income hierarchy.32 Black women have
also far outpaced black men in college
completion in recent years. Despite the
fact that the gender gap in college degree
attainment is increasing across all racial
groups, with women generally exceeding
men in rates of college completion, this
discrepancy is particularly acute among
African Americans. That gap has wid-
ened steadily over the past twenty-½ve
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years. In 1979, for every 100 bachelor’s
degrees earned by black men, 144 were
earned by black women. In 2006 to 2007,
for every 100 bachelor’s degrees con-
ferred on black men, 196 were conferred
on black women–nearly a two-to-one
ratio. To put this gap into a larger con-
text, for every 100 bachelor’s degrees
earned by white men and every 100
earned by Hispanic men, white women
earned 130 and Hispanic women earned
158, respectively (see Table 2). The gap
widens higher up on the educational 
ladder. For every 100 master’s degrees
and 100 doctorates earned by black
men, black women earned 255 and 193,
respectively. These ratios have huge im-
plications for the social organization of
the black community. If present trends
continue, future discussion of the black
class structure will have to include a
gender component to show the increas-
ing proportion of black women and de-

creasing proportion of black men in
higher socioeconomic positions.

In the epilogue to the second edition of
The Declining Signi½cance of Race, I argued
that a conclusion one could draw from
my book was “that the sole concentra-
tion on policy programs dealing with ra-
cial bias makes it dif½cult for blacks to
recognize how their fortune is inextri-
cably connected with the structure and
the functioning of the modern American
economy.”33 In concluding the epilogue,
I wrote: “Supporters of basic economic
reform can only hope that in the 1980s
the needs and interests of the black poor
(as well as those of the other minority
poor and the white poor) will no longer
be underrepresented in serious public
discussions, policies, and programs.”34

These statements were influenced by my
sense at the time that while race-specif-
ic programs like af½rmative action had
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Table 1
Average Income of Black Families by Income Group

1975 1985 1995 2005 2007

1975–2007 
(changes in

dollars)

1975–2007
(percent
change)

Lowest
Fifth $8,939 $7,284 $7,463 $7,784 $8,143 -$796 -8.9%

Second
Fifth 18,533 17,833 20,073 22,085 23,384 4,851 26.2

Middle
Fifth 30,650 30,832 35,022 35,842 40,278 9,628 31.4

Fourth
Fifth 46,095 49,396 55,408 61,407 64,573 18,478 40.1

Highest
Fifth 78,031 90,902 111,767 129,002 132,565 54,534 69.9

Top 5 
Percent 106,908 131,672 183,471 212,818 220,916 114,008 106.6

All ½gures reported in 2007 dollars. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2008 Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, Table F-3, “Mean Income Received by Each Fifth and Top 5 Percent of 
Families.” 



elevated and would continue to improve
the employment prospects of trained
and highly educated blacks, they had 
not enhanced the employment oppor-
tunities of the black poor. I felt there-
fore that the focus should shift to more
class-based, race-neutral programs. I 
no longer support this view. Recogniz-
ing that a detailed discussion of policy
options would require far more space
than that allocated for this article, I
would like to conclude with a brief dis-
cussion of why both race-speci½c and
race-neutral–including class-based–
programs must be strongly emphasized
and pursued to combat racial inequality.

As I indicated earlier, many studies
claim to address or challenge “the de-
clining signi½cance of race” thesis by
presenting data on residential segrega-
tion, racial composition in schools, and
discrimination in public places without
relating the ½ndings to my argument
that the concentration of racial antago-
nisms has shifted from the economic
sector to the sociopolitical order. One
notable exception is Jonathan Rieder,

whose 1985 book, Canarsie: The Jews and
Italians of Brooklyn Against Liberalism, dis-
cusses the racial antagonisms of Jews
and Italians against inner-city blacks in
Brooklyn and relates the conflict to my
central theme regarding the increasing
centrality of racial conflict that origi-
nates “in the sphere of consumption
rather than of production.” In other
words, his ½eld research supported the
idea that “competition between blacks
and whites has moved from the sphere
of jobs to the enjoyment of public goods,
like schools and entitlements.”35

The research discussed in the previous
section suggests that the white backlash
against racial entitlements such as af½rma-
tive action, which is so clearly described
in Rieder’s book, contributed to the gov-
ernment’s retreat from antidiscrimina-
tion policies during the 1980s, a retreat
that may have influenced hiring and pro-
motion decisions in the corporate sector
as well. It should come as no surprise that
waning support for af½rmative action
programs would have an adverse effect
on blacks, especially more advantaged
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Table 2
Gender Imbalance in Higher Education: Number of Degrees Earned by Women for Every 
One Hundred Degrees Earned by Men, Academic Year 2006–2007

Non-Hispanic
White

Non-Hispanic 
Black

Hispanic Asian/Paci½c
Islander

Associate’s
Degrees 158 225 171 141

Bachelor’s
Degrees 130 196 158 122

Master’s 
Degrees 167 255 185 122

Doctoral 
Degrees 124 193 129 108

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Post-
secondary Education Data System, Fall 2007, Completions component.



blacks. A number of empirical studies
have revealed signi½cant differences in
the family and neighborhood environ-
ments of blacks and whites that are un-
derstated when standard measures of
socioeconomic status are employed.
Take, for example, the question of fam-
ily background. Even when white par-
ents and black parents report the same
average income, white parents have 
substantially more assets than do 
black parents. 

Whites with the same amount of
schooling as blacks usually attend better
high schools and colleges. Furthermore,
children’s test scores are affected not only
by the social and economic status of their
parents but also by the social and econom-
ic status of their grandparents, meaning
that it could take several generations be-
fore adjustments in socioeconomic in-
equality produce their full bene½ts. Thus,
if we were to rely solely on the standard
criteria for college admission, such as
sat scores, even many children from
black middle-income families would 
be denied admission in favor of middle-
income whites, who are not weighed
down by the accumulation of disadvan-
tages that stem from racial restrictions
and who, therefore, tend to score high-
er on the sat and similar conventional
tests. For all these reasons, the success 
of younger educated blacks remains heav-
ily dependent on af½rmative action pro-
grams, whereby more flexible criteria 
of evaluation are used to gauge poten-
tial to succeed.

The policy implications are obvious.
Race-speci½c policies like af½rmative ac-
tion will be required for the foreseeable
future to ensure the continued mobility
of educated blacks. But af½rmative action
programs are not designed to address the
problems of poor blacks, which require
greater emphasis on demand-side solu-
tions, such as creating tight labor mar-

kets in which employers are looking for
workers rather than workers looking for
employers.

At the time of this writing, the nation
is plagued with one of the highest unem-
ployment rates since the Great Depres-
sion, affecting all racial and ethnic groups
in the United States. For almost ½ve de-
cades, the black/white unemployment
ratio was 2.0 or greater, which means
that the black unemployment rate was at
least twice that of the white unemploy-
ment rate in both good and bad econom-
ic times. What is unique about the cur-
rent economic crisis is that the unem-
ployment rate has surged for both blacks
and whites. Since December 2009, the
black/white unemployment ratio has
fallen below 2.0. The ratio was 1.87 in
October 2010 and 1.88 in November
2010.36

This scenario presents a dilemma for
the Obama administration, which has
publicly acknowledged the need to com-
bat racial inequality. Given the upsurge
in unemployment among all racial groups,
including whites, it would be politically
prudent for the president to advance pro-
grams that address nationwide jobless-
ness. However, a strong case could be
made for introducing programs that are
designed to combat unemployment in
the highest areas of joblessness, includ-
ing a mix of private- and public-sector
initiatives. For example, in black inner
cities, where the number of very low-
skilled individuals vastly exceeds the
number of low-skill jobs, a healthy dose
of public-sector job creation is needed.
This approach would also apply, say, in
white and Hispanic areas that feature
high rates of joblessness.

The point is that a continuous struggle
is needed to address the problems of ra-
cial inequality–some calling for race-
based solutions, like af½rmative action,
others calling for class-based solutions,
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such as programs to increase employ-
ment in areas with the highest rates of
joblessness. Accordingly, if I were writ-
ing The Declining Signi½cance of Race to-
day, I would provide more balance in 
my policy recommendations by placing

much greater emphasis on the need to
strongly and continuously embrace, as well
as advance, both race- and class-based
solutions to address life chances for 
people of color.
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Disparities between blacks and whites are per-
sistent features of American society.1 On many
measures, blacks as a group perform worse than
whites, and the trends are discouraging. These dis-
parities, continuing reminders of America’s trou-
bled history of racial discrimination, clash with
American ideals about equality, opportunity, and
social mobility. Discussing these disparities is
painful because American public policy has been
so wrong in the past. The institution of slavery,
the all-too-slow dismantling of segregation in the
South and discriminatory practices elsewhere,
prevented ready acceptance of blacks into main-
stream American society. When the civil rights
movement ½nally goaded the United States into
abolishing state-sanctioned discrimination, inte-
gration of African Americans into the economy
accelerated. Black economic status surged in the
late 1960s and early 1970s, with especially rapid
progress in the previously segregated South.2

The success of the civil rights movement in re-
versing state-sanctioned discrimination gave rise
to the hope that active government intervention 
in the economy, schools, and the courts could pro-
duce full equality for blacks in the larger society.
Some forty years later, despite the visible success
of an elite group within the black population, the
economic and social progress of a large segment 
of African Americans has lagged. If anything, of½-
cial statistics overstate the progress of African
American males.3
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Why have the hopes of the civil rights
movement not been realized? What can
we learn from this stalled progress about
how public policy should respond? In
light of evidence amassed since the 1960s,
are the challenges to making headway in
economic and social arenas distinctive
to African Americans, or are they the
consequences of common forces that
operate equally on all Americans?

Black America has a unique history
and now faces unique challenges. How-
ever, as William Julius Wilson has wisely
observed,4 the ½rst-order problems fac-
ing African Americans in contemporary
society are shared by many other groups.
In particular, the shortfalls in achieve-
ment in the twenty-½rst century among
all groups stem from shortfalls in skills
–including education and on-the-job
training as well as cognitive and person-
ality traits–not in the rewards accorded
those skills.

Global economic forces challenge un-
skilled persons of all races and ethnicities.
Secular trends in trade and technology
have boosted the demand for skilled la-
bor. Yet the supply of skills has respond-
ed slowly. The percentage of Americans
with college degrees is the highest in his-
tory, yet the high school dropout rate,
properly counted, has increased in the
past forty years.5 American society is di-
viding into affluent haves and underpriv-
ileged have-nots, with differences in skills
accounting for most of the disparity. For
Americans of all racial and ethnic groups,
the supply of skills has responded slowly
to shifts in market demand. The response
is particularly slow for African American
males.

About the same time he was promot-
ing the 1964 Civil Rights Act, President
Lyndon Johnson launched the War on
Poverty. The programs created by that
initiative recognized the importance of
enhancing skills for reducing poverty.

Many of the War on Poverty programs
and policies designed to boost skills
failed.6 Our understanding of which
skills are important and how to foster
them effectively has improved greatly
since the 1960s. However, many who
advocate skill enhancement programs 
to close racial gaps continue to support
unsuccessful approaches. Just as we 
need to reexamine the sources of racial
inequality in contemporary American
society, we also need to rethink our
strategies for promoting skills.

Public policy to promote skills must
reckon with three essential truths, which
have been distilled from a large body of
research conducted in the wake of the
War on Poverty. First, success in life re-
quires more than cognition and intelli-
gence: soft skills are important, too. Con-
scientiousness, perseverance, sociability,
and other essential character traits mat-
ter a great deal, though they are largely
neglected in devising and evaluating pol-
icies to reduce inequality.

Second, skill formation is a dynamic,
synergistic process. Skills beget skills;
they cross-foster and promote each other.
A perseverant, curious child learns more,
and early achievement fosters later suc-
cess. Advantages cumulate. Young chil-
dren are flexible and adaptable in ways
that adolescents and adults are not. Pre-
venting de½cits from arising in early
childhood is much easier than remediat-
ing them later. The War on Poverty took 
a scattershot approach to fostering the
skills of disadvantaged persons and did
not target the early years, where skill-pro-
moting interventions are most effective.

Third, families play an essential role 
in shaping their children’s abilities. The
family plants and nourishes the seed that
grows into the successful student and
adult. Skill formation starts in the womb.
Early childhood lays the foundation for
the rest of life. Substantial gaps in abili-
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ties between the advantaged and the dis-
advantaged form before children enter
school. Unequal as they are, American
schools do little to widen or narrow the
gaps. We need to take into account the
knowledge that has accrued since the
1960s about the powerful role of the fam-
ily in shaping the skills children have as
adults. 

Across all racial and ethnic groups, the
American family is under strain.7 This
reality has substantial implications for
the next generation. More than 40 per-
cent of all American children are born
out of wedlock; more than 12 percent
live in families where the mother has
never married. Such families have few-
er ½nancial and parenting resources for
child development. It is well document-
ed that on many outcomes, the children
of lone-parent families perform worse
than those of dual-parent families.8 Any
effective policy to foster skills must rec-
ognize the importance of the family, the
mechanisms through which families cre-
ate child skills, and the stress under which
many families operate.

In 1965, when politician and sociologist
Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote his fa-
mous analysis of the state of the African
American family (dubbed the Moynihan
Report), roughly 26 percent of all African
American children were born out of wed-
lock.9 (The ½gure is now 72 percent.) He
met a venomous reception and was false-
ly charged with “blaming the victim”
because he pointed out the adverse con-
sequences for children born out of wed-
lock. For years, to discuss the family as 
a contributor to black disparity was con-
sidered politically incorrect. Fortunately,
and due in no small part to the writings
of William Julius Wilson, it is now possi-
ble to discuss this delicate issue.10

Moynihan used strong language and
focused on “the pathology of the Negro
family,” an unfortunate choice of words

that obscured an important insight. Moy-
nihan’s writings apply more generally to
all American families. Dysfunctional fam-
ilies, which are increasingly prevalent in
many quarters of American society, often
produce dysfunctional children and great-
ly contribute to social inequality.

In 2011, the problems many African
Americans face are also confronted by
other Americans. Acknowledging this
fact reframes the policy discussion and
helps move past traditional flash points.
Indeed, many American children across
all races and ethnicities are in the same
sinking boat. Policies that recognize the
importance of the early childhood years,
the central role of the family in produc-
ing skills, and the importance of skills
other than those measured by achieve-
ment tests are likely to be far more effec-
tive than current school-based strategies
and adolescent remediation programs. 

Policies based on these three essential
truths prevent problems rather than re-
mediate them. By assisting families in
creating and supporting capable, achieve-
ment-motivated students, they bolster
school performance and relieve the bur-
den on other social institutions. More-
over, strategies that address inequality
by recognizing problems shared by all
Americans shift the dialogue about dis-
parity beyond racial boundaries. For this
reason, such strategies are likely to gain
more political support than race-based
policies. 

The failures of programs launched
under the War on Poverty shed light on
how to construct effective alternatives.
In an era of massive government de½cits
at all levels, strategies for promoting skills
must be cost effective. They must harness
resources in the private sector, including
the love mothers have for their children,
to promote skill development. 

In this essay, I ½rst summarize a sub-
stantial body of evidence that shows that
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discrimination in the labor market is no
longer a ½rst-order cause of racial dispar-
ity. Second, I discuss the skill gap: which
skills matter and how the family plays an
important role in producing them. Third,
I consider the consequences of adverse
trends in American families that retard
skill formation and increase inequality.
Finally, I propose effective policies to sup-
plement the resources of disadvantaged
families. The true measure of child pov-
erty is parenting, and an effective skills-
oriented policy bolsters the parenting
resources of the disadvantaged.

Overt Discrimination is No Longer
a First-Order Problem in American So-
ciety. Discrimination exists and should
be eliminated. The evidence suggests,
however, that discrimination in how skills
are rewarded does not account for much
of the achievement gap in contemporary
America. Rather, inequality in skills is
the ½rst-order problem. The skills indi-
viduals bring to the market, to school,
and to other quarters of society deter-
mine their success. In the labor market,
one group may earn lower wages than
another because payments per unit skill

are lower, skills are lower, or both. Recent
research addresses the relative impor-
tance of each factor.

In Table 1, the columns labeled “actual”
show the percentage shortfalls in hourly
wages of all employed blacks and Hispan-
ics compared to the wages of all employed
whites. The shortfalls for blacks relative
to those of Hispanics indicate whether
disparity in wages is a uniquely African
American experience. (A negative num-
ber denotes a shortfall.) Black males earn
25 percent less than white males; Hispan-
ic males earn 15 percent less. For females,
wages are 17 percent lower for blacks and
7 percent lower for Hispanics. The gaps
in annual earnings are generally larger
because minorities tend to be employed
for fewer hours.11 These gaps are large
and statistically signi½cant–that is, they
are unlikely to arise solely by chance.

The pattern of disparity is replicated 
in many other measures of social and
economic achievement, including school-
ing, health, incarceration, and occupa-
tional success.12 Blacks and Hispanics
have worse outcomes than whites in
American society. Further, blacks, on
average, fare worse than Hispanics.

Table 1
Shortfalls in Hourly Wages for Blacks and Hispanics in the Last Twenty Years: Actual Disparity
and Disparity Adjusted for Ability

*Denotes not statistically signi½cant from zero, that is, the adjusted gap is likely to arise from chance. 
Source: Author’s calculations from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. For details, see the Web 
appendix at http://jenni.uchicago.edu/understanding_b-w_gap/. The wages are adjusted for age.

Males Females

Actual Adjusted Actual Adjusted

Black -25% -6% -17% 12%

Hispanic -15% 3%* -7% 17%
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Are these disparities the result of per-
vasive labor market discrimination or 
of gaps in skills? The two possible inter-
pretations of the evidence in Table 1
(and their counterparts for other out-
comes, presented in the Web appendix)
have profoundly different implications 
for public policy. On the one hand, if
persons of identical skill are treated dif-
ferently in the market on the basis of
race or ethnicity, a more vigorous en-
forcement of civil rights and af½rmative
action policies is warranted. If, on the
other hand, the gaps arise from the lev-
el of skills that individuals bring to the
labor market, then policies that foster
skills should be emphasized.

To resolve this issue, I adjust adult
wages by scores on scholastic ability tests
measured in the teenage years.13 (See the
columns labeled “adjusted” in Table 1.)
After adjustment, the gaps substantially
diminish for black males and are essen-
tially zero for Hispanic males. The gaps
are reversed for females: that is, adjust-
ing for their ability, minority females
earn more than their white counterparts.
(A positive number means that, on aver-
age, the ability-adjusted wages of minori-
ties are higher than those of whites.)

There are gaps in educational attain-
ment as well. High school dropout rates
are higher for minorities, and college 
attendance and graduation rates are
lower. As shown in Table 2, the propor-
tion of blacks entering college is twelve
points lower than that of whites. The 
corresponding ½gure for Hispanics is
fourteen points.

Adjusting for their differences in scho-
lastic ability (using the same measure 
as was used to adjust wages in Table 1),
blacks are sixteen points more likely to 
go to college; and Hispanics are ½fteen
points more likely. After accounting for
differences in adolescent ability, family
income in the college-going years and

tuition costs play only minor roles in
explaining the gaps.14

Any serious analysis of economic and
social disparities must reckon with the
importance of skills in American society.15

This contention does not deny the valid-
ity of numerous studies showing the dis-
criminatory inclinations of ½rms in the
labor market; certainly, America is not
yet a color-blind society. 

A distinction between group- and indi-
vidual-level discrimination clari½es the
role of discrimination in the labor market.
Racial discrimination at the individual
level involves treating a job candidate dif-
ferently than otherwise identical candi-
dates by virtue of his or her race, when
race has no direct effect on productivity.
For instance, audit pair studies at various
½rms, in which auditors of different races
and ethnicities pose as equally quali½ed
job candidates, show evidence of perva-
sive discrimination against individuals.16

Racial discrimination at a randomly
selected ½rm does not, however, provide
an accurate assessment of the discrimina-
tion that takes place in realized market
transactions.17 Participation in the labor
market is selective: that is, minorities
seek the more tolerant ½rms. Measured
wages reflect this sorting. Therefore, the
impact of market discrimination on wages
is determined not by the most discrimina-
tory participants in the market, or even
by the average level of discrimination
among ½rms, but rather by the level of
discrimination at the ½rms where minor-
ities actually work. Numerous studies 
that measure discrimination by audit pair
methods do not detect the margin at
which market transactions occur. Thus,
the discrimination reported in audit
studies does not conflict with the small
gap in ability-adjusted wages. Blacks con-
stitute roughly 12 percent of the U.S. popu-
lation; if nondiscriminatory or less-dis-
criminatory ½rms have 12 percent or more
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of the jobs, the contribution of discrimi-
nation to overall wage gaps will be small.

This is not to deny that minorities expe-
rience bigotry or to downplay the real
costs of locating nondiscriminatory em-
ployers. But unequal reward to skills is not
the ½rst-order explanation for observed
gaps in racial achievement in contempo-
rary American society. Any serious attack
on the problem of racial and ethnic dis-
parity must address disparity in skills.18

Gaps in Skills. The data reveal an un-
comfortable fact: minorities as a group are
generally less skilled than whites. The
gap is especially pronounced for the mea-
sure of scholastic ability used to adjust
wages and schooling in Tables 1 and 2.19

One possible explanation for the ra-
cial gap in test scores is that the tests are
culturally biased. However, a large body
of literature refutes such claims.20 The
tests used to make the adjustments in
Table 1 predict performance in a number
of activities for all race and ethnic groups.

In part, the test scores reflect the differ-
ences in the years of schooling attained at
the time individuals are tested. Minorities
generally have lower levels of education
when they take the test and hence earn
lower scores. Accounting for this dispar-
ity does not change the main message of

Table 1: that gaps in skills, not gaps in pay-
ments according to skill level, determine
the lion’s share of racial wage disparity.21

Another possible explanation for the
gap in test scores is that expectations of
discrimination in the labor market sub-
stantially reduce the educational aspira-
tions of African American children and
their parents. The evidence shows other-
wise.22

It has been argued that “stereotype
threat” is a major factor. It is said to arise
from the response of minority test tak-
ers to the information that their perfor-
mance on a test will be used as part of a
study to gauge differences in minority
and majority abilities. Some claim that
this factor causes much of the gap in
test scores between minorities and whites.
Evidence shows that telling minority stu-
dents that the tests they are taking are
being used to compare the abilities of
minorities with those of whites reduces
their performance on tests.23

The test used to produce the evidence
in Tables 1 and 2 does not frame the exam
in a way that triggers stereotype threat.
In addition, the quantitative importance
of stereotype threat in accounting for 
test score gaps is slight.24 Test score gaps
between minorities and majorities are
real, and they measure something that

Source: Stephen V. Cameron and James J. Heckman, “The Dynamics of Educational Attainment for 
Black, Hispanic, and White Males,” Journal of Political Economy 109 (3) (2001).

Black-White Hispanic-White

Actual -0.12 -0.14

Adjusted 0.16 0.15

Table 2
Differences in College Entry Proportions between Minorities and Whites, mid-1990s
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matters for performance in economic
and social life. However, they do not esti-
mate all that is important.

Gaps in Soft Skills. Most discus-
sions of racial and ethnic achievement
gaps focus on measures of scholastic abil-
ity. Indeed, many analysts measure the
achievement gap exclusively by differ-
ences in scores on standardized academic
tests. This emphasis reflects a broad con-
sensus in American society about the
value of achievement tests that are used
to monitor the success and failure of
schools and students. The No Child Left
Behind Act has pushed this focus to what
some have described as a mania. The pro-
gram has created a culture of “teaching 
to the test” in schools, with consequent
neglect of the subjects and by-products
of schooling that are not tested.25

Success in life requires more than book
learning or high scores on achievement 
tests.26 As ½lmmaker Woody Allen put 
it, “Eighty percent of success is showing
up.”27 While the cognitive skills measured
by achievement tests are powerful predic-
tors of life success, so are socio-emotion-
al skills. Sometimes called “soft skills”
or character traits, these include motiva-
tion, sociability (the ability to work with
and cooperate with others), attention,
self-regulation, self-esteem, and the abil-
ity to defer grati½cation. Good schools
and functional families foster soft skills
as well as cognitive skills.28 Soft skills are
as predictive, if not more predictive, of
educational success, wages earned, and
participation in crime or in healthy behav-
iors as are cognitive skills.29 Disadvan-
taged children of all race groups possess
lower levels of soft skills.30

The Early Emergence of Skill Gaps.
Gaps in skills between the advantaged
and the disadvantaged emerge at early
ages and persist. Figure 1 shows achieve-

ment scores by age for white children clas-
si½ed by their mothers’ education level, 
a measure of social advantage. More-
educated mothers marry more-educated
men, have access to greater ½nancial
resources for their children, and pro-
vide their children with more nurturing
and supportive environments than do
less-educated women.31

Figure 1 has two noteworthy features.
First, gaps in achievement test scores by
children of different social backgrounds
are substantial. The gap between more-
educated whites and less-educated whites
is similar to the gap in test scores between
blacks and whites.32 Second, the gaps
arise early and persist throughout ado-
lescence. Schools have little impact on
these disparities, even though the qual-
ity of schooling attended varies greatly
across social classes.33 As multiple stud-
ies have shown, children from socially
and economically disadvantaged families
fall behind their more well-off counter-
parts before schooling starts, and low
achievement scores persist throughout
their education.34 Similar gaps emerge
and persist in indices of soft skills when
children are classi½ed by parental, social,
and economic status.35 Again, school-
ing does little to widen or narrow these
gaps.36

Biology and Genetics. Genetic deter-
minists argue that inherited genes explain
the link between children’s abilities and
the level of privilege that parents are able
to provide them. From this standpoint,
Figure 1 would indicate the power of genes
to perpetuate inequality across genera-
tions. In The Bell Curve, psychologist Rich-
ard Herrnstein and political scientist
Charles Murray implicitly attribute black-
white gaps in scholastic achievement test
scores to genetic differences between
blacks and whites. Their 1994 book raised
a ½restorm of criticism that, ironically,
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convincingly discredited the idea that
genetics are the sole or even main source
of black-white disparity.37

The standard estimate of heritability in
behavioral genetics is 50 percent.38 That
is, genes inherited from parents account
for 50 percent of the variability in mea-
sured behaviors across individuals. Genes
do not fully determine life outcomes;
neither do environments. Extreme claims
about the influence of either are at odds
with the evidence. 

Culture and environment can power-
fully impact child outcomes. A striking
example is the gap in achievement test
scores between genetically similar, but
culturally different, Ashkenazi and Se-
phardic Jews in Israel. The discrepancy
between the two groups is roughly two-
thirds of the gap in measured achieve-
ment between blacks and whites.39 The
results from the intervention analyses
discussed below further strengthen the

conclusion that environments help shape
outcomes–and that environmental im-
provements can boost achievement. 

Schooling raises scores on achievement
tests that measure acquired knowledge
along with “pure ability.” On the test
Herrnstein and Murray used to measure
intelligence (the same test used to adjust
for scholastic ability in the analyses in
Tables 1 and 2),40 personality traits ac-
count for a substantial portion of the
variability in scores.41

The lessons of modern genetics are
more subtle than what is presented by
the genetic determinists. The “nature
versus nurture” debate is over,42 replaced
with the understanding that the two fac-
tors are intertwined. Indeed, environmen-
tal conditions affect gene expression. Sub-
stantial evidence shows that early adver-
sity affects biology and human develop-
ment. Disadvantage literally shapes the
biology of disadvantaged children.43

Figure 1
Average Achievement Test Scores of Children by Age and by Maternal Education
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By studying the gene expression of
genetically identical (monozygotic) twins,
scientists have observed how environmen-
tal conditions trigger gene expression.44

Early environments are especially impor-
tant. By age three–and certainly by age
½fty–the genetic expressions of identi-
cal twins differ as a result of their sepa-
rate life experiences, producing diverse
life outcomes.45

One study of gene-environment inter-
actions shows that a variant of a particu-
lar gene predicts male conduct disorder
and violence. However, the variant of the
gene is most strongly expressed in indi-
viduals from adverse child-rearing envi-
ronments. Many other studies have dem-
onstrated that home life substantially
modi½es gene expression.46

The effects of adversity do not always
work toward accentuating the influence
of genes. The heritability of many behav-
iors in children from less-advantaged en-
vironments drops to 30 percent, as op-
posed to the standard 50 percent reported
in behavioral genetics.47 This evidence 
is consistent with the notion that genes
become relatively more important sources
of variability in life outcomes after suf½-
cient environmental resources are avail-
able. Under adverse conditions, environ-
ments are more determinative of many
child outcomes.

Recent research suggests a form of
Lamarckian evolution, namely, that ad-
versity is partly heritable. The mother’s
social and economic hardship affects the
gene expression of the child; early envi-
ronmental influences are especially im-
portant.48 History is embedded in gene
expression. Failing to address early dis-
advantage produces a biological legacy
that persists over generations.49

How Best to Foster Skills. What are
the best ways to promote skills and reduce
achievement gaps? Fixing schools? Sup-

plementing family resources? In the cur-
rent ½scal climate, we cannot afford to re-
peat the mistakes of the War on Poverty
by trying to do everything. Prioritization
is essential. Low-performing schools
should be improved, but supplementing
the parenting resources of disadvantaged
families is an effective and less common-
ly understood way to improve education-
al outcomes. 

One year after the Moynihan Report
discussed family structure as a determi-
nant of life chances, the eminent sociol-
ogist James Coleman and his colleagues50

published a study that challenged a cen-
tral premise of American policy. The
Coleman Report, as it came to be known,
showed that families, not the attributes
of schools (the focus of much current
public policy), were the principal deter-
minants of the educational success of
children as measured by their perfor-
mance on achievement tests. After forty
years, American public policy has yet to
learn from the wisdom of Coleman’s 
and Moynihan’s recommendations. But
their message is clear: family matters,
American families are in trouble, and fam-
ilies are the main drivers of children’s
success in school. 

At present, our social policy for foster-
ing children’s skills largely focuses on im-
proving schools. This strategy is political-
ly palatable because it avoids the charge
of “blaming the victim” as well as any
hint of intrusion into the sanctity of the
family–a deeply held American value.
At the same time, a strictly school-based
policy ignores the evidence about the in-
equality already present when children
enter school.51 School-based policies 
do not target skill gaps at their source–
namely, by addressing the lack of family
resources for effective early childhood
development. 

The evidence on the success of school
reforms is at best mixed.52 For example,
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not all charter schools are more effective
than public schools. The latest evaluations
show that 20 percent are better; 20 per-
cent are worse; and most–60 percent–
are about the same.53 Moreover, parental
involvement and encouragement appear
to be essential ingredients for successful
charters.

We can and should improve our schools.
But in light of the evidence from the Cole-
man Report and the vast body of schol-
arly literature that arose from the study,
improving schools by hiring better teach-
ers, monitoring teacher performance, re-
ducing classroom sizes, and improving
Internet access is unlikely to be enough
to eliminate gaps, although much recent
public policy and philanthropic activity
is predicated on that assumption. Schools
work with the children that parents bring
them and are more successful with par-
ents’ support.

Part of the hesitation in adopting a
family-intervention policy is that we do

not fully understand all of the mecha-
nisms of family influence. How do fami-
lies produce advantage and disadvantage
across the generations? Despite active
research in this area, much remains un-
known. However, we know for certain
that parents do a lot more than pass on
their genes, and that good parenting
matters a great deal.

Family Environments for All Ameri-
can Children Have Worsened. By many
measures, family environments have de-
teriorated for children of all racial and
ethnic groups, although the severity of
the problem differs greatly among them.
Figure 2 shows that, in 2010, nearly 30
percent of all American children lived
with a single parent. Among single-par-
ent families, the percentage of parents
who have “never married” has increased
more than any other marital status cate-
gory. Numerous studies in economics,
demography, and sociology con½rm Moy-
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nihan’s concern that the child-rearing
environments of children in single-par-
ent families are compromised, and with
them, child outcomes.54

The Consequences of Early Adversity.
The central role of the family in produc-
ing skills and forming character has been
recognized since time immemorial. Amer-
ican public policy must shift attention to
the formative years before children enter
school. Policy must act on the main les-
sons outlined in Figure 1: that gaps in child
test scores emerge early and persist, and
that schools contribute little to these gaps.

Maternal education is a strong predic-
tor of a child’s achievement. Sociologist
Sara McLanahan refers to the “diverging
destinies” of children on either side of a
“Great Divide.”55 Fewer than 10 percent
of college-educated women bear children
out of wedlock. Educated women marry
later, and they marry more-educated men.
They work more; have more resources
and fewer children; and provide much
richer child-rearing environments that
dramatically influence their children’s
vocabulary, intellectual performance,
nurturance, and discipline.56 These ad-
vantages are especially pronounced for
children of two-parent stable marriages.57

Even though they work more than less-
educated women, college-educated moth-
ers devote more time to child rearing,
especially in providing child-enrichment
activities.58 They spend more time read-
ing to children and less time watching
television with them. 

Disadvantaged mothers, as a group,
talk to their children less and are less
likely to read to them daily. Exposure 
to this type of parenting results in ver-
bal skill de½cits when the children start
school.59 Disadvantaged mothers tend 
to encourage their children less, adopt
harsher parenting styles, and be less en-
gaged with their children’s school work.60

The environments provided by teenage
mothers are particularly adverse.61 Fetal
alcohol ingestion alone, which is more
frequent with teenage and less-educated
mothers, appears to have substantial
deleterious consequences on adult out-
comes.62 A central premise of activist
and educator Geoffrey Canada’s much-
discussed Harlem Children’s Zone project,
and especially his Baby College, is that
parental engagement from the earliest
years is an essential aspect of fostering
later success for disadvantaged children.63

Child poverty is not primarily about
access to ½nancial resources.64 Johnson’s
War on Poverty made the mistake of fo-
cusing on remediating ½nancial poverty.
An overwhelming body of evidence sug-
gests that parenting plays a crucial role–
what parents do and do not do; and how
they interact with and supplement the
lives of their children, especially in early
childhood. The true measure of child
affluence and poverty is the quality of
parenting. A lone mother living in ½nan-
cial poverty can create a stimulating early
environment for her child.65

Supplement Disadvantaged Families,
Don’t Blame Them. What are the best
ways to aid struggling families? How can
society devise a cost-effective policy that
promotes skill formation in children that
acknowledges the trends affecting many
American families? Many great minds
have recognized that the family is a major
source of social inequality. Some have
even proposed replacing the family–
a policy that has been tried, with disas-
trous consequences.66 Nothing can sub-
stitute for a mother’s love and care. Pub-
lic policy must be reformulated to sup-
plement family child-rearing resources
when they are lacking and to recognize
the dynamics of skill formation–the
biology and neuroscience showing that
skills beget skills; that success breeds
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success; that disadvantage affects the
biology of the child and retards his or
her development in terms of health,
character, and intelligence. 

While we do not yet know all of the
mechanisms through which families influ-
ence their children, we know enough to
suggest the broad contours of an effec-
tive child development strategy. Supple-
menting the early years of disadvantaged
children addresses a major source of in-
equality. Indeed, many programs that sup-
plement the child-rearing resources 
of families are effective. For example, 
the Perry Preschool Program targeted
African American preschoolers in a city
just outside Detroit who were born into
poverty and had subnormal iq scores.67

For two years, the program taught chil-
dren to plan, execute, and evaluate daily
projects in a structured setting. It fos-
tered social skills. Weekly home visits
encouraged parenting. The Perry program
was evaluated using random assignment
with long-term follow-up for forty years.
Rates of return were 7 to 10 percent per
annum–higher than the return on equi-
ty over the postwar period from 1945 to
2008 and before the recent market melt-
down.68 Notably, the Perry program did
not boost the iqs of participants. It in-
stead fostered soft skills.69

The Perry program and other success-
ful child development programs work
because they start early. Bene½ts include
enhanced school readiness and reduced
burdens on schools’ special education
programs. They produce bene½ts in the
teen years such as better health behav-
iors, reduced teenage pregnancy, and
lessened participation in crime. They
promote higher adult productivity and
self-suf½ciency. They supplement the
family by working with both the mother
and the child. Successful programs are
voluntary and do not impair the sancti-
ty of the family. Most mothers, however

disadvantaged, want the best for their
children. The voluntary nature of these
programs avoids coercion and conde-
scension and promotes dignity.

A deeper understanding of skill forma-
tion over the life cycle underlies the logic
that promotes enrichment of early envi-
ronments. Although this understanding
was not available to the architects of the
War on Poverty, we now know that more
motivated and healthier children learn
better. The process is dynamic and self-
sustaining: academic and social success
promotes greater self-con½dence and a
willingness in children to explore.

A strategy that places greater emphasis
on parenting resources directed at the
early years prevents rather than remedi-
ates problems. It makes families active
participants in the process of child devel-
opment. Adolescent remediation strate-
gies as currently implemented are much
less effective. This is the flip side of the
argument for early intervention. Many
skills that are malleable in the early years
are much less so in the teenage years. As
a consequence, remediating academic
and social de½cits later is much more
costly, and, even then, sometimes inef-
fective. Certainly, such strategies earn
annual rates of return far below the rates
estimated for the Perry Program.70

High-quality early childhood inter-
ventions involve none of the trade-offs
between equity and ef½ciency that plague
most public policies. Early interventions
produce broadly based bene½ts and reduce
social and economic inequality. At the
same time, they promote productivity
and economic ef½ciency. They are both
fair and ef½cient. In contrast, the school-
focused No Child Left Behind program
diverts skill-development away from areas
other than tested math and reading.71

Because it ignores inequality at the start-
ing gate, No Child Left Behind in fact
leaves many children behind. 
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Dynamic Synergies and the Timing
of Effective Interventions. High-qual-
ity early childhood programs are invest-
ments with rates of return far higher than
those earned by most government-fund-
ed skills programs. Figure 3 summarizes
the supporting evidence from a large
body of research in economics and de-
velopmental psychology. The ½gure plots
the rate of return to investment for an
extra dollar of investment in the early
years, in preschool, in school, and in job
training for a person who has an initial
(low) common baseline investment at all
ages. The return to investment at the ear-
liest ages is high because it creates the
foundation of skills that make later in-
vestment productive.72 This pattern is 
a manifestation of dynamic synergism–
what economists call dynamic complemen-
tarity. For example, children who enter
school with higher levels of character

and cognitive skills gain more from for-
mal education.73 Early investment per-
colates throughout the life cycle. Early
disadvantage makes later investment
less productive. 

The negative side of dynamic comple-
mentarity is the equity-ef½ciency trade-
off for skill investment programs target-
ed at disadvantaged adolescents and adults
who lack a strong skill base. Remediation
in later years to achieve the same level of
competence is much more costly. This
feature of dynamic complementarity ac-
counts for the poor record of a variety of
skill enhancement programs launched 
as part of the War on Poverty that still
receive substantial public support.74

Current policy does not heed the wisdom
inherent in Figure 3. We over-invest in
the remediation of disadvantaged ado-
lescents and under-invest in the early
years of disadvantaged children.

Figure 3
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In contrast to the high rate of return
per annum earned by the Perry program
and other early childhood programs, re-
turns on other skill-enhancement pro-
grams are much lower. Certainly, they
are lower for public job training, crim-
inal rehabilitation programs, adult liter-
acy programs, and a variety of other
remediation programs targeting adoles-
cents and young adults with low cogni-
tive and character skills.75 For example, a
recent evaluation of the Job Corps showed
meager earnings bene½ts and a negative
rate of return.76 Reducing pupil-teacher
ratios in schools also has a negative rate
of return.77 We need to listen to the logic
of developmental biology in devising
strategies to reduce disparities in parent-
ing across all racial and ethnic groups.

Engage the Private Sector. How can we
fund such programs? Despite strained
government budgets, it would be possible
to fund effective new programs if they re-
placed the numerous ineffective programs
that currently receive government sup-
port. Few public programs of any sort
would meet the standard set by the high
rates of return earned by early childhood
programs. Implementing high-quality
early childhood programs would ease the
budgetary burden of remediation. 

Engaging the private sector–including
philanthropic, community, and religious
organizations–would bolster the resource
base supporting early childhood. Bring-
ing in diverse partners would encourage
experimentation with new approaches
that build on the success of templates
such as the Perry program and, as anoth-
er example, the Abecedarian program.78

Educare is one promising program that
fosters public and private partnerships.79

Engaging diverse groups would also en-
courage the development of intervention
programs that are culturally and religious-
ly sensitive, and thus better prepared to

respect the sanctity of the family and the
diversity of values that characterize mod-
ern American society.

A New Strategy Based on New Knowl-
edge. In contemporary American socie-
ty, the racial gap in achievement is pri-
marily caused by gaps in skills. We live in
a skill-based society, where both cogni-
tive and soft skills determine life success.
Inequality in skills and school perfor-
mance is strongly linked to inequality in
family environments. The precise mecha-
nisms through which families produce
skills are under investigation, but much 
is already known: namely, parenting mat-
ters. The true measure of child poverty
and advantage corresponds to the quali-
ty of parenting a child receives, not just
the money available to a household.

A growing percentage of American
children across all racial and ethnic
groups is being raised in dysfunctional
families. The widening divide between
the early environments of advantaged
and disadvantaged children foreshadows
even greater inequality in the next gen-
eration of Americans. We have learned 
a lot about how to foster skills since the
1960s, when the War on Poverty attempt-
ed to remediate skills de½cits in people
of all ages and developmental stages.

Investments that foster early life skills
enhance the productivity of investment
at later ages. They support schools and
enhance the productivity of adult job
training. Because of the dynamic com-
plementarity of skill formation, policies
that attack inequality at its early origins
are cost effective. They promote equal-
ity and, at the same time, promote eco-
nomic ef½ciency. Such policies have no
equity-ef½ciency trade-off.

The malleability and plasticity of young
children declines with age. This fact makes
investment in disadvantaged, low-skilled
young adults less effective. To achieve the
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same adult outcomes, later-life remedia-
tion for disadvantage costs far more than
early-life prevention. There is an equity-
ef½ciency trade-off for later-life remedi-
ation activities. 

Our current policies to reduce achieve-
ment gaps ignore these simple truths.
America currently places too much em-
phasis on improving schools compared
to improving family resources. Supple-
menting the parenting resources of dis-

advantaged Americans will bolster Amer-
ican schools and enhance the effective-
ness of school reforms. It will lower the
burden of later-life remediation. A com-
prehensive, cost-effective policy to en-
hance the skills of disadvantaged children
of all racial and ethnic backgrounds
through voluntary, culturally sensitive
support for parenting is a politically 
and economically sound strategy.
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Ten years ago, Congress passed the No Child 
Left Behind Act, which legislated that race and
class gaps in academic achievement be eliminated
by 2014. I am unsure whether the act was passed
with the cynical knowledge that no such massive
change could be accomplished so quickly or in 
the naive belief that sheer will and a little money
could suf½ce to achieve it. In any case, it is clear
that we will not make the deadline. Will we ever?

The class and ethnic gaps are revealed by all
types of testing, including for both academic 
skills and iq, and the barriers in the way of re-
ducing the gaps are large. Moreover, it is doubt-
ful that the social-class gap can ever be brought 
to zero, if for no other reason than that people
with more money will always see to it that their
children get more and better education than peo-
ple with less money. There is however plenty of
evidence (which I review below) indicating that
much can be done to reduce the social-class gap. 

How about race and ethnic gaps? There is not
much evidence about the possibility of closing 
the gap between Hispanics and whites, but there 
is plenty of evidence relevant to the possibility of
closing the gap between blacks and whites. That 
is the gap I focus on in this essay.

Is there at least a partially genetic basis to the in-
tellectual gap between blacks and whites? Many,
if not most, Americans harbor a suspicion that
this may be the case, including many highly edu-
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cated Americans. In their book The Bell
Curve (1994), psychologist Richard Herrn-
stein and political scientist Charles Mur-
ray reviewed the literature on intelligence,
argued that most of the variation in in-
telligence is due to genetics, and present-
ed evidence–quite one-sided as we will
see–that the difference between groups
such as white Americans and black Amer-
icans is also partially genetic in origin.

By at least the early nineteenth centu-
ry, most white Americans believed in 
the congenital intellectual inferiority 
of blacks. (Lincoln was con½dent of it,
though Jefferson thought it was “an hy-
pothesis only” that blacks were intrin-
sically inferior.) The iq test, developed
early in the twentieth century, reinforced
the genetic view. Because whites scored
higher than blacks, many psychologists,
basing their hypothesis on the fact that
iq is heritable to a degree, assumed that
the black/white group differences were
genetically based. 

For decades, whites scored about ½f-
teen points higher than blacks on iq
tests. Whites averaged a score of about
one hundred, blacks about eighty-½ve–
a difference of a full standard deviation.
If such a difference were wholly or sub-
stantially genetic in origin, the impli-
cations for American society would be
dire. It would mean that even if the envi-
ronmental playing ½eld were leveled, a
much higher proportion of blacks than
whites would have trouble supporting
themselves, and a much lower propor-
tion of blacks than whites would be ca-
pable of success in business or the pro-
fessions.

Some laypeople I know–and some 
scientists as well–reject the possibility
of genetic difference in intelligence be-
tween the races. But such a conviction is
entirely unfounded; there are countless
ways that a genetic difference in intelli-
gence could have arisen, either in favor

of whites or in favor of blacks. The ques-
tion is an empirical one, not answerable
by a priori convictions about the essen-
tial equality of groups. In fact, there is a
great deal of empirical evidence on the
question, albeit most of it is indirect.
(Readers who would like to see a refuta-
tion of such evidence will ½nd it in the
appendix to my book Intelligence and How
to Get It: Why Schools and Cultures Count.1)
Here, I present what I believe is the most
important direct evidence about the con-
tribution of genes to the black/white gap.

The gap between the races is not due
to some obvious artifact, such as blacks
not being familiar with formal English,
being less motivated to perform on iq
tests, or having teachers or iq testers
with low expectations for their perfor-
mance.2 Moreover, it is not the case 
that blacks perform better at either
school or work than their iq scores (or
sat scores) might indicate. At least as
late as 1980, when educational psychol-
ogist Arthur Jensen reviewed the ques-
tion, academic performance and occu-
pational outcomes for blacks were actu-
ally lower than would be predicted by
their iq scores.3 At a given iq level,
whites perform better than blacks.

Blacks have lower socioeconomic 
status (ses) on average, and people 
with low ses have lower iq test scores.
But that fact by itself does not speak
clearly to the heritability issue, because
it is not clear to what extent low ses

drives iq lower versus to what extent
low iq drives ses lower. Blacks have
lower iqs than whites at every level of
ses, so ses cannot fully explain the
black/white iq difference.

The direct evidence about a possible
genetic contribution to the difference 
in iq between blacks and whites comes
from studies that examine “blacks” of
mixed African and European heritage. 
If European genes confer an advantage,
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then we could expect the offspring from
one black parent and one white parent 
to have iq scores lower than those with
white-only parentage but higher than
those with purely black ancestry.

Skin color of blacks is one guide (a
quite imperfect one) to genetic heri-
tage. As it happens, there is almost no
correlation between skin color of blacks
and iq,4 even though we would expect
lighter-skinned blacks to have social
advantages over darker-skinned blacks
that might manifest in higher intellec-
tual attainment and higher iq.

Another test of the genetic hypothe-
sis arose from the fact that, at the end 
of World War II, both black and white
American soldiers fathered children
with German women. Thus some of
these children had 100 percent Europe-
an heritage and some had substantial
African heritage. Tested in later child-
hood, the German children of the white
fathers were found to have an average iq
of 97, and those of the black fathers had
an average of 96.5, a trivial difference.5

If European genes confer an advan-
tage, we would expect that the smart-
est blacks would be particularly likely 
to have substantial European heritage.
But when a group of investigators sought
out the very brightest black children 
(iq 130+) in the Chicago school system
and asked them about the race of their
parents and grandparents, these chil-
dren were found to have no greater de-
gree of European ancestry than blacks 
in the population at large.6

Most tellingly, blood-typing tests have
been used to assess the degree to which
black individuals have European genes.
The blood group assays show no associ-
ation between degree of European heri-
tage and iq.7 Similarly, the blood groups
most closely associated with high intel-
lectual performance among blacks are
no more European in origin than other

blood groups.8 (This evidence is not
quite knockdown, however, because
European blood genes are only very
weakly, if at all, associated with one
another in the black population. If not
associated with one another, they might
also not be associated with the white
genes that are determinative of iq.)

One way of testing the heredity ver-
sus environment question is to look at
black children raised in white environ-
ments. If the black de½cit in iq is due
entirely to the environment, then blacks
raised in white environments ought to
have higher iqs than those raised in
black environments. The hereditarians
cite a study from the 1970s showing that
black children who had been adopted by
white parents had lower iqs than whites
adopted by white parents.9 Mixed-race
adoptees had iq scores between those 
of the black and white children. But, as
the researchers acknowledged, the study
had many flaws; for instance, the black
children had been adopted at a substan-
tially later age than the mixed-race chil-
dren, and later age at adoption is associ-
ated with lower iq. (This study, inciden-
tally, is the only direct-evidence study
that Herrnstein and Murray deal with at
any length in their book.)

A superior adoption study was carried
out by developmental psychologist Elsie
Moore, who looked at black and mixed-
race children adopted by middle-class
families, either black or white, and found
no difference in iq between the black
and mixed-race children.10 However,
she found a very large difference–thir-
teen points–between the iqs of blacks
and mixed-race children raised by whites
and those raised by blacks. Clearly, some-
thing about family environment or the
neighborhood and school environments
associated with race has a marked im-
pact on iq–enough, in fact, to account
for virtually all the iq difference between
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blacks and whites that existed at the time
of the study.

Important recent research helps pin-
point just what factors shape differences
in iq scores. Psychologists Joseph Fagan
and Cynthia Holland tested black and
white community college students on
their knowledge of, and their ability to
learn and reason with, words and con-
cepts.11 The whites had substantially
more knowledge of the various words
and concepts, but when participants
were tested on their ability to learn new
words, either from dictionary de½ni-
tions or by learning their meanings in
context, the blacks did just as well as 
the whites. Whites showed better com-
prehension of sayings, better ability to
recognize similarities, and better facil-
ity with analogies–when solutions re-
quired knowledge of words and con-
cepts that were more likely to be known
to whites than to blacks. But when these
kinds of reasoning were tested with
words and concepts known equally well
to blacks and whites, there were no dif-
ferences. Within each race, prior knowl-
edge predicted learning and reasoning,
but between the races, only prior knowl-
edge differed, not reasoning ability.

It seems unlikely that differences in
knowledge would have a genetic basis 
if there are not differences between the
races in learning and reasoning ability. It
seems much more likely that the knowl-
edge differences are entirely due to envi-
ronmental effects. (However, I would
never argue that knowledge differences
do not count as intelligence differences.
Your intelligence depends to a substan-
tial degree on the words and concepts
that you know.) Some of the most con-
vincing evidence about whether the iq
gap has environmental causes concerns
political scientist James Flynn’s discov-
ery about iq changes over recent gener-

ations.12 He established that, in the de-
veloped world as a whole, iq increased
markedly from 1947 to 2002; in the Unit-
ed States, it went up by eighteen points. 

Our genes could not have changed
enough over such a brief period to ac-
count for the shift. The only plausible
explanation is that it was the result of
powerful environmental factors. And
if such factors could produce changes
over time for the population as a whole,
they could also produce big differences
between subpopulations at any given
time. Indeed, black iq now is superior to
white iq circa 1960. If black genes for iq
are inferior to those of whites, that gain
could not have happened–unless you
argue that the environment for blacks
today is far more conducive to high iq
than the environment for whites in 1960. 
I doubt that many people would attempt
to make such an argument.

Finally, because there is good reason 
to believe that the environment of blacks
has been improving at a more rapid rate
than that of whites, we would expect the
black/white gap to be less today than in
the past. In fact, the iq difference be-
tween black and white twelve year olds
has dropped, to 9.5 points from 15 points,
in the last thirty years, a period that in
many ways was more favorable for blacks
than the preceding era.13 Black perfor-
mance on the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (naep) Long-Term
Trend Test shows equivalent gains. Im-
provement in reading and math has been
modest for whites but substantial for
blacks. The shrinkage of the gap on the
naep test is roughly equal to the change
in standard deviation terms that was
found by Dickens and Flynn for iq tests.

What can be done to hasten the com-
plete closing of the black/white gap in
iq and academic achievement? Schools
(and preschools) are the arenas in which
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we have the most control, so I will focus
on the evidence about gap reduction that
we might expect from improvements in
education.

I am a social psychologist, and two of
the most important general principles in
my ½eld are that 1) some big-seeming in-
terventions can have little or no effect 
on some process or phenomenon and 
2) some trivially small-seeming interven-
tions can have a signi½cant effect. Both
principles are con½rmed over and over
again in the ½eld of education. Head
Start, for example, seems like a pretty
big intervention; it is certainly costly.
Poor children and minority children,
and especially poor minority children,
are placed in small settings where at 
least some of the activities are supposed
to be intellectually stimulating. But
Head Start’s effects are slight: reduc-
tion of the gap by a few iq points at the
beginning of elementary school before
fading into nothing after a few years of
school. The effect on grades is similarly
transient. The United States will spend
$11 billion on Head Start this year and
that money is largely wasted, in my
opinion.

Fortunately, there are bigger interven-
tions that have a marked effect on abil-
ity and subsequent success in life. These
include the Perry Preschool Project, car-
ried out with poor black children in Ypsi-
lanti, Michigan.14 This program provid-
ed a full day of preschool, with most ac-
tivities deliberately chosen to increase
intelligence and academic skills. Another
example, the Abecedarian program, did
the same on a half-day basis.15 Both pro-
grams employed educators with consid-
erable skill and experience–criteria that
are often not met in Head Start. These
intellectually enriched programs result
in big iq gains on entry into elementary
school and massive academic gains that
persist for the long haul. 

The programs were able to cut in half
the percent of children put into special
education, to cut by almost two-thirds
the percentage in the bottom 10 percent
on standardized tests, to reduce by almost
half the percent forced to repeat a grade,
to increase by a third the percentage who
graduated from high school, to more than
double the percent who went on to a four-
year college, and to cut in half the per-
centage who claimed welfare bene½ts as
adults. The programs are expensive, but
the payoff to the public has been estimat-
ed at between $4 and $9 per dollar spent
on these programs. If you pull out all the
stops in preschool education you can have
an enormous effect. Smaller but still big-
seeming measures may fail.

What are some of the big-seeming in-
terventions in K-12 education that have
disappointing results? Vouchers sound
like a big intervention to many people.
Families receive money to pay for educa-
tion at any school in the community; the
freedom of choice supposedly tailors the
school to the child and results in steady
attrition of the least effective schools,
which parents begin to shun. But there is
no evidence that vouchers result in bet-
ter scholastic outcomes for kids.16 How
about charter schools, institutions that
are “off the grid” of public education
and that can design their own programs
and hire and ½re teachers as they please
without necessarily having to deal with
unions? The best evidence indicates that
(most) charters are little better than reg-
ular public schools, and perhaps a little
worse during their start-up periods.17 I
might send my child to an established
charter school–without much convic-
tion that it would be better than regular
public schools–but I would not enroll
him in a new charter.

“Whole school” interventions are 
very ambitious-sounding. Corporations
go into a school with a new curriculum,
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special teacher training, suggested lesson
plans, reorganization of the administra-
tion, and so on. But there is not much
evidence that they improve things sub-
stantially. Schools undergoing such
makeovers are only a very little bit im-
proved by the experience–and they are
very expensive, so the bang for the buck 
is poor.

But again, there are really big inter-
ventions that do make a huge difference
for poor and minority kids. Uncommon
Schools, Achievement First, Harlem Chil-
dren’s Zone, and kipp (the Knowledge
is Power Program) keep kids in school
for as much as 60 percent more time
than regular public schools. The best-
researched of these programs is kipp.
kipp students start the school day as
early as 7:30 and ½nish as late as 5; the
schools are open some Saturdays and
continue into the summer for a few
weeks. Instruction is not just of the
“drill and kill” variety. Students enjoy
experiences and programs typical of
what upper-middle-class children re-
ceive: museums, sports, dance, art, 
theater, photography, and music perfor-
mance. kipp principals have the power 
to hire and ½re teachers, and they insist 
on cooperation among teachers. Teach-
ers visit parents and children in their
homes, require kindness and good be-
havior of their students, and hand out
rewards and penalties on the spot for
behavior and academic achievement.
One kipp teacher described the atmos-
phere at the schools thus:

We’ve never had a kid talk back to a teach-
er, and we’ve never had kids ½ght. I don’t
attribute this to the discipline system. It’s
from setting expectations from the start.
The smallest detail was called out. . . . It’s
because kids believe that this is an extraor-
dinary place, and we’ve taught them that.
I don’t think they don’t tease because they

are afraid of the bench [for bad behavior].
It’s just something that they would not 
do at kipp. This is the one school they’ve
been to where there’s no teasing. They 
feel safe, and they are learning more.

kipp gets remarkable results. A Stan-
ford Research Institute study of San Fran-
cisco Bay area students who entered a
kipp school in the ½fth grade showed
marked improvement over the course 
of a year.18 Twenty-½ve percent of the
students scored at or above average on 
a nationally standardized language arts
test at the beginning of the school year;
in the spring, 44 percent did this well. In
the fall, 37 percent of kipp ½fth graders
scored at or above national averages in
math; in the spring, 65 percent did this
well. Progress continued at a good clip 
in the subsequent middle school years. 
A more recent study by Mathematica,
the Cambridge, Massachusetts, research
corporation, found comparable effects in
a larger study with a somewhat different
design: the “intention to treat” design,19

meaning that not all children assigned to
the intervention group actually get that
treatment (because they drop out of the
kipp school, for instance). The design
yields a conservative estimate of the ef-
fects of three years of kipp education,
which in this case indicated that kipp

student performance in math exceeded
that of controls by at least 0.5 standard
deviations and in reading by 0.3. Those
three years obliterated half of the black/
white difference in math and a third of
the black/white difference in reading!
Again, big-seeming interventions some-
times fail to have big effects; really big-
seeming interventions can have huge
effects.

How about high school? There are no
kipp-type programs for high school yet,
but we have a pretty good idea of what
can be achieved with poor minority stu-
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dents in math. You may have seen Stand
and Deliver, the 1988 movie about math
teacher Jaime Escalante’s achievement
in getting his East Los Angeles barrio
students–who typically did not even
graduate from high school–to pass ap

calculus at higher rates than students
from the rich Beverly Hills High (and 
for that matter, from most elite high
schools in the country). But is the story
told by the movie true?

There is good news and bad news
about Escalante’s feat. Most important, 
it is perfectly true that it happened. But
unfortunately it did not happen in the
way the movie implies: Escalante did not
announce to unsuspecting seniors that
he was going to make them into math
whizzes that year. He started by building
up math programs at junior high schools
that then fed highly prepared students
into his three-year high school.20 And
he made sure his students had excellent
courses in high school math before he
ever taught them as seniors. Once again,
massively ambitious programs can make
a massive difference.

Finally, the biggest intervention of all:
college. Black students start college a full
½fteen points lower in iq than white stu-
dents. But blacks in college gain in intel-
lectual ability much more than whites,
so that by the end of college the iq dif-
ference is reduced to six points.21 Black
students are on track to erase even that
difference in the years ahead.

I started out by saying that big interven-
tions do not always have a big effect but
that small interventions can have a big
effect. That is decidedly true for inter-
ventions with minority students.

Many Americans believe that abilities
are essentially ½xed at birth: you either
have math ability or you don’t. Others
believe abilities are highly susceptible to
manipulation: if you work hard you’ll be

better at a given skill than if you don’t.
Social psychologist Carol Dweck and her
colleagues22 have measured attitudes
about ability in a group of mostly minor-
ity junior high students, asking for be-
liefs about such statements as “You have
a certain amount of intelligence, and you
really can’t do much to change it” and
“You can always greatly change how in-
telligent you are.” Their results showed,
not surprisingly, that students who be-
lieve that ability is a matter of hard work
get higher grades than students who be-
lieve that ability is rooted in genes.

Dweck and her colleagues then tried 
to convince a group of poor minority
junior high students that intelligence is
highly malleable and can be developed
by hard work.23 The thrust of the inter-
vention was that learning changes the
brain by forming new connections and
that students are in charge of this change
process. Dweck reports that some of 
her tough junior high school boys were
reduced to tears by the news that their
intelligence was something substantially
under their control. Students exposed to
the intervention worked harder, accord-
ing to their teachers, and got higher
grades than students in a control condi-
tion. The intervention was more effec-
tive for children who initially believed
that intelligence is a matter of genes
than it was for children who were al-
ready inclined to believe that it is a mat-
ter of hard work.

nyu professor Joshua Aronson and his
colleagues from the School of Education
at the University of Texas performed
similar experiments, with dramatic re-
sults.24 They conducted one study with
poor minority students in Texas who
were just beginning junior high school.25

Their intervention was short and easy 
to pull off. Each student in the Texas
study was assigned a college student
mentor for his or her ½rst year in junior
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high. The mentors discussed a variety 
of issues related to school adjustment.
Mentors for the control group partici-
pants gave information about drugs and
encouraged their students to avoid tak-
ing them. Experimental group partici-
pants were told about the expandable
nature of intelligence and were taught
how the brain can make new connec-
tions throughout life. Students were
exposed to a Web page that reinforced
the mentor’s message. For students in
the experimental group, the page showed
animated pictures of the brain, includ-
ing images of neurons and dendrites,
and featured narratives explaining how
the brain forms new connections when
new problems are solved. The mentors
also helped the students design their
own Web pages, where they could re-
imagine, through words and pictures 
of their own making, the message the
mentor had been presenting.

The effects of the intervention were
very powerful. On the Texas Assessment
of Academic Skills (taas) test for math,
performance of male students exposed
to the intervention was much higher than
for males not exposed to the intervention:
0.64 standard deviations. For females,
who tend to worry whether their gender
makes them less talented in math, the
difference was truly massive: 1.13 stan-
dard deviations. In reading, students ex-
posed to the intervention did much bet-
ter than students in the control group:
0.52 standard deviations on average.

Daphna Oyserman, from the Univer-
sity of Michigan School of Social Work,
set up an elaborate, but still easily carried
out, intervention with poor minority ju-
nior high students.26 She gave them sev-
eral sessions designed to make them think
about what kind of future they hoped for,
what dif½culties they would likely have
along the way, how they could deal with
those dif½culties, and which of their

friends would be most helpful in dealing
with the dif½culties. These were supple-
mented with sessions in which students
worked in small groups on how to deal
with everyday problems, social dif½cul-
ties, academic problems, and the process
of getting to high school graduation. The
intervention had a modest effect on gpa

(0.25 standard deviations), a bigger effect
on standardized tests (0.36 standard de-
viations), and a very big effect on like-
lihood of retention in grade (lowering
those chances by half ).

One small intervention with students
at an integrated high school in the East
had effects that were breathtakingly large.
The study, by Geoffrey Cohen and his
colleagues at Yale University, involved
asking students, as they began their high
school years, simply to write about their
most important values: sports, school
achievement, family, and so on.27 This
intervention had no effect on whites or
on high-performing black students. But
it had a huge effect on low-performing
black students, reducing the need for re-
mediation from 18 percent to 5 percent
and very substantially improving gpas.
Cohen reasons that the exercise was self-
af½rming, building con½dence in a situa-
tion where stereotypes about low black
ability were sapping the energy and ef-
forts of black students. The intervention
made them feel more a part of things
and more comfortable in their surround-
ings. Interestingly, the same interven-
tion had no effect on black students in 
a segregated school situation. It seems
that the stereotype threat inherent in
integrated settings is not so active in 
segregated settings, and therefore the
intervention cannot lessen its deleteri-
ous effects on performance.

Small interventions can also make 
a difference in college. Most students
worry about social acceptance and
½tting in on campus, but for minority
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students this fear can be particularly
worrisome. If they fail to make friends,
because there typically are not that many
minority students on campus and because
they may feel ill at ease with majority
students, they may begin to wonder if
they belong on campus. It is common 
for minority students’ motivation to 
flag and for their gpas to suffer as they
progress through college. 

Cohen and his student Greg Walton
reasoned that lagging performance could
be mitigated if minority students knew
that worries about social acceptance are
common for all students, regardless of
ethnicity, and that things would likely
improve in the future.28 The researchers
performed a modest intervention with
black students at a prestigious private
university. They invited black and white
freshmen to participate in a psycholog-
ical study at the end of their freshman
year and exposed them to older students
who assured them that worries about
social acceptance are common for every-
one but that over time most students
½nd friends and a comfortable social
niche. The intervention had no effect 
on whites but a large positive effect on
blacks. In the period after the interven-
tion, blacks reported studying more,
making more contacts with professors,
and attending more review sessions and
study group meetings. In the subsequent
term, grades of the blacks in the inter-
vention group reflected these behaviors:
their grades were much higher than those
of blacks in the control group–1.10 stan-
dard deviations higher, to be exact.

Much can be done, from infancy
through college, to reduce the achieve-
ment gap. Some expensive and big-
seeming interventions have no effect,
while much more expensive interven-
tions can have huge effects. How expen-
sive are these very big interventions? 

If we put the poorest sixth of children
into the most effective preschool pro-
grams, the cost would be about $50 bil-
lion a year. If we put the poorest sixth 
of children in kipp-type elementary
school programs that would cost about
$18 billion. (Current kipp-type programs
cost very little more than regular public
schools, but that is only because their
teachers work about 60 percent more
than regular public school teachers. 
That would not be possible to duplicate
on a large scale.) Can we afford this kind
of outlay for education for the poor? 
By way of orienting the question, Con-
gress felt in 2001 that we could afford
$70 billion per year in tax cuts for the
richest 2 percent of Americans, and
Congress reapproved those cuts in
December 2010. The bill for bailing 
out aig in 2009 was $145 billion. 

Bear in mind that some very big-
seeming interventions do not cost 
much more than school as usual: Es-
calante’s enriched math classes are 
but one example. And of course all 
the small-seeming interventions with
notable effects cost next to nothing to
carry out: recall the huge gains achieved
simply from convincing minority stu-
dents that their intelligence and aca-
demic achievement are within their
power to affect.

Perhaps the single most important fact
to remember when thinking about the
future of the achievement gap is that we
can reduce the black-white gap in read-
ing by more than a third, and the black-
white gap in math by a half, in a matter
of three years with a program whose ex-
pense is clearly within our reach. Are we
likely to attempt it? It is not impossible.

Continued reduction of the achieve-
ment gap is highly probable even if we
do little to change the status quo. If we
were to do the most that is within our
power now, the gap would be drastically
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reduced in a very short period of time.
We can only hope that society comes to

believe in the value of these investments
and moves to implement them.
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According to conventional wisdom, the U.S.
Supreme Court heroically defends unpopular re-
ligious and racial minority groups from majori-
tarian oppression. As Justice Hugo Black stated in 
a landmark 1940 decision, the Court protects the
rights of the “helpless, weak . . . or . . . non-conform-
ing victims of prejudice.” This view, however, is
deeply flawed: a quick review of American history
reveals that the Court, more often than not, has
been a regressive force on racial issues. 

Before the Civil War, the Court upheld federal
fugitive slave laws against substantial constitu-
tional challenges, and it invalidated the laws of
Northern states that were designed to protect free
blacks from kidnapping by slave catchers. In the
infamous Dred Scott decision of 1857, the Court
voided an effort by Congress to restrict the spread
of slavery into federal territories, and it denied
that even free blacks possessed any rights “which
the white man was bound to respect.” After the
Civil War, the Court relied on legal technicalities
to free the perpetrators of white-on-black lynch-
ings and racial massacres, and it invalidated a fed-
eral law designed to secure blacks equal access to
public accommodations. Well into the twentieth
century, the Court mostly sustained the constitu-
tionality of state-mandated racial segregation and
various Southern state measures for disenfran-
chising African Americans. 

The long history of the Court’s complicity in
racial oppression is often hidden behind the ro-
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mantic image of the Court as savior of
African Americans that derives largely
from Brown v. Board of Education and its
immediate progeny. To be sure, the
Court’s epic 1954 ruling, which invali-
dated state-mandated segregation in
public schools, was of enormous sym-
bolic importance to blacks–“the great-
est victory for the Negro people since 
the Emancipation Proclamation,” ac-
cording to many contemporary black
newspapers. By making Jim Crow seem
more vulnerable, Brown raised the hopes
and expectations of black Americans
and helped catalyze the transformative
racial change accomplished by the civil
rights movement of the 1960s.

Yet one should not exaggerate the im-
portance of the Court’s contribution to
racial progress. The Brown decision itself
reflected social and political change as
much as it caused them. The ruling would
not have been possible without the tre-
mendous impetus for progressive racial
change provided by World War II. The
war’s anti-Fascist ideology, the battle-
½eld contributions of African American
soldiers, the growing political power of
blacks that resulted from their mass mi-
gration from the rural South to the ur-
ban North, and the Cold War imperative
for racial change that followed the war
(that is, the perceived need for Ameri-
cans to counteract Soviet racial propa-
ganda by dismantling Jim Crow) all laid
the groundwork for the Court’s decision.
In their internal deliberations in Brown,
the justices candidly noted their amaze-
ment at the progressive racial change of
the preceding decade, commenting on
the “spectacular” advances and the “con-
stant progress” being made. 

Moreover, the Court followed its bold
pronouncement in Brown with a remedi-
al decree so weak and vacillating that it
probably encouraged white Southerners
to believe that the justices could be intim-

idated into backing down. Then, after
Brown II, the Court essentially vacated
the ½eld of school desegregation for 
the better part of a decade–with one
notable exception, in which the Court
was confronted with outright de½ance
by a Southern governor. The justices
apparently had concluded that they had
no further constructive role to play until
national public opinion, the president,
and Congress rallied behind the Court’s
decisions. No such show of support was
immediately forthcoming. As a result, as
late as 1964–a full decade after Brown–
only one or two Southern black children
in a hundred attended a desegregated
school.

As the direct action phase of the civil
rights movement–sit-ins, freedom rides,
and street demonstrations–swept the
nation in the early 1960s, the justices
began to reassert themselves, both with
regard to school desegregation and other
racial issues. In 1963, the Court warned
that the desegregation context had been
“signi½cantly altered” since 1954/1955
and that desegregation plans that “eight
years ago might have been deemed suf-
½cient” were no longer so. In 1964, the
justices ruled that closing public schools
to avoid court-ordered desegregation was
unconstitutional, and in 1968, they held
that the constitutionality of school de-
segregation plans depended on whether
they produced meaningful integration,
not just formal desegregation. During
the 1960s, the Court also went to great
lengths to overturn the criminal convic-
tions of sit-in demonstrators, created
new constitutional law to protect the
naacp from legal harassment by South-
ern states, expanded the range of private
actors subject to the Fourteenth Amend-
ment’s antidiscrimination command,
and upheld broad exercises of congres-
sional power on behalf of civil rights.
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Furthermore, the justices of the Warren
Court revolutionized the rights of crim-
inal defendants (who were dispropor-
tionately members of racial minority
groups), and they transformed the law 
of federal courts in an effort to prevent
Southern states from nullifying the con-
stitutional rights of civil rights protes-
tors. For a short decade, the Court came
about as close as it ever has to actualiz-
ing its romantic image as a protector of
racial minorities.

Then, just as the civil rights movement
reached its zenith, shifting social and po-
litical conditions disrupted racial prog-
ress. Opinion polls had ranked civil rights
foremost on the nation’s political agen-
da from Summer 1963 through Spring
1965, but the war in Vietnam then dis-
placed it. Moreover, as civil rights lead-
ers shifted their focus to the North and
broadened their objectives to include
economic redistribution, many previ-
ously sympathetic whites withdrew their
support. Less than six weeks after Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting
Rights Act into law in Summer 1965, a
devastating race riot swept through the
Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles,
killing thirty-four people; it served as 
a harbinger of dozens of other race riots
in that decade. By the mid- to late 1960s,
black nationalism, which often eschewed
racial integration as a goal and nonvio-
lence as a tactic, was sowing divisions
within civil rights organizations and
souring many white Americans on racial
reform. “We shall overcome” proved to
be a far more appealing message to most
whites than “burn, baby, burn.” 

Indeed, white voter backlash was al-
ready beginning to manifest itself in na-
tional politics. In 1964, the Republican
Party nominated Senator Barry Goldwa-
ter, a vocal opponent of that year’s Civil
Rights Act, as its presidential candidate.
Goldwater’s nomination accelerated a

national political realignment, as ½ve
Deep South states voted Republican 
for the ½rst time since Reconstruction,
while blacks deserted the party of Lin-
coln in droves. By 1966, a racial backlash
among whites was also evident in the
North, as urban race riots, proposals 
for fair housing legislation, and black
demands for economic empowerment
sundered the civil rights coalition. In
1968, Republican candidate Richard M.
Nixon won the presidency on a platform
emphasizing law and order, a relaxed
pace for school desegregation in the
South, and neighborhood schools (that
is, no busing) in the North. Ninety-
seven percent of blacks voted for Dem-
ocrat Hubert Humphrey that year, but
only 35 percent of whites did so. The 14
percent of voters who supported the
third-party bid of the notoriously racist
George Wallace provided a temptation
for the Republican Party to move even
further to the right on race issues in the
future. Nixon’s victory at the polls trans-
lated directly into changes in the Court’s
racial jurisprudence: he appointed four
new justices during his ½rst term.

In its initial rulings on school desegre-
gation, however, the Burger Court, so
named for Chief Justice Warren Burger,
who was appointed by Nixon during his
½rst year in of½ce, continued to push ag-
gressively for change. When the Court
declared in 1969 that desegregation ex-
tensions would no longer be granted to
school districts, Nixon privately raged 
at “the Court’s naive stupidity,” and he
denounced the justices as “irresponsible
. . . clowns.” As late as 1971, the Court
unanimously sustained student busing
as a remedy for school segregation and
approved the imposition of sweeping
desegregation orders upon proof of fair-
ly minimal constitutional violations. 

Yet the Court quickly drew the line at 
a school district’s boundaries. In 1974,
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the Court decided its most important
school desegregation case since Brown.
In Milliken v. Bradley, by a ½ve-to-four
vote, the justices barred the inclusion
of largely white suburbs within an ur-
ban school desegregation decree, ab-
sent proof that school district lines 
had been racially gerrymandered. As 
a result, federal courts were disabled
from accomplishing meaningful school
desegregation in most cities, where
white residents had recently flocked to
the suburbs. Nixon’s appointees com-
prised four of the ½ve justices in the
majority in Milliken. The Warren Court
almost certainly would have decided 
differently the issue of interdistrict bus-
ing orders. Whether it could have made
such a ruling stick in light of hostile pub-
lic opinion is another question.

On another racial issue of critical
importance, the Burger Court ruled in
Washington v. Davis (1976) that laws mak-
ing no racial classi½cation would receive
heightened judicial scrutiny only if they
were illicitly motivated; showing that a
law simply had a disproportionately bur-
densome impact on racial minorities was
deemed insuf½cient to establish a viola-
tion of the Equal Protection Clause. To
illustrate the consequences of this rul-
ing, consider the dispute over the vastly
disparate punishments prescribed by
federal law for possession of crack and
powder cocaine. Under federal sentenc-
ing guidelines, possession of ½ve grams
of crack is punished the same as posses-
sion of ½ve hundred grams of powder
cocaine. It turns out that 90 percent 
of crack defendants are black, while
three quarters of powder defendants 
are white. Yet, under Washington v. Davis,
lower courts have generally ruled that
this enormous racial disparity does not
violate the Equal Protection Clause be-
cause challengers have been unable to

show that a racially discriminatory mo-
tive underlay the disparate penalties. 

In the famous Bakke decision of 1978,
the Burger Court issued another land-
mark ruling on race that pointed in the
same direction: af½rmative action–
that is, the use of racial preferences to
advantage traditionally disfavored ra-
cial minorities–was subject to the same
strict judicial scrutiny as was traditional
Jim Crow legislation. Conservative jus-
tices, then and since, have read the Four-
teenth Amendment, which was adopted
in order to protect the newly freed slaves
from racial discrimination with regard
to their civil rights, as a mandate of gov-
ernment color blindness. The Court’s
overall record on race-based af½rmative
action has been mixed since Bakke. The
conservative justices have almost invari-
ably voted to invalidate such programs,
while the liberal justices have almost al-
ways voted to sustain them. Individual
case outcomes generally have been de-
termined by the votes of swing justices
–½rst, Lewis Powell, and then Sandra
Day O’Connor. But the Court has invali-
dated more af½rmative action programs
than it has sustained.

The conservative justices’ hostility to
af½rmative action reflects a constitution-
al double standard. These are the same
justices who ordinarily–for example, in
cases involving abortion, gay rights, or
physician-assisted suicide–profess com-
mitments to judicial restraint, democrat-
ic decision-making, respect for states
rights, and an interpretive methodology
of textualism and originalism. Yet all
these considerations point in the direc-
tion of permitting race-based af½rma-
tive action. To strike down af½rmative
action programs is for unelected judges
to invalidate the policy preferences of
state and local governments on a thin
constitutional basis. The text of the
Fourteenth Amendment says nothing
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about government color blindness–
indeed, it doesn’t even mention race–
and the original understanding of those
who adopted and rati½ed the amendment
was plainly not a mandate of color blind-
ness. The Framers of the Fourteenth
Amendment (and their constituents)
were too racist to require government 
to eschew all racial classi½cations. They
thought that laws disenfranchising
blacks, excluding them from jury ser-
vice, segregating them in schools, and
forbidding interracial marriage were
plainly constitutional.

The Rehnquist Court–named for
William H. Rehnquist, who was pro-
moted from Associate to Chief Jus-
tice in 1986–pretty consistently ruled
against the interests of racial minorities,
though most of its decisions were nar-
rowly divided along partisan political
lines. Since Presidents Reagan and Bush
appointed ½ve new justices to the Court
between 1981 and 1991, the conservatives
have enjoyed a secure majority on most
racial issues (though, interestingly, not
on other constitutional issues, such as
abortion, gay rights, the death penalty,
or the separation of church and state).
By 1991, the last ten appointments to 
the Court had been made by Republican
presidents, none of whom won much
more than 10 percent of the black vote 
at the polls. 

It was the Rehnquist-led conservatives
who sounded the death knell for court-
ordered school desegregation. In a case
from Oklahoma City in 1991, a narrowly
divided Court ruled that once a school
board had complied in good faith for a
“reasonable period of time” with a de-
segregation order, and the vestiges of
past discrimination had been eliminat-
ed “to the extent practicable,” the school
district was entitled to be released from
federal supervision. If terminating a de-

segregation decree under these condi-
tions resulted in increased school segre-
gation, then private housing preferences
were probably the cause, according to
the conservative majority, and responsi-
bility could not be ascribed to the state.
In short, these justices’ patience for court-
ordered school desegregation had run out.

In 1995, the conservative justices indi-
cated that their tolerance for remedial
alternatives to busing had also run thin.
In a ½ve-to-four decision, the Court for-
bade the use of magnet school programs
for the purpose of enticing suburban
whites into racially integrated urban
schools and imposed virtually insur-
mountable hurdles to judicially man-
dated increases in educational funding
as a remedy for school segregation. 

In addition to curbing court-ordered
school desegregation and race-based af-
½rmative action, the Rehnquist Court’s
conservative majority inaugurated a new
strand of constitutional jurisprudence
that called into question the permissibili-
ty of legislative districts that were gerry-
mandered to enhance the prospects of
minority racial groups electing represen-
tatives of their own choice. In a series of
½ve-to-four decisions, the Court ruled
that the Fourteenth Amendment pre-
sumptively bars such districts when the
predominant motive behind their cre-
ation was racial. As with the conserva-
tive justices’ posture toward af½rmative
action, these decisions are dif½cult to rec-
oncile with the original understanding
of the Fourteenth Amendment, which
plainly did not protect political rights
such as voting. Moreover, these rulings
stand in stark contrast with the conser-
vative justices’ insistence that political
gerrymandering is a nonjusticiable po-
litical question.

Perhaps most disturbing, the Rehn-
quist Court proved largely indifferent to
race discrimination in the criminal jus-
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tice system. In McCleskey v. Kemp (1987),
the conservative justices narrowly re-
jected an equal-protection challenge 
to the discriminatory administration 
of the death penalty in Georgia. Speci½-
cally, according to a study that the jus-
tices stipulated to be valid for purposes 
of the case, defendants who murdered
whites were 4.3 times more likely to re-
ceive the death penalty than were those
who murdered blacks. In essence, Geor-
gia was undervaluing the lives of its
black citizens, by declining to enforce
capital punishment as vigorously when
blacks were murdered as when whites
were. Rejecting the challenge, the Court
observed that race discrimination could
not possibly be entirely eliminated from
the administration of the death penalty
so long as actors integral to the system
–such as prosecutors and jurors–exer-
cised signi½cant discretion. The majori-
ty also noted that similar racial dispari-
ties existed throughout the criminal jus-
tice system, which meant that vindicat-
ing McCleskey’s claim would have had
potentially enormous consequences.
(One may be pardoned for wondering
why this observation did not make
McCleskey’s claim more compelling
rather than less so.)

Similarly, in United States v. Armstrong
(1996), the Court imposed a virtually
insurmountable hurdle for defendants
who alleged racially selective prosecu-
tion. Before black defendants could gain
discovery–access to the prosecutor’s
½les–on such claims, they had to dem-
onstrate that similarly situated whites
had not been prosecuted. Yet this was
the very point on which discovery was
sought. Although the justices in cases
that challenged the constitutionality of
minority voting districts had frowned on
the assumption that blacks and whites
generally have different political prefer-
ences (which might warrant creating

majority-black districts), Armstrong
rejected the lower court’s assumption
that all crimes are equally likely to be
committed by members of all races. The
fact that in the preceding year this par-
ticular U.S. attorney’s of½ce had prose-
cuted twenty-four blacks and not a sin-
gle white for crack distribution did not
establish the prima facie case of selective
prosecution that was necessary to justify
an order for discovery. The vote in Arm-
strong was eight-to-one, which suggests
that even today’s liberal justices are less
sensitive to racial discrimination in the
criminal justice system than were their
predecessors on the Warren Court.

In 2007, another slim conservative ma-
jority brought the Court’s racial juris-
prudence full circle from Brown. The
Court had ruled in 1954 that state-man-
dated racial segregation in schools vio-
lated the Fourteenth Amendment. In
2007, the conservative majority ruled
that for school districts to take the race
of students into account in order to pro-
mote racial integration also violated the
Fourteenth Amendment. 

The majority in Parents Involved (2007)
spoke of the constitutional mandate of
color blindness without offering any tex-
tual or historical argument in support
(probably because, as already noted, no
convincing arguments of these sorts
exist). Instead, the conservatives relied
most heavily on Brown and, extraordi-
narily, on the naacp’s arguments to 
the Court in Brown–an unusual source 
of constitutional interpretation, to say
the least. Brown, of course, need not be
read to forbid all government racial clas-
si½cations; it can just as easily be inter-
preted to forbid only those racial clas-
si½cations adopted for the purpose, or
having the effect, of disadvantaging his-
torically oppressed racial minorities. It is
true that the naacp argued in Brown for
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a constitutional mandate of color blind-
ness, but that is not what the Court gave
it. The justices in 1954 were too wary of
calling into question antimiscegenation
laws–an especially explosive political
issue at the time–to insist on govern-
ment color blindness across the board.
Moreover, the conservative justices in
Parents Involved took the naacp’s Brown
argument badly out of context: the
naacp had argued for government 
color blindness during an era of formal
Jim Crow. To portray the naacp as re-
pudiating race-conscious government
measures designed to remedy past dis-
crimination at a time when nobody
could have dreamed of legislatures
adopting such measures smacks of 
disingenuousness. 

What lessons might one draw from
this brief excursion through the last ½fty
years of the Supreme Court’s racial juris-
prudence? Let me suggest three. First,
the composition of the Court matters.
Second, politics matters because it in-
fluences the composition of the Court.
Third, the justices broadly reflect the
political and social climate of their eras;
none of the Court’s race rulings during
the last half-century has veered far from
dominant public opinion.

Regarding Lesson One, most of the
Court’s prominent race rulings since
1970 have been ½ve-to-four decisions.
Had there been one more liberal justice
on the Court, many of these cases like-
ly would have been decided differently.
It was not predestined that the Court
would reject race-based af½rmative ac-
tion, terminate the school desegrega-
tion project, or reject the argument that
the Constitution bars racially disparate
impacts regardless of discriminatory
motive. Constitutional interpretation
involves judicial discretion; judicial dis-
cretion reflects political ideology; and

conservative justices tend, unsurpris-
ingly, to subscribe to the conservative
racial ideology of the party that appoint-
ed them. That ideology embraces a nar-
row, formalist conception of what counts
as race discrimination; abhors the use of
racial preferences, whether benignly mo-
tivated or not; and deems this nation’s
ugly history of white supremacy as some-
thing more to be repudiated than reme-
died.

With regard to Lesson Two, while 
the political composition of the U.S.
Supreme Court is partly fortuitous, the
victories of the conservative bloc of jus-
tices on race issues since 1970 have pre-
dominantly been a function of politics.
Between 1968 and 2008, Republicans
controlled the presidency for twenty-
eight years, Democrats for only twelve.
Of the fourteen appointments made to
the Supreme Court between 1969 and
2006, twelve were made by Republican
presidents, most of whom prided them-
selves on their conservative politics.
Because constitutional interpretation
is so inextricably fused with politics, it
should come as no surprise that justices
appointed by presidents for whom very
few black people voted would decide
race-inflected cases in ways that contra-
vened the preferences of most African
Americans. 

As to Lesson Three, one has to won-
der how much difference it would have
made had the liberal justices triumphed
on some of these racial issues. Public op-
position to court-ordered busing was so
intense by the early 1970s–think of the
1974 anti-busing riots in Boston, the so-
called cradle of abolitionism–that a
contrary decision in Milliken might have
either spawned a constitutional amend-
ment to overturn the ruling or inspired
massive de½ance. A conservative majori-
ty of justices has succeeded in invalidat-
ing most af½rmative action plans reach-
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ing the Court, but even when the liber-
als have scored an occasional triumph,
as with the University of Michigan Law
School case in 2003, that result has been
overturned at the polls, as most Ameri-
cans seem inclined to support referenda
forbidding “benign” racial preferences.
The Court’s conservative racial rulings
in the criminal procedure context mirror
well the starkly retributive turn in penol-
ogy that began in the 1970s. Finally, by
the time the Court, in 2007, invalidated
race-based pupil assignment policies in
grade schools that were designed to pro-
mote integration, only 5 or 10 percent of
all school districts employed such pol-
icies; most of the country had already
given up on racial integration. 

In sum, while the last forty years of
conservative hegemony on the Court 
has yielded racially regressive results
pretty much across the board, one
should not absolve the larger society 
that the Court serves of responsibility
for such outcomes. The Supreme Court
mirrors society at least as much as it
shapes it. The conservative justices
could not have foisted such a regressive
racial jurisprudence on the American
people without their acquiescence.
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Broadly de½ned, af½rmative action encompasses
any measure that allocates resources–such as
admission to selective universities or profession-
al schools, jobs, promotions, public contracts,
business loans, or rights to buy, sell, or use land–
through a process that takes into account individ-
ual membership in underrepresented groups. Its
purpose is to increase the proportion of individu-
als from those groups in the labor force, entrepre-
neurial class, or student population from which
they have been excluded as a result of state-sanc-
tioned oppression in the past or societal discrimi-
nation in the present. According to legal scholar
Sean Pager, “Unlike traditional welfare policies
grounded in distributional equity, af½rmative ac-
tion takes its moral force from a corrective justice
ideal.”1 It allocates scarce resources so as to reme-
dy a speci½c type of disadvantage, one that arises
from the illegitimate use of a morally irrelevant
characteristic. Such measures may result from
constitutional mandates, statutes, administrative
regulations, court orders, or voluntary initiatives.
They extend further than antidiscrimination poli-
cy strictly conceived, insofar as individuals are not
required to provide evidence of discrimination to
bene½t from af½rmative action. Their goal is to
counter deeply entrenched social practices that
reproduce group-structured inequality (even in
the absence of intentional discrimination) by 
creating positive externalities beyond individual
recipients.2 Such measures bene½t groups “with
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whose position and esteem in society
the af½liated individual may be inextri-
cably involved.”3

Af½rmative action policies vary sub-
stantially across countries. Their intended
bene½ciaries may include not only ethnic,
racial, or religious groups held to be eco-
nomically and/or socially disadvantaged,
but also aboriginal peoples, women, the
disabled, or even war veterans. Other
differences between policies relate to
which (more or less flexible) instruments
they use; what the legal norms are from
which they derive; how extensive the
domain of implementation is; and what
their ultimate goal consists of, consider-
ing how the policies work and the justi-
½cations provided to support them. Pro-
grams also vary in how explicitly they
target designated groups and the extent 
to which they bene½t those groups. In
this respect, there are at least three types
of af½rmative action: 

Indirect af½rmative action. These policies
are “purposefully inclusionary” measures4

that appear neutral but are designed to
bene½t disadvantaged groups more than
others. Such measures might be construed
as “disparate impact” discrimination if
the outcomes for the affected groups were
reversed. In the case of race and ethnicity,
one example is a law enacted in Texas in
1997.5 The law requires state universities
to admit the top 10 percent of graduates
from each high school regardless of their
test scores. The purpose is to increase the
percentage of blacks and Hispanics in the
student body, which is made possible by
the large number of high schools in that
state from which virtually all graduates be-
long to one of these two minority groups.
Similarly, in France, formally “color-blind”
yet arguably “race-oriented” policies al-
locate additional ½nancial resources to
educationally and/or economically dis-
advantaged areas. The criteria used for
assessing an area’s need–school perfor-

mance, the percentage of families with
three children or more, and the unem-
ployment rate–are correlated with eth-
nicity: they vary partly according to the 
proportion of African immigrants with-
in the population. In these more or less
conspicuous instances where the state
employs a “substitution strategy,” the
distinctive ethnic pro½le of the bene½-
ciaries appears to be the secondary ef-
fect of a formally neutral principle of
allocation. Yet that anticipated effect is
at least in part the reason the principle
was adopted in the ½rst place. Such mea-
sures reflect the perceived illegitimacy
or unlawfulness of policies that would
address inequities among ethnic groups
in a more straightforward manner.6

Outreach. Outreach programs are pro-
active policies designed to bring a more
diverse range of candidates into a re-
cruitment (or promotion) pool. In this
case, group membership is explicitly tak-
en into account, but in a limited way: it 
is allowed to enter the picture in order to
enlarge the pool from which individuals
will be selected; however, it does not
factor into the selection itself. 

Direct af½rmative action. Sometimes la-
beled (not always pejoratively) “prefer-
ential treatment” in the United States7

and also known as “positive discrimina-
tion” in France and Britain, direct af½r-
mative action grants an advantage to the
members of designated groups in ½nal
decisions for jobs or college acceptance.
More or less flexible policy instruments
may be used, including compulsory quo-
tas, tie-break rules, and aspirational goals
or targets. In this case, an applicant from
one of the designated groups (dga 1)
will be selected for a position for which
he or she is basically quali½ed even if 
at least one applicant from a non-desig-
nated group is deemed more quali½ed. 
If another applicant from a designated
group (dga 2) had the same quali½ca-
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tions as the applicant from the non-des-
ignated group, he or she would have
been selected instead of dga 1.8 In oth-
er words, group membership is the key
factor that triggers the outcome. dga 1
obtains the position only because he or
she is identi½ed as a member of a desig-
nated group. Direct af½rmative action,
the main focus of current political and
legal controversies and the topic of this
essay, can thus be criticized for conflict-
ing with two esteemed principles of the
different societies under consideration:
the meritocratic principle, according to
which the most quali½ed applicant should
always be selected, and the principle of
“blindness” to characteristics such as
race, gender, or caste. 

Contested as it is today, af½rmative
action originally emerged as a strategy
for conflict management in deeply divid-
ed societies. The important exceptions
are Brazil9 and India; in the latter, “res-
ervations” for lower caste members in
government of½ce and higher education
and the extension of bene½ts to a broad-
er group of recipients have, in fact, trig-
gered some violent resistance by urban
upper caste youth in northern states.10

In most cases, however, countries that
believed themselves to be on the brink 
of civil war, or that had experienced at
least some serious unrest, set up af½rma-
tive action policies to alleviate an empir-
ically substantiated risk of mass violence.
Af½rmative action, then, has been under-
stood in part as a last-resort device meant
to deal with or prevent a major crisis in
which the preservation of the social com-
pact was or would have been at stake.
As Justice Albie Sachs of South Africa’s
Constitutional Court explains, countries
that introduce af½rmative action “do so
not to meet widely proclaimed human
rights standards but, sadly, because the
social and economic costs of change are

outweighed by the social and economic
costs of policing the status quo. Put blunt-
ly, af½rmative action has frequently come
about as a rushed and forced response to
what have been called race riots.”11

The United States is a case in point.
Sociologist John David Skrentny has
shown that direct af½rmative action 
programs were the somewhat paradox-
ical outcome of a reversal in law and 
policy that took place in a remarkably
short time frame: the second half of 
the 1960s.12 Indeed, not only did Con-
gress fail to provide such programs with
a constitutional foundation, in contrast
with the pattern observed in India, Ma-
laysia, and South Africa; it also had en-
acted a statute, the 1964 Civil Rights Act,
that seemed to preclude their coming
into existence. The Civil Rights Act pro-
hibited discrimination on the basis of
race, color, religion, national origin, or
sex by private employers with ½fteen or
more employees; federal, state, and lo-
cal governments; and educational insti-
tutions, employment agencies, and labor
unions. Speci½cally, Title VII of the Act
declared it “an unlawful employment
practice for an employer . . . to fail or re-
fuse to hire or to discharge any individual
or otherwise to discriminate against any
individual with respect to his compensa-
tion, terms, conditions, or privileges of
employment, because of such individual’s
race, color, religion, sex or national origin.”13

Thus, even though the motivating force
behind the bill certainly was to end the
discrimination suffered by blacks, whites
were also protected from race-based dis-
crimination in employment. Further-
more, section 703 (j) of Title VII explicitly
stated: “Nothing contained in this sub-
chapter shall be interpreted to require any
employer . . . to grant preferential treat-
ment to any individual . . . because of the
race . . . of such individual . . . on account
of an imbalance. ” Yet the ½rst (direct)
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af½rmative action programs were imple-
mented only a few years later.

The factor most directly accounting
for this dramatic policy innovation was
the bureaucratic rationalization of antidis-
crimination law enforcement by the
Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission (eeoc).14 This development, in
turn, was made possible by a highly un-
stable political atmosphere. Between 1964
and 1968, an unprecedented wave of race
riots afflicted American cities, resulting
in several hundred deaths. Alarmed, the
federal government responded to black
leader A. Philip Randolph’s warning
that “the Negro ghettoes in every city
throughout the nation [were] areas of
tension and socio-racial dynamite, near
the brink of similar explosions of vio-
lence.”15 The problem of unemployment
among young urban blacks–understood
to be the underlying cause of that vio-
lence–seemed compelling enough to jus-
tify radical measures that had been dis-
missed a few years earlier. The National
Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders
(also known as the Kerner Commission),
which President Johnson had tasked with
investigating the causes of the riots, men-
tioned neither racial quotas nor more
flexible goals. Yet although the means for
implementation were left unspeci½ed in
the Commission’s prescriptions, the se-
verity of the crisis and the breadth of the
commitment needed to prevent further
riots were clear. 

The causal relationship between racial
violence and the introduction of af½rma-
tive action programs was most immedi-
ately perceptible in the ½eld of law en-
forcement. Previously, blacks and His-
panics were nearly absent from the po-
lice forces in predominately black and
Hispanic urban areas. Therefore, one of
the main recommendations submitted
by the Kerner Commission was to “in-
crease substantially the recruitment of

Negroes in the Army National Guard.”
That blacks made up only 1.15 percent of
National Guard members in August 1967
was viewed as a “de½ciency [to] be cor-
rected as soon as possible.”16 From that 
point on, some form of af½rmative ac-
tion beyond outreach was made part of
the recruitment agenda.

In the United States, the role of inter-
racial strife in creating a new decision-
making environment that led to the in-
troduction of direct af½rmative action
was made particularly visible by the ex-
istence of a contradictory prescription in
a statute enacted only a few years earlier.
Yet a similar dynamic has been operating
in other countries. In Malaysia, the May
1969 riots pitting Chinese against Malay
residents of Kuala Lumpur resulted in 
a death toll of several hundred persons
(most of them Chinese). The violence
prompted not only a markedly authori-
tarian turn in the Malaysian political sys-
tem but also the introduction, in 1971, of
a New Economic Policy, which extended
af½rmative action from the public to the
private sector. The government believed
the key to restoring minimal intercom-
munal harmony was to reduce the gap
between the politically dominant Malays
and the economically successful Chinese.

Similarly, in Northern Ireland, the need
to defuse violent conflict sustained by
persistent religious discrimination has
led to a stronger af½rmative action re-
gime. In accordance with the Fair Em-
ployment Act of 1989, all public author-
ities and private sector employers with
more than ten employees are required to
register with the Equality Commission,
periodically submit reviews on the reli-
gious composition of their workforce,
and consider implementing an af½rma-
tive action program whenever discrep-
ancies are substantial.17 By contrast, in
mainland United Kingdom, “positive ac-
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tion” programs are, theoretically, non-
compulsory for private employers.18 In
what is still the only example of a man-
datory quota in U.K. law, section 46 of 
the Police (Northern Ireland) Act of 2000
goes so far as to require that equal num-
bers of Catholics and non-Catholics be
appointed to the police service from a
pool of quali½ed applicants. 

Even in France, where, according to
the prevailing legal doctrine, “color
blindness” has been constitutionalized
(in contrast to the United States19), the
most blatant (yet unacknowledged) vio-
lation of that rule occurred during the Al-
gerian War of Independence. The French
government then launched an ultimately
unsuccessful attempt to legitimize the
colonial order by co-opting its Algerian
subjects in greater numbers. Between 1958
and 1960, a series of af½rmative action
measures–including straight quotas–
was enacted through executive orders
(ordonnances) to promote the integration
of Algerian-born French Muslims into
selected components of the civil service
and public administration.20 In March
2003, to ensure that a similar process of
decolonization through armed conflict
would not take place in New Caledonia,
the French Constitution was amended
to authorize overseas territories to im-
plement preferential measures “in favor
of [their] population in . . . employment,
in the award of licences required for cer-
tain occupations, or regarding the pro-
tection of land assets.”21 The causal link
between violence that threatens to dis-
rupt the existing political order and the
introduction of af½rmative action pro-
grams–a link observed in otherwise
strikingly different cultural and legal
environments–is thus hard to deny.

Another structural feature of af½rma-
tive action regimes is that they are resil-
ient and tend to expand over time. In

theory, the goal of special treatment for
members of disadvantaged groups is to
make the need for it disappear as quickly
as possible; in reality, the programs are
dif½cult to dislodge. Although af½rma-
tive action has generally been conceived
and justi½ed as a temporary measure,22

it tends to become permanent in demo-
cratic societies, where bene½ts, once
given, cannot be easily withdrawn. In
many cases, af½rmative action programs
have even expanded in scope, either em-
bracing additional groups, encompass-
ing wider realms for the same groups, 
or both. 

In the United States, for instance,
af½rmative action almost immediate-
ly spread outward from native-born
blacks to other groups with an argu-
ably lesser need for remedial treatment,
including women23 and other ethno-
racial minorities–Hispanics and Asians
in particular, whose numbers increased
dramatically as a result of immigration
reform. The consequences of extending
the policy’s range received little thought.
It was the exceptional experience of
blacks–and the impulse to remedy the
injustice inflicted on them–that allowed
af½rmative action to be (imperfectly)
legitimized in the ½rst place “and sub-
sequently . . . picked up by other groups
who would not have been able to make
the original claim.”24

Yet even if it had been “politically fea-
sible and socially desirable” to cast af-
½rmative action as a corrective measure
predicated on the sui generis African Amer-
ican experience, a measure exclusively
designed to undo the harm suffered by
members of that particular group, the
Supreme Court held that courts do not
have the capacity to determine whom
should receive preferential treatment. 
As Justice Lewis Powell explained, the
unavoidable comparative assessment of
the degrees of victimization experienced
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by all groups with potential claims for
af½rmative action bene½ts involves a
“kind of variable sociological and polit-
ical analysis . . . [that] does not lie with-
in judicial competence.”25 Instead, the
Court has conditioned the use of race-
based af½rmative action on enhancing
the diversity of viewpoints represented
in higher education,26 a safer argument,
but one that does not prevent the policy
from being extended to an ever-broader
set of groups; indeed, quite the contrary
has happened. 

Moreover, in addition to this ½rst kind
of expansion, while af½rmative action
programs emerged as a requirement im-
posed by the federal government on pub-
lic contractors, they are now in play at
universities, state and local governments,
private ½rms, and regulatory agencies re-
sponsible for granting licenses. In some
domains the Supreme Court made the
policy’s conditions of validity more re-
strictive over time27; in others–such as
higher education–it con½rmed the con-
stitutionality of af½rmative action pro-
vided that the programs remain suit-
ably informal.28

Similar to trends in the United States,
in India quotas in university admissions
and government employment were orig-
inally instituted to help the historically
oppressed Scheduled Castes (scs)–the
“Untouchables”–and Scheduled Tribes
(sts),29 but over time were extended 
to the somewhat better-off lower castes. 
As of 1980, 52 percent of the Indian pop-
ulation was eligible. As in Malaysia and
South Africa, the national af½rmative
action regime now offers bene½ts to as-
criptive (non-gender) groups that make
up a majority of the population, despite a
large-scale resistance to that extension
that persisted over several decades.

Af½rmative action began in India under
British colonial rule as a set of programs
designed for the advancement of the Un-

touchables, ½rst in the ½eld of educa-
tion as early as 1892, then in civil ser-
vice and political of½ce. After the coun-
try gained independence, the 1950 Con-
stitution of India mandated that a pro-
portional number of seats be reserved 
for members of scs in federal and state
legislative assemblies. The Constitution
also enabled states to set aside a popu-
lation-linked share of government jobs
and places in educational institutions
for those groups’ bene½t. Furthermore, 
it authorized the potential extension of
quotas to groups other than scs and sts
in Article 15 (4), which explicitly allows
the states to “mak[e] any special provi-
sion for the advancement of any socially
and educationally backward classes of
citizens.” Yet the ratios used, and even
the de½nition of the relevant groups–
in the case of the so-called Other Back-
ward Classes (obcs)–were left for state
governments to determine. Caste was 
by no means preordained as a de½ning
feature. 

Aside from the case of scs and sts,
both the Constituent Assembly and suc-
cessive post-independence parliaments
expected criteria of “backwardness” to
be de½ned in economic terms; for forty
years, they dismissed the recommenda-
tions of various Backward Classes com-
missions that caste should determine
af½rmative action bene½ts.30 One such
commission, the Mandal Commission,
proposed in 1978 to add a national quo-
ta of 27 percent in government jobs for
obcs. This recommendation was in ad-
dition to the existing (proportional)
quota of 22.5 percent: 15 percent for scs
and 7.5 percent for sts. Although the
obcs were granted af½rmative action
bene½ts in some individual states and
provinces, it was not until the begin-
ning of the 1990s that the proposal was
adopted and received the imprimatur
of India’s Supreme Court.31

114

Af½rmative
Action in
Compar-

ative
Perspective

Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences



In addition to extending bene½ts to
other groups, India’s quota system has
expanded within the public domain.
Places were reserved for scs and sts
½rst in admission to state colleges and
professional schools, then in appoint-
ments to the state and central adminis-
trative services, and, eventually, in any
number of positions in the public sector.
More recently, as economic liberaliza-
tion–under the direction of the Inter-
national Monetary Fund and the World
Bank’s Structural Adjustment Programs
–and the privatization of government
sector jobs have drastically reduced the
reach of af½rmative action, some have
considered bringing the private sector
under the purview of the reservation
policy.32

As the historical developments of the
U.S. and Indian af½rmative action re-
gimes suggest, regardless of whether 
the policy is explicitly authorized in a
country’s Constitution, af½rmative ac-
tion tends to expand to other groups 
and domains. When, initially, the in-
tended bene½ciaries are stigmatized
numerical minorities, the number of
recipients and/or policy areas covered
increases over time. That a similar ex-
pansion takes place in countries where
af½rmative action has been constitution-
alized in more speci½c terms, and where
the policy bene½ts politically dominant
yet economically disadvantaged majority
groups, is therefore hardly surprising.

In most countries where the bene½cia-
ries of af½rmative action (women ex-
cepted) are or originally were minority
groups, the legal validity of targeted 
programs depends on whether the pro-
grams meet a set of formal requirements.
Arguably the most important require-
ment is that the process by which scarce
resources are allocated should not be de-
termined exclusively by group member-

ship. Thus, in the 1963 Balaji v. State of
Mysore decision, while the Indian Su-
preme Court did not object to the use of
caste as a criterion for the identi½cation
of “backwardness,” it held that caste
could not be the only criterion consid-
ered. Similarly, the 1978 U.S. Supreme
Court decision California v. Bakke allowed
university admissions to take race into
account as long as it was treated as just
one among many potential diversity-
enhancing features to be weighed against
all the others.33 In the same vein, the
European Court of Justice has opposed
appointment or promotion schemes
under which women candidates would
be automatically preferred to men34; the
court approved, however, “a tie-break
rule giving preference to women where
women and men are equally quali½ed, 
as long as an equally quali½ed male had
the opportunity to establish that a rea-
son speci½c to his case should tilt the
balance in his favour.”35

These formal constraints are much less
stringent in countries where law discour-
ages resistance to af½rmative action as 
a matter of principle. In Malaysia and
South Africa, where the disadvantaged
groups that bene½t from the policy are
numerical majorities,36 af½rmative ac-
tion programs, unsurprisingly, are both
more extensive and more explicit. Thus,
Malaysia’s 1957 Constitution confers
privileges to bumiputeras (ethnic Malays)
with a view to uplifting their economic
position and thereby eradicating the
remnants of the old colonial order in a
particularly broad range of settings, in-
cluding the award of business licenses
and the distribution of land ownership.37

Moreover, in the aftermath of the 1969
riots, the 1948 Sedition Act was revised
to make it illegal to question the exis-
tence of these privileges.38 Advocating
for the suppression of af½rmative action
thus constitutes a criminal offense pun-
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ishable by up to three years in jail39–
a provision without equivalent in any
other country. 

In South Africa, the 1996 Constitution
was also designed to forestall any argu-
ment over the permissibility of af½rma-
tive action for members of disadvan-
taged groups, with a view to avoiding
legal controversies of the kind that were
then unfolding in the United States. Sec-
tion 9 (2) states: “[T]o promote the
achievement of equality, legislative and
other measures designed to protect or
advance persons, or categories of per-
sons, disadvantaged by unfair discrimi-
nation may be taken.”40 Section 9 (3)
indicates that “the state may not unfairly
discriminate directly or indirectly against
anyone on one or more grounds, includ-
ing race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital
status, ethnic or social origin, colour, sex-
ual orientation, age, disability, religion,
conscience, belief, culture, language and
birth.”41 Section 9 (5) makes clear that,
in some cases, discrimination may be
considered “fair”; and the 1998 Employ-
ment Equity Act con½rms that “af½rma-
tive action” measures by “designated
employers” vis-à-vis members of “des-
ignated groups” fall under this rubric.42

In Malaysia, in the aftermath of the
events that made reducing group in-
equality appear more urgent than ever,
the constitutional status of af½rmative
action provided the central government
with an already familiar set of programs,
whose scope was then enlarged substan-
tially for the sake of political stability.
Hence the New Economic Policy entailed,
inter alia, the acquisition of shares in pri-
vate corporations on behalf of bumiput-
eras by public authorities. The of½cial
goal of this policy was to promote “the
restructuring of society so as to elimi-
nate the identi½cation of race with eco-
nomic function”43 by 1990. The project
of bringing about a radical, large-scale

social transformation, which arguably
underlies af½rmative action even in lib-
eral democracies,44 was thus made strik-
ingly–and unusually–explicit. 

Similarly, the Employment Equity Act
in South Africa explicitly states that af-
½rmative action measures may “include
preferential treatment.”45 Most distinc-
tively, under sections 20 (3) and 20 (5) 
of the Act, a designated group member’s
lack of the necessary quali½cations is 
not a suf½cient reason for hiring a non-
designated group member instead: the
employer “may not unfairly discriminate
against a person solely on the grounds 
of that person’s lack of relevant experi-
ence.” Rather, the only legitimate matter
of concern is the applicant’s “capacity to
acquire, within a reasonable time, the
ability to do the job.” By squarely reject-
ing the very criterion of merit as conven-
tionally de½ned by the level of quali½ca-
tion, South African law thus embraces a
conception of af½rmative action reflect-
ing the comparatively high degree of le-
gitimacy that the policy enjoys in that
country. This fact is explained largely 
by the clear causal link between current
group inequality and the recently dis-
mantled and morally discredited apart-
heid regime. In this case, af½rmative
action most visibly partakes of a simul-
taneously corrective and prospective
strategy geared toward the deracializa-
tion of power and the structural trans-
formation of the polity in an egalitarian
direction. This approach is in line with
the reference to the “crea[tion] of a new
order” in the Preamble of the 1993 In-
terim Constitution46 and the Postam-
ble’s de½nition of this document’s ulti-
mate purpose as being no less than the
“reconstruction of society.”47

How do these different af½rmative
action regimes de½ne the social out-
come, the attainment of which would
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justify the termination of the policy? Two
cases might be usefully distinguished.
In some countries–such as Malaysia, for
instance–the proportionality criterion
provides an obvious and relatively un-
controversial “focal point.”48 In others–
such as the United States, by contrast–
proportional representation is emphati-
cally rejected as a distributive principle,
even though it arguably operates covert-
ly at the policy-making level by de½ning
the benchmark against which “discrep-
ancies” and “de½ciencies” will be iden-
ti½ed and compensated for. Yet at the
end of the day, one may well argue that
the ultimate goal of af½rmative action
will be reached only when it will not occur
to anyone to verify the percentage of black

students or employees at a given univer-
sity or enterprise. If race should eventual-
ly become–according to the color-blind
ideal–as negligible a physical character-
istic as eye color,49 it would not be a mat-
ter of simply knowing that there is no cor-
relation between that trait and the posi-
tions held by individuals in the econom-
ic and occupational hierarchy. Rather,
societies must reach a point at which no
one would even think of undertaking an
empirical investigation designed to ½nd
out. In this respect, at least in countries
where the ideal of societal integration is
the strongest, an irreducible paradox of
af½rmative action policy is that it openly
aims to eliminate the conditions that
justify its implementation. 
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When the American Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences devoted two issues of its journal Dædalus
to the topic of “The Negro American” in 1965 and
1966, the United States had reached the triumphant
end of the second of three eras of racial politics
that characterize the American national experience
thus far. The election of Barack Obama to the presi-
dency in 2008 raised hopes that the end of the third
era was near, after which racial inequalities and
conflicts would no longer be central to national
life. Although the demographics of the 2008 elec-
torate signaled the impact of historic racial trans-
formations and the possibility of even greater
changes, the campaign offered at best a glimpse 
of how the central issues of the third racial era 
in U.S. history might be resolved. As long as the
debate over managing race-based discrimination
and inequities persists, the current era cannot be
said to have ended. 

We view the three eras of American racial poli-
tics in terms of rival racial policy alliances: that is,
durable coalitions of political actors, activist groups,
and governing institutions united by their stances
on the central racial policy issues in the eras of
American politics their conflicts help de½ne.1 In
the slavery era of 1790 to 1865, pro-slavery and anti-
slavery alliances fought over whether slavery should
be maintained and extended. Next, after a period
of transition, the Jim Crow era emerged in the mid-
1890s and endured (for practical purposes) until
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the mid-1960s, while pro-segregation and
anti-segregation alliances contested the
maintenance and extension of de jure ra-
cial segregation and effective black dis-
enfranchisement. After another period of
transition lasting from roughly 1965 to
1978, the modern era of race-conscious con-
troversies has witnessed struggles between
opposed “color-blind” and “race-con-
scious” alliances over race-targeted poli-
cies and programs. 

The central racial issues of the slavery
and Jim Crow eras resolved only when
extraordinary forces combined to enable
one alliance to win decisively over the
other. In each case, change came under
the pressure of major wars (the Civil War
in the former and World War II, com-
bined with the ensuing Cold War, in the
latter) that compelled U.S. leaders to re-
ly on the economic and military contri-
butions of African Americans and to jus-
tify the nation’s cause in terms of inclu-
sive democratic principles. In turn, do-
mestic political forces impelled the Unit-
ed States to live up to those principles
more fully.2 Nonetheless, despite those
successes, deep racial inequalities and
sharp disagreements over how to address
them remained, even among the mem-
bers of the triumphant anti-slavery, then
anti-segregation, alliances. The persis-
tence of material race inequities and con-
flicts explains why, after periods of tran-
sition, new racial alliances emerge on
opposite sides of new racial issues.

In all three eras, racial alliances have
sought political power either to resist 
or to advance the measures promoting
greater material racial equality that they
have deemed the most consequential,
even if those measures have fallen short
of addressing all racial concerns. The
alliances have also sought to influence
the positions of major political parties.
During much of the ½rst two eras, the
opposed racial coalitions had allies in

both of the major parties of their day,
albeit in unequal proportions, creating
pressures and possibilities for racial com-
promises. Today, partisan divisions and
racial alliance divisions are almost co-
extensive: the Republicans regularly en-
dorse color-blind policies, while Demo-
crats support race-conscious ones. Even
though the issues that de½ne our current
racial era seem more amenable to rea-
sonable compromises than those that
de½ned previous eras, this structural re-
inforcement of racial/partisan positions
has contributed decisively to a polarized
politics in which resolving racial issues 
is a mammoth task. 

Few scholars have appreciated the dis-
tinctiveness and signi½cance of this par-
tisan structure of modern racial politics.
During most of the slavery era, there were
pro-slavery and anti-slavery components
to both major parties: ½rst among the
Jeffersonian Republicans and the Feder-
alists, and later the Jacksonian Demo-
crats and the Whigs, although the Jeffer-
sonians and Jacksonians tended to lean
more strongly toward the pro-slavery
side. This cross-cutting–rather than re-
inforcing–structure of racial and party
positions explains why leaders of the
two parties repeatedly, and especially in
1820 and 1850, managed to forge com-
promises that left the future of slavery
unclear. But as Abraham Lincoln argued,
slavery was not an issue that could be
compromised on forever. The nation
could not endure half-slave and half-free.
In the 1850s, when the evenly divided
Whigs broke apart over the slavery is-
sue, a new partisan alignment arose that
overlapped more closely with the era’s
racial alliances. It pitted thoroughly pro-
slavery Democrats against Republicans
drawn from former Whigs and Free Soil
Democrats who uniformly opposed the
extension of slavery. The new Republi-
can Party’s moderate but ½rm anti-slav-
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ery position was made still more threat-
ening to the South by the presence of a
small but influential abolitionist move-
ment. As a result, Southern Democrats
viewed further compromises on slavery
as suicidal and refused to accept the rise
of the Republican Party to national pow-
er. The Civil War erupted soon after. 

In the wake of the Union’s Civil War
victory, the anti-slavery alliance embed-
ded into the Constitution the position
on which they all agreed. As af½rmed in
the Thirteenth Amendment, there would
be no involuntary servitude in the Unit-
ed States. But slavery’s opponents, who
ranged from former Democrat Andrew
Johnson to Radical Republican Charles
Sumner, disagreed passionately about
the extent to which the United States
should pursue racial equality beyond the
end of slavery. Thus, the nation entered
a transition period, during which South-
ern Democrats rebuilt their strength by
persuading most Northern Democrats
and many white Republicans that nation-
al harmony could be restored through the
establishment of a new form of white su-
premacy: the putatively equal Jim Crow
system of local, state, and national seg-
regation policies. 

By the late 1890s, most–though not all
–Republicans had ceased to oppose mea-
sures to enforce African American disen-
franchisement and segregation. Through-
out the ensuing Jim Crow era, there were
critics as well as supporters of segrega-
tion in both the Democratic and Repub-
lican parties; the Democrats, however,
were the primary architects of segrega-
tion, while most Republicans simply ac-
quiesced. Over time, in the face of inter-
national pressures including World War
II and the Cold War struggles with Com-
munism, segregation practices became
political, economic, and military liabili-
ties. These problems combined with do-
mestic pressures, particularly the rise of

the modern civil rights movement and
the migration of African Americans to
Northern cities where they formed a piv-
otal potential voting bloc, to make change
possible. Domestic and international
developments enhanced the power of
policy-makers who opposed segregation,
especially in the northern Democratic
Party after 1932. Along with more mo-
bilized African Americans, increasing
numbers of white citizens and leaders,
particularly outside the South, came to
regard segregation as lacking any per-
suasive moral or even political justi½ca-
tions. Jim Crow segregation, too, was 
no longer viewed as a matter for com-
promise. Eventually, the Democratic
Party became predominantly anti-segre-
gationist. Thus, after 1960, when Demo-
crats gained control of all three branches
of the federal government and added
crucial anti-segregation support from
Republicans, they enacted major new
civil rights laws and won favorable con-
stitutional rulings that toppled the Jim
Crow system of de jure segregation and
disenfranchisement. 

Again, however, those victories left in
place entrenched forms of racial inequal-
ity and considerable white resistance to
further egalitarian change. In this regard,
President Lyndon Johnson, the former
Southern segregationist who led the leg-
islative triumphs of the mid-1960s, is
said to have remarked when he signed
the 1964 Civil Rights Act that the Dem-
ocratic Party had “lost the south for a
generation.” He meant, of course, that
Democrats had lost the white South,
along with many other white voters, and
therefore many elections. He was more
right than he knew. According to exit
polls, no Democratic presidential can-
didate has won more white votes than
the Republican candidate in any nation-
al election since 1964, not even Jimmy
Carter or Bill Clinton, both Southern
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Democrats who nonetheless won the
White House.3

Yet if it is true that the civil rights laws
of the 1960s set the stage for an era of
Republican predominance in national
elections, it is also true, as political sci-
entists Philip Klinkner and Thomas
Schaller argue, that Great Society laws
transformed the American electorate
over time in ways that, by 2008, made
Barack Obama’s victory possible. The
1964 Civil Rights Act and, particularly,
the 1965 Voting Rights Act spurred en-
franchisement and expanded political
opportunities for millions of African
American and, eventually, Latino voters.
Without these measures, the Obama
campaign would have been inconceiv-
able. The 1965 Immigration and Nation-
ality Act, ending the race-based national
origins quota system and leading to ex-
panded Latino and Asian immigration
over the several decades following en-
actment, also transformed the Ameri-
can electorate: in 1964, more than 90
percent of voters were non-Hispanic
whites; in 2008, that number had fallen 
to under 75 percent. The 1965 Higher
Education Act, providing funding for
low- and middle-income students, in-
creased the number of voters with col-
lege degrees from 13 percent in 1964 to 
46 percent in 2008. Notably, Obama’s
popularity with college-educated voters
was an asset in his primary campaign
against Hillary Clinton and in the gen-
eral election.4

Even so, exit polls indicate that in No-
vember 2008, Obama lost among white
voters by 55 to 43 percent. He won 95
percent of the black vote, 67 percent of
the Latino vote, and 62 percent of the
Asian American vote–supermajorities
that, combined with increased turnout
among these groups, secured his victory.5
A number of analysts have concluded
that although Obama did slightly better

nationally among white voters than John
Kerry did in 2004, he fared worse among
Southern whites and whites with high
racial-resentment scores than a white
Democrat likely would have done under
the circumstances of the 2008 election.6
Although Obama’s race was a plus for
some liberal white as well as many non-
white voters, most of those voters prob-
ably would have voted Democratic any-
way. In contrast, racial resentment ap-
pears to have cost Obama votes that a
white Democrat would have won if the
voting had been based primarily on eco-
nomic views–enough to diminish his
net national vote by about 5 percentage
points, according to political scientists
Michael Lewis-Beck, Charles Tien, and
Richard Nadeau.7

It seems clear, then, that the legislative
and judicial triumphs of anti-segregation
forces in the 1950s and 1960s transformed
the American electorate–and therefore
American politics–in racially inclusive
directions. Nevertheless, these forces
failed to eliminate the political conse-
quences stemming from white racial
resentment.8

The victories of the civil rights era had
a further impact on the national political
landscape. Taking one set of racial issues
off the table transformed the nation’s
policy debates over how to respond to
the reality of continuing racial inequali-
ties and tensions. New alliances formed
around new issues that emerged as piv-
otal. Proponents of greater material ra-
cial equality were faced with the fact
that even though non-whites now had
voting rights and formally equal econom-
ic rights, they continued to trail whites
signi½cantly in every area of American
life, including employment, income,
wealth, education, housing, health and
mortality, incarceration, and political rep-
resentation. Veterans of the civil rights
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struggles, such as Julian Bond and Jesse
Jackson, came to believe that further
progress could not be achieved without
direct, race-targeted measures such as
af½rmative action programs in educa-
tion admissions and employment; race-
conscious pupil assignment policies in
the public schools; housing and job pro-
grams aimed at areas with high percent-
ages of poor, non-white residents; race-
conscious lending and fellowship pro-
grams; and majority-minority districts.9
But to many Americans, even many who,
like Supreme Court Justice William O.
Douglas and Harvard sociologist Nathan
Glazer, had opposed segregation laws,
these measures seemed unjust–even 
a form of reverse racism.10 By the mid-
1970s, the modern structure of Ameri-
can racial politics had formed, with a
coalition of political actors and institu-
tions promoting race-conscious policies
and a rival coalition insisting that pub-
lic measures and institutions should be
“color-blind.” 

With the emergence of each new struc-
ture of rival racial alliances, members of
both alliances have professed allegiance
to the resolution of the previous era’s
disputes. Not even the proponents of
Jim Crow sought to restore chattel slav-
ery, which they conceded to be inef½-
cient and immoral. Today no one calls
for a return to the Jim Crow system.
Instead, both advocates of color-blind
policies and proponents of race-con-
scious policies present themselves as the
true heirs to the anti-segregation civil
rights movement. Both criticize their
opponents for betraying its aims. For
members of the color-blind alliance, the
civil rights movement centered on Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr.’s hope that persons
would be judged not by the color of their
skin but by the content of their charac-
ter. They believe that race-conscious
measures violate that aspiration and 

perpetuate racial discord. By contrast,
members of the race-conscious alliance
believe that the central aim of the civil
rights movement was to reduce embed-
ded material racial inequalities. They 
see the color-blind alliance’s rejection 
of race-targeted policies as operating to
perpetuate and even exacerbate perva-
sive inherited white advantages, whether
or not that outcome is intended. 

The two modern alliances emerged on
either side of the debate over af½rmative
action in employment, but they can be
found largely intact in legislative and ju-
dicial struggles over a remarkably wide
range of other issues. Their basic struc-
ture is laid out in Table 1. 

Some members of the color-blind al-
liance, such as white supremacists, sup-
port color-blind policies tactically, as a
potent means to preserve white advan-
tages. Others do so sincerely. The prob-
lem of disentangling racial aversions,
perceptions of racial threats, and ideo-
logical commitments to race-neutral
policies is intractable. Though there is
evidence that at least some members of
the color-blind alliance seek to preserve
existing white advantages over non-
whites, we presume that most propo-
nents of color-blind policies believe
these measures are best for racial prog-
ress and justice. 

These modern coalitions cannot be
adequately grasped in class terms: the
business sector is divided on race-con-
scious measures, while most unions–
formerly frequent opponents of civil
rights reforms–now support them. The
most distinctive feature of the structure
of modern racial politics is, again, their
division along major political party lines.
Since at least the end of the Nixon ad-
ministration, Republicans have favored
color-blind policies, even if some do so
more ardently and consistently than 
others; the great majority of Democrats,
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meanwhile, have of½cially supported
race-conscious measures, even if some
do so half-heartedly. Of½cial party plat-
forms since 1972 have stated these dis-
tinct positions explicitly, though the
Republican commitment to color blind-
ness became more full-throated after
1980, while Democrats have less force-
fully defended race-conscious measures
since the “Reagan Revolution.”11 Even
so, in contrast to the near-universal re-

pudiation of white supremacist attitudes
in national politics, this polarization on
appropriate racial policies is consistent
with, and may be an insuf½ciently appre-
ciated contributor to, the modern parti-
san polarization documented by many
political scientists.12 Primarily because
most American voters are white and most
whites oppose race-conscious policies,
the nearly full fusion of the modern ra-
cial alliances with the two major parties
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Table 1
Rival Racial Alliances, 1976 to 2008

Color-Blind Alliance

Most Republican Party of½ceholders and members after 1976
President, 1980–1992, 2001–2008
Some conservative and neoconservative Democrats
Majority of Supreme Court after 1980
Most lower federal court judges, many state judges after 1980
Some white-owned businesses and business lobbyists 

(e.g., Equal Employment Advisory Council)
Some labor unions, particularly traditional union locals
Conservative media (e.g., Rush Limbaugh, Charles Krauthammer)
Conservative think tanks/advocacy groups 

(e.g., Center for Individual Rights, Cato Institute)
Fringe white supremacist groups
Christian Right groups (e.g., Family Research Council)
Conservative foundations (e.g., The Lynne and Harry Bradley Foundation)

Race-Conscious Alliance

Most Democratic Party of½ceholders and members
President (mixed support), 1993–2000
Some liberal and pro-corporate Republicans
Some federal and state judges
Many civil service members of executive agencies
Many large businesses, minority-owned businesses
Most labor unions
Military leadership
Liberal media (e.g., The New York Times)
Liberal advocacy groups (e.g., American Civil Liberties Union)
Most non-white advocacy groups (e.g., National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People, La Raza, Asian American 
Legal Defense and Education Fund)

Liberal religious groups (e.g., National Council of Churches)
Liberal foundations (e.g., Soros Foundation, Ford Foundation)
Liberal blogs and Internet groups after 2004

Source: This table is documented in Desmond S. King and Rogers M. Smith, Still a House Divided: 
Race and Politics in Obama’s America (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2011).



has contributed to the gop’s predomi-
nance in national elections since the
mid-1970s.

This fusion, combined with the mate-
rially inegalitarian historical legacies of
the nation’s two previous eras of racial
politics, has had further signi½cance. Ra-
cial politics today is shaped by passionate
beliefs that what the nation found to be
true in the past remains true for current
racial conflicts: that policy approaches
can brook no compromise. American
public policies, many believe, must be
either altogether color-blind or consis-
tently race conscious; there can be no
principled middle ground. In one sense
this is logically indisputable. If the na-
tion has any race-conscious measures 
at all, then it has not achieved pure col-
or blindness (if we make the question-
able assumption that pure color blind-
ness is possible). 

Yet if the basic precept common to
both modern racial alliances is to make
extensive opportunities available to all
regardless of race, then it is almost cer-
tainly true that the public policies most
conducive to that goal involve some
combination of race-“neutral” and race-
“conscious” measures, whatever the 
correct relative proportions may be. But
because compromise on racial issues
seems immoral to many on both sides,
because some on each side suspect their
opponents of racism or “reverse racism,”
and because the positions of both sides
have also come to be identi½ed with the
political fortunes of the rival parties, 
the structure of American racial politics
stands in the way of policy-makers and
institutions openly devising and imple-
menting such hybrid measures without
being paralyzed by controversy.13 Ironi-
cally, the American party system was
better able to work toward compromises
during eras when the issues, in the end,
were not truly subject to legitimate com-

promise. Today, when the need for ul-
timate victory by one side or the other 
is far less clear, compromise seems far
more unlikely.

Barack Obama’s writings, his strategy
as a presidential candidate, and his ac-
tions during the ½rst year of his adminis-
tration all show that he understands the
chief implication of the modern struc-
ture of partisan-allied racial alliances: 
a Democratic president cannot hope to
satisfy the substantial portion of his con-
stituents who adhere to the race-con-
scious alliance if he openly repudiates 
all race-targeted measures, nor can he 
be con½dent in making progress toward
alleviating material racial inequalities if
he does so. Yet in the (still) predominant-
ly white national electorate, most voters
favor color-blind policies, and any can-
didate who is strongly identi½ed with
race-conscious measures is likely to lose.
Aided by exceptional circumstances,
Obama negotiated adroitly the electoral
challenges the structure of modern ra-
cial politics posed for him in his run for
the presidency. How far his strategy will
permit him to govern successfully, partic-
ularly on racial issues, remains to be seen.

Indeed, both major party campaigns 
in the 2008 presidential election showed
awareness of the constraints as well as
the opportunities modern circumstances
afforded them. The racial alliances frame-
work helps clarify why neither campaign
stressed race and why, as the voting pat-
terns discussed above show, racial con-
cerns were nonetheless at work.14 Sena-
tor John McCain, the candidate of the
color-blind alliance’s party, knew he
could not openly comment on the race
of his opponent; after all, his coalition’s
ideology held that race should be treated
as politically irrelevant. At the same time,
because Barack Obama appears black to
most Americans and identi½es himself

127

Rogers M.
Smith,
Desmond S.
King &
Philip A.
Klinkner

140 (2)  Spring 2011



as African American, his candidacy raised
worries among many in the color-blind
alliance that, as president, Obama would
expand pro-black racial preferences in
many ways.15 But unless Obama openly
urged such policies–which he was care-
ful not to do–the McCain campaign had
to make those concerns salient to voters
without explicitly speaking of race. This
rhetorical dilemma may account for 
the McCain ads asking, “Who is the real
Barack Obama?” and declaring that Mc-
Cain, in contrast, was “the American
President Americans have been waiting
for.”16 The appeals were efforts to stir
fears about Obama, and for at least some
proponents of color-blind policies, those
fears must have included concerns that
he would champion racial preferences.17

Obama faced still greater strategic chal-
lenges in his presidential campaign: as a
black American, he had to win the sup-
port of an electorate that predominantly
favors color-blind policies. Press cover-
age based on interviews with white work-
ing-class voters suggests that it would
have been enormously dif½cult for him
to speak extensively about race and racial
issues without exacerbating concerns that
he would indeed support more expansive
race-targeted programs–fears that could
have sealed his defeat.18 At the same time,
his racial identity and his background as
a civil rights lawyer meant that Obama
did not have to articulate a speci½c racial
agenda for many proponents of race-
conscious measures to presume that he
would be far more sympathetic to their
positions than his opponent. Even so,
Obama would have alienated important
segments of his core supporters if he had
unequivocally repudiated race-conscious
programs and policies. Hence, his best
option was to foreground largely “race-
neutral” policies in his campaign, while
retaining–in the background–indica-
tions of constrained but continuing sup-

port for race-conscious measures such as
af½rmative action.

In The Audacity of Hope, his book of pol-
icy and campaign positions, Obama ex-
plained his support for this strategy. In
his chapter “Race,” he offered “a word
of caution” not to assume that “we have
arrived at a ‘postracial’ politics” or “al-
ready live in a color-blind society,”19

citing stark statistics on persistent mate-
rial racial inequalities and invoking his
own experiences of racism. Obama then
argued, in accord with race-conscious
proponents, “Af½rmative action pro-
grams, when properly structured, can
open up opportunities otherwise closed
to quali½ed minorities without dimin-
ishing opportunities for white students.”
He added, “[W]here there’s strong evi-
dence of prolonged and systematic dis-
crimination by large corporations, trade
unions, or branches of municipal gov-
ernment, goals and timetables for mi-
nority hiring may be the only meaning-
ful remedy available.”20 But Obama
also stressed his understanding of argu-
ments for color-blind measures. He ad-
vocated for an “emphasis on universal,
as opposed to race-speci½c programs” as
not only “good policy” but also “good
politics.”21 He concluded that “propos-
als that solely bene½t minorities and dis-
sect Americans into ‘us’ and ‘them’ may
generate a few short-term concessions
when the costs to whites aren’t too high,
but they can’t serve as the basis for the
kinds of sustained, broad-based polit-
ical coalitions needed to transform
America.”22

In making this argument, Obama
sought in his book and in his campaign
to build a racial alliance that joined those
Americans who predominantly favored
color-blind policies, but could tolerate
some race-conscious measures to allevi-
ate material racial inequities, with those
who thought substantial race-conscious
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measures were needed but were willing
to make concessions if progress was be-
ing achieved through other means. The
only alliance that viably could have op-
posed this “mixed-strategy” coalition
would have consisted primarily of vot-
ers openly opposed to further progress
toward material racial equality altogether
–a group that Obama could have reason-
ably expected to be small in twenty-½rst-
century America. He pursued his strate-
gy, for the most part, simply by not talk-
ing about race and by minimizing its like-
ly impact on the election. Thus, he pre-
sented his rhetorical emphasis on unity
and change in terms congenial to propo-
nents of color-blind and race-conscious
measures alike.23 Though he did not
eliminate the impact of racial resent-
ment, it is likely that he reduced it. 

In negotiating color-blind and race-
conscious policies, Obama skillfully 
pursued the central theme of his cam-
paign–indeed, of his entire political
career. It is a theme embodied in his 
own life-story: America must strive to
achieve the promise of e pluribus unum,
“that out of many, we are truly one.”24

He also bene½ted, however, from the
extraordinary pressures for change that
have abetted racial progress in the past.
Obama was the candidate of the “out”
party at a time when the nation, drained
by warfare in two countries and wracked
by the most severe economic collapse
since the Great Depression, was poised
for a Democratic landslide, at least ac-
cording to many political scientists.25

The Republicans ran a strategically dubi-
ous campaign, with McCain’s choice of
an undeniably inexperienced vice presi-
dential candidate, former Alaska Gover-
nor Sarah Palin, undercutting his argu-
ment that Obama was not ready for the
presidency. Obama’s deft presentation
of his theme of shared commitments to
fellow Americans (rather than of race-

consciousness), reinforced by this re-
markable conjunction of favorable ex-
ternal circumstances, helped him over-
come the factors that long precluded a
black candidate’s election as president 
of the United States.

Obama’s campaign theme–½nding
common ground by emphasizing unity
and mutual service, even while respect-
ing diversity–and the attendant strat-
egy of stressing universal measures
while not rejecting all race-conscious
ones raise the question: can the presi-
dent govern in ways that will sustain a
coalition broad and deep enough to pre-
dominate in American politics for years
to come? Will his “middle way” coa-
lition end America’s third racial era of
contestation over color-blind versus
race-conscious policies? As of this writ-
ing, in Winter 2010, it is too soon to tell.
President Obama has reduced U.S. troop
deployments in Iraq but increased them
in Afghanistan, and although the econo-
my has ceased its precipitous fall, aided
by Obama’s American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act, unemployment and
economic hardships remain high, and
the rising public debt is a daunting poli-
cy constraint. He has won other signi½-
cant domestic and foreign policy victo-
ries, including the Affordable Health
Care for America Act, the Dodd-Frank
Wall Street Reform and Consumer Pro-
tection Act, the repeal of “Don’t Ask,
Don’t Tell,” the New start Treaty, and
the Food Safety Modernization Act. But
his party also endured major losses in
the 2010 midterm elections. These cir-
cumstances leave Obama with little ½-
nancial or political capital to spend on 
a speci½cally racial reform agenda. And
despite his exceptional political skills,
his administration and the United States
still face major additional obstacles to
progress on racial issues.
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First, by stressing color-blind or race-
neutral approaches without rejecting all
race-conscious policies, Obama continu-
ously walks a tightrope. His administra-
tion was buffeted by controversies over
the race-conscious remarks of his ½rst
Supreme Court nominee, Sonia Soto-
mayor, who suggested that at least in
some cases, a “wise Latina” might be able
to reach better decisions than a white
man.26 It also saw a bare majority of the
Supreme Court, but probably a larger
segment of the public, reject the posi-
tion of its amicus brief in the Ricci v. De-
Stefano case.27 Consonant with Obama’s
approach to race, the Justice Department
argued that in order for public employ-
ers (in this case, the Fire Department in
New Haven, Connecticut) to avoid law-
suits under Title VII of the 1964 Civil
Rights Act, it should be permissible to
abandon one race-neutral test for pro-
motion in favor of another race-neutral
test that is preferable on race-conscious
grounds–that is, one likely to produce a
more diverse workforce and leadership.28

The city maintained that it would be
vulnerable to lawsuits if its ½re depart-
ment used its original written test for
promotion. The Supreme Court, whose
Republican-appointed majority has
moved the institution ever more ½rmly
into the ranks of the color-blind alliance,
adopted a daunting “strong-basis-in-
evidence” standard to judge the city’s
legal vulnerability that the city was un-
able to meet.29 In dissent, Justice Ruth
Ginsburg criticized this novel standard
and insisted that the city could use a test
that produced a racially disparate pat-
tern of promotions only if that test was 
a business necessity. The record present-
ed indicated that other tests that better
identi½ed merit would also be more ra-
cially inclusive.30 Both the Court’s rul-
ing and public discussions of the case
showed that even this limited degree of

openness to race-conscious public poli-
cies faced strong judicial and political
opposition.

New Haven had wished to turn to ob-
servational “assessment center” tests for
promotion, tests that probably would
have assessed merit at least equally as
well and that likely would have produced
a more racially diverse workforce and
department leadership. If municipalities
henceforth choose to avoid litigation by
adopting such tests in advance (the gen-
eral strategy preferred by the Obama
administration), race-neutral means
chosen on race-conscious grounds might
prove more acceptable. In other words, 
a policy adopted as a quietly routine
practice may provoke less controversy
than one held up to judicial and politi-
cal scrutiny. Furthermore, despite her
comments, Sonia Sotomayor was con-
½rmed, though in the hearings she backed
away from, rather than defended, her
earlier endorsement of race-conscious
judging.31 These experiences suggest
that Obama’s approach to racial issues
may sometimes embroil him and his
coalition in controversies he wishes to
avoid; but the strategy may nonetheless
form part of his endeavors that, on 
balance, succeed both politically 
and as policy.

A more fundamental question is
whether Obama’s approach to race,
and his more general strategy of seeking
“e pluribus unum” solutions, can success-
fully reduce the nation’s material racial
inequalities, as well as alleviate econom-
ic problems more generally, in a period
of severe recession and polarized poli-
tics. As Obama recognizes, the persis-
tence of severe racial disparities in most
spheres of life makes it a virtual certain-
ty that racial divisions will be visible in
American politics as well. If toward the
end of Obama’s ½rst term the nation’s
economy appears to be moving in the
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right direction –a prospect that is now
very uncertain–he may be able to sus-
tain and even broaden his electorate,
making a second term and further change
possible. But he probably will have to do
so almost entirely through “universal,”
“race-neutral” measures. Both history
and logic indicate that such programs
often fail to reduce material racial dis-
parities substantially. Frequently, they
reduce some material suffering but leave
racial gaps intact. Given the depth of the
nation’s current economic and racial
hardships, the possibility that “univer-
sal” programs will suf½ciently diminish
racial inequalities to quiet calls for race-
conscious measures from the Left, or to
limit concerns about black favoritism
from the Right, is zero.

Also questionable is whether Obama
can persuade many white Americans
that his “universal” policies really are
race-neutral. Political scientists Michael
Tesler and David O. Sears ½nd, for exam-
ple, that racial resentment scores among
whites continue to correlate strongly with
assessments of Obama and with policy
positions on a range of issues, such as
health and tax policy, more so than with
previous presidents.32 Prominent conser-
vative commentators such as Rush Lim-
baugh and Glenn Beck regularly describe
Obama’s policy proposals as “repara-
tions,” even suggesting that Obama is a
“racist” with a “deep-seated hatred of
white people.”33 Those perceptions lead
to the dismissal of Obama’s efforts not
to stress race-conscious measures.

There are also two other, somewhat
less-apparent reasons that the third era
of American racial politics is unlikely
to be at an end. The ½rst is that the race-
conscious politics of the modern era
have generated what might be termed
“the multicultural challenge.” It is a chal-
lenge that goes to the heart of Obama’s
core campaign promise: to embrace the

diversity of Americans and yet to ½nd
ways to “bridge our differences and unite
in common effort–black, white, Latino,
Asian, Native American; Democrat and
Republican, young and old, rich and poor,
gay and straight, disabled or not.” All
Americans are to come to feel and act
politically as “one nation, and one peo-
ple” who will together “once more choose
our better history.”34

But Americans do not agree on what
constitutes their “better history” or what
constitutes “bridging,” as opposed to “ef-
facing,” their differences. Some see the
spread of religious diversity and greater
secularity, for example, as advances for
unity-despite-diversity. Others see those
developments as moral decline, a retreat
from America’s calling to be a “Chris-
tian nation.” Some believe their coun-
try’s “best history” centers on the real-
ization of ideals arising in historically
Anglo-American cultural traditions.
Others see those cultural traditions as
responsible for the repression of valued
communities and identities. Put more
broadly, it may well be impossible to
give any speci½c content to the putative
unifying values of Americans, without
appearing to fail to recognize and accom-
modate the diversity of values Americans
in fact exhibit. For many more multicul-
turally minded Americans, that diversity
of values and identities should be not
only tolerated but actively assisted in
group-conscious public systems of polit-
ical representation, public aid programs,
educational curriculum, legally recog-
nized rights, and other measures. Even 
if severe racial inequalities were miracu-
lously alleviated during an Obama ad-
ministration, race-conscious controver-
sies over policies would remain. Nor is 
it clear that these disputes should be re-
solved one-sidedly: multicultural ideals
have force in part because there are good
reasons to doubt the propriety of a uni-

131

Rogers M.
Smith,
Desmond S.
King &
Philip A.
Klinkner

140 (2)  Spring 2011



½ed sense of American national identity
and purpose in which differences in ra-
cial experiences and identities are sub-
merged or denied. Yet the need for some
forms of unity is real.

Related to this multicultural challenge
is another dif½culty: the “cosmopolitan”
challenge. Obama presents his own iden-
tity as a preeminent example of how
unity can be forged from a background
encompassing a broad mix of races, re-
ligions, nationalities, geographic resi-
dences, educational systems, and eco-
nomic statuses. But his identity has
arguably been forged most of all by his
choices to embrace much of what char-
acterizes dominant but contested forms
of American identity, including Chris-
tianity over Islam or secularity, American
patriotism over cosmopolitanism or for-
eign allegiances, and an emphasis on
unity across the races over racial sepa-
ratism. He has contended, “coming to-
gether, all of us” to “do the work that
must be done in this country” is “the
very de½nition of being American.”35

But among the domestic coalition that 
is Obama’s political base, as well as
among the international leaders and
movements with which he seeks to 
forge alliances, there are many who 
see Obama’s stress on the primacy of
national identity as retrograde, archaic
in an age of globalization, a barrier to
desirable multilateral and internation-
al arrangements, and a rhetoric capable
of being deployed on behalf of chauvin-
ism. In this regard, too, Obama’s vision
requires him to walk a tightrope between
those who see his conception of Ameri-
canism as insuf½ciently celebratory of
national greatness and too open to sur-
renders of national sovereignty, and
those who see his stance as a refusal to
accept that the era of sovereign nation-
states, much less U.S. hegemony, is and
ought to be coming to an end.36

In response to all these challenges,
Obama has defended in principle, and 
to all appearances he is pursuing in prac-
tice, a path expressive of the philosophic
and political pragmatism historically
associated with the University of Chica-
go, where he taught.37 In The Audacity of
Hope, Obama interpreted the U.S. Con-
stitution as “one that sees our democra-
cy, not as a house to be built, but as a
conversation to be had”–a conversation
that rests on “a rejection of . . . the infalli-
bility of any idea or ideology or theology
or ‘ism’” that might stand in the way of
½nding practical means to meet as many
partly conflicting, partly common aspi-
rations as possible.38 Obama recognized
that the politics of “democratic delibera-
tion” he applauded “seems to champion
compromise, modesty, and muddling
through; to justify logrolling, deal-mak-
ing, self-interest, pork barrels, paralysis,
and inef½ciency”–practices he would
soon be accused of indulging in as pres-
ident. But he insisted it involved pro-
cesses of “information gathering, analy-
sis, and argument” that allowed Amer-
icans “to make better, if not perfect,
choices, not only about the means to 
our ends but also about the ends 
themselves.”39

Yet Obama then went on to recognize
the limits of deliberation and the need
not just for “the pragmatist, the voice 
of reason, or the force of compromise,”
but also the “unbinding idealist” who
demands true “justice,” like William
Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass, or
Harriet Tubman. He lamented, “I am
robbed even of the certainty of uncer-
tainty–for sometimes absolute truths
may well be absolute.”40

Obama did not, however, identify his
own “absolutes”–though his writings
and speeches leave little doubt that they
are de½ned in large part by the social 
justice traditions of America’s black
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churches.41 His failure to articulate the
absolutes of this moral vision is another
consequence of the structure of modern
racial politics. Although the preferred
policies of the two rival racial alliances
are not, in fact, utterly resistant to rea-
sonable compromises, the leaders of
today’s racial alliances and political 
parties treat them as if they are, at least
rhetorically. Therefore, it is dif½cult for
Obama or anyone else to de½ne a moral
principle or policy that indicates how
those differences can be resolved. Stat-
ing an “absolute” racial principle might
reinforce the prevailing sense that no
common ground on racial issues can be

found. Obama must hope instead that
his politics and policies of pragmatic
accommodation can achieve enough of
what most Americans desire with regard
to education, health care, employment,
energy supplies, a clean environment,
greater international peace, and freedom
from invidious discrimination at home,
so that tensions over racial principles and
practices recede into the background. But
much has to go right if that indirect ap-
proach to alleviating the nation’s racial
inequalities is to work. If it does not,
Americans will remain enmeshed in 
the third era of U.S. racial politics for
many years to come.
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In his acceptance speech on Tuesday, November
4, 2008, President-elect Barack Obama took note
that “tonight, because of what we did on this date
in this election at this de½ning moment, change has
come to America.” On the same night, Obama’s
Republican challenger, Senator John McCain,
responded similarly: “This is a historic election,
and I recognize the signi½cance it has for African-
Americans and for the special pride that must be
theirs tonight. We both realize that we have come
a long way from the injustices that once stained
our nation’s reputation.” The next day, in a Los
Angeles Times op-ed, scholar and critic Michael Eric
Dyson declared: “The distance from King’s assas-
sination to Obama’s inauguration is a quantum
leap of racial progress whose timeline neither cyn-
ics nor boosters could predict. Today is a bench-
mark that helps to ful½ll–and rescue–America’s
democratic reputation.”1

Looking back through history, few would argue
against the view that Obama’s election to the pres-
idency represented a rupture from centuries of
white privilege as a presumption and a reality.
Since the election, a greater diversity of opinion 
has emerged on what the presence of an individual
of African American descent in the White House
means for the future of race relations and racial
politics in America. One particular view, however,
has had a curiously forceful hold on public dis-
course. Beside Dyson’s op-ed, Los Angeles Times
columnist Shelby Steele wondered aloud, “Does
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[Obama’s] victory mean that America is
now of½cially beyond racism? . . . Doesn’t
a black in the Oval Of½ce put the lie to
both black inferiority and white racism?
Doesn’t it imply a ‘post-racial’ Ameri-
ca?”2 Then, in the news coverage follow-
ing President Obama’s ½rst State of the
Union address, msnbc commentator
Chris Matthews infamously remarked:
“I was trying to think about who he was
tonight. And, it’s interesting he is post-
racial, by all appearances. You know, I
forgot he was black tonight for an hour.”

In this essay, I examine the continuing
(if evolving) racial undertones of politics
as a touchstone for three main points.
First, I challenge the emergent under-
standing that an electoral key to Obama’s
post-racialism is the debt he owes to
white independents, who presumably
set aside decades of racially polarized
voting and came to his side. Second,
rather than af½rming post-racial aspira-
tions, I stress the need to redouble our
efforts to understand how processes of
racialization and “other-ing” are consti-
tuted and how they are shifting in the
dynamic political moment we now occu-
py. Third, I propose using the concept of
pan-racialism to think about how individ-
uals of a shared demographic come to
engage, politically, as a group. Careful
consideration of how “group-ness” is
constituted is essential to conceiving of 
a pan-racial politics across the diversity
of racially and ethnically de½ned groups
in the United States today. 

I should preface my discussion of the
current discourse on Obama and post-
racial politics with two reminders. First,
an abundance of proof suggests that ru-
mors of the demise of race are, to sum-
mon Mark Twain, greatly exaggerated.
Even during the election campaign and
in spite of Obama’s best efforts to con-
vey a “post-racial” narrative, public dis-

course in 2008 was replete with signs of
racial schism. It is dif½cult to reflect on
Obama’s candidacy and presidency thus
far without conjuring memories of the
Reverend Jeremiah Wright’s controver-
sial remarks and Obama’s subsequent
“A More Perfect Union” speech; the
McCain-Palin campaign’s thinly veiled
allusions to race and patriotism in their
“America First” sloganeering; the sub-
sequent and ongoing mobilization of
“Birthers” and “Tea Party Patriots”; the
cries of “Foul!” to then-Supreme Court
nominee Sonia Sotomayor’s support for 
a “wise Latina” standpoint on the bench;
the “beer summit” between Obama, Vice
President Joe Biden, Harvard professor
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and Cambridge
police of½cer James Crowley; and many
other instances of racial tension. Post-
racialism, if the pre½x post- means “coda,”
“transcendence,” “abnegation,” or “invis-
ibility,” is clearly more an aspiration (for
some) than a materially achieved fact. 

Why, then, in the face of all the vitriol
and viperine attacks, do assertions of
Obama’s post-racialism persist? My sec-
ond reminder is that much of the current
discourse prevails because it is explicitly
framed as non-racial or color-blind, or
it is contrived in terms of patriotism,
constitutionalism, cronyism, or some
other allegedly race-neutral guise. That
is, much like the deployment of stereo-
types of black male hypersexuality and
criminality through images of the fur-
loughed felon William Horton in 1988,3
the racial character of Obama’s presiden-
cy survives through framed messages,
implicit associations, and the semblance
of plausible deniability.

Not everyone will agree that race per-
sists and that it survives behind a veil of
color blindness and post-racialism. Nev-
ertheless, in this essay, I consider these
premises to be widely acknowledged in
order to focus my discussion on a gener-
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ally hidden transcript in the current
dialectic of post-racialism. Political
media coverage in the ½rst years of the
Obama presidency has been saturated
with at least two controlling messages:
½rst, that Obama’s policy agenda and
governing legitimacy are under siege;
and second, that there is a groundswell
of partisan disaffection–large enough 
to forecast an electoral tsunami in the
off-year elections–punctuated by the
ascendancy of Tea Party activists and
other populist uprisings against both
the Democratic and Republican parties.

There is a third, related media message
that captures a key dimension of the cur-
rent dialectic of post-racialism. That is,
nonpartisan (read: white) voters are a
critical segment of the electorate to
whom Obama owes his 2008 victory,
and those voters will bear decisively on
his reelection prospects in 2012. During
the 2008 campaign and after, the primacy
of electoral place given to independent
voters in mass media coverage could not
have been more pronounced. As early 
as January 2008, an article in The New
York Times carried the headline, “In This
Race, Independents Are the Prize.”4 In
April, Real Clear Politics ran the article
“Obama’s Independent Edge” with this
punchy subheading: “It’s electability,
stupid.”5

By May 2009, four months after
Obama entered the White House, the
Pew Research Center published the in-
depth report Independents Take Center
Stage in Obama Era.6 As disproportionate-
ly white segments of nonpartisans began
to mobilize protest against Obama, the
framing of that message shifted, starting
with The Wall Street Journal’s November
2009 pronouncement, “Obama is Losing
Independent Voters.”7 Following Massa-
chusetts Republican Scott Brown’s dark
horse Senate victory and the passage of
health care reform in April 2010, The

Washington Times ran the story “Indepen-
dent Voters Turn Angry.”8 A more recent
contribution to this common narrative
summarizes it thus: Barack Obama was
“elected largely by independents and
moderates who were furious at Republi-
cans [and] at the status quo and the deep-
ly divisive politics practiced by the two
main parties”; and the seemingly ephem-
eral currency of Tea Party activists belies
“a much more profound second wave of
disaffected, independent voters.”9

What is instructive in these journalis-
tic diagnostics on independents and the
Obama presidency is the near-total ab-
sence of any consideration of race. Yet
when an explicit consideration of race 
is absent, an implicit presumption of
whiteness (and its attendant privileges)
often ½lls the space. As I will argue, the
current discourse on independents is no
different. In some accounts, the indepen-
dents to whom Obama owes his place in
American political history are represented
by political scientists as ignorant, ½ckle,
and ideologically centrist. In other popu-
lar accounts, they are mutinous, intensely
anti-government voters typi½ed by self-
identi½ed Birthers and Tea Party activists.
In both cases, the presumption is that
these voters are white. To challenge that
presumption, Tea Party activists often
create media spectacles to demonstrate
that there are persons of color in their
midst.

Obama’s electoral debt to white inde-
pendents rests on a loosely bundled as-
sociative logic, beginning with the pos-
tulate that the independent vote helped
usher Obama into the White House.
Attached to this hypothesis are two other
suppositions: that independent voters
are white, and that these white voters
transcended their own racial identity
and self-interest because Obama repre-
sented a post-racial politics. From these
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assumptions, it stands to reason that
Obama’s future electoral prospects hinge
on satisfying white independents and
maintaining a resolutely post-racial
political stance. 

This trim and tidy logic falters in the
face of some background facts about race,
nonpartisanship, and voting behavior.
Here I borrow arguments from my forth-
coming book with Zoltan Hajnal to un-
derscore three key points.10 First, the
dynamics of partisanship have been shift-
ing rapidly, and whites are no longer a
disproportionate share of nonpartisan
constituents in America. Second, an argu-
ment can credibly be made that Obama
owes a greater electoral debt to non-white
voters (partisan and nonpartisan) than
he does to white independents. Third,
these ½rst two points can sustain an op-
posite inference about electoral debts
and post-racial politics: namely, that
there is a rare opportunity (which is still
not lost, even after the Republican Party’s
gains in the 2010 midterm elections) for
the age of Obama to be a de½ning mo-
ment not for the celebration of a post-
racial politics, but rather for a collective
struggle to build a pan-racial politics.

On the ½rst point, in the earliest aca-
demic and media polls, independents
were a relatively minor and (for the most
part) ignored segment of the American
electorate. The ½rst Gallup polls in the
1940s show a range of 15 to 20 percent of
Americans identifying as independents,
and in the early 1950s, according to the
initial American National Election Stud-
ies (anes) surveys, about 20 to 25 per-
cent identi½ed as such. Studies of inde-
pendents in this period were few and far
between,11 and political scientists gen-
erally took a dim view of these voters.
Philip Converse, for instance, proposed
the idea of a “normal vote,” maintaining
that partisan attachments are linked to
voting behavior.12 V. O. Key more explic-

itly described independents as “an igno-
rant and uninformed sector of the elec-
torate highly susceptible to influence by
factors irrelevant to the solemn perfor-
mance of its civic duties.”13

In these early surveys, presuming that
independents were whites raised few
eyebrows. The most visible sea change
with respect to patterns of partisanship
for non-whites was the realignment of
African Americans from belonging to
the “party of Lincoln” to strong attach-
ments to the Democratic Party. Further-
more, non-whites were almost nowhere
to be found in surveys of partisanship.
From 1952 to 1972, more than 90 percent
of all self-identi½ed independents re-
sponding to the anes survey were self-
identi½ed whites. The authors of some
of the most commonly cited studies of
independents simply excluded all non-
whites from the analysis. They believed
that any “increase in Independents was
con½ned to the white population” and
that including African Americans would
only cloud the analysis; in other words,
the study held that “because blacks are
the most disaffected of any major pop-
ulation group, omitting them also
avoids complications if one examines
relationships between alienation and
independence.”14

What has changed about partisanship
since the 1940s and 1950s? For one, the
growing trend of identifying as an inde-
pendent is unmistakable. By the 1970s,
upwards of a third of Americans (and in
some years, upwards of 40 percent) self-
identi½ed as independents, reacting to
the root question, “Generally speaking,
do you usually think of yourself as a Re-
publican, a Democrat, an Independent,
or what?” This ½gure is striking not just
by comparison to earlier ½gures, but also
because it is no longer uncommon for
self-identi½ed independents to consti-
tute a plurality of the electorate. 
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This shift toward nonpartisanship,
more likely than not, relates to factors
such as declining levels of political trust,
the tendency toward candidate-centered
elections and nonpartisan local elections,
and the putative rise in party polariza-
tion.15 It is also co-terminous with the
rising backlash against the civil rights
movement and urban uprisings in the
1960s on the one hand, and with the
surge of migration to the United States
after passage of the Hart-Cellar Act of
1965 on the other. Thus, the dynamics 
of race and immigration redound to the
rise in nonpartisanship in three ways:
whites are shifting their partisanship
from Democrat to independent as a re-
sult of ideological ambivalence between
their racial conservatism and liberal
views on other political dimensions;
African Americans in growing numbers
are moving to nonpartisanship as they
see their political interests marginalized
and their votes taken for granted; and
immigrants and second-generation La-
tinos and Asian Americans in surging
numbers are remaining unbeholden to
parties they know little about and that
do little to reach out to them.16

The growing number of Latino and
Asian American non-identi½ers in the
electorate is part of a broader transfor-
mation in the American voting public.
Some ½fty years ago, white voters made
up 95 percent of the active electorate. By
2008, whites were less than three-quar-
ters of the voting population. This con-
trast over time is even sharper with inde-
pendents. I noted earlier that through
the early 1970s, whites made up more
than 90 percent of self-identi½ed inde-
pendents. According to the 2008 anes

survey, less than 60 percent of all self-
identi½ed independents were white.
Thus, as a general feature of nonpartisan-
ship, it is simply mistaken to assume that
independents are a “white” electorate.

What, then, about the speci½c postulate
that a groundswell of white independents
ushered Obama into the White House?
Here, it is instructive to disaggregate the
claim into two lines of inquiry. First,
we can look more closely at the much-
vaunted new voters of 2008. According
to the Current Population Survey (cps)
Voting and Registration Supplement,
roughly ½ve million new voters were
mobilized in 2008. Of these, the cps

estimates that about two million were
African American, two million Latino,
and six hundred thousand Asian Ameri-
can. The cps also ½nds no statistically
signi½cant new mobilization of whites
in 2008. If one simply carries this data
through the National Election Pool (nep)
exit poll estimates of vote share by race
–speci½cally, that 95 percent of African
Americans, 67 percent of Latinos, 62 per-
cent of Asian Americans, and 43 percent
of whites voted for Obama–one could
reasonably extrapolate that Obama en-
joyed the support of almost 80 percent
of these new non-white voters.

Second, to examine the impact of the
independent vote itself, we can compare
the partisan breakdown of vote patterns
in the 2004 presidential election, when
Democratic candidate John Kerry lost,
to those of 2008. The nep exit poll data
here show some basis for the claim that
Obama owes his victory to (white) in-
dependents. The two-way split favoring
the Democratic candidate remained un-
changed between 2004 and 2008: 89 per-
cent of self-identi½ed Democrats voted
for the Democratic candidate in both
years. By contrast, a slightly higher pro-
portion of self-identi½ed independents
reported voting for Obama (52 per-
cent) than reported voting for Kerry 
(49 percent). 

To this contrast in vote patterns, three
additional facts should be added. First,
Obama also saw an equivalent increase
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(in percentage terms) in support among
self-identi½ed Republicans, garnering 
9 percent of the Republican vote, while
Kerry won only 6 percent of the crossover
vote in 2004. A second key point is that
the 3 percent uptick in independents’
support for the Democratic candidate in
2008, as compared to 2004, is relatively
slender compared to the changes when
voters are differentiated by race rather
than by partisanship. Support for Obama
in 2008 exceeded support for Kerry in
2004 by 7 percent among African Amer-
icans, 9 percent among Latinos, and 
6 percent among Asian Americans. Final-
ly, while a majority of all independents
reported voting for Obama, that central
tendency shifts when independents are
differentiated by race: according to the
nep data, only 47 percent of white in-
dependents voted for Obama, compared 
to roughly 70 percent of non-white 
independents.

These various points on race and in-
dependent voter trends invite caution 
in drawing conclusions about contem-
porary racial politics and the view that
Obama and the Democrats are particu-
larly beholden to white independents.
Speci½cally, the evidence calls for a closer,
more careful examination of the way that
racial meanings are either sewn into or
excised from the facts on the ground of
the 2008 election (and, for that matter,
of the 2010 midterm elections). Perhaps
even more fundamental, the breakdown
of voting patterns reveals a dynamic as-
pect in the evolution of democratic pol-
itics in America. The basic ingredients 
in the electoral stewpot–that is, who
voters are and for whom they are vot-
ing–are being cooked anew, with an
unmistakable racial and ethnic flavor 
to the fusion. 

For many, the 2008 election was a
long-anticipated watershed moment.

According to this view, the changing
demographic and racial landscape that
we have observed and experienced in
America since the 1960s led to success
on the national political stage. And that
success was engendered by a pan-racial
coalition of African Americans, Latinos,
Asian Americans, and racially sympathet-
ic whites. To others, Republican gains 
in the 2010 midterm elections–and the
attendant rejection of Obama’s agenda
–represent a troubling counterpoint to
Obama’s 2008 victory as well as a reprise
of the racial backlash that followed the
legislative triumphs of the mid-1960s. As
we look forward, a regnant concern of
scholars and political observers alike
will be whether the future is more likely
to look like the election of 2008 or the
election of 2010. In other words, is the
multiracial coalition that was mobilized
in 2008 a harbinger of future election
dynamics, or will the ideal of a racially
progressive coalition fracture under the
weight of economic crises, partisan po-
larization, political distrust, and counter-
mobilizing moral and racial panics? 

The aspirations we can realistically
glean from the 2008 election depend
crucially on the meaning we attach to
Obama’s win. Much of this essay has
been devoted to a critical stance toward
one interpretation: that Obama’s elec-
tion signi½es the triumph of post-racial-
ism. Proposing an alternative meaning,
of course, requires more than rejecting
post-racialism. While a full considera-
tion and defense of pan-racialism are
beyond the scope of this essay, such a
discussion would start by breaking away
from the prevailing dialectic between a
racial and a post-racial politics. The antip-
odes of this dialectic are a deeply par-
ticularistic (in some renditions, primor-
dial) notion of zero-sum group loyalties
counterposed against a radically disem-
bodied and ahistorical conception of
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willful color blindness. Pan-racialism
proposes to overcome this bind through
a relational and historically embedded
standpoint of mutual recognition, col-
lective inclusion, and moral partiality
between all racial and ethnic groups that
constitute a society. 

The dialectic between a racial and post-
racial politics is analogous to the opposi-
tion in ethics between the standpoint of
a subjective and narrowly material form
of ethical egoism and that of an impartial
“ideal observer” (à la Kant, Rawls, or
some version of agent-neutral consequen-
tialism). Breaking free from the dialectic
in ethics requires a defense of moral par-
tiality, whether it is steeped in the tradi-
tion of analytic philosophy17 or in a rela-
tional “ethic of care.”18 The parallel be-
tween race and ethics underscores why
post-racialism is so attractive in some
quarters: there is a reigning fear that a ra-
cial politics behind the 2008 election im-
plies a president and a presidency bound
by particularism and drawn into modes
of political clientelism. The analogy also
suggests that pan-racialism might be a
normatively desirable and defensible al-
ternative to racial and post-racial politics. 

To return to the question of what the
future of electoral politics will bring, the
extent to which race is central is especial-
ly pressing given current and future pat-
terns of demographic change. A remix of
electoral dynamics–who votes, whether
their choices will be aligned to political
parties, and whether parties will drum
up the organizational resources and cul-
tural competency to mobilize new voters
–most likely will continue. Most promi-
nent among the reasons for this predic-
tion are the enduringly high rates of in-
migration from Latin America, Asia, and,
to lesser degrees, the Caribbean and Afri-
ca. Moreover, increasing rates of racial
exogamy and mixed race identi½cation
are accompanying the expansion of

immigrant-based ethnic communities 
of color. What is unclear is whether
emerging groups such as Latinos and
Asian Americans will evolve into sig-
ni½cant players on the electoral stage 
as Latinos and Asian Americans and, if so,
what impact they will have. However,
the impulse to deploy conventional 
categories and modes of thinking ham-
pers our ability to understand dynamic
changes in our conceptual tools for study-
ing both politics in general and racial
politics more narrowly. 

Politically, our thinking is anchored 
by our conventions about partisanship
and its central place in American poli-
tics. Social scientists Donald Kinder and
David Sears, for instance, note that “party
identi½cation remains the single most
important determinant of individual
voting decisions.”19 Yet as already noted
above in this essay and elsewhere, non-
partisanship (and not just Tea Party ac-
tivists) is a growing force.20 Moreover,
this groundswell of nonpartisan discon-
tent is transpiring together with (and
perhaps in response to) a full-blown
political polarization at the level of 
partisan elites.21

Among emerging groups such as Lati-
nos and Asian Americans, nonpartisan-
ship is especially widespread, and inde-
pendents are not the only nonpartisan
group of relevance. The relationship of
Latinos and Asian Americans to the pre-
dominant two-party system in the Unit-
ed States underscores a pivotal point:
the party identi½cation scale that most
political scientists continue to use (rang-
ing from strong Democrats on one end
to strong Republicans on the other, with
independents at the midpoint) appears
increasingly irrelevant to many Ameri-
cans. It turns out that modal Latino or
Asian American survey respondents sim-
ply do not know how to place themselves
on such a scale. “Non-identi½ers” (those
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who respond to survey measures of party
identi½cation with “I don’t know,” “no
preference,” “none of the above,” or “I
just don’t think in terms of parties”) are
more than one out of every three Latinos
or Asian Americans. When self-identi½ed
independents are added to this group,
nonpartisans comprise more than half 
of all respondents in the 2006 Latino
National Survey (lns) and the 2008 Na-
tional Asian American Survey (naas).22

Thus, we limit our ability to accurately
study and fully understand the electoral
changes afoot by adhering to well-worn
ways of categorizing and conceptualiz-
ing politics.

The same can be said of well-worn
ways of categorizing and conceptualiz-
ing race. In the domain of racial politics,
a further anchor that moors our thinking
is the continued predominance of what
Juan Perea termed a “Black/White bina-
ry paradigm.” Here, the accuracy of the
term paradigm–at least in the Kuhnian
sense–is debatable, and Perea’s de½ni-
tion of it as “the conception that race in
America consists, either exclusively or
primarily, of only two constituent ra-
cial groups, the Black and the White,”
already feels dated.23 Yet “black” and
“white” continue to stand in as met-
onyms for two distinct models of poli-
tics. “Black” represents an archetype
for a distinctive group politics based in
racial self-de½nition and solidarity.24

“White” represents a duality: of simul-
taneously being nowhere and everywhere,
de½ned in direct opposition to the experi-
ence of African Americans and accepted
without interrogation as the “null” hy-
pothesis or “normal” state of affairs.25

To consider the role of Latinos and
Asian Americans in the future of racial
politics, we might begin with a question
posed by historian Gary Okihiro: “Is
Yellow [or Brown] Black or White?”26

Much of the extant political science

research on partisanship presumes a
binary outcome variable whereby Lati-
nos and Asians will either identify pre-
dominantly with the Democratic Party
on the basis of group attachments, as
African Americans have since the civil
rights era, or split more evenly between
parties on the basis of nonracial inter-
ests and ideologies, as whites are pre-
sumed to do. Similarly, scholars of polit-
ical participation often imagine that La-
tinos and Asians will either be spurred
into action by their racial group con-
sciousness–a dynamic found among
African Americans–or brought into pol-
itics through their socioeconomic posi-
tion, civic skills, or the mobilizing force
of organizations–as is found to be the
case for whites. This binary logic further
extends to debates over coalition poli-
tics, with scholars seeking to discover
whether Latinos and Asians will form
multiracial coalitions with African Amer-
icans or pan-ethnic coalitions across con-
stituent ethnic groups, or whether racial
and ethnic markers will recede in signi½-
cance and cede to ideological, issue-spe-
ci½c, or context-speci½c determinants of
intergroup conflict and cooperation.

In conceiving of the future of racial
politics in these familiar, if problematic,
dialectical terms, scholars and political
observers presume that demographic la-
bels such as “Latino” and “Asian Ameri-
can” imply a prima facie basis for group
politics.27 This premise, which I refer to
as the “identity-to-politics link,” has a
solid empirical foundation for African
Americans but is decidedly less certain
for other racially and (pan)ethnically
de½ned groups. We cannot assume that
Latinos and Asian Americans are func-
tionally isomorphic either to African
Americans (for whom a strong racial
group identity and corresponding politics
are expected) or to whites (for whom the
absence of such identity-based politics,
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or the presence of undifferentiated pro-
cesses of assimilation into “whiteness,”
is expected).

Discerning whether we are headed for
a racial, post-racial, or pan-racial elector-
al future will require better theoretical
frameworks for race and racial politics. I
propose, as one point of departure toward
such improved frameworks, an examina-
tion of several speci½c and conceptually
separable processes that are often bun-
dled together when identity categories
are linked to group politics. These pro-
cesses include racial classi½cation, cate-
gory identi½cation, and group conscious-
ness, as well as two aspects of collective
action: venue selection and coordinat-
ing choice. 

In what follows, I describe each of these
processes and illustrate their potential
utility by examining their speci½city to
one emerging group: Asian Americans.
For most informed observers, the idea
of a politics of Asian Americans as Asian
Americans may seem like a nonstarter.
While Asians in America may commonly
be de½ned under a single, “pan-ethnic”
rubric, beneath that thin fascia of social
convention lies a remarkable “heteroge-
neity, hybridity, and multiplicity” that
de½es simple categorization.28 Further-
more, while the sheer growth in numbers
of Asian Americans is dramatic and un-
likely to plateau, a disproportionately
low number (slightly more than one in
three Asian adults in the United States)
are active voters. As mentioned above,
nonpartisanship is pervasive among
Asian Americans as well.

Yet precisely because the idea of a
group-based politics for Asian Amer-
icans qua Asian Americans seems in-
choate, and perhaps even untenable,
Asian Americans represent an especially
important test case for theories of racial
group identity. For one, periods of rapid

change and growing complexity–includ-
ing the present times–often represent
critical junctures for rede½ning existing
group boundaries and intergroup rela-
tions. Furthermore, Asian Americans
represent a prima facie “most different”
case to African Americans. While both
groups share the joint experience of ex-
ternally perceived homogeneity, inter-
nally lived heterogeneity, and a resulting
history of marginalization and struggle,
their racial positions are distinct. The
“relative valorization” of Asian Ameri-
cans as “model minorities” is a relation-
al standpoint vis-à-vis African Ameri-
cans: in the public imaginary, Asians are
praised for exhibiting putatively model
behavior relative to other racial minori-
ties, who are supposedly less norm-con-
forming and virtuous in their behavior. 

Classi½cation. To determine whether a
coherent and politically signi½cant con-
ception of pan-ethnic “group-ness” exists
for Asians in the United States, we must
½rst more fully understand how a society
de½nes, categorizes, and counts its popu-
lation by identity categories. Our current
pentachromatic classi½cation system–
per the 1977 Of½ce of Management and
Budget (omb) “Directive 15” and, before
that, the 1965 Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Commission (eeoc) “eeo-1” form
–is generally adopted and replicated in
surveys and other modes of data collec-
tion without much question or consterna-
tion. Yet even a cursory glance over time
reveals the often contested and radically
unstable nature of the identity categories
we use to de½ne a population in racial
and ethnic terms. In short, those catego-
ries are not foreordained but wrought
through a combination of social, eco-
nomic, legal, and political processes.29

Americans of Asian origin never ½t
comfortably into the country’s initial
racial categorization of Caucasian/white,
Negro/black, and American Indian.
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Consequently, the racial classi½cations
assigned to them are variable and often
arbitrary. Here, two pivotal legal deci-
sions are instructive. In the 1922 case
Takao Ozawa v. United States, the U.S.
Supreme Court ruled that a person could
not be deemed white by virtue of light
complexion because individuals of Jap-
anese origin belonged to an “unassimil-
able race.” Three months later, in an
apparent reversal of its decision, the
Court ruled in United States v. Bhagat
Singh Thind that, despite the anthropo-
logical consensus of the day, persons
from the Indian subcontinent were to 
be classi½ed as Caucasian; a person of
Asian-Indian origin, however, could not
be deemed white because such a classi-
½cation violated “the understanding 
of the common man.” 

Our present system of racial classi½-
cation is no less mired in contradictions.
The most recent decennial census forms,
for instance, imply that some populations
de½ned by national or territorial origin–
Asian-Indian, Chinese, Filipino, Japa-
nese, Korean, and Vietnamese–are sep-
arate races (categorically equivalent to
“white” and “black, African American or
Negro”), while others–Mexican, Puerto
Rican, and Cuban, for example–share a
single “ethnicity.” Moreover, in 1997, the
omb revised its Directive 15, drawing the
boundaries of Asia (for the purposes of
racial classi½cation) between the Asian
subcontinent and the Middle East; ac-
cordingly, individuals with “origins in
any of the original peoples of Europe,
the Middle East, or North Africa” are
de½ned as white. As former director of
the U.S. Census Bureau Kenneth Prewitt
laments, “[T]he racial measurement sys-
tem is now vastly more complicated and
multidimensional than anything preced-
ing it, and there is currently no prospect
of returning to something simpler.” 
He adds that this system is “less well

grounded in science than any other pop-
ulation characteristic measured by the
nation’s statistical agencies.”30

Category Identi½cation. The second pro-
cess that links demographic identity cat-
egories to a group-based politics is the
degree to which individuals identify with
the racial classi½cations assigned to them.
The mere contrivance of racial categories
is no guarantee that the individuals to
whom the categories are meant to apply
will accept them. The intrinsic distinction
between how individuals think of them-
selves (identi½cation) and how those
individuals might be de½ned by others
(ascription) may seem like a mere theo-
retical possibility, but that possibility 
is likely to be quite palpable for certain
groups, such as new immigrants who
come with no priors on the grammar 
of race in the United States.

The non-automaticity of category iden-
ti½cation is visible in the responses that
Asian Americans give in opinion surveys.
Consider the category “Asian American,”
the pan-ethnic rubric that is commonly
ascribed to U.S. residents of Asian ori-
gin. Respondents to the 2008 naas were
given the prompt, “[P]eople of Asian
descent in the U.S. use different terms
to describe themselves,” and then asked
how they thought of themselves.31 Only
about one in eight respondents self-iden-
ti½ed primarily as “Asian American,”
with roughly 70 percent preferring their
ethnic/national origin group (for exam-
ple, either “Filipino” or “Filipino-Amer-
ican”). By contrast, in the 2006 lns,
the proportion of respondents who self-
identi½ed as “Hispanic” and “Latino”
was roughly equal to self-identi½cation
with national origin descriptors (at just
below 40 percent).32

Group Consciousness. A third key com-
ponent of a racial group-based politics is
a shared sense of commonality and col-
lective interests. This process potential-
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ly is decisive because not all individuals
and groups who accept an identity label
ascribed to them will agree about what
that label means to their subjective sense
of self. These categories may, on the one
hand, represent nothing more than ana-
lytic truths or linguistic conventions. Yet
on the other hand, they may embody an
intimate connectivity among individu-
als. Here again, it is instructive to con-
sider immigrants and their offspring as
newcomers to American society. An im-
migrant from El Salvador may choose to
self-identify as “Latino” as a learned re-
sponse, taking cues from his or her rela-
tives, friends, coworkers, or neighbors.
Yet it hardly follows that the individual
would feel a sense of solidarity or com-
mon destiny with others who have also
learned to self-identify as Latino.

We have seen that few Asian Ameri-
cans identify primarily with the prevail-
ing pan-ethnic descriptor. But do they
share a greater sense of common pur-
pose or collective consciousness, not-
withstanding their attachment to labels?
naas respondents were asked about
their sense of “linked fate” or, more
speci½cally, whether “what happens 
generally to other groups of Asians in 
this country affects what happens in
[their] life.”33 In this sense of “group-
ness,” the picture is mixed: while close 
to 40 percent of respondents agreed that
their personal lot was at least somewhat
connected to the fate of other Asians,
only 9 percent reported a strong connec-
tion. By contrast, nearly three out of
every four African Americans surveyed in
the 1996 National Black Election Study
reported at least a “somewhat strong”
sense of linked fate; close to 37 percent
felt a “strong” connection. At the same
time, Asian Americans who feel a strong
sense of collective consciousness are
politically distinct from those who do
not: they are more likely to be partisans

and ideologues, to be politically active,
and to perceive political commonalities
with Latinos, African Americans, and
other non-whites.

Group-Based Coordination. A ½nal pre-
condition to group politics is coordinat-
ing collective action itself. The road from
af½nity to action is often winding and
bumpy, if connected at all. Collective
action does not materialize spontaneous-
ly, even in the presence of agreement
about the applicability of group labels
and solidarity among those to whom the
labels are attached. Moreover, there are
multiple aspects of choice that require
coordination. Ab initio, those who intend
to act together in the best interests of the
group must ½rst decide (or at least accept
as a premise) that politics is a meaning-
ful venue for the pursuit of the group’s
interests. Despite clear and strong civic
norms of participation and the historical
memory of empowerment through col-
lective movements, it is still far from ob-
vious that racialized groups–especially
when social stigma and material priva-
tion factor into that racialization–are
inclined to pursue recognition and reme-
dy through politics rather than the collec-
tive pursuit of economic advancement,
cultural maintenance, bonding social
capital, community self-determination,
or some other mode of group-based en-
gagement. For immigrant-based groups
such as Latinos and Asian Americans,
the question of where to direct collective
efforts is likely to be especially pressing.

For Asian Americans, survey data sug-
gest that the pursuit of common in-group
interests does not necessarily take place
in the political arena. Respondents to the
2008 naas were asked, “what, if any-
thing, do Asians in the United States
share with one another?” Of four pos-
sible bases for commonality given–“a
common race,” “a common culture,”
“common economic interests,” and
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“common political interests”– the high-
est proportion of respondents believed
that Asian Americans shared a common
culture (almost two-thirds) while the
lowest proportion (under 40 percent)
believed that politics was a unifying di-
mension of the Asian American expe-
rience. At the same time, respondents
with a strong linked-fate orientation
were also signi½cantly more likely to
believe that Asians shared all four foun-
dations: more than half of Asian Amer-
icans with a strong linked-fate orienta-
tion were likely to view Asians as sharing
collective political interests, while only
one in three who rejected the linked-
fate hypothesis viewed Asian Americans
as having common political interests.

Beyond the choice of politics as the
proper venue for collective pursuits,
group-based coordination requires
agreement over what to do. That is, a
given group of individuals originating
from various countries in Asia may be
given the common label “Asian Ameri-
can,” may self-identify with that descrip-
tor, may feel a sense of solidarity with
their sisters and brothers in that identity
category, and may even agree that poli-
tics is the proper place for their racial
projects. Nonetheless, there are many
aspects of collective choice, such as
whether to focus one’s politics at the
federal, state and local, or transnational
level; whether to form a partisan bloc
vote or a less partisan swing vote; or
whether to influence policy agendas by
engaging in the electoral arena, gaining
access through campaign contributions,
or building a strong “civil society” of
community-based organizations, volun-
tary associations, and advocacy groups.
These key steps in collective choice are
often presumed to materialize in the
case of African American politics, where
the modes and levels of political partic-
ipation are multiple and where, for a

given election, 80 to 90 percent of indi-
viduals within this demographic identify
with the Democratic Party and vote, often
in lockstep, with the party’s political
candidates. 

For Asian Americans, by contrast,
there are several interrelated and unfold-
ing narratives of choice. One recurring
theme is the relatively high proportion
who are unattached to either of the two
major parties that de½ne U.S. politics;
yet there is a discernible trend toward
forming partisan ties the longer one is
in the United States. Further, there has
been a trend over the last several presi-
dential elections toward Asian American
voters crystallizing as a strongly Demo-
cratic segment of the electorate. A sec-
ond theme is the still relatively low pro-
portions that vote; however, the 2008
election shows (as with Latinos and
African Americans) the capacity for a
sizable and decisive mobilization. A
third, related theme is the continuing
reluctance (for the most part) of the
majority of candidates and party elites 
to view Asian Americans as a segment 
of the electorate that can be mobilized;
nevertheless, those Asian Americans
who report being contacted by a party
or candidate are signi½cantly more likely
to be voters. On the last point, the 2008
naas data show that respondents who
were mobilized by a party or candidate
were more than twice as apt to be a “like-
ly voter” than those who were not. More-
over, the campaign effort to contact po-
tential voters had a clear substitution ef-
fect: it increased support for Obama and
decreased the proportion of undecided
voters.

This essay is somewhat of a two-step
with two left feet. One foot is tapping
out the rhythm of the commonly held
view that the 2008 election heralded the
inception of a post-racial era of electoral
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politics and that Obama owes a primary
political debt to white independent vot-
ers who abandoned their racial loyalties
to make history. Against this narrative, 
I have suggested that Obama’s electoral
success is also the result of the mobiliza-
tion of partisan and nonpartisan voters
of color. Moreover, the current political
moment might just as well be the har-
binger to a more pan-racial, not post-
racial, era of politics. Along the way, I
have also highlighted several ways in
which nonpartisanship is increasingly
multiracial, multifaceted, and politi-
cally consequential.

Meanwhile, the other foot is tapping to
the rhythm of an important background
question: that is, will demographically
de½ned populations come to do politics
together–and if so, when and how?
Here, one must be careful of a disruptive
counter tempo: the tendency to look at
emerging, immigrant-based groups such
as Latinos and Asian Americans through
the lens of African American or white
politics. A group basis to politics is con-
tingent, not on other groups’ political
narratives, but on the convergence of
multiple processes: namely, the contes-
tation and construction of racial and
ethnic descriptors that align with how 
a population thinks of itself; a shared
sense of common destiny and collective
solidarity within a given population,
de½ned in ethnic and racial terms; and
coordination on the ½tting venue for the

pursuit of common goals as well as on
the collective choice itself (to be swing
voters, bloc voters, or non-voters; to
engage in elections, community activism,
or some other mode of engagement; and
so on). To animate these steps, I have
sampled some beats from the politics of
Asian Americans to see how they jive (or
fail to jive) with this identity-to-politics
link. In doing so, I hope not only to have
illuminated why the politics of a group
such as Asian Americans remains distinct
from that of both African Americans and
whites, but also to have uncovered the
processes that must be activated to solid-
ify a more (or less) group-based politics.

Ultimately, both feet in this polyrhyth-
mic dance come together on two simple
yet crucial points. First, prevailing beliefs
about post-racialism, nonpartisanship,
and their de½ning effects on the political
moment are aspirations and assumptions
as often as they are established facts. To
accept them is to permit tacitly an act of
collective obscurantism. Second, what
many have called the “age of Obama” 
is neither a predestined outcome nor a
material fact. It is a public construction
whose form will depend on how we in-
terpret ongoing events and determine
which future (racial, post-racial, or pan-
racial) we struggle for. Barack Obama,
irrespective of his preferences on the
matter, stands as a metonym for race
relations in the twenty-½rst century.
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Since America’s racial disparities remain as deep-
rooted after Barack Obama’s election as they were
before, it was only a matter of time until the myth of
postracism exploded in our collective national face.

–Peniel Joseph, The Chronicle of Higher Education
(July 27, 2009)

In electing me, the voters picked the candidate of
their choice, not their race, which foreshadowed the
historic election of Barack Obama in 2008. We’ve
come a long way in Memphis, and ours is a story of
postracial politics. 

–Congressman Steve Cohen, Letter to the Editor,
The New York Times (September 18, 2009)

Race is not going to be quite as big a deal as it is
now; in the America of tomorrow . . . race will not
be synonymous with destiny. 

–Ellis Cose, Newsweek (January 11, 2010)1

Are racial divisions and commitments in the
United States just as deep-rooted as they were
before the 2008 presidential election, largely 
eliminated, or persistent but on the decline? As 
the epigraphs show, one can easily ½nd each of
these pronouncements, among others, in the
American public media. Believing any one of
them–or any other, beyond the anodyne claim
that this is “a time of transition”–is likely to be 
a mistake, since there will be almost as much evi-
dence against as for it. Instead, it is more illumi-
nating to try to sort out what is changing in the
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American racial order, what persists 
or is becoming even more entrenched,
and what is likely to affect the balance
between change and continuity. That, 
at any rate, is what we propose to do 
(if briefly) in this article. 

Given space constraints, we focus on
young adults. Even if we cannot fully
disentangle the effects of age, historical
era, and cohort, understanding this pop-
ulation is essential if we are to grasp what
is and is not changing in the American
racial order. We argue that younger co-
horts of Americans were raised in a dif-
ferent racial context and think about
and practice race differently than their
older counterparts do.2 Older Ameri-
cans are products of “the sixties” and 
its sequelae–namely, a rise in immigra-
tion, blacks’ assertion of pride and dig-
nity, whites’ rejection of racial suprem-
acy (at least in public), a slow opening 
of schools and jobs and suburbs to peo-
ple previously excluded, and a shift in
government policy from promoting seg-
regation and hierarchy to promoting (at
least of½cially) integration and equality.
Now, however, new institutions and
practices are moving into place: of½cial
records permit people to identify with
more than one race, antidiscrimination
policies are well established in schools
and workplaces, and some non-whites
hold influential political positions. The
very meaning of race for most of the
twentieth century–a few exhaustive 
and mutually exclusive groups into
which one is born and in which one
stays–is becoming less and less ten-
able. Immigration and interracial re-
lationships have produced a set of 
people who do not ½t conventional 
racial categories and who change 
their racial identity in different con-
texts. Today’s young adults will move 
through adulthood with the knowl-
edge that one need not be white in 

order to become the most powerful per-
son in the world.

For these and other reasons, young
Americans’ racial attitudes are usually
more liberal than those of older Ameri-
cans, and their social networks are more
intertwined. Race, while still predictive,
is less able to determine a young adult’s
life chances and eventual socioeconom-
ic status than ever before in American
history. These changes in the views 
and behaviors of young people have the
potential to produce a new American
racial order–that is, if Americans take
the political and policy steps needed to
diminish barriers that still block the
chances of too many young Americans.
If residents of the United States make
the right choices over the next few de-
cades, the country could ½nally move
toward becoming the society that James
Madison envisioned in Federalist No. 10,
one in which no majority faction–not
even native-born European Americans
–can dominate the political, economic,
or social arena.

We are hardly the ½rst to notice sig-
ni½cant changes in young Americans;
bookstores are full of volumes on “the
new millennials.” But we analyze desta-
bilization of the racial order more sys-
tematically and theoretically than many
others have done, and we add some dis-
tinctive elements. Following the work 
of government and social policy scholar
Brenna Powell, we de½ne a racial order
as a society’s widely understood and
accepted system of beliefs, laws, and
practices that organizes relationships
among groups understood to be races 
or ethnicities.3 A racial order can be an-
alyzed through ½ve components: de½-
nition of a race or ethnicity; classi½ca-
tion of individuals into races or ethnic-
ities; groups’ position relative to that
of other groups; acts that are forbidden,
permitted, or required; and social rela-
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tions among groups. All these compo-
nents are changing–within individu-
als, between persons, among groups,
and across society. Variations in the ½ve
components of the racial order may even
be multiplicative in the sense that forms
of instability interact to increase the mo-
mentum of transformation. Young adults
are not only more likely to be immigrants
and to marry across racial lines, they are
also less committed to the cognitions,
emotions, behaviors, and assumptions
associated with the racial order of the
civil rights era and its aftermath. If these
new views and practices persist as young
adults move through the life cycle, influ-
encing the people growing up behind
them, then the magnitude and pace of
racial destabilization may increase at
ever faster rates.

This image of a snowball gaining girth
and speed as it tumbles down a hill does
not, however, quite complete our argu-
ment. The racial terrain has roadblocks
and boulders that can halt, deflect, or
even explode the rolling snowball. Some
of the least attractive features of the cur-
rent American racial order have remained
stable, and some may even be solidifying,
especially among younger Americans.
New groups–for instance, undocument-
ed Latino immigrants or Muslim men–
may be moving into the old roles of
“most disfavored.” Extraordinarily high
levels of police stops and incarceration
among young black urban men deepen
old racial barriers. Some features of 
the American racial order could even 
be solidifying because other features are
becoming unstable. For example, ad-
vocacy groups may seek even greater
group solidarity for fear that the disso-
lution of a uni½ed group will worsen
persistent race-based prohibitions or
deplete the ability to defend against
growing anti-immigrant discrimina-
tion. They may be right, since percep-

tions and practices of racial distinctive-
ness are dissolving faster than group-
based hierarchy is being undone, poten-
tially leaving the worst-off without sup-
porters or even a language to challenge
injustice.

On balance, the old racial order is be-
ing transformed–but how it is chang-
ing, how much, for whom, and to what
effect is not easily discerned. Disaggre-
gating the changes into ½ve strands is, in
our view, the best way to address these
questions. Having done so, we are con-
½dent in predicting that racial attitudes,
practices, and relative inequalities will
be profoundly different for our children
and grandchildren than they are for us.
We anticipate, but we cannot con½dently
predict, that the gains will outweigh the
costs. That result will depend largely on
how the American political and social
systems deal with the unintended conse-
quences of these pending transformations.

Young adults face an array of answers
to the simple question, what is a race?
Figure 1 shows two forms used by major
American universities on job applica-
tions for an assistant professorship dur-
ing the mid-2000s. The University of
California, Berkeley (left) aimed at pre-
cision through detail, while Pennsylvania
State University (right) aimed at preci-
sion through minimalism. Both mix race
and ethnicity on a single list; Berkeley
adds the complications of ancestry while
Penn State hints that its main interest
lies in legal statuses with budgetary im-
plications. Berkeley acknowledges both
biological and cultural components of
race; Penn State was silent on the cul-
ture/biology dimension. 

These examples suggest that de½ni-
tions of race are increasingly in flux–
returning us in some ways to the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. 
As postmodernists have been pointing
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out for several decades, if the meaning
of a term is unstable and nonconsensual,
the social structures and practices built
around it are much less solid than they
appear to be.4

Young adults are coming to realize that
nominal racial groups do not have the

solidity that they used to. In 2007, for
example, young black adults were more
likely than older ones to agree that “Blacks
today can no longer be thought of as a
single race because the black community
is so diverse.” A year later, young black
adults were slightly more likely to agree
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Source: Non-random sample of race/ethnicity forms used by various universities for job applications, collect-
ed by the authors in 2007.

Figure 1
What is a Race?

University of California, Berkeley
Race/ethnicity Please choose one category. If more than 
one choose the one with which you most closely identify.

White, not of Hispanic origin: persons having 
origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, North 
Africa, or the Middle East

African American, not of Hispanic origin: 
persons having origin in any of the Black racial groups 
of Africa

American Indian or Alaskan native: persons 
having origins in any of the original American Indian 
peoples of North America, including Eskimos and 
Aleuts, or who maintain cultural identification through 
tribal affiliation or community recognition

Unknown

Hispanic (including Black individuals whose 
origins are Hispanic)

Mexican / Mexican American / Chicano: 
persons of Mexican culture or origin, regardless of race

Latin-American / Latino: persons of Latin 
American (e.g., Central American, South American, 
Cuban, Puerto Rican) culture or origin, regardless 
of race

Other Spanish / Spanish American: persons 
of Spanish culture or origin, not included in any of the 
Hispanic categories listed above

Asian or Pacific Islander
Chinese / Chinese American: persons having 
origins in any of the original people of China

Japanese / Japanese American: persons having
origins in any of the original people of Japan

Filipino / Pilipino: persons having origins in any 
of the original people of the Philippine islands

Pakistan / East Indian: persons having origins in 
any of the original people of the Indian subcontinent 
(India and Pakistan)

Other Asian: persons having origins in any of the 
original people of the Far East (including Korea), 
Southeast Asia, or Pacific islands (including Samoa), 
not included in any of the Asian categories listed above.

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

The Pennsylvania State University
Affirmative Action Data Card

PLEASE CHECK THE APPLICABLE CATEGORIES
(Group definitions can be found on the back of this card.)

❏ American Indian  ❏ Asian or Pacific Islander
 or Alaska Native

❏ Black (non-Hispanic) ❏ Hispanic

❏ White (non-Hispanic)

❏ Disabled ❏ Disabled or
   Vietnam Era Veteran

❏ United States Citizen or Permanent Resident



that “there is no general Black experi-
ence in America.”5 What counts as a
race is no longer stable, and what char-
acteristics a race has is becoming less
clear, at least to the young.

As race itself is becoming more com-
plicated, individuals’ classi½cations are
becoming less ½xed. An increasing num-
ber of young Americans, for example,
identify as multiracial or as some combi-
nation of conventionally de½ned races.
Since 1971, a University of California,
Los Angeles, survey of full-time, ½rst-
year students at American colleges and
universities has permitted respondents
to choose more than one race. Figure 2
shows the pattern for all students, based
on the weighted sample and including
Hispanic as a “race” analogous to black,
white, Asian, and American Indian. By
2007, more than 8 percent of students
entering American higher education

identi½ed with more than one racial or
ethnic group; the rise since 1990 has
been uneven but unmistakable, and no
evidence points to reversal. 

That more young adults are choosing
to identify as multiracial is no surprise,
given that more are demographically
mixed race. About half of the roughly
seven million people who marked more
than one race in the American Commu-
nity Survey of 2009 were under age eigh-
teen. Interracial mixture will continue 
to grow because marriages across group
lines are increasing. Interracial marriages
rose by 65 percent from 1990 to 2000,
and by 20 percent (from a higher base)
over the next decade. Roughly 8 percent
of all American marriages are across ra-
cial lines, and about 15 percent of new
marriages in 2008 crossed group bound-
aries. Young adults are much more like-
ly to marry across racial lines than are
even the newly married among their 
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Figure 2
Percent of First-Year College Students Choosing Two or More Races, 1971 to 2008

Data include only full-time students at four-year institutions, and only institutions with at least a 60 percent
participation rate. Sample sizes range from 142,000 to 286,000, in hundreds of institutions chosen by a complex
strati½cation system. Source: Analysis completed for the authors by staff from the Higher Education Research
Institute, Cooperative Institutional Research Program, Freshman Survey (Los Angeles: Graduate School of Edu-
cation and Information Services, ucla, various dates). 
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elders; 13 percent of currently married
people under twenty-½ve have a spouse
of a different race. Intermarriage rates
drop steadily with increasing age, so that
just 5 percent of married adults over age
sixty have wed across group lines.6

In short, young Americans are not only
facing a society in which the de½nition
of a race is less and less clear, they are
also increasingly less able or inclined to
locate themselves within only one con-
ventionally de½ned race. In one survey
of students at highly selective colleges
and universities, descriptions of ethnic-
ity or ancestry included “gay Jewish Cu-
ban American,” “adopted Chinese into
an Indonesia [sic] and Filipino Family,”
“Mixed between American slave descen-
dants and native Liberians, Liberian,”
and “usually Black, sometimes biracial.”

As these survey responses suggest,
immigration complicates individual
classi½cation in a different way. Many
immigrants are reluctant to be catego-
rized within the usual American racial
nomenclature. Somalis, for example,
care much more about religious identity
and clan divisions than about American
racial labels. As one student wrote in a
school essay, “The Somalis that live here
in the U.S. won’t talk to each other until
they know your tribe. . . . [E]very time I
meet someone the ½rst thought that
comes to me is, do they hate you [sic]
tribe?”7 Some immigrant or immigrant
descendants change their racial identi-
ty when they move away from home:
“[R]aised by White parents in a predom-
inantly White town, I considered myself
to be White. . . . In college new worlds 
of thought opened to me. Amid a boil-
ing student struggle to create an Asian
American studies program . . . I began 
to see myself as an Asian American.”8

Others identify with a different group
from their parents, in a way that is hard
for American-born blacks and whites 

to conceive of: “[R]ates of Mexican iden-
ti½cation fall to 81 percent for second-
generation children with only one Mexi-
can-born parent.”9 After all, if the racial
or ethnic labels are essentially arbitrary
from the vantage point of the person
being labeled, why not let them vary? 

From the late nineteenth to the mid-
twentieth centuries, people of most
Asian nationalities were excluded from
the United States and denied citizen-
ship even if they managed to immigrate.
Some states prohibited Asians from
owning certain kinds of property, and
thousands of American citizens of Jap-
anese descent were interned during
World War II. But in recent decades,
the relative socioeconomic status of
Asian Americans and whites has been
reversed, especially among young adults.
Levels of higher education are the only
indicator that we have space to report
here. In 1980, close to 70 percent of
young adult Asians had at least some 
college education; by 2009, that ½gure
had risen even higher, to over 80 percent.
The comparable ½gures for whites are
just under 50 percent in 1980 and just
over 60 percent in 2009–an absolute
gain, but not a relative gain compared
with Asian Americans.

Although still educationally disadvan-
taged, even young adult African Ameri-
cans and Hispanics are attaining more
schooling than in 1980. The proportion
of young adult blacks with at least some
college has risen from just over 30 percent
to almost 50 percent; for Latinos, the move
was from less than 30 percent to about
45 percent. Thus, if post–high school
education is a rough indicator of other
measures of socioeconomic status, young
Asian Americans are now better situated
than all other groups and, if anything,
gaining in advantages. At least compared
with their situation a few decades ago,
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young adult blacks and Hispanics are
better able to move into jobs requiring
cognitive skills, but they remain consid-
erably behind whites and Asians. A cru-
cial question for the coming decades is
how to avoid “black exceptionalism,” 
in which all other non-white groups,
possibly excepting unauthorized immi-
grants, improve their absolute and rela-
tive statuses, leaving blacks at the bot-
tom. There are good reasons to believe
that this outcome can be avoided–some
articulated in this essay–but doing so
will require concentrated efforts to ad-
dress disparities of class as well as of race.

Instability in relative group positions
takes a different form in the political
arena; here, African Americans have a
distinct advantage over Asians and His-
panics. The data are not systematic, but
multiple observations point to the idea
that the role, or perhaps tone, of race 
in electoral politics is changing. Writer
Darryl Pinckney observed a panel includ-
ing Jesse Jackson, Jr., Al Sharpton, and
Cornel West, all of whom emphasized
“an alternate understanding of Ameri-
can history” that distinguishes blacks
from other Americans. “And yet,” Pinck-
ney wrote, “I got a sense from the students
around me that although they were say-
ing thank you to the older style of black
politics, it was for them very much a new
day.”10 San Francisco District Attorney
Kamala Harris makes roughly the same
point: “[O]ur civil rights heroes fought
so that we could be free to be anything
we wanted. But today’s plan of attack
would not be to march; it would be to
change legislation. We try to change the
system from the inside.”11 A young black
candidate for the Boston City Council
describes her generation as “coalition
builders,” able to “talk to and relate to
other people. . . . I think the successes of
our parents’ generation have better po-
sitioned us–by being exposed to differ-

ent opportunities, you’re exposed to dif-
ferent people, different cultures, differ-
ent perspectives.”12

These quotations could be multiplied.
More systematically, a survey conducted
by the Joint Center for Political and Eco-
nomic Studies found young black elected
of½cials to have different, less conven-
tionally Democratic political views from
their elders, and to be more willing and
able to appeal to voters outside their
race.13 That ½nding suggests an increas-
ing chance to develop new, broader con-
stituencies–as well as to disrupt old as-
sumptions and allegiances within mi-
nority populations. 

The 2008 presidential election re-
inforces the sense that non-whites’ politi-
cal power is rising. Minorities were cru-
cial to Obama’s success both in the pri-
maries and the general election, and their
impact has made it clear that at least in
some states, candidates no longer can
focus only on white voters. In addition,
Obama “scored an unprecedented victo-
ry among young Americans, taking 66
percent of the under-30 vote nationally.”14

Even controlling for education, race,
party identi½cation, and views about
the economy and equity, age was signi½-
cantly related to support for Obama’s
candidacy.15 If, as political scientists
have consistently found, a person’s ear-
liest political experiences tend to shape
their later commitments and attitudes,16

then young white voters may be more
willing over the next few decades to sup-
port non-white candidates than their
counterparts used to be, and young non-
white voters may feel more ef½cacious 
in electoral politics than their older
counterparts did. 

It would be naive to imagine that race
no longer matters in electoral politics–
one need only to look at the Senate or
the set of governors to be disabused of
that idea. Furthermore, black legislators
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remain less successful in getting their
bills passed.17 But mounting evidence
shows that opportunities for young black
political candidates are improving, that
black candidates have more flexibility in
possible policy positions and strategies
for appealing to voters, and that young
voters of all races are increasingly will-
ing to support some black candidates.
While Asians have overtaken whites in
educational attainment (and achieve-
ment), blacks are at least weakening
whites’ hold on political power.

Until the 1960s, whites had the widest
array of permissions and the narrowest
list of prohibitions; in legal terms, the
civil rights movement and Great Society
policies swept all that away. Social scien-
tists should never make absolute state-
ments and risk overlooking exceptions,
but we can say that we have not been
able to identify any current laws that
permit or prohibit action based on race
or ethnicity alone. (The Voting Rights
Act and af½rmative action policies come
close to being exceptions, but they make
distinctions by race or ethnicity with
the purpose of bene½ting rather than
harming disadvantaged minorities.)
This 1960s transformation of the legal
structure underlying the American
racial order made possible further
destabilizations in the 2000s.

Nevertheless, some argue that, at times,
state actions still uphold the old, pre–
civil rights racial order. Evidence for this
claim is most apparent in the criminal
justice system, and most apparent for
the young. Controlling for delinquency,
black teens are twice as likely as whites
to have experienced a police interven-
tion by the tenth grade. A study of Chi-
cago found that 20 percent of all sam-
pled residents, but fully 70 percent of
young black men, recalled being stopped
by police in the past year.18 As one stu-

dent puts it, “[T]hey’ll pull me aside
sometimes because they say I ½t the
description. Yeah. Young Black male. 
I always ‘½t the description.’”19

Immigration is another arena in which
of½cial or quasi-of½cial state policies tilt
toward the old system of race-based pro-
hibitions; again, young non-white men
are disproportionately affected. Section
287 (g) of the 1996 immigration law “per-
mit[s] designated . . . local law enforce-
ment . . . of½cers to perform immigration
law enforcement functions.”20 Even the
institutionally cautious Government
Accountability Of½ce concludes, “Bet-
ter Controls Needed over Program.” It
found that some local agencies have fo-
cused not on terrorism or serious crime 
as the program intended, but instead
“used 287 (g) authority to process indi-
viduals for minor crimes, such as speed-
ing.” All local agencies lacked suf½cient
oversight, and most reported community
concern that “use of program authority
would lead to racial pro½ling and intim-
idation by law enforcement of½cers.”21

Section 287 (g) has an impact well be-
yond the small number of communities
using it. By 2010, slightly over half of
Latinos–a third of the native-born and
seven-tenths of the foreign-born–wor-
ried that they or a close associate might
be deported. A third claimed to know
someone who had in fact been detained 
or deported within the past year.22

Perhaps most important, in 2010, 
Arizona passed a law that would permit
the police to request proof of legal sta-
tus after stopping someone for a traf½c
or other offense. The law is currently
blocked by the courts on the grounds
that it interferes with federal authority,
but legislators in roughly twenty other
states have suggested that they will in-
troduce similar legislation. 

Protecting citizens against crime, po-
licing the borders, and guarding against
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terrorism are essential functions of gov-
ernment. But racial pro½ling, harassment
of immigrants (and Muslim men), and
the extremely high levels of incarceration
of young black men reinforce old patterns
of racial hostility and alienation, espe-
cially among teens and young adults. If
group-based prohibitions persist, they
could prevent the current destabilization
of the old racial order from becoming a
genuine transformation, at least for the
people immersed in racially inflected
modalities of control.

Overt expressions of stereotypes are
declining in several ways. While many
Americans, especially whites, still hold
pejorative views of people of other races,
the population overall identi½es fewer
sharp-edged group differences than in
previous decades. Almost two-thirds of
Americans, including seven-tenths of
whites, agreed in 2007 that whites’ and
blacks’ values have become “more sim-
ilar” in the past decade. Asked if they
“don’t have much in common with peo-
ple of other races,” 24 percent of young
adults “completely” disagreed in 1987–
1988; that ½gure rose to 57 percent in
2009. (Among adults over age sixty,
the proportions rose from 11 percent 
to 43 percent–a steeper climb, but to 
a lower summit.)23

In addition, Americans now hold–
or at least admit to–fewer negative as-
sumptions about groups other than their
own than they did in the past. Young
adults are the most likely to hold “very
favorable” opinions of various groups, 
as Table 1 shows. Certainly, Americans
have learned over the past few decades
that it is politically and socially inappro-
priate to express negative stereotypes;
thus, some of these “very favorable”
opinions are probably insincere.24 Never-
theless, we have found no reliable evi-
dence showing that young people are

more likely than older adults to give a
socially desirable response instead of a
sincere one. So it seems reasonable to
conclude that, in general, young adults
hold more positive images of other
groups than do older adults.

Daily life can bring the results of rath-
er sterile survey data to life. At a high
school senior prom in Walnut, Califor-
nia, a Thai dances with an African Amer-
ican, while a white, black, and Latino all
dance with one another. “Isn’t it like
this everywhere now?” asks one of the
dancers.25 Second-generation immi-
grant young adults in New York, more
jaded than high school seniors, perceive
plenty of discrimination; but for them,
too, “cultural traditions collide, merge,
and coexist. . . . These young people . . .
are often proud of their bicultural 
abilities.”26

Whether or not they get along with
one another, children and young adults
are growing up in a world that their
grandparents could not have fathomed.
About 40 percent of public school stu-
dents in New York City live in a home 
in which a language other than English 
is spoken. The school system translates
documents for parents into Spanish,
French, German, Chinese, Japanese,
Urdu, Persian, Hindi, Russian, Bengali,
Haitian Creole, Korean, and Arabic. It
teaches students who speak 167 lan-
guages–no surprise given that they
come from 192 countries.27 According 
to Montgomery (Md.) College Presi-
dent Charlene Nunley, community col-
leges are making similar adjustments: 

When you change in this diverse way, you
have to fundamentally change your insti-
tution. You have to change the language
skills of your frontline people in admis-
sions, registration and records. You have
to create international student of½ces. You
have to change the art so people feel their
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culture is represented. You have to change
the food–fundamentally change the way
you do business.

Even this list is incomplete. Nunley
continues by observing, “[Y]ou’ve got
to have people on your campus that your
diverse students can identify with. You’ve
got to have people who understand their
issues and their cultures. . . . It’s not good

enough to say, ‘There’s nobody out there;
I can’t ½nd anyone.’ You’ve got to ½nd
them.”28

Finally, long-standing and deeply em-
bedded explanations for the old Ameri-
can racial order, in which whites held
most of the best positions and blacks
held most of the worst positions, are
being transformed even as the relative

160

Destabi-
lizing the

American
Racial
Order

Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Table 1
Percent of Adults with “Very Favorable” Opinions of Various Racial or Ethnic Groups, 2007

White 
Respondents

Black 
Respondents

Latino 
Respondents

Total 
Respondents

Opinion about Whites
18 to 29 years
30 to 44 years
45 to 59 years
60+ years

(30%)
(34)
(31)
(29)

28%

26

21

25

46%
44

40

33

34%

33

28

28

Opinion about Blacks
18 to 29 years
30 to 44 years
45 to 59 years
60+ years

27

31

24

20

(38)
(41)
(41)
(38)

47

35

38

35

37

34

31

26

Opinion about Latinos
18 to 29 years
30 to 44 years
45 to 59 years
60+ years

19
29
21
18

28

26

22

20

(60)

(57)

(51)

(49)

34

33

24

20

Opinion about Asians
18 to 29 years
30 to 44 years
45 to 59 years
60+ years

30

34

25

22

28

25

21

20

42

41

37

26

33

32

25

22

Figures in boldface indicate decrease in “very favorable” opinions with increasing age. Figures in parentheses
indicate respondents’ views of their own group. “Other” respondents not included. Source: Authors’ analyses
of data from the Pew Research Center, “Racial Attitudes in America,” September 5–October 6, 2007 
(Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, 2007), http://pewsocialtrends.org/assets/pdf/Race.pdf.



positions themselves are (more slowly)
shifting. Since 1977, the General Social
Survey has asked respondents for expla-
nations of racial inequality in socioeco-
nomic position. Two of the standard
four response options–“less inborn
ability” and “lack of motivation or will-
power”–clearly make negative attribu-
tions to blacks. Comparing responses
across decades enables us to see both 
differences by age at a single point in
time and cohort change over time. 

Younger respondents are almost always
less likely than older ones to attribute
blacks’ lower status to lack of ability or
lack of motivation.29 However, disaggre-
gating the data by years reveals a fasci-
nating pattern of cohort change, partic-
ularly among blacks. Table 2 shows the
results. In the early period, pejorative
attributions to blacks rose with age in
both races. And with only one exception,
within each age group whites expressed

more negative views of blacks. In the cur-
rent period, older whites remain more
willing than younger whites to express
negative stereotypes, although the ab-
solute levels have declined. Now, how-
ever, younger blacks are almost as will-
ing as older ones (in one case), or more
willing (in the other case), to attribute
socioeconomic differences to blacks’ own
failings. Most important, in one case,
the views of the two youngest groups of
adults are converging and, in the other
case, the views of all but the oldest group
of adults are converging, in explanations
of racial inequality. With one exception,
the differences between the oldest and
youngest adults within a race are now
greater than the differences between the
two races in a given age group.30

Not everything is changing. Old-fash-
ioned racism has not disappeared, as fbi

reports of hate crimes, incidents of daily
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Table 2
Percent of Respondents Agreeing to Certain Explanations for Racial Socioeconomic Inequality,
by Age and Across Cohorts, 1985 to 2008

Data from the General Social Survey (gss). Each time period combines three rounds of the gss in order to
have a large enough sample size of blacks. Source: Authors’ analysis of gss, various dates.

Inequality is Due To:

Less Inborn Ability Lack of Willpower

Year Age Whites Blacks Whites Blacks

1985 to 1988 18 to 29 13 9 53 32

30 to 44 13 6 57 30

45 to 59 24 25 64 41

60+ 36 30 74 48

2004 to 2008 18 to 29 4 14 46 49

30 to 44 6 11 48 47

45 to 59 6 7 47 39

60+ 15 19 58 40



discrimination, and hostility to even le-
gal immigrants make clear. Newer, more
subtle–but also pernicious–forms of
racial domination (often described as
laissez-faire, implicit, or symbolic rac-
ism) have partly replaced overt Jim Crow
forms of control.31 And not all forms of
destabilization will bring racial justice
and equality closer. Without a clear and
demonstrable villain, it is very dif½cult
for young people of color and their white
allies to understand how racial domina-
tion–legacies of the past as well as con-
tinuing practices in the present–still con-
strains their lives. Without group solidar-
ity, if not identity,32 many young black
or Latino men in poor inner-city neigh-
borhoods will lack the allies and group-
based resources that they desperately
need in order to have any chance of con-
ventionally de½ned success. 

Still, American young adults live in a
different world from that of the 1960s, a
decade that witnessed civil rights strug-
gle, initiation of a new wave of immigra-
tion, and ½rst steps toward af½rmative
action, school desegregation, electoral
equality, and immigrants’ rights. This
generation is more likely to come into
interracial contact both voluntarily
(choosing more diverse friends, net-
works, partners, neighborhoods) and in-
voluntarily, given demographic changes.
They can hardly help but do so: “four
out of 20 children and young adults are
minorities, compared with three out of
10 baby boomers and only two out of 10
seniors. New-immigrant minorities . . .
are both younger and more likely to have
children than the native White popula-
tion.” Non-Hispanic whites younger
than six years old will be in the minority
by 2021; eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-
old non-Hispanic whites will be in the
minority by 2028. Hispanics will then
comprise more than a quarter of young
adults, and blacks will comprise 13 per-

cent. (In contrast, whites older than
sixty-½ve will make up about 60 percent
of their age cohort through 2050.)33

Partly through these encounters, and
partly because of institutional and atti-
tudinal change, members of this genera-
tion will have more leeway to choose their
own racial identities, and to change those
identities if they want to. Race will be
less of a determinant in a young adult’s
life chances than it was for his or her par-
ents. The old racial memory of marches,
½re hoses, and boycotts on behalf of farm
workers are being replaced with the burn-
ing towers of 9/11, the New Orleans Su-
perdome of 2005, and the 2008 election
night euphoria in Grant Park, Chicago.
Those images are equally powerful, but
their collective impact is more confus-
ing. The American racial order is becom-
ing less and less stable in a variety of
ways. That reality clearly leads to dan-
gers, but on balance, we concur with
Toni Morrison’s report of “guarded
optimism”: “Guarded. Because the
young people I talk to are just different.
They’re not hanging on to the power-
ful stories. They’re just marching along,
marrying who they want to marry. They
are not like my generation or even the
generation right after me.”34
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Recent projections indicate that by the year
2050, racial minorities will comprise more than 
50 percent of the U.S. population.1 That is, dur-
ing the twenty-½rst century, the United States 
is expected to transform into what some call a
“majority-minority” nation. Despite this emerg-
ing trend, social psychological research on inter-
group relations has focused almost exclusively 
on the attitudes that members of majority, high-
status groups and members of minority, low-
status groups hold toward one another. Less is
known about the psychological dynamics that
affect what we have termed “intra-minority inter-
group” relations: the attitudes that members of
one low-status and/or minority group hold re-
garding, and the behavior they direct toward,
members of a different low-status and/or minor-
ity group.2 Given the projected emergence of a
majority-minority country, we believe that atten-
tion to such intra-minority intergroup relations,
in tandem with research on traditional intergroup
relations, is critical to our understanding of racial
dynamics in the twenty-½rst century.

In this essay, we consider the broad question of
how members of different racial minority groups
may evaluate one another in a majority-minority
nation. How, for instance, might a majority-minori-
ty nation affect the attitudes that Asian Americans
express toward members of other racial minority
groups (for example, blacks)? We begin with a re-
view of classic social psychological theory regard-
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ing the role of social identi½cation in
shaping intergroup attitudes and bias.
We then present contemporary theories
from which predictions can be made re-
garding racial minorities’ reactions to a
salient majority-minority nation. Speci½-
cally, we explore two theoretical accounts
that offer relatively competing predic-
tions for how attempts to foster a com-
mon “minority” social category will af-
fect intra-minority intergroup relations.
Next, we briefly consider how white
Americans may respond to a majority-
minority nation, in general, and their
coming numerical minority status, in
particular. Drawing from reactions to
Barack Obama’s election as the ½rst
black president of the United States–a
symbolic transformation of America’s
racial hierarchy–we ½nish by discuss-
ing the implications of the country’s
shifting racial demographics for the 
U.S. racial hierarchy. 

Social psychologists have long argued
that human beings are predisposed to
sort people into meaningful categories
and, therefore, do so spontaneously and
with minimum effort or awareness.3
Unlike the categorization of objects,
however, social categorization involves 
a basic distinction between the catego-
ry containing the self (the ingroup) 
and other categories (outgroups)–or
between “we” and “they.”4 A wealth 
of research has shown that this recog-
nition of different social categories, 
even when based on the most minimal 
of category distinctions, can influence
social perception, affect, and behavior,
resulting in the systematic favoring 
of the ingroup relative to outgroups.5
Among other things, Social Identity
Theory (sit) posits that people derive
self-esteem from group memberships
and attempt to enhance their esteem 
by perceiving their own group (the

ingroup) more positively than out-
groups.6

These processes stemming from ba-
sic social categorization have impor-
tant implications for intra-minority
intergroup relations. Recent research
building on sit suggests that how mem-
bers of racial minority groups construe 
a majority-minority nation will shape
how they respond to it and, as a result,
how they evaluate members of other
racial minority groups. In the para-
graphs that follow, we review two theo-
retical perspectives–the Common In-
group Identity Model and Social Iden-
tity Threat Theory–that offer compet-
ing predictions for how minorities are
likely to respond to the emergence of
majority-minority status.

The very notion of a majority-minor-
ity nation presupposes that members 
of different racial minority groups have 
a common category membership (that
is, as “minorities”) that distinguishes
them from whites. Although such a com-
mon category may be useful for charting 
a U.S. population undergoing change,
the implications of such a category for
intra-minority intergroup relations de-
pend, at least in part, on whether mem-
bers of different racial minority groups
think of themselves as members of, and/
or identify with, such a collective. To the
extent that they do, research in social
psychology suggests that the emergence
of a majority-minority nation should
engender positive evaluations among
members of different racial minority
groups. Speci½cally, the Common In-
group Identity Model (ciim)7 asserts
that categorizing oneself and outgroup
members in terms of a common, super-
ordinate identity leads to more positive
attitudes toward outgroup members
than when individuals think of them-
selves as members of distinct groups. 
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A common ingroup identity is thought
to improve outgroup attitudes because
those outgroups become included in
individuals’ representation of their in-
group and thus are perceived as connect-
ed to the self. Studies conducted in vari-
ous situations, including a multicultural
high school, an ethnically diverse work-
place, and a football game, found that
white individuals expressed more posi-
tive attitudes toward racial minorities
when a common, superordinate iden-
tity was made salient.8

Given the effectiveness of a common
ingroup identity in improving whites’
attitudes toward racial minorities, it cer-
tainly seems possible that making a com-
mon “minority” identity salient could
facilitate positive attitudes among mem-
bers of different racial minority groups.
Research in our lab has begun to study
this possibility. We sought to examine
how exposure to the discrimination that
one’s racial group faces in the United
States affects attitudes toward different
racial minority groups.9 If exposure to
group discrimination triggers a common
ingroup identity, perhaps as “disadvan-
taged minority,” then one can expect
attitudes toward other racial minorities
to be positive compared to when indi-
viduals are not exposed to discrimina-
tion. Indeed, this is the result we have
found. In a series of studies, we asked
Asian Americans (Studies 2 and 3) and
Latinos (Study 4) to read about the dis-
crimination faced by their racial groups
in the United States (or to read a control
article) then subsequently complete atti-
tude measures regarding blacks, embed-
ded among a number of other items. Re-
sults showed that compared with partic-
ipants in the control condition, partici-
pants in the anti-Asian (or anti-Latino)
racism exposure condition revealed
more positive attitudes toward blacks 
on both explicit, self-report measures

(Studies 2 and 4) as well as a measure 
of individuals’ more spontaneous and
automatic racial associations (Study 3).
Furthermore, and consistent with the
ciim, participants exposed to discrimi-
nation against their group rated them-
selves as more similar to blacks than 
did control condition participants.10 In
other words, reading about the racial
discrimination that one’s group in par-
ticular faces in the United States seems
to trigger a common ingroup identity
that includes members of other racial
groups, presumably because these groups
are also thought to be the targets of ra-
cial discrimination. Given this work, 
it is certainly plausible that the grow-
ing attention to and awareness of our
emerging majority-minority nation will
similarly engender this type of common
ingroup identity–and thus more posi-
tive intra-minority intergroup relations.

A separate line of research and theory
in social psychology suggests that, rather
than adopting a common ingroup iden-
tity, members of distinct racial minority
groups may react to the predicted demo-
graphic changes quite differently: name-
ly, as a social identity threat. According
to research on the effects of Social Iden-
tity Threat,11 efforts to categorize at
least some racial minorities as part of 
a new majority-minority category may
actually disrupt any sense of common
fate–and, thus, positive attitudes–that
those minorities currently have toward
members of different racial minority
groups. Nyla Branscombe and her col-
leagues articulated four types of threats
to individuals’ social identities, three 
of which are particularly relevant to 
the issue of intra-minority intergroup
relations in a majority-minority nation:
categorization threat, distinctiveness
threat, and value threat. Although the
speci½c routes through which catego-
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rization and distinctiveness threats are
expected to affect intra-minority inter-
group relations differ, each is predicted
to have a negative effect on racial minor-
ities’ attitudes (and behavior) toward
members of other racial minority groups.
Both threats preclude the possibility that
members of different groups will identi-
fy with a common minority ingroup and,
as a consequence, harbor positive atti-
tudes toward other racial minorities.
Value threat, by contrast, can either un-
dermine or enhance identi½cation with
a common minority ingroup.

Categorization Threat. Individuals expe-
rience categorization threat when they
perceive that outgroup members are
attempting to impose a category label
upon them and treat them accordingly.
This type of threat is thought to occur 
in part because individuals believe that
they will be treated more negatively due
to an af½liation with the undesired cate-
gory membership compared with when
they are categorized differently (or as an
individual); but theoretically, it could
also stem from externally imposed cate-
gorization into a group associated with
“positive” stereotypes. In either case,
categorization threat results in individ-
uals distancing themselves from the un-
desired category, perhaps even going so
far as to derogate the category altogeth-
er.12 This type of threat seems particu-
larly likely for members of relatively
high-status racial minority groups: for
example, East Asian and Indian Ameri-
cans. Such individuals may perceive cat-
egorization into a majority-minority 
category particularly threatening inso-
far as it assumes commonality with ra-
cial minority groups that have decided-
ly more negative stereotypical associa-
tions, namely, Latino and black Ameri-
cans. Some Latino and Caribbean black
immigrants as well have been shown to
hold negative attitudes toward black

Americans, identify with white Ameri-
cans more than black Americans, and
eschew shared racial categorization with
black Americans.13 This type of catego-
rization threat is particularly common
among more affluent Latinos and Carib-
bean blacks who, in terms of income and
educational attainment, may indeed be
more similar to non-Hispanic whites
than to other racial minorities; however,
it has also been found among poorer La-
tinos.14 Similarly, recent work suggests
that many Asian-white and Latino-white
biracial individuals are choosing to iden-
tify as white rather than with a racial
minority group.15 Hence, some individ-
uals may reject the common category
implied by the majority-minority con-
cept in favor of af½liation with white
Americans or simply with their distinct
racial (or ethnic) categories. In either
case, the social identity threat stoked 
by attempts to impose a majority-minor-
ity identity upon many racial minority
groups may lead members of those
groups to harbor attitudes toward other
racial minorities that are more negative
than they would have otherwise been.

Distinctiveness Threat. Rather than, or
perhaps in addition to, categorization
threat, it is possible that a majority-
minority category may trigger distinc-
tiveness threat among some racial mi-
nority groups. Distinctiveness threat 
can occur either when individuals per-
ceive that the boundaries between an
important and self-de½ning social cate-
gory and relevant outgroups are being
blurred16 or when a social category
membership is perceived to be too big 
to provide a meaningful basis for self-
de½nition.17 It is not dif½cult to imagine
that a majority-minority category could
propel either type of distinctiveness
threat. First, the fact that a majority-
minority category, by de½nition, in-
cludes a numerical majority of the U.S.
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population may preclude it from provid-
ing a meaningful basis for self-catego-
rization. Marilynn Brewer has argued
that individuals are most likely to iden-
tify with groups that provide a balance
between their needs for af½liation (pro-
tection) and differentiation (distinc-
tion).18 Numerical majority groups are
typically perceived to be insuf½ciently
distinct and, thus, tend not to be pri-
mary bases for identity. The emergence
of a majority-minority category, there-
fore, may actually undo any common
ingroup minority identi½cation that
members of different racial minority
groups currently hold. In other words,
by virtue of becoming a numerical ma-
jority, racial minority or non-white sta-
tus may no longer provide a psycholog-
ically useful and/or desirable basis for
self-categorization; individuals may 
thus begin to dis-identify with it. 

A majority-minority nation may also
trigger the other type of distinctiveness
threat in members of racial minority
groups. Because it includes members of
many different racial and ethnic cate-
gories, it may blur the perceived bound-
aries between these groups, threatening
the distinctiveness of individuals’ differ-
ent racial/ethnic group memberships.
Blacks, Asians, Latinos, and Native Amer-
icans may perceive that the common
minority identity undermines the recog-
nition of what is distinct about their ra-
cial/ethnic categories. This type of dis-
tinctiveness threat typically results in
members of one group attempting to dif-
ferentiate themselves from the “threat-
eningly similar” outgroup(s), either by
derogating that group or by emphasiz-
ing characteristics, experiences, and/
or stereotypes (positive or negative) of
the “threatened” ingroup.19 For exam-
ple, to the extent that black Americans
experience this form of distinctiveness
threat from attempts to include them in

a majority-minority category, they may
derogate Latinos and emphasize the
unique experiences of blacks in the Unit-
ed States.20 Given that it is the estimat-
ed rise in the number of Latinos that
largely accounts for the projected rapid
increase in the U.S. minority population,21

it is entirely likely that black Americans
–a group that has heretofore been the
prototypical racial minority in the Unit-
ed States–may be particularly likely to
experience this type of distinctiveness
threat. Indeed, some early indications 
of distinctiveness threat and its negative
repercussions have been found in cities
such as Los Angeles, where Latinos are
now the majority racial group.22

Value Threat. The third form of social
identity threat that is likely to be trig-
gered by a majority-minority nation 
is value threat. It stems from individu-
als’ perception that their group is per-
ceived more negatively, either in its com-
petence or morality, relative to other
groups. Whereas racial minority groups
often face this type of threat, a majority-
minority category may accentuate the
experience of value threat. The majority-
minority concept could easily call atten-
tion to the disparity between numerical
majority/minority status and the power/
prestige disparity between whites and
racial minorities. In other words, the
dawn of a majority-minority society 
may well serve to remind members of
racial minority groups of the disparity
between their numerical presence in the
country and their underrepresentation
in high-status, powerful roles in busi-
ness, politics, and other spheres. 

Unlike categorization and distinctive-
ness threat, however, the effects of value
threat for intra-minority intergroup re-
lations are less clear. Similar to the pre-
dicted effects of categorization threat,
members of racial minority groups that
are associated with relatively positive
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stereotypes and high-status roles (for
example, Asian Americans, in at least
some domains) are likely to respond to
value threat by dis-identifying with the
common minority group and, perhaps,
derogating members of other racial mi-
nority groups. Alternatively, value threat
could serve to increase identi½cation
with a common minority category. The
disparity between the numerical majori-
ty status of members of racial minority
groups and their sociocultural status
may serve to galvanize individuals to
work for societal change. Research has
found that perceived discrimination can
increase ingroup identi½cation and co-
hesion.23 Indeed, the studies we carried
out (described above), in which Asian
American and Latino participants were
exposed to the discrimination that their
groups face, could be viewed through the
lens of value threat.24 Speci½cally, expo-
sure to group discrimination threatens
the value of one’s group membership
insofar as it is a reminder of the group’s
relatively low sociocultural status (com-
pared with whites). We found consis-
tent evidence that this manipulation in-
creased both Asian Americans’ and Lati-
nos’ perceived similarity to and positivity
toward black Americans. In other words,
the very type of value threat that is likely
to be triggered by a majority-minority
category–that is, the salience of racial
minorities’ persistently low sociocultur-
al status despite their increased popula-
tion–could foster identi½cation with
the common minority category as a
means of enacting societal change.

To the extent that a new majority-
minority category is construed as a
threat to individuals’ racial identities,
it may disrupt a sense of common fate 
(if any such fate exists) that members 
of different racial minority groups may
currently have; it may even foster inter-
group hostility and negativity. That said,

perceived value threat stemming from 
a comparison with a salient outgroup to 
a minority category (white Americans)
may serve to increase feelings of com-
monality among members of different
racial minority groups and may encour-
age positive intra-minority intergroup
relations. Considered in tandem with
the research on ciim, the social identity
threat framework offers an important
perspective on the psychological dynam-
ics that govern for whom, under what
conditions, and how the changing racial
dynamics are likely to affect the attitudes
that members of racial minority groups
harbor toward one another, and how this
relates to their ability (and willingness)
to disrupt the current racial hierarchy 
in the United States. 

Just as racial/ethnic minorities’ reac-
tions to the changing racial demograph-
ics will be shaped by their construal of
what a majority-minority nation means
for their self-concepts, so, too, will the
reactions of white Americans. One seem-
ingly important distinction is likely to 
be between white Americans who come
to think of themselves as “minorities”
(and/or at risk of becoming in the mi-
nority) and those who do not construe
the changing demographics in this way.
Although whites are projected to be in
the numerical minority relative to all
other non-whites (racial/ethnic minori-
ties) by 2050, they will continue to hold
a plurality of the population (46 percent):
that is, white Americans will continue to
be more numerous than any other single
racial group.25 Hence, just as the notion
of a majority-minority nation presuppos-
es some sense of common psychological
identi½cation among members of differ-
ent racial minority groups that may or
may not exist, it also requires that whites
think of themselves as more distinct
from various racial minority groups than
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they perceive such groups to be from 
one another. In other words, a majority-
minority population is a construction
that need not be reflected in or honored
by white (or racial minority) individuals’
sense of self. 

Drawing on Branscombe and col-
leagues’ Social Identity Threat model (as
discussed above), however, it is likely that
many white individuals who come to see
themselves as minorities (or potential mi-
norities) will experience value threat.26

For many individuals, the shift from ra-
cial majority to minority is likely to be
experienced as a loss of status and thus
poses a psychological threat to the pres-
tige of their racial group. Recall that re-
search suggests that individuals respond
to value threats by derogating members
of salient outgroups; in this case, the
likely targets will be members of Ameri-
ca’s current racial/ethnic minority groups.
If whites begin to perceive themselves as
the numerical minority, they may also
begin to categorize themselves racially
(that is, as white) more explicitly and to
feel a sense of racial solidarity with other
whites. Individuals often identify more
strongly with groups that are perceived
to be under threat (especially groups that
are also perceived to be inescapable).27

Consequently, rather than perceiving
themselves as relatively race-less,28 the
changing demographics may inspire
white Americans to acknowledge that
they do indeed have a racial group mem-
bership and that they should work on
behalf of it.29

It is possible that for at least some
white Americans, such a shift in self-
identi½cation could improve relations
with and attitudes toward other groups;
however, it is entirely likely that such a
change in identi½cation could result in
greater levels of bias against racial minori-
ties (blacks, Asians, Latinos, Native Amer-
icans, and so on). Consider, for instance,

the reaction of conservative pundit Pat
Buchanan, who declared that the pro-
jected U.S. demographic changes would
result in “the death of the West,” in gen-
eral, and in a “third-world America,” in
particular.30 Negative reactions to the
increase of racial minorities in formerly
predominantly white areas have similar-
ly been found among some whites in af-
fluent, high-achieving school districts 
in California, in response to the rising
numbers of Asian American families 
and students. In a Wall Street Journal arti-
cle from 2005, Suein Hwang described
what she termed the “new white flight”:
white families moving their children out
of the public schools as Asian American
students become the majority.31 It is not
dif½cult to imagine similarly negative
reactions to Latino Americans as their
percentage of the population increases
in the United States and as white Amer-
icans attempt to cope with feelings of
marginality in an emerging majority-
minority nation. 

The emergence of a majority-minority
country, and how it affects the social
self-concepts of both racial minority
group members and white Americans,
may or may not follow the demographic
shift. Consequently, there is little reason
to believe that the demographic change
will necessarily disrupt the current U.S.
racial hierarchy. Quite the contrary, the
potential rise in feelings of racial para-
noia and/or collective white identity
among white Americans is likely to re-
inforce the racial status quo, if not spark
new efforts to address the speci½c con-
cerns of whites.32 Evidence for the possi-
bility of these outcomes can be gleaned
from reactions to Barack Obama’s cam-
paign for and ultimate election to the
presidency of the United States, a sym-
bolic challenge to the U.S. racial hierar-
chy. Recall, for instance, Hillary Clinton’s
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appeals to white racial solidarity in the
waning days of her run against Obama
for the Democratic Party’s nomination.
Speci½cally, Clinton claimed in a USA
Today interview, “Sen. Obama’s support
among working, hard-working Ameri-
cans, white Americans, is weakening
again.”33

These and similar episodes that equate
“American” and “white” are likely the
result of unconscious mental associa-
tions. Research has demonstrated that
most white Americans automatically
associate “American” with the racial 
category “white” more so than with the
racial categories “black” or “Asian.”34

A majority-minority country poses a di-
rect challenge to this pernicious equa-
tion of “American = white” and thus
threatens the current racial hierarchy.
Again, reactions to President Obama
may provide insight into what to ex-
pect in response to the predicted racial
demographic changes. Soon after his
election, a very vocal minority of Amer-
icans began to engage in a number of
behaviors seemingly designed to ques-
tion Obama’s legitimacy. Most notably, 
a conspiracy theory that Obama is not 
a natural-born citizen of the United
States (a requirement to hold the of½ce
of president) gained momentum, cap-
turing attention in the mainstream me-
dia and garnering support among some
elected of½cials. We saw Obama’s rise
to the position of America’s chief execu-
tive and Commander in Chief met with
resistance in the form of challenges to
his fundamental “Americanness.” It 
is not unreasonable to expect that the
“American = white” equation will en-
gender similarly negative reactions to
the country’s demographic shift. In 
turn, such reactions will undermine
efforts to create an equitable, just, and
racially diverse society.

The United States is expected to trans-
form into what some call a majority-
minority nation during the twenty-½rst
century. In this essay, we examined the
likely reactions of racial minorities and
whites to this new majority-minority
nation, with a speci½c focus on a) intra-
minority intergroup relations and b)
whites’ recognition of and reactions to
a white “minority.” Extant social psy-
chological theory and research suggests
that racial minorities may not construe
themselves as having common fate with
other racial minorities and thus may be
particularly unlikely to behave or relate 
to one another as if they are part of a
non-white group that holds majority 
status. Consequently, members of differ-
ent racial minority groups may not seek
to claim any additional political power
by virtue of their new “majority” status.
By contrast, the research and theory re-
viewed suggests that white Americans
may be particularly likely to think of
themselves as members of (or potential
members of ) an actual or feared white
minority. Whites may experience the ris-
ing numbers of non-white Americans as
an identity threat, resulting in renewed
white racial solidarity and increased,
intensi½ed bias directed toward racial
outgroup members. Given that whites
continue to possess disproportionate
social, economic, and political power in
the United States, such a reaction would
serve to reduce racial equality and crys-
tallize the current racial hierarchy.
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To me, hip-hop says, “Come as you are.” We are a
family. . . . Hip-hop is the voice of this generation. It
has become a powerful force. Hip-hop binds all of
these people, all of these nationalities, all over the
world together. Hip-hop is a family so everybody has
got to pitch in. East, west, north or south–we come
from one coast and that coast was Africa.

–dj Kool Herc

Through hip-hop, we are trying to ½nd out who we
are, what we are. That’s what black people in Amer-
ica did.

–mc Yan1

It is nearly impossible to travel the world without
encountering instances of hip-hop music and cul-
ture. Hip-hop is the distinctive graf½ti lettering
styles that have materialized on walls worldwide.
It is the latest dance moves that young people per-
form on streets and dirt roads. It is the bass beats
and styles of dress at dance clubs. It is local mcs
on microphones with hands raised and moving to
the beat as they “shout out to their crews.” Hip-
hop is everywhere! 

The International Federation of the Phono-
graphic Industry (ifpi) reported that hip-hop
music represented half of the top-ten global dig-
ital songs in 2009.2 Hip-hop refers to the music,
arts, media, and cultural movement and commu-
nity developed by black and Latino youth in the
mid-1970s on the East Coast of the United States. 
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It is distinguished from the term rap in
that it does not focus solely on spoken
lyrics. Hip-hop initially comprised the
artistic elements of (1) deejaying and
turntabalism, (2) the delivery and lyri-
cism of rapping and emceeing, (3) break
dancing and other forms of hip-hop
dance, (4) graf½ti art and writing, and
(5) a system of knowledge that unites
them all.3 Hip-hop knowledge refers to 
the aesthetic, social, intellectual, and
political identities, beliefs, behaviors,
and values produced and embraced by
its members, who generally think of
hip-hop as an identity, a worldview, and 
a way of life. Thus, across the world, hip-
hop “heads” (or “headz”)–as mem-
bers of hip-hop culture describe them-
selves–frequently proclaim, “I am
hip-hop.”4

As hip-hop has grown in global popu-
larity, its de½ant and self-de½ning voices
have been both multiplied and ampli½ed
as they challenge conventional concepts
of identity and nationhood. Global hip-
hop has emerged as a culture that en-
courages and integrates innovative prac-
tices of artistic expression, knowledge
production, social identi½cation, and
political mobilization. In these respects, 
it transcends and contests conventional
constructions of identity, race, nation,
community, aesthetics, and knowledge.
Although the term is not of½cial, the use
of “hip-hop nation” to describe the citi-
zens of the global hip-hop cultural com-
munity is increasingly common. More-
over, it is one of the most useful frame-
works for understanding the passionate
and enduring investment hip-hop heads
have in hip-hop culture. The hip-hop
nation is an international, transnational,
multiracial, multiethnic, multilingual
community made up of individuals with
diverse class, gender, and sexual identi-
ties. While hip-hop heads come from all
age groups, hip-hop culture is primarily

youth driven. Citizenship in the hip-hop
nation is de½ned not by conventional
national or racial boundaries, but by a
commitment to hip-hop’s multimedia
arts culture, a culture that represents the
social and political lives of its members.5
In this way, the hip-hop nation shares
the contours of what international stud-
ies scholar Benedict Anderson calls an
“imagined community,” a term he uses
to explain the concept of nationhood
itself.6 Though not a conventional polit-
ical community, it sometimes functions 
in that manner. 

The hip-hop nation serves as an imag-
ined cultural community and, just as im-
portant, it functions as a community of
imagination–or an imagination com-
munity. Its artistic practices are not
merely part of its culture; rather, they 
are the central, driving force that de½nes
and sustains it. Moreover, hip-hop cul-
ture is based on a democratizing creative
and aesthetic ethos, which historically
has permitted any individual who com-
bines authentic self-presentation with
highly developed artistic skills in his 
or her hip-hop medium to become a
legitimate hip-hop artist. Because most
hip-hop artists are self-taught or taught
by peers in the hip-hop community, hip-
hop has empowered young people of all
socioeconomic backgrounds all over 
the world to become artists in their own
right. That is, it has supported artists
whose worth is validated not by com-
mercial success or elitist cultural criti-
cism, but by the respect of their peers 
in local hip-hop communities as well as
by their own sense of artistic achieve-
ment and integrity. 

Intellectual debate by hip-hop heads
about hip-hop art and culture is also a
central feature; thus, regardless of their
artistic ability, young people worldwide
are developing into what political theorist
Antonio Gramsci describes as “organic
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intellectuals”: those who use hip-hop to
develop critical thinking and analytical
skills that they can apply to every aspect
of their lives.7 The result is the emer-
gence of local hip-hop “scenes,” where
young people practice the elements of
hip-hop and debate, represent, and cri-
tique the cultural form and their social
lives. 

The signi½cance of these scenes
became apparent in the early months 
of 2011, a time that proved to be among
the most politically signi½cant in the re-
cent history of hip-hop culture. When
revolution swept through North Africa
and the Middle East, it did so to the sound
of hip-hop music. In North Africa, where
young people played a central role in the
national protest movements, hip-hop
emerged as the music of free speech and
political resistance. 

It began in Tunisia. A week before 
the self-immolation of fruit vendor
Mohamed Bouazizi became a catalyst
for national protest, a twenty-one-year-
old Tunisian mc released a hip-hop song
that has been described by TIME maga-
zine as “the rap anthem of the Mideast
revolution.” Hamada Ben Amor, who is
known by his mc name, El Général, told
TIME that he has been inspired by Afri-
can American hip-hop artist Tupac Sha-
kur, whose lyrics he describes as “revo-
lutionary.”8 For years, the government
had banned El Général’s music from the
radio and forbid him from performing 
or making albums. In December 2010,
the artist posted the protest rap “Rais
Lebled” (which translates as “President
of the Republic” or “Head of State”) on
YouTube. The video went viral on You-
Tube and Facebook and was broadcast
on Al Jazeera. Tunisian youth found the
song so compelling–and the government
found it so threatening–that after El
Général released another hip-hop song
supporting the protest movement, 

thirty police of½cers arrested him. Over-
whelming public protest following his
arrest prompted a phone call from then-
President Ben Ali; days later, he was
released.9 Within weeks, the nation-
al protest movement led to Ben Ali’s
removal, and in late January 2011, El
Général performed the song live, for 
the ½rst time, before an audience of pro-
testers in the nation’s capital city.10

El Général’s songs became popular with
young Egyptians, who had their own hip-
hop soundtrack for Egypt’s national rev-
olution. Despite government warnings,
Egyptian hip-hop crew Arabian Knightz
released its song “Rebel” in support of
the protest. Soon, hip-hop artists all over
the world began to express solidarity with
the Egyptian revolutionary movement by
recording songs and posting them online.
Master Mimz, a Moroccan-born, Unit-
ed Kingdom-based woman mc, released
“Back Down Mubarak” in support of the
movement. The song includes a feminist
class critique as she rhymes, “First give
me a job / Then let’s talk about my hijab.”

After President Mubarak resigned as 
a result of the protest, Al-Masry Al-Youm,
one of Egypt’s largest independent news-
papers, noted on its English-language
website, “Although singers af½liated with
various musical styles have shown sup-
port for the Egyptian people, the style
that prevailed–or at least that had the
biggest impact–in this ½ght for freedom
and liberty is rap music. East and west,
north and south, rappers have emerged
as the voice of the revolution.”11

In February 2011, inspired by the pro-
test activities throughout North Africa
and the Middle East, a group of Libyan
hip-hop artists in exile compiled Khalas
Mixtape Vol. 1: North African Hip Hop
Artists Unite. (Khalas means “enough” in
Arabic.) The album features songs by
artists from Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and
Algeria. 
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The global influence of hip-hop directly
relates to its popularity as a major music
source among youth in the United States.
In 1996, there were 19 million young peo-
ple aged ten to fourteen years old and
18.4 million aged ½fteen to nineteen liv-
ing in the United States.12 According to 
a national Gallup poll of adolescents
between the ages of thirteen and seven-
teen in 1992, hip-hop music had become
the preferred music of youth (26 percent),
followed closely by rock (25 percent).13

Moreover, the Recording Industry Asso-
ciation of America (riaa) reports that
from 1999 to 2008, hip-hop music was
the second-most-purchased music after
rock for all age groups. 

There is a growing body of scholarship
on hip-hop as well. Academic analyses of
hip-hop culture began to appear in the
1990s and include the 1994 publication
of Tricia Rose’s Black Noise: Rap Music
and Black Culture in Contemporary America
and Russell Potter’s Spectacular Vernacu-
lars: Hip-Hop and the Politics of Postmod-
ernism, which, in 1995, was the ½rst criti-
cal work to examine hip-hop as an artis-
tic, social, and cultural phenomenon.14

Also in the 1990s, the First Amendment
free-speech issues associated with the
group 2 Live Crew drew public com-
ments from Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and
Houston Baker, Jr., who were then new
academic stars and rising public intel-
lectuals.15 Angela Davis and bell hooks,
both authors and activists, published
separate conversations about politics
and feminism with Ice Cube, a former
member of the hip-hop group N.W.A. 
(Niggaz with Attitude).16 The signi½-
cance of hip-hop in African American
culture was also addressed by the phi-
losopher Cornel West, historian Robin
D.G. Kelley, political scientist Michael
Dawson, and sociologist Paul Gilroy, all
of whom celebrated and critiqued the
impact of the relentless and often prob-

lematic images, philosophies, and per-
sonas underlying hip-hop culture.17

Today, this scholarship extends across
most disciplines in the humanities and
social sciences, from political scientist
Cathy Cohen’s Democracy Remixed: Black
Youth and the Future of American Politics
to The Anthology of Rap, a collection edited
by literary scholars Adam Bradley and
Andrew DuBois.18 Volumes have also
been published in the emerging ½eld of
global hip-hop studies, including Global
Noise: Rap and Hip-Hop Outside the USA;
The Vinyl Ain’t Final: Hip Hop and the
Globalization of Black Popular Culture;
Tha Global Cipha: Hip Hop Culture and
Consciousness; Global Linguistic Flows: 
Hip Hop Cultures, Youth Identities, and the
Politics of Language; and The Languages 
of Global Hip Hop.19

We consider hip-hop to be the lingua
franca for popular and political youth
culture around the world. In this essay,
we analyze hip-hop’s role as a global
imprint that symbolizes unity, justice,
and equality through its interpretation
of black cultural and political practices
and values. Our purpose is to examine
the perspectives of many followers of
hip-hop. These perspectives include, for
example, a Japanese young person who
stated: “I mean a culture like Hiphop . . .
that’s bringing us together like this–
that’s amazing! That’s the power of
music, I think. And not only that, the
power of Hiphop. I’ll say this: it is 
black power.”20

Though hip-hop is now ubiquitous, its
adoption and adaptation into cultures
outside of the United States have at times
been problematic. Researchers have re-
coiled at the explicit racist parody and
comic-like copies of the gangster persona
that appeared in the early stages of hip-
hop’s global presence. For instance, early
attempts by Japanese youth to “repre-
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sent” hip-hop’s African American her-
itage reportedly involved intensive tan-
ning, the use of hair chemicals to grow
Afros and dreadlocks, and caricatures
of hyper-stereotyped urban black mas-
culinity as a rationale to abuse young
women.21 As hip-hop’s cultural beliefs
became more widely understood, global
hip-hop began to take on a character of
its own, reflecting the culture, creativ-
ity, and local styles of the youth who
embraced and produced it. Hip-hop is
now a multibillion-dollar global indus-
try that continues to grow and diversify,
but its impact remains underreported;
often overlooked is the fact that hip-
hop influences not only conventional
“rap music,” but also all forms of pop-
ular music as well as radio, music, tele-
vision, ½lm, advertising, and digital
media throughout the world.22

Though commercial hip-hop represents
a signi½cant part of the music industry,
it is only a fraction of the artistic produc-
tion and performance of hip-hop culture,
most of which is local. Every populated
continent (and most countries) have
thousands of local hip-hop scenes shaped
by artistic and cultural practices that are
produced, de½ned, and sustained primar-
ily by youth in their own neighborhoods
and communities. In the United States,
these scenes are generally described as
underground hip-hop, both to characterize
their critical challenge to conventional
norms and to distinguish them from
commercial hip-hop.23 And as it turns
out, the underground is more densely
populated and deeply substantive than
the commercial cultural space on hip-
hop’s surface. The Internet has added a
new and transformative dimension to
local and global hip-hop cultures and
communities, empowering young people
to document and distribute their person-
al and local art, ideas, and experiences.
These local scenes are rarely ½nanced by

multinational media corporations yet
are more essential to hip-hop culture and
the hip-hop nation than commercial
production. Commercial production
could end, but hip-hop culture would
continue, and even thrive, through 
local scenes. 

Some observers have conceived of the
movement of hip-hop culture around the
globe as a hip-hop diaspora that shares
characteristics of ethnic constructions of
diaspora.24 Global hip-hop scenes are
sometimes (quite accurately) described
as translocal because they so often repre-
sent complex cultural, artistic, and polit-
ical dialogues between local innovations
of diverse hip-hop art forms; transcultural
interactions between local hip-hop scenes
in cities and nations outside of the Unit-
ed States; and exchanges between local
scenes and U.S.-based hip-hop media.25

While the translocal dynamics of the
hip-hop diaspora foster countless routes
of cultural interaction and exchange, at
least two major routes of cultural global-
ization are at the crossroads of these nu-
merous pathways. African American cul-
ture and African diasporic cultural forms
are integral to the formation of both these
major routes. Here, we focus primarily
on hip-hop music, but the routes charac-
terize other hip-hop art forms as well. 

The ½rst route of diaspora relates to
the origins of hip-hop culture. While
hip-hop may have emerged in New York
in the 1970s, many of its diverse global
and multicultural beginnings can be tied
to African diasporic cultural forms and
communities.26 Especially in the case of
rapping/rhyming, it is almost impossi-
ble to isolate a single cultural trajectory
because the aesthetic and linguistic fea-
tures of lyrical rhyming can be found
throughout Africa and the Caribbean as
well as the United States. Many of the
young black and Latino artists who col-
laborated in the development of hip-hop
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culture in New York were recent immi-
grants from the Caribbean and, there-
fore, were shaped by a range of African
diasporic cultures. Jamaican musical
forms, for example, have been particu-
larly signi½cant in the development of
hip-hop aesthetic practices.27 Yet reflec-
tions on African American musical tra-
ditions reveal that many aesthetic fea-
tures of early hip-hop were already a
part of the complex cultural roots, and
routes, of African American history. 

Musician and sound curator David
Toop traced these many trajectories in
his discussion of the origins of hip-hop
culture:

Whatever the disagreements over lineage
in the rap hall of fame or the history of 
hip hop, there is one thing on which all 
are agreed. “Rap is nothing new,” says
Paul Winley. Rap’s forbears stretch back
through disco, street funk, radio djs, Bo
Diddley, the bebop singers, Cab Calloway,
Pigmeat Markham, the tap dancers and
comics, the Last Poets, Gil Scott-Heron,
Muhammad Ali, a cappella and doo-wop
groups, ring games, skip rope rhymes,
prison and army songs, toasts, signifying
and the dozens, all the way to the griots of
Nigeria and the Gambia. No matter how
far it penetrates into the twilight maze of
Japanese video games and cool European
electronics, its roots are still the deepest in
all contemporary Afro-American Music.28

The second major route of hip-hop
culture is its movement into local youth
cultures around the world. Soon after it
was developed in the United States, hip-
hop culture traveled as part of the larger
processes of America’s global media dis-
tribution. While multiethnic collabora-
tion produced early hip-hop forms, Afri-
can Americans played a vital cultural and
political role in its development. As Afri-
can American studies scholar Imani Perry
argues, “[P]romiscuous composition

does not destroy cultural identity. . . . The
African aesthetic origins of hip hop, as
with all black American music, allows
for it to have a shared resonance among
a wide range of diasporic and continen-
tal Africans.”29 Moreover, in addition to
representing a shared cultural terrain for
members of international African dias-
poric cultures, these African aesthetics
have also shaped the aesthetic conscious-
ness and tastes of non-African Ameri-
cans for centuries. The world’s youth
have responded with a stunning prolif-
eration of hip-hop-based artistic and
cultural production. 

Aside from being translocal, the move-
ment of hip-hop between local and glob-
al contexts can also be explained by the
concept of glocalization: that is, simulta-
neously engaging the intersections of
global and local dynamics.30 In their
analysis of European hip-hop, sociolin-
guists Jannis Androutsopoulos and Arno
Scholz suggest that glocalization involves
a recontextualization of cultural forms
through “local” appropriations of a glob-
ally acceptable cultural model “that are
then integrated into a new social con-
text.”31 Transculturation, which describes
the cultural features of glocalization, re-
fers to a process of continuous cultural
exchange; historically, it has been used
to critique the unidirectional model of
cultural transmission implied by the con-
cepts of acculturation, appropriation, or
cultural imperialism. Complex transcul-
turation processes shape global hip-hop;
they have been observed within and
across international, national, local, and
digital environments, and they some-
times result in entirely new cultural 
or artistic products and forms. Conse-
quently, global hip-hop cultures retain
many qualitative features of African
diasporic and U.S.-based hip-hop cul-
tures while simultaneously engaging in
dynamic and proli½c processes of aes-
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thetic innovation, production, and
diversi½cation.32

Along with hip-hop’s cultural norm of
inclusion, global hip-hop remains sym-
bolically associated with African Amer-
icans. It has incorporated many aspects
of African American language ideology,
even when the English language itself is
not part of a particular expression of
hip-hop culture. In other words, 

it is not mere words and expressions that
create a bond among hiphop followers
throughout the world. Rather, it is based
on African American language ideology
where the words signify multiple mean-
ings and critiques of power. Hiphop pre-
sents African American English (aae) as
a symbolic and politicized dialect where
speakers are aware of complex and con-
tradictory processes of stigmatization,
valorization and social control. The hip-
hop speech community is not necessarily
linguistically and physically located but
rather bound by this shared language 
ideology as part of politics, culture, so-
cial conditions, and norms, values, and
attitude.33

Hip-hop language ideology remains
central to the construction and contin-
uation of all hip-hop cultures, local and
global. The use of dialects and nation-
al languages, including complex code-
switching practices, serves as a decla-
ration that hip-hop culture enables all
citizens of the hip-hop nation to reclaim
and create a range of contested languages,
identities, and powers.34

In her introduction to The Languages of
Global Hip Hop, sociolinguist Marina
Terkoura½ recalls her ½rst encounter
with hip-hop in the mid-1980s in Herak-
lion, Greece. A new student at her high
school, whose family had emigrated, re-
turned from Germany with a new dress
code “consisting mainly of hooded

sweatshirts–a new style of ‘calligraphy’
(graf½ti)–which we quickly adopted 
for the headlines of the class newspa-
per–and, last but not least, a new style 
of dance: breakdancing.”35 She remem-
bers that in the same summer, she and
some friends watched Beat Street, the
1984 classic hip-hop movie, at the local
open-air cinema. Terkoura½’s story was
repeated many times over around the
world as the 1980s generation was intro-
duced to hip-hop culture through Beat
Street and Wild Style.36 These ½lms played
a central role in making international
youth aware of hip-hop culture, music,
graf½ti, and dance. In Japan, Germany,
and other nations, youth initially re-
sponded less to the English language-
based rapping and more to the graf½ti
and dance representations.37

The particulars of hip-hop’s more
recent emergence reveal an old story of
how African American culture has cir-
culated throughout the world. In fact,
the global influence of African Ameri-
can culture has been inextricably linked
with the rise of the American Empire
since at least the late nineteenth centu-
ry: for example, in 1873, the Fisk Jubilee
singers performed “Negro” spirituals 
for England’s Queen Victoria. African
American music and culture historically
have traveled when and where African
American bodies could not. During the
twentieth century, while Jim Crow seg-
regation restricted African Americans’
movement in their own country, African
American music, including blues, jazz,
and, later, rock and roll and soul, trav-
eled the world, shaping world music in
ways that have yet to be fully acknowl-
edged.38 Beginning in the late twentieth
century, hip-hop music, the ½rst African
American musical form to be created in
the post–civil rights era, continued this
global journey, a journey whose impact
has been expanded and problematized in
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the late twentieth and early twenty-½rst
centuries by processes of corporate glob-
alization and new–especially computer-
based–technologies for musical produc-
tion and distribution.

Understanding the global presence of
hip-hop culture is like putting together
puzzle pieces from around the world.
Over the last several decades, interna-
tional newspapers and magazines have
collectively printed thousands of articles
(many of which we reviewed for this
essay) about the presence of hip-hop
culture worldwide. There are hundreds,
if not thousands, of websites devoted to
hip-hop in different areas. Every nation,
region, and even neighborhood that rep-
resents hip-hop culture does so with a
unique history. Yet much of this culture
remains undocumented or under-docu-
mented, particularly because only hip-
hop media that engage conventional
commercial markets achieve wide rec-
ognition. Given that much of hip-hop
culture is local, including in the United
States, and that it is produced by young
people who do not have access to main-
stream media outlets, it is often ignored
by conventional modes of recognition
and assessment. 

Despite the fact that much of local
hip-hop culture does not receive com-
mercial or global attention, a number of
emergent themes and trajectories indi-
cate hip-hop’s signi½cance as a global
arts and media movement. These factors
include the use of hip-hop culture to ex-
pose injustice or ½ght for justice and, in
an ironic parallel, to conventionalize the
nationalization of hip-hop cultures as
the political, commercial, and even
spiritual arbiters of national and inter-
national culture.

One of the most influential groups to
uncover injustice and encourage activism,
Public Enemy (pe) shaped the early overt
politicization of hip-hop music and cul-

ture in the United States and elsewhere.
In 1992, when pe toured Europe with the
rock group U2, their charge to hip-hop’s
nation of millions was “Fight the Power!”
This slogan began to appear on walls in
England, Poland, and Italy, among other
nations. According to pe’s highly polit-
icized mc Chuck D, the group visited
more than forty countries within the
½rst ten years of its formation.39 In 2010,
pe launched its seventieth tour, which
included numerous world destinations.
mc Ferman of the Basque group Negu
Gorriak describes the impact pe had on
him as an artist: “[W]e had been listen-
ing to a whole lot of music, especially
linked to the rap explosion. We were
shocked by Public Enemy, by the force
that the rap movement had, its power to
criticize.”40 Chuck D himself was partic-
ularly affected by a conversation he had
in 1994 with a fan in Croatia. The fan
applied pe’s African American political
analysis to the religious and ethnic con-
flict that had long affected the region,
explaining: 

Public Enemy showed us that Rap music 
is not afraid of subjects connected with
national and race issues. We started to see
how powerful rap could be if it were used
in expressing our attitudes. The kind of
lyrics and consciousness that reveals the
whole process of civilization, which is the
story of dominance, the dominance of
white people over Black people, the dom-
inance of male over females, the domi-
nance of man over nature, and the domi-
nance of majorities over minorities.41

Another signi½cant influence in the
international spread of hip-hop as
grounded in the African American and
black experience is the Universal Zulu
Nation.42 American dj Afrika Bam-
baataa founded the community-based
organization in the 1970s to promote
peace, unity, and harmony among bat-

Marcyliena
Morgan &
Dionne
Bennett



184 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

tling gangs and peoples.43 The Zulu
Nation utilized black liberation ideol-
ogies to bring to its many global follow-
ers a mantra of interplanetary human-
ism. Bambaataa explains: 

[M]y thing is to always try to bring peo-
ple together in uni½cation and to see our-
selves as humans on this planet so-called
Earth, and what can we do to change the
betterment of life for all people on the
planet Earth and to respect what so-called
black, brown, yellow, red and white people
have done to better civilization for people
to live on this planet so-called Earth, and
recognize that we are not alone.44

Bambaataa and other hip-hop pioneers
adhered to belief systems that upheld
basic human equality and that explicitly
denounced constructions of race and rac-
ist activities to separate and hierarchi-
cally situate human beings. Inspired by
singer James Brown’s “I’m Black and I’m
Proud,” Negu Gorriak produced what
anthropologist Jacqueline Urla calls the
group’s “anthem”: “Esan Ozenki,” whose
main rhyme–“Esan ozenki. Euskaduna naiz
eta harro nago”–translates as, “Say it
Loud: I’m Basque, and I’m proud.”45

In the 1980s, nations with English-
speaking populations easily engaged
with hip-hop music and rapping, while
nations where English was not the pri-
mary language often forged their initial
relationship with hip-hop through graf-
½ti and break dancing. As a result, places
such as England and Anglophone former
colonies, including South Africa, Aus-
tralia, and Nigeria, have been creating
hip-hop music since it emerged in the
United States. Certainly, Jamaican mu-
sical forms have been in a cultural dia-
logue with African American music
since before hip-hop was formally con-
structed. Both African American and
Jamaican verbal genres, such as toasting

(a style of chanting over a beat in dance
hall music), were actively engaged in
that construction. 

France’s long-standing engagement
with African American culture through
artists such as dancer and singer Jose-
phine Baker, writer James Baldwin, and
countless jazz musicians enabled that
country to build a bridge to American
hip-hop culture with relative ease. In
1982, for example, the French radio net-
work Europe 1 sponsored the New York
City Rap Tour that brought to France
important American hip-hop artists,
some of whom were themselves immi-
grants or the children of immigrants.
Artists included Fab 5 Freddy, the Rock
Steady Crew, and Afrika Bambaataa,
whose Zulu Nation took root in Paris 
at the same time.46

As American hip-hop artists began to
achieve tremendous economic success
and cultural influence in other countries
and music markets, global youth quick-
ly began not only to consume but also
to produce their own hip-hop cultural
forms.47 Not surprisingly, thousands of
local scenes and national hip-hop artists
emerged in different areas of the world.
Though influenced by American hip-
hop forms, these artists typically devel-
oped their own styles, drawing from lo-
cal and national cultural art forms and
addressing the social and political issues
that affected their communities and na-
tions. These scenes generated a wide-
spread interest in hip-hop culture and
the growth of commercial hip-hop music
in national contexts; thus, hip-hop music
was no longer accessible only as an Amer-
ican import. Both international and Amer-
ican hip-hop artists have topped music
charts and sales throughout Europe and
Africa as well as in parts of Asia and Latin
America and, more recently, Australia. 

France is the world’s second-largest
hip-hop market, and it is one of the larg-
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est producers and consumers of hip-hop
culture.48 In 2003, four hip-hop singles
were nominated for the Victoires de
la Musique, the French version of the
Grammy Awards. France’s mc Solaar,
who was born in Senegal and whose par-
ents are from Chad, has topped French
charts with his singles and albums for
nearly two decades; he has had best-sell-
ing albums in dozens of other countries,
too. In 1995, he was named Best Male
Singer in the Victoires de la Musique
awards. He has launched successful world
tours of Europe, Asia, Africa, and the
United States; received recognition from
American hip-hop artists; performed
with American hip-hop group De La
Soul; appeared on albums with rappers
Guru and Missy Elliott; released a song
through American hip-hop, R&B, and
pop label Tommy Boy Records; and
appeared in Bollywood movies.

American multinational record corpo-
rations have hip-hop divisions all over the
world. Def Jam Records, for example, is
one of hip-hop’s most iconic record la-
bels. Founded by Russell Simmons and
Rick Rubin in 1984, it is famous for acts
such as Public Enemy, Run dmc, and the
Beastie Boys. Currently owned by Univer-
sal, Def Jam now operates in Germany,
the United Kingdom, and Japan. It has
an international hip-hop music game,
Def Jam Rapstar, which features interna-
tional artists. In November 2010, the com-
pany created a Web portal to enable un-
signed artists around the world to access
Def Jam online distribution resources. 

National record companies in other
countries have also developed hip-hop
divisions or labels, or they showcase a
roster of hip-hop acts. In 1981, Germany’s
Bombastic Records released one of the
½rst German hip-hop albums, featuring
songs in German and English by Ger-
man mcs. (The album title, Krauts with
Attitude: German HipHop Vol. 1, referred to

the American group N.W.A.) Cantonese
hip-hop’s mc Yan, a member of Hong
Kong’s ½rst major hip-hop act, has cre-
ated an independent hip-hop label
(Fu©kin Music) that successfully pro-
motes the new group Yellow Peril. Nige-
ria’s Kennis Music distributes hip-hop
along with R&B and pop and promotes
itself as “Africa’s Number One Record
Label.” Nigerian mc Ruggedman, who
holds a political science degree, famous-
ly called out Kennis Music in his song
“Big Bros” for excluding gifted hip-hop
artists and promoting mediocre ones; 
he has created his own label, Rugged
Records, to promote acts according to
his vision. 

In response to hip-hop’s continued
popularity, national and international
music awards ceremonies have incor-
porated hip-hop into their productions,
and artists have won awards both within
the hip-hop music genre and in broader
categories. Hip-hop music videos, which
were initially excluded from America’s
mtv along with all other African Ameri-
can musical forms, have been broadcast
worldwide on television since the 1980s
and, more recently, on the Internet. Hip-
hop artists, both in the United States and
elsewhere, use music videos to promote
their brands and their music. Although
music videos have always served primar-
ily to boost record sales, they have long
aided another signi½cant process: the
transcultural exchange of hip-hop. Young
people who watch videos from other cul-
tures or nations can acquire a great deal 
of knowledge not only about the music,
but also about the dance, fashion, style,
and overall aesthetics of hip-hop in
diverse cultures. 

Moreover, arbiters of national culture
have increasingly come to recognize hip-
hop as a legitimate art form. This valida-
tion may have reached an unusual zenith
in 2004, when a Polish break dancing
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crew performed for Pope John Paul II at
the Vatican. The video–widely viewed
on the Internet–shows the Pope smil-
ing, nodding, and clapping during the
performance and blessing the dancers
afterward. As just one example of hip-
hop’s growing cultural validity, the epi-
sode hints at hip-hop’s potential reach. 

Cultural acceptance of hip-hop, how-
ever, is often accorded to dance rather
than music. Although hip-hop dance
historically has been less explicitly con-
troversial than hip-hop music, it none-
theless implicitly challenges a range of
institutional and cultural norms about
dance, movement, and the body. Inter-
national break dancing competitions
and hip-hop dance festivals have existed
for decades, but in the twenty-½rst cen-
tury they are acquiring more institution-
al and commercial support and funding.
The year 2010 offers three striking exam-
ples: In July, Salzburg, Austria (birth-
place of Mozart and stomping ground of
Hitler) witnessed its ½rst Urban Culture
Festival, featuring hip-hop dancers from
around the world. Australia sent Kulture
Break, its multiethnic break dancing crew,
to the Shanghai Expo to represent its na-
tional culture in a performance for thou-
sands of international participants. In
South Korea, where the b-boys are con-
sidered among the best hip-hop dancers
in the world, the government spent mil-
lions on the second annual global invita-
tional hip-hop dance competition, only
to make millions more–an estimated 
$35 million–in advertising revenues. 

Hip-hop culture is also used to edu-
cate and socialize young people. In 2004,
the United Nations Human Settlements
Programme, un-habitat, sponsored a
Global Hip-Hop Summit to organize and
educate world youth about a range of
issues. Fidel Castro sponsors an annual
hip-hop conference in Cuba; he has de-

scribed hip-hop as “the existing revolu-
tionary voice of Cuba’s future.”49 Indeed,
hip-hop is the main source for discussion
of racial injustice in Cuba today: at least
two documentaries have been made
about Cuban hip-hop culture; African
American mc Common has demonstrat-
ed a long-term commitment to collabo-
rating with Cuban hip-hop artists; and
former Black Panther and American ex-
ile in Cuba, Assata Shakur, has been ac-
tively engaged in helping Cuban youth
become empowered through hip-hop.

Music Mayday, an organization that
promotes youth empowerment and edu-
cation through the arts in Africa, puts
particular emphasis on hip-hop and
sponsors a range of hip-hop-related edu-
cational and cultural activities. One of
their biggest events is B-Connected, an
annual music and arts festival that links
youth through concurrent festivals in
½ve different countries, including The
Netherlands, Tanzania, South Africa,
Ethiopia, and Hungary. These festivals
feature an international roster of mcs
that includes, but is not limited to, art-
ists from the host countries. 

In South America, Brazilian hip-hop
culture has in many ways mirrored
themes in African American hip-hop.
On the one hand, the Brazilian media
have stereotyped hip-hop as the music
of drugs and violence, and on the other,
Brazilian artists use hip-hop to address
racism, poverty, and police brutality–
issues that Brazil’s myth of racial har-
mony attempts to conceal. Brazil’s tra-
ditional martial art, capoeira, is widely
recognized for its remarkable similarity
to break dancing, and both forms emerge
from African diasporic roots. However,
more recently, hip-hop in Brazil has dis-
tinguished itself, through its aesthetic
complexity, engaging diverse musical
forms and becoming increasingly ac-
cepted as a social and political tool to
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educate and empower Brazilian youth.50

The 2005 documentary Favela Rising,
which has won dozens of international
awards, examines the music group and
social project Grupo Cultural AfroReg-
gae. AfroReggae is Rio’s most success-
ful hip-hop band, merging hip-hop with
other musical forms and touring the
world. (The group opened for the Roll-
ing Stones in Brazil in 2006.) It is also
an ngo, a dynamic hip-hop organiza-
tion that empowers Rio’s poorest young
people through dozens of arts and social
justice projects. Led by former small-
time drug-dealer-turned-mc Anderson
Sa, Grupo Cultural AfroReggae has be-
come so powerful that it serves as one 
of the most effective mediators between
different institutions, groups, and fac-
tions within Rio de Janeiro’s complex
social and political structure.51 In 2007,
Brazil nationalized its investment in hip-
hop culture when its Ministry of Culture
began to apply AfroReggae’s mission 
to the entire nation through its Culture
Points program. By providing grants to
fund local organizations, such as the
project Hip Hop Nation Brazil, the pro-
gram empowers local hip-hop commu-
nities to educate and serve Brazilian
youth. The organizations are often run
by local hip-hop artists, including one
run by mc Guiné Silva in São Paolo. 
As he explained to The New York Times:
“This program has really democratized
culture. . . . We’ve become a multimedia
laboratory. Getting that seed money and
that studio equipment has enabled us to
become a kind of hip-hop factory.”52

During the 2010 World Cup in South
Africa (the ½rst to be held in Africa), hip-
hop played a meaningful role in the inter-
national soccer championship. Nomadic
Wax, a Fair Trade international media
company that focuses on hip-hop and
the diaspora, brought together ½fteen
international hip-hop artists from Africa,

the Caribbean, Latin America, the Unit-
ed States, and Europe to create “World
Cup,” a twelve-minute mix track that is
described as a “transnational hip-hop
collaboration.” Nomadic Wax released
the track for free online. Coca-Cola chose
“Wavin’ Flag”–whose lyrics were changed
for the promotion by K’Naan, the world-
famous Somali-born Canadian mc–as
one of the anthems for its World Cup
campaign and World Cup Trophy Tour,
which traveled internationally and fea-
tured K’Naan as a headlining act. K’Naan
also performed the song at the World
Cup concert with Alicia Keys, Shakira,
and the transnational, multiracial, and
multicultural American hip-hop group
the Black Eyed Peas. The performance
was broadcast to millions.

In another example of national and
institutional endorsement of hip-hop
and of the role of technology in the
development of hip-hop culture, the
National Museum of Australia com-
missioned mc Wire and Morganics, a
white mc and hip-hop theater artist, to
undertake a hip-hop-based oral history
project. They toured Australia to collect
more than 1,500 autobiographical rap
songs by youth from across the conti-
nent. Both men then used the songs to
conduct youth workshops and trainings
throughout Australia.

Women hip-hop mcs are appearing 
in greater numbers, though there are 
far more male artists. Their limited num-
bers reflect larger issues of global sexism
and the international marginalization
of women’s voices as well as the gender
politics of hip-hop culture. Many women
mcs perform lyrics about gender and
are often actively involved in using hip-
hop to educate and empower youth. 

In the global Muslim hip-hop move-
ment, women mcs are playing an in-
creasingly vital role, a phenomenon that
contests stereotypes of Muslim cultures
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and people as universally misogynistic.
Lebanese mc Malikah was proclaimed
“Best mc in Libya” with another ½nalist
on mtv Arabia’s program Hip HopNa.53

Palestinian-British mc Shadia Mansour,
known as “the ½rst lady of Arab hip-hop,”
explains, “Hip-hop holds no boundaries.
It’s a naked testimony of real life issues.
You just break down your message and
get your point across in the music.”54

The 2008 ½lm Slingshot Hip Hop docu-
mented how Palestinian rappers form
alternative voices of resistance within
the Israeli-Palestinian struggle. It fea-
tured female artist Abeer Al Zinati (also
known as Sabreena da Witch). The
2006 ½lm I Love Hip Hop in Morocco
featured the female mc Fati, who is 
now a solo artist.55

Fijian-Australian mc Trey is one of
the most prominent hip-hop artists in
Australia and one of the world’s pre-
eminent female hip-hop artists. She has
collaborated with Maya Jupiter, an Aus-
tralian mc of Mexican and Turkish
descent, in the hip-hop group Foreign
Heights. In addition to her work as an
mc, Trey is an activist and aerosol artist
whose artwork has been displayed on
the streets of three continents. She has
collaborated with a collective of U.K.
and Australian hip-hop artists on a the-
ater project called “East London West
Sydney.” Vodafone, one of the world’s
largest telecommunications companies,
provided a grant to mc Trey and other
Australian hip-hop artists to work with
Australia’s Information Cultural Ex-
change program (ice) to develop hip-
hop arts and digital education work-
shops for at-risk youth in Australia. 
mc Trey’s work with ice is a practical
example of the theoretical model that
indigenous Australian mc Wire–who
claims that, for him, mc means “my
cousin”–elucidates in describing his
album and identity, AboDigital. The

“original abodigital” explains that his
identity “has an ambiguous meaning
because of the word digital. I’m abo-
digital because I’m a twenty-½rst cen-
tury Aboriginal, I’m down with laptops
and mobile phones and home entertain-
ment. But digital also means your hands
and your ½ngers, so I’m still putting my
½ngers in the dirt; I’m still using my
hands to create things. So that’s the
ambiguity.”56

Israeli hip-hop music reflects Israel’s
complex political dynamics and includes
Zionist, pro-Palestinian, and Jewish Ethi-
opian-Israeli artists. Sagol 59 is a promi-
nent Jewish Israeli mc who uses hip-hop
to build bridges between Jewish and
Muslim communities. In 2001, he orga-
nized and produced “Summit Meeting,”
which is believed to be the ½rst record-
ing featuring a collaboration between
Jewish and Arab artists in Israel. He also
hosts Corner Prophets/Old Jeruz Ci-
pher Hip Hop series, a cultural project
focused on uniting diverse groups in
Israel through hip-hop culture.57

In one of the lighter examples of hip-
hop’s reach, Finland-based multination-
al communications corporation Nokia
has incorporated hip-hop into a Chinese
commercial in which elderly rural Chi-
nese farmers claim to have created hip-
hop music using local farming tools and
labor. The hilarious commercial reveals
not only Nokia’s assessment of hip-hop’s
selling power, but also the advertisers’
complex knowledge of the debates re-
garding origins, cultural authority, and
individual authorship that play a sig-
ni½cant role in hip-hop culture around
the world. 

The above examples of record labels,
artists, events, campaigns, and social
programs are just a handful of the thou-
sands of ways in which hip-hop exerts a
cultural and economic force worldwide.
Most of these examples reflect hip-hop’s
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inclusion in commercial media and priv-
ileged cultural spaces, but these institu-
tional representations and events are
possible only because they are fueled by
the originality, imagination, commit-
ment, and endurance of local hip-hop
cultures. 

While the influence of pe and the Zulu
Nation is widespread, global hip-hop
culture has a complex relationship with
other aspects of African American cul-
tural representation. First, though the
originators and innovators of hip-hop
included a diverse group of talented,
determined, and creative youth, media
outlets created a hyper-stereotypical
account of hip-hop as the product of
poor, young black men who were liter-
ally “wild” and menacing.58 While this
depiction has stuck in the United States,
it is not as effective globally, where Afri-
can American youth are credited for
social justice struggles like the civil
rights and Black Power movements.
American forms of racism are so widely
known and studied as an example of
injustice that individuals all over the
world know both the explicit signs and
the smoldering, everyday existence of
repression. Yet there is extensive com-
mentary and critique of the representa-
tion of U.S.-style violence in hip-hop.
Among African hip-hop artists in par-
ticular, there is a sustained critique of
hardcore hip-hop. Commercial gangsta
rap lyrics have been central to hardcore
hip-hop culture, and have historically
represented, (in some cases) analyzed,
and (in too many others) glamorized the
intersection of masculinity, dominance,
and violence. As a result, hardcore hip-
hop culture has been the historical target
of global and American communities;
and it has produced a contested relation-
ship with local hip-hop cultures in the
United States and elsewhere. 

When hip-hop came to Africa from
the United States, it had among its ½rst
fans (and imitators) elite and upper-
middle-class African youth. Hip-hop
developed as several former colonial
powers, including France, served as con-
duits bringing hip-hop to Francophone
Africa. Countries that embraced the new
cultural form included Senegal, the ½rst
African country to adopt and develop
rap music; Tanzania, one of the ½rst
countries to develop a strong “mother
tongue” rap presence; Ghana; and Ni-
geria. However, given that hip-hop has
its roots in an African diasporic art form,
its presence in Africa has raised a com-
plex discourse about origins and home-
comings.59 Senegalese trio Daara J, whose
music combines hip-hop with a range of
global styles, describes hip-hop’s return
to Africa in the title track of their album
Boomerang: “Born in Africa, brought up
in America, hip-hop has come full cir-
cle!” As a result of their sense of cultural
authority, African hip-hop artists have
actively engaged in the process of re-
de½ning hip-hop culture in ways that
challenge colonial norms and values;
indeed, they do not hesitate to critique
the practice of those norms and values
by African Americans.

One common theme throughout Africa
has been the question of how to adapt
hip-hop so that it represents local and
national issues without incurring vio-
lence. African artists focus on both cul-
ture and the realities of violence. For
example, politically motivated hip-hop
was pioneered in the Western Cape by
the groups Prophets of the City (poc),
Black Noise, and, later, Brasse Vannie
Kaap (bvk, or Brothers of the Cape).
These groups continue to promote the
ideals of socioeconomic and racial par-
ity through community development
programs. In contrast to this overtly
“conscious” message, a contemporary
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genre known as kwaito has emerged 
in the vicinity of Johannesburg, South
Africa. This style is dance-oriented,
incorporating elements of house music,
indigenous black languages, and vernac-
ular dialects. Arthur Mafokate, the self-
proclaimed King of Kwaito is widely
regarded as the progenitor of this style.
The late Brenda Fassie and crossover
artists such as tkzee have contributed
to the mainstream success of kwaito in
South African culture.

Hip-hop mcs often rhyme in their own
language and in local dialects that have
been historically marginalized. African
mcs, who are often multilingual, and
who have a long intellectual and literary
history of rejecting colonial languages 
in favor of their own, frequently code-
switch into two or more languages with-
in a single song, just as some bilingual
U.S. and Caribbean-Latino mcs code-
switch between English and Spanish.60

The musical and linguistic possibilities
of hip-hop culture are particularly dy-
namic in Africa’s most populated nation,
Nigeria. One of the most linguistically
diverse countries in the world, Nigeria
has more than ½ve hundred languages
spoken within its borders. English is the
of½cial language, used in schools and
government of½ces, but Nigeria also 
recognizes three dominant languages:
Hausa (spoken primarily in the North),
Yoruba (spoken mostly in the South-
west), and Igbo (spoken in the South-
east). The country’s unof½cial lingua
franca is Nigerian Pidgin English.
About half of Nigerians are Muslims; 
40 percent are Christians; and about 
10 percent practice indigenous religions.
(Indigenous practices are often infused
into both Islam and Christianity as well.)

Popular music in Nigeria has a rep-
utation for melding local melodies, lan-
guages, and polyrhythms with influ-
ences from all over the world, includ-

ing Brazil, Cuba, Niger and the Sahara,
Congo, Jamaica, and the United States. 
It is often used to express religious mes-
sages, and even hip-hop contains a sub-
genre of gospel rap. Popular music also
carries political and social messages.
The most famous example is Fela Kuti,
the king of Afrobeat, whose inflamma-
tory lyrics (in Nigerian Pidgin) and non-
traditional lifestyle endeared him to mil-
lions inside and outside Nigeria. Local
music, especially in the Hausa north,
might address a particular political can-
didate or of½ceholder, or it might exhort
the populace to take a particular action.
For the past several years, the most wide-
ly listened-to music has been American-
inspired rap and dance hip-hop based 
on local beats and enhanced with music
production technology. As young Nige-
rian rappers–who as children idolized
American stars like Tupac, krs-One,
Jay-Z, and Nas–are coming of age and
have greater access to production equip-
ment, Nigerian rap is becoming increas-
ingly popular. Artist jjc talks about
avoiding guns because “we got too much
drama already.” For other Nigerian art-
ists, avoiding gangster posturing is about
“keeping it real.” Says GrandSUN, “We
½ght with our hands.” Certainly, on a
continent where oral literatures and lit-
eracies have been culturally and politi-
cally central for longer than written his-
tory is capable of documenting, African
hip-hop heads also ½ght with their words. 

As global hip-hop maintains the tradi-
tion of American hip-hop, it must also
account for equally powerful local tradi-
tions of art, culture, and protest. It must
represent life on a local level. The critique
and constant examination of the genre is
at the heart of hip-hop culture. It focuses
on growth and analysis–even when it
also takes American hip-hop to task for
its gangster posturing, as K’naan does in
“What’s Hardcore?”: 
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I’m a spit these verses cause I feel 
annoyed,

And I’m not gonna quit till I ½ll the void,
If I rhyme about home and got descriptive,
I’d make Fifty Cent look like Limp Biskit,
It’s true, and don’t make me rhyme about 

you,
I’m from where the kids is addicted to

glue,
Get ready, he got a good grip on the

machete,
Make rappers say they do it for love like 

R-Kelly,
It’s HARD, 
Harder than Harlem and Compton 

intertwined,
Harder than harboring Bin Laden and 

rewind,
To that earlier part when I was kinda like
“We begin our day by the way of the gun,
Rocket propelled grenades blow you away

if you front,
We got no police ambulances or ½re

½ghters,
We start riots by burning car tires,
They looting, and everybody starting 

shooting.”
[. . .]
So what’s hardcore? Really? 
Are you hardcore? Hmm.
So what’s hardcore? Really? 
Are you hardcore? Hmm.61

K’naan criticizes the senseless pos-
turing in U.S. hip-hop as a way to cri-
tique the senseless destruction and
oppression in Somalia and to indict a
world that does not have the stomach
or heart to make a difference. 

As the lingua franca of global youth,
hip-hop uni½es young people across
racial and national boundaries while
honoring their diversity, complexity,
intellect, and artistry. As mentioned
above, the role of hip-hop in the pro-
tests in North Africa and the Middle
East demonstrates how hip-hop con-

tinues to function as a dynamic culture
of resistance. It also reveals how hip-hop
artists have used online technology to
reach audiences who would not other-
wise have access to their work. This is
particularly true in the case of artists
who have been banned by their govern-
ments from performing or releasing
albums. Many of the hip-hop songs in
the North African protest movements
include musical or aesthetic references
to African American hip-hop, and the
artists acknowledge African American
influences on their music. They have
transformed those influences to achieve
local and national, aesthetic and politi-
cal goals. The hip-hop songs of the North
African and Middle Eastern revolution-
ary movements collectively represent a
meaningful moment in the history, not
only of hip-hop culture, but also of pop-
ular and youth culture. African Ameri-
can hip-hop artist Nas famously rhymed,
“All I need is one mic to spread my voice
to the whole world.” North African and
Middle Eastern hip-hop artists have em-
braced that ethos, using their voices and
hip-hop culture as powerful instruments
of revolutionary change.

While mainstream American dis-
courses have marginalized, maligned,
and trivialized hip-hop music and cul-
ture, multicultural youth in America and
around the world have come together to
turn hip-hop into one of the most dynam-
ic arts and culture movements in recent
history. It is disturbingly ironic that the
nation that produced hip-hop culture has
the least respect for it; meanwhile, the
United Nations and individual countries
are crossing the bridge that the global
hip-hop nation has been building for de-
cades. Nations are using hip-hop to see,
hear, understand, serve, and, ultimately,
be transformed for the better by their
brilliant and powerful young people. 
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Hip-hop’s aesthetic culture–which
began with the four core elements of
rapping, deejaying, breaking, and graf-
½ti art–now encompasses all those ele-
ments along with an ever-growing and
diversifying range of artistic, cultural,
intellectual, political, and social prac-
tices, products, and performances. These
developments include, but are not lim-
ited to, studio, live, and digital music
production; writing and rhythmic per-
formance of spoken words alone and to
beats; street, club, and studio dance in-
novations; fashion and style expressions;
visual arts, including graf½ti innovations;
theater and performance arts; interna-
tional club cultures’ engagement with
diverse music, dance, and style expres-
sions; and digital, public, and academic
knowledge-production and distribution
practices. The artistic achievements of
hip-hop represent, by themselves, a
remarkable contribution to world cul-
ture. However, the hip-hop nation has
not just made art; it has made art with
the vision and message of changing
worlds–locally, nationally, and globally.

The hip-hop nation has done more
than heed Public Enemy’s famous call 
to “Fight the Power.” It has created and
become the power. U.S. and global hip-
hop heads have put into practice and
expanded on psychiatrist Frantz Fanon’s
theory: namely, that an individual or
group that “has a language consequently
possesses the world expressed and im-
plied by that language. . . . Mastery of 
language affords remarkable power.”62

Citizens of the global hip-hop nation
have not merely mastered a language,
they have formed a new one. They have
used that new language to rede½ne,
name, and create their many worlds 
and worldviews. Through their unprece-
dented global movement of art and cul-
ture, the citizens of the hip-hop nation
have used their unique and collective
aesthetic voices both to “possess” and
transform the world, a process that has
not merely afforded them power, but 
has also enabled them to produce new
forms of power, beauty, and knowledge. 
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Since the election of Barack Obama, much has
been made of the generational divide in the popu-
lace. Some have suggested that once the so-called
millennials come to dominate the political domain,
many of the thorny social issues that have caused
great debate and consternation among the Ameri-
can public will be resolved. This line of reasoning
implies that young people who embrace and per-
sonify a more inclusive society will eventually take
over policy-making and thought leadership, mov-
ing both areas in a more liberal direction. Com-
mentators point to the signi½cant differences in
opinion registered among various generations on
topics such as same-sex marriage and abortion as
evidence of the more inclusive worldview held by
the majority of young people. According to a 2009
cnn.com story, “Fifty-four percent of people ques-
tioned in a cnn/Opinion Research Corporation
Poll released Monday said marriages between gay
or lesbian couples should not be recognized as valid
with 44 percent suggesting they should be consid-
ered legal. But among those 18 to 34 years old, 58
percent said same-sex marriages should be consid-
ered legal.” The article closes with a quote from
cnn political analyst Bill Schneider that under-
scores the potential of young Americans to change
the trajectory of equal rights in the country: “Young
voters strongly favor marriage equality. They’re
the future of American politics.”1 A USA Today
story makes a similar argument, proclaiming that
“younger Americans, more eclectic in their views
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on social issues and more likely to have
friends or family members who are open-
ly gay, are more tolerant of same-sex
couples than their parents or grandpar-
ents and appear to be more interested 
in compromise.”2

The promised harmony around social
issues that is presumably evident among
younger Americans extends beyond the
con½nes of sexually infused social policy
to the prominent and always simmering
issue of race. An article published in The
New York Times suggests that much of the
problem of race and racism found in the
Tea Party and the naacp has to do with
the fact that they both are largely com-
prised of older members who grew up as
the targets or bene½ciaries of Jim Crow.
Columnist Matt Bai writes, “The Tea Party
and the N.A.A.C.P. represent dispropor-
tionately older memberships. And here-
in lies a problem with so much of our dis-
cussion about race and politics in the Oba-
ma era: we tend not to recognize the
generational divide that underlies it.”3

As evidence of this substantial genera-
tional divide, Bai cites pre-midterm data
from the Pew Research Center indicat-
ing that “there is nearly a 20 point spread
between Mr. Obama’s approval ratings
among voters younger than 30 and those
older than 65.” Perhaps Bai’s most impor-
tant observation is one that he seems to
add almost as a throwaway: his comment
that “These numbers probably do reflect
some profound racial differences among
the generations.” I would contend that,
in fact, the signi½cant and profound dif-
ferences in how young whites, blacks, and
Latinos think about such topics as racism,
citizenship, and gay and lesbian issues
are a de½ning and often ignored feature
of American politics as practiced by the
young today, even in the age of Obama.

Far from the generation of millennials
signaling the end of race or even the be-

ginning of a post-racial society, data
from the Black Youth Project (byp)4

and the Mobilization, Change, and Po-
litical and Civic Engagement Project
(mcpce)5 suggest that deep divides 
still exist among young people, with
black youth particularly skeptical about
the idea of a post-racial anything. When
we ½rst administered the byp in 2005,
we asked respondents–who were then
ages 15 to 25–a series of questions re-
garding the impact of race in the lives 
of young black Americans. Repeatedly,
we discovered a signi½cant gap in how
young whites and young blacks thought
about such issues, with young Latinos
often landing somewhere in the middle.
For example, 61 percent of black youth
agreed with the statement, “It is hard for
young black people to get ahead because
they face so much discrimination,” com-
pared to 43 percent of white youth and
45 percent of Latino respondents. Sim-
ilarly, 54 percent of black youth agreed
with the statement, “On average, black
youth receive a poorer education than
white youth,” compared to 31 percent 
of white youth and 40 percent of Latino
youth. When asked if they agreed with
the statement, “In the health care sys-
tem, Blacks are treated less fairly than
Whites,” the majority of black (59 per-
cent) and Latino (52 percent) youth in-
dicated their agreement, while only 32
percent of young whites agreed. On the
speci½c topic of aids, when asked if
they agreed that “if more white people
had aids, the government would do
more to ½nd a cure,” over two-thirds of
black respondents (68 percent) agreed,
compared to only 34 percent of white
youth and 50 percent of Latino youth. 

When we turned our questions to the
treatment of blacks by the government,
compared to its treatment of other groups,
we continued to see marked disagree-
ment. For example, when black youth
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were asked if the government treats im-
migrants better than most blacks, nearly 
a majority of black youth agreed (48 per-
cent), compared to the expected much
smaller percentage of Latinos (18 percent)
and 29 percent of white youth. Interest-
ingly, the one area in this battery of ques-
tions where we can identify relative agree-
ment across racial and ethnic groups is
on the topic of how the police treat black
youth. Speci½cally, when asked if “the
police discriminate much more against
black youth than they do against white
youth,” 79 percent of black youth, 73 per-
cent of white youth, and 63 percent of
Latino youth agreed.

Perhaps not surprisingly, when asked
whether racism would be eliminated in
their lifetime, respondents were pessimis-
tic, with about only one-third in each
racial/ethnic category believing the elim-
ination of racism in their lifetime was
very or somewhat likely. Interestingly,
black respondents, who were most neg-
ative when asked about the speci½c ex-
periences of black youth, were slightly
more likely to believe racism would be
eliminated in their lifetime, with 33 per-
cent of blacks, 25 percent of whites, and
31 percent of Latino youth stating that it
was very or somewhat likely that racism
would be eliminated in their lifetime. 

Finally, there are two positive notes
that should be highlighted as we seek 
to represent the complexity of political
thinking by young people today. First,
black and Latino youth registered lower
levels of encounters with discrimination
than might be imagined. When asked
how often they experienced racism be-
cause of their race, young blacks most
often chose the category “every now 
and then,” with 32 percent of black re-
spondents marking this answer. Among
whites, an equal percent declared they
had rarely (41 percent) or never (41 per-
cent) been discriminated against be-

cause of their race. Latino respondents
demonstrated a pattern similar to whites,
with most respondents choosing the
answer “rarely” (32 percent) or “never”
(36 percent). (The choice of “rarely” or
“never” among Latinos may have to do
with the fact that we asked about dis-
crimination based on race and not on
ethnicity.) Second, a majority of respon-
dents from all racial and ethnic groups
agreed that they felt like full and equal
citizens with all the rights and protec-
tions that other people have, with 60
percent of blacks, 82 percent of whites,
and 70 percent of Latino youth agreeing.
Of course, we should note the 22-per-
centage point gap between those black
and white youth who feel like full and
equal citizens.

The reality of such a monumental ra-
cial divide, between whites and blacks in
particular, has long been documented in
the research of scholars such as Michael
Dawson, Lawrence Bobo, Donald Kinder,
and Lynn Sanders.6 These scholars and
others have painted a detailed picture of
the differences in public opinion among
black and white Americans on topics
ranging from the role of the state, sup-
port for redistributive policies and pro-
grams, social issues, and the belief that
racism plays a major role in American
society. Again and again, the data across
studies reveal that black Americans, while
generally socially conservative, believe
in a more activist state; register higher
support for redistributive programs such
as welfare and food stamps; and are more
likely to indicate that they believe that
racism continues to play a major role in
limiting the opportunities available to
blacks and Latinos. 

Given this line of research, it may not
seem surprising that young black Amer-
icans continue to believe that racism is
still a major problem in the country. More-
over, the continuing reality of race and
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racism in structuring the opportunities
presented to young people, especially
black youth, seems to scream out from
the many statistics offered up to high-
light the lived experience of marginal
youth of color. For example, by now most
people know that black youth suffer dis-
proportionately from social crises such
as poverty, hiv/aids, childhood obe-
sity, incarceration, and unemployment,
among other problems. More recently,
black youth and their families have also
been hit especially hard by the recession.
As others have noted, the combination
of lost manufacturing jobs, predatory
lending practices, unparalleled foreclo-
sures, a shocking drop in property val-
ues, and the continued use of discrim-
inatory hiring practices in a jobless re-
covery has meant that black youth and
their families face, not a recession, but
“a silent depression” and the loss of any
generational progress for young blacks.7
Thus, given these lived realities, it is
hard to imagine that there would not be
signi½cant racial and ethnic differences 
in how young people think about race
and their lives more broadly. 

However, for many Americans, espe-
cially white Americans, the election of
Barack Obama marked what they believed
to be a major shift in the racial conscious-
ness of the country, with a color-blind
framework predicted as rightfully com-
ing to dominate the racial landscape.8
In the wake of the election, commenta-
tors and politicians felt empowered to
tell black people, and black youth in par-
ticular, that it was now time to stop the
“whining” because they had no more
excuses. The running dominant narra-
tive–that the country has arrived at a
place, in part through the victories of 
the civil rights movement, where color
blindness is the fair way to make deci-
sions, create policy, and distribute re-
sources–helps produce such disparities 

in the political thinking of young people
today. For while many whites see Presi-
dent Obama’s election as the best exam-
ple of how color blindness works, many
black youth, who enthusiastically sup-
ported Obama, believe that his election
reflects the desperate yearning for change
in the midst of political and economic
crisis. It was this desire that led whites to
vote for change rather than using their
votes to preserve the racial order. 

In 2008, the country witnessed the larg-
est outpouring of black youth voting
during any presidential election. Con-
trary to the myth that black youth are
apolitical, it seems that when presented
with a candidate they care deeply about,
they will go to the polls. For many jour-
nalists and commentators, the large turn-
out of young people was yet another sign
that more political agreement and toler-
ance existed among our younger voters
than we can ever hope to see among old-
er voters. While it is true that young peo-
ple joined together in force to vote for a
new direction as represented by Barack
Obama (and against the old path as laid
out by the Bush administration), it seems
that the meaning of and agenda attached
to those votes were different for various
racial and ethnic groups of young people.
Seven months after the 2008 election, we
asked respondents to the mcpce study,
including a signi½cant number of those
eighteen to thirty-½ve years old, if they
believed racism was still a major prob-
lem. The divide between black and white
young people (ages eighteen to thirty-
½ve) was stark: 68 percent of black youth
stated that racism remains a major prob-
lem, compared to 33 percent of white
respondents and 58 percent of Latino
respondents (see Table 1). A similar split
was evident when we asked if blacks had
achieved racial equality. A near majority
of whites (48 percent) thought blacks
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had achieved equality, compared to 
15 percent of blacks and 39 percent of
Latinos (see Table 2).

As we know, the racial landscape is far
more expansive than one that accounts
for just blacks and whites. When asked 
if Latinos had achieved racial equality,
support for this assertion dropped among
whites. In fact, only 29 percent of whites,
16 percent of blacks, and 20 percent of
Latinos believed that Latinos had achieved
racial equality (see Table 3).

Finally, on the question of whether 
our respondents felt like full and equal
citizens, we found that, in 2008, there
remained a substantial split in the level 
of inclusion black and white young peo-
ple feel, with 55 percent of young blacks
agreeing with the statement that they
felt like full and equal citizens, com-
pared to 69 percent of young whites 
(see Figure 1). This 14-percentage point
difference is less than the 23-percentage
point gap registered between blacks and
whites in the byp data, but we should
remember that respondents to the byp

data were younger (ages ½fteen to twen-

ty-½ve) than the eighteen to thirty-½ve
year olds who participated in the mcpce

study. Furthermore, while a gap contin-
ues to exist between young blacks and
whites, the most sizable difference in
feelings of inclusion was registered among
young Latinos and whites, with only 39
percent of young Latinos believing them-
selves to be full and equal citizens. Un-
doubtedly, the word citizen has a signi½-
cant bearing on their feeling of not being
included in the larger political commu-
nity. However, their responses are not
simply a reflection of their actual legal
status as citizens; they also represent the
myriad ways in which Latino citizens are
perceived as “illegal,” resulting in their
exclusion from fully lived citizenship. 

Like many young people, blacks, whites,
Latinos, Asian Americans, and other cit-
izens who turned out to vote on Novem-
ber 4, 2008, the young black people at the
heart of this data were generally exuber-
ant over the election of the nation’s ½rst
African American president. In a Febru-
ary 2009 focus group discussion with
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Table 1
Perspectives on Racism since the Election of President Obama

Respondents by
Race/Ethnicity

Racism Remains 
a Major Problem

Racism Exists 
but Not a Major

Problem

Racism No 
Longer Exists 
in Our Society

Racism Never 
a Major Problem 

in Society

Black Youth
n=310

68% 29% 1% 2%

White Youth
n=226

33% 63% 3% 1%

Latino Youth
n=440

58% 32% 8% 2%

Source: 2008 Mobilization, Change, and Political and Civic Engagement (Wave 2).



young blacks ages eighteen to twenty-
four living in Chicago, participants ex-
pressed their pride in the country having
just elected Barack Obama. At the same
time that they expressed great pride and
hope in Obama, they also made it clear
that no one politician–not even the pres-

ident–would be able to change drasti-
cally the lives of young black Americans.
They stated that for their lives to im-
prove, a number of entities would have
to change: the government, employers,
teachers, parents, and young people them-
selves. Interestingly, in both our survey
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Table 2
Perspectives on Whether Blacks Have Achieved Racial Equality

Source: 2008 Mobilization, Change, and Political and Civic Engagement (Wave 2).

Respondents by
Race/Ethnicity

Have Achieved
Racial Equality

Will Soon 
Achieve Racial

Equality

Will Not 
Achieve Racial

Equality in Your
Lifetime

Will Never
Achieve Racial

Equality

Black Youth
n=303

15% 47% 23% 14%

White Youth
n=225

48% 30% 16% 6%

Latino Youth
n=432

39% 34% 22% 6%

Table 3
Perspectives on Whether Latinos Have Achieved Racial Equality

Source: 2008 Mobilization, Change, and Political and Civic Engagement (Wave 2).

Respondents by
Race/Ethnicity

Have Achieved
Racial Equality

Will Soon 
Achieve Racial

Equality

Will Not 
Achieve Racial

Equality in Your
Lifetime

Will Never
Achieve Racial

Equality

Black Youth
n=295

16% 51% 25% 9%

White Youth
n=226

29% 41% 24% 6%

Latino Youth
n=432

20% 51% 22% 7%



data and our focus group responses, black
youth conveyed their belief that change,
in general, and in the racial landscape, 
in particular, is possible, but not direct-
ed by one person. Even given their very
realistic assessment of the impact of the
2008 election on their lives and the need
for change among many entities, seven
months after the election, young blacks
were more likely than young whites to be-
lieve that there had been “big change” 
or “some change” in the country since
President Obama took of½ce (see Table 4).

Although young black Americans be-
lieve in the change promoted by Presi-
dent Obama, they also seem to subscribe
to a vision of American politics in which
collectives of concerned individuals and
groups produce change. During a focus
group with young people in Chicago, one
young woman stated that the election of
President Obama “told us American peo-
ple that the power is in our hands and
however you want this country ran we

pretty much can decide that. I think every-
one realized that and saw it for themselves
this time around.” Another young per-
son in the same focus group went on to
explain, “It’s not good enough if one guy
makes it. That’s not good for everybody
in general, so everyone, if all of us can
come out of it, then we can say we’ve
done something to make change hap-
pen. But for one man to come out of it,
that’s not good enough. In fact, that’s
not doing anything at all.”

In the many articles written about the
generational shift in attitudes on social
issues, such as gay marriage or even race,
few, if any, take the time to disaggregate
the data by race and ethnicity to deter-
mine whether there might be divergent
trends among the many groups compris-
ing “youth.” When researchers disaggre-
gate their data (that is, if they have sam-
pled enough people of color to pursue
statistical analysis of different racial and
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Figure 1
Percent of Respondents Who Believe They Are Full and Equal Citizens

Black respondents: n=304; white respondents: n=231; Latino respondents: n=451. 
Source: 2008 Mobilization, Change, and Political and Civic Engagement (Wave 2).
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ethnic groups) they often ½nd that there
are signi½cant differences in how young
people from the various racial and ethnic
groups that make up the American pop-
ulace think about not only same-sex
marriage and abortion, but also race. If
opinion leaders continue to make policy
and write articles with data assuming
that the ideas of white youth represent
the attitudes of all young people, they
are in for a rude awakening. 

As the demographics of the country
continue to move from one dominated–
in population and power–by whites to
one increasingly populated by individu-
als of color, our analyses must start pay-
ing attention to the ideas, attitudes, and
actions of young people of color. In the
case of sensitive social issues such as
abortion, sex, and homosexuality, black
youth signal, at best, a position of limit-
ed tolerance. In the realm of race, the
experience of black youth and, at times,
Latino youth is that race still ½gures
prominently in their lives, shaping where
they can live, if and where they work,
and how state authorities, such as the

police, treat them. For these young peo-
ple, racism still blocks their access to full
citizenship, in particular the psychologi-
cal aspects of believing that one belongs
to and is valued in the larger political
community. 

Far from signaling a signi½cant change
in racial politics that can be sustained in
some sectors of the country, Obama’s
election has unleashed an unbridled rac-
ism that has not been witnessed in such
regularity for some time. Whites who
have been affected by layoffs and the fail-
ing economy, the escalating cost of health
care, the bottoming out of the housing
market, and the decline in our public
schools have been motivated by radio
and talk show hosts to rebel and once
again to blame black people, immigrants,
and, of course, our ½rst black president
for their declining predicament. In re-
sponse, they have held Tea Party and 
9-12 rallies where President Obama has
been demeaned and depicted as “other,”
an unspeakable evil on par with Hitler. 

As many traditional journalists and
pundits have claimed, vili½cation of a
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Table 4
Change since President Obama Took Of½ce

Source: 2008 Mobilization, Change, and Political and Civic Engagement (Wave 2).

Respondents by
Race/Ethnicity Big Change Some Change

Very Little 
Change No Change

Black Youth
n=297

18% 64% 15% 4%

White Youth
n=229

12% 45% 34% 10%

Latino Youth
n=429

15% 52% 29% 4%



sitting president is part of the vitriol we
call American politics. But others, such 
as former President Carter, have suggest-
ed that what we are witnessing in the
backlash against President Obama is 
the continuing racist attitudes and be-
haviors of some whites. These individ-
uals instinctively focus on racial expla-
nations for their dif½culties instead of
pointing to capitalist greed and neolib-
eral policies that have dismantled many
of the protections middle- and working-
class people depend on. In the midst of

such a backlash, both structurally and
symbolically, it is not surprising that
many black youth continue to believe
and assert that racism remains a major
problem for the country and in their
lives. What I hope this essay has made
clear is that waiting for the generational
shift will not be enough to change the
diverging experiences and perceptions 
of young people. We must pay attention 
to existing racial and ethnic differences
that are evident among the millennial
generation today.
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Barack Obama’s presidency has stimulated
thinking about new possibilities for race relations 
in America.1 Yet it has also inspired accounts that
question whether his election has been overstated
as a positive factor for contemporary race relations
in this country.2 Indeed, a recent conversation I
had with Ronald, an African American man who
participated in some of my earlier research,3 con-
½rmed the skepticism of the latter perspective.
Ronald and I discussed a number of issues con-
cerning Obama’s election and the possible fate of
the African American community before he ½nal-
ly said, “You know, despite the fact that Obama’s
election is a change for this country, one thing is
the same: everybody who ever held the of½ce of
the president was the son of a white woman.”

Ronald’s remarks did not come from frustration
or anger. Instead, in a matter-of-fact tone, he sim-
ply conveyed his sentiment that what may have
seemed like a radical unfolding to some people felt
more like a moderate shift to him (and possibly
others). Since that talk with Ronald, I have been
pondering the potential shifts in the meanings of
race in America around the time of Obama’s elec-
tion. That Obama, like every other president of
the United States, is both male and the son of a
Caucasian woman has led me to think speci½cally
about how race and masculinity converge in Afri-
can American men’s views of Obama, a self-pro-
claimed black man who is, yet is not, like many
African American men. More speci½cally, I was
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drawn to the various images of Obama
that have been promoted–both through
his own volition and by his administra-
tive team–during and since his presi-
dential campaign.

This thinking has been sustained by
the fact that as a sociologist primarily
focused on studying African American
men, I was both pleasantly surprised 
and intrigued by Obama’s election. In
the world of social research and in popu-
lar commentary, African Americans are
often regarded as instigators of danger
and anxiety, illustrations of failure, and
portraits of malaise. Even many of the
more sensitive and sympathetic perspec-
tives cast African Americans as in need
of extreme remedial intervention.4 Con-
sequently, having a black man assume
the most powerful position in the world
amidst these portrayals gives rise to new
thinking about the prospects and possi-
bilities for other African American men.

Hearing Ronald’s comment about
Obama’s presidency encouraged me 
to seek out the views of various African
American men. I turned to the African
American men who have come into my
life either as participants in my research
projects or as relatives, friends, and col-
leagues. I wanted to know what kind of
black man they think he is, and whether
his being black makes any difference in
how they think about themselves and
their life prospects. Moreover, I wanted
to understand how these views relate to
the kind of black man Obama appears to
be, rather than what kind of man he is.
After all, as a political ½gure, his appear-
ance in the public eye may have minimal
connection to the kind of black man he
actually believes himself to be. I still have
much work to do in my quest to better
understand how black men make sense
of the black masculinity of Obama. How-
ever, the ½rst step in doing so, and what 
I focus on in this paper, is resolving my

own queries about what kind of black
man Obama has been made to be in the
public domain. My own brief connec-
tion to him gives me some insight into
how his appearance has been framed vis-
à-vis who he may actually be and how
other black men make sense of him.

Between 1993 and 1996, while I was 
in graduate school at the University of
Chicago, I shared time on the basket-
ball court with Obama. He could best 
be described as an inconsistent regular 
at our campus lunchtime game. I am
con½dent that many of the other regular
participants would af½rm my claim that
he was one of the better players (a notch
below the stand-out high school and col-
lege players). Aside from his basketball
skills, however, he struck some of us as
an extraordinarily intelligent and very
disciplined person. These traits were most
evident in his manner of engaging the
few social issues that the men (and this
lunchtime gathering consisted almost
entirely of men) would raise on the side-
lines while waiting to play. I never had
the opportunity for an extensive one-
on-one discussion with Obama, but I lis-
tened intently when he spoke in group
settings at courtside.

Some months after ½rst seeing him 
on the court, I was told by a fellow grad-
uate student that Obama was a clinical
professor in the law school. I began to
wonder why, given his acumen, he was
not on the tenure track. I certainly did
not know him well enough to consider
asking him about the matter, but I recall
deciding that perhaps he was not dis-
posed to this degree of ambition. Given
what Obama has become today com-
pared with my reading of him ½fteen
years ago, it is fortunate for me that I
chose an academic discipline that usu-
ally does not invest in intimate study 
of the individual as the unit of analysis!
Still, revisiting that experience, from 
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the perspective of a sociologist and an
African American man, reinforces my
curiosity about Obama’s election and
the signi½cance it has had for African
American men.

From the time he launched his presi-
dential campaign, Obama has navigated
a public identity that carefully balances
contrasting images of black masculin-
ity. That effort rests on the fact that his
life has involved a wide range of circum-
stances, events, episodes, and patterns,
each of which can be identi½ed with Afri-
can American men at different points
along the socioeconomic spectrum. Said
more simply, Obama’s life-story depicts
each of two highly durable, but also di-
chotomous, representations of black mas-
culinity. The ½rst, best conveyed by the
colloquialism “keeping it real,” promotes
images of blackness that stand in con-
trast to the images and tropes common-
ly associated with mainstream, middle-
class America (of course, whether those
images truly exist in regard to that seg-
ment of the African American commu-
nity is another matter altogether). The
second style of representation, “keeping 
it proper,” refers to the social practices
of African Americans (and most often to
those of upper-income or professional
status) that promote the most sanitized
and, therefore, most acceptable public
faces to both white and black America.
Doing so serves as a means of af½rming
the dignity and humanity of a people
who have often been viewed as inca-
pable of exhibiting these traits. Both
“keeping it real” and “keeping it proper”
reflect distinct and often contrasting
class-based dimensions of black mas-
culinity (and black American cultural
expression more generally). A remark-
able aspect of the public black mascu-
linity of Obama is found in his incorpo-
ration of these two styles in ways that,
like his being biracial, make him appear

at once different from many black Amer-
ican men yet also seemingly just like one
of them. 

The practices and dispositions associ-
ated with “keeping it real” and “keeping
it proper” have been thoroughly docu-
mented and interpreted in the tradition
of urban ethnographic studies of African
Americans. The notion of “keeping it
proper” turns up in W.E.B. Du Bois’s
quandaries about what he saw as the dis-
tinctive cultural traits of lower-income
black Americans living in the seventh
ward of Philadelphia in the last decade
of the nineteenth century.5 In The Phila-
delphia Negro, Du Bois expressed his dis-
dain for what to him was an excessive
display of public improprieties by lower-
income African Americans, including,
but not restricted to, street corner asso-
ciating, public gambling, and gregari-
ousness in social interaction. Looking at
the presumed industriousness and disci-
pline of the middle and upper classes of
African Americans, Du Bois found much
more to af½rm about proper social con-
duct and comportment. 

Such a class-speci½c framing of so-
cial conduct and mores was reinforced
in 1945, when social scientists St. Clair
Drake and Horace Cayton completed the
next seminal community study of black
Americans, Black Metropolis.6 That work
offered a more systematic documenta-
tion of cultural and economic distinc-
tion in the African American communi-
ty. In doing so, it also conveyed more di-
rectly than did Du Bois’s work just how
each class sector of the African Ameri-
can community embraced its own pack-
age of representations and mannerisms
as legitimate (or better yet, as legitimate-
ly black American).

More recently, in introducing a dichot-
omy that is similar in effect to “keeping
it real” versus “keeping it proper,” soci-
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ologist Elijah Anderson has introduced
the terms street and decent as tropes to de-
pict different segments of the African
American community.7 He implicates
class as a critical factor for how and why
certain black Americans are identi½ed as
belonging to one category or the other.
In short, street people are those who
constitute the threatening and profligate
portion of the African American com-
munity that is often referred to as the
underclass.8 However, while the street 
is a common reference point in deroga-
tory assessments of certain aspects of
the African American community, it is
also part of what is taken to be most au-
thentic or genuine about black Ameri-
cans, as the street conjures images of 
the intense sociability and publicity
often identi½ed as valued social traits 
in the black American community. 

The extreme depictions exempli½ed
by street and decent have been captured in
the works of other contemporary schol-
ars. Anthropologist John L. Jackson, Jr.,
has explored how black American resi-
dents of Harlem engage in the social pol-
itics of racial authenticity across class
lines (and in doing so, de½ne each other
as real and proper, or insincere and im-
proper, depending on which side of the
class spectrum they stand on and how
they view those standing on the other).9
Sociologist Mary Pattillo-McCoy, in her
book Black Picket Fences, discusses how
some younger African Americans’ efforts
“to keep it real” are reflected in their suc-
cumbing to a “ghetto trance,” a preoccu-
pation with the cultural artifacts (such
as music and clothing) and public inter-
active styles presumably embraced by
lower-income African Americans (the
often overdetermined media prolifera-
tion of such images notwithstanding).10

She asserts that the allure of the street 
by some of the so-called decent African
Americans keeps this historical divide 

in the African American community in
play. 

Street and decent can be inflammatory
terms (both inside and beyond academ-
ic circles), yet they remain pivotal con-
structs in all kinds of considerations 
of African American public conduct
(whether within academia or outside 
of it). They also appear somewhat less
inflammatory when transformed into
the notions of real and proper and, sub-
sequently, into the nomenclature of
“keeping it real” and “keeping it prop-
er.” Obama’s balance between keeping 
it real and keeping it proper relies upon 
a careful interplay of street and decent 
in his past and present public behavior.

Obama’s various efforts to keep it real
are made evident in his autobiographical
writings and in the various publications
about his life.11 This body of work pro-
vides ample testimony to his somewhat
wayward youth: by his own admission,
he consumed illegal substances and was
aimless and misguided throughout a good
portion of his adolescence. His inconsis-
tent performance in school and his use
of illegal substances reflect a common
(but by no means universal) portrait of
urban-based African American males.
Yet Obama’s youthful behavior has not
½rmly positioned him on the prototypi-
cal street side of African American mas-
culinity. This outcome is in part because
he had to learn much about African Amer-
ican urban communities while already
into adulthood; his community of rear-
ing was in Hawaii, a place that, despite
having pockets of deep poverty, escapes
the imagination of many as the kind of
place where black Americans come from,
especially those who appear to be “from
the streets.” Still, Obama’s youthful in-
discretions have allowed him to draw
selectively from his past to situate him-
self as having not always been the tradi-
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tionally decent political ½gure. He can
then, perhaps, appear more “real” than
other contemporary political ½gures such
as George Bush or Bill Clinton. If not true
street credibility, Obama’s past has given
him social credibility of another sort–
enough for him at least to appear to have
been keeping it real.

Obama also (and quite conscientious-
ly) maintains a public image of proper
professional and personal conduct that
is consistent with the social desirability
engendered by “keeping it proper.” Evi-
dence of this image is found in a num-
ber of his pre- and post-election speech-
es to African American organizations, in
which he emphasizes a personal respon-
sibility thesis. Perhaps the most notable
of such talks are the address delivered to
the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (naacp) during
its annual convention in 2009 and his
2008 Father’s Day address delivered at
the Apostolic Church of God in Chicago
on June 15, 2008. In both cases, Obama
seemed consciously to de-emphasize or
ignore structural factors such as high un-
employment in discussing the outcomes
associated with African Americans men’s
underachievement in various societal are-
nas as well as their consistent failures in
the family. The accentuation of personal
responsibility and agency appears as well
in his talks about education and the Afri-
can American community. Here, he has
stressed the so-called acting white thesis
as a durable factor in the underperfor-
mance of African American students,
especially males.

This pattern of assessing the African
American social condition, in general,
and the state of African American males,
in particular, reflects more than what
some may regard as mild social conser-
vatism. Rather, it serves as a clear exam-
ple that those who aim to keep it proper
campaign for respectability (to borrow a

term from Elijah Anderson) as much as
street people do. Obama’s efforts to cam-
paign in this way, however, do not come
across as socially conservative rhetoric
to serve practical political ends. He avoids
this charge largely because he addresses
these topics from the perspective of hav-
ing been directly victimized by the kinds
of problematic men he talks about (Oba-
ma’s father was a minimal part of his
early life) or as having been the kind of
individual (an underachiever, for one)
who he is challenging to be better. He
strives to keep it real, then, at the same
time he aims to keep it proper.

The keep-it-proper dimensions of 
his public persona are supported by
what Stanford University law profes-
sor Richard Thompson Ford explains 
as Obama’s ability to reflect none of 
the rage, alienation, and self-doubt that
were strongly identi½ed with the previ-
ous generation of African Americans
(particularly African American men).12

Obama appears to reject a prototypical
African American ultra-masculinity in
favor of what Ford and others have re-
ferred to as a post–civil rights era pub-
lic style.

Interestingly, Obama’s capacity to
break with the more traditional imagery
of African American masculinity arises,
at least in part, by the public role his
wife, Michelle Obama, has performed,
½rst on the campaign trail and now as
½rst lady. In recent scholarly assessments
of her public style, Michelle Obama has
been viewed as upholding some tradition-
al notions of the African American wom-
an vis-à-vis depictions of her as the “angry
black woman.”13 Accordingly, literary
scholar Elizabeth Alexander attributed
part of Michelle Obama’s role in the cam-
paign to be the voice of the angry African
American man in lieu of her husband,
who could not afford to be portrayed in
such a way while campaigning for the
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White House.14 Moreover, political sci-
entists Valeria Sinclair-Chapman and
Melanye Price discuss Michelle Obama’s
appropriation of what historian and po-
litical scientist Manning Marable has
called the black messianic leadership
style often attributed to black men, 
thus making it safe for Obama not to
have to do so.15 Hence, at least some
of Obama’s capacity to keep it proper 
in the public domain is contingent on 
his wife’s efforts to keep it real in her
own public engagements. 

While it is far too early to tell, the pub-
lic black masculinities of Barack Obama
may amount to much more than an op-
portunity for public consideration of the
extent to which his public identity mir-
rors his private sense of self. For black
Americans, there are more practical po-
litical stakes involved. This is in no small
way due to the fact that many African
Americans became increasingly atten-
tive to the electoral process at some point
after Obama declared his candidacy. I
am careful here to say attentive to the
electoral process, rather than simply poli-
tics, because whether or not they vote,
black Americans have consistently been
politically aware.16 Political expression
for many black Americans emerges in
the barbershop, beauty salon, bar, and
other spaces that constitute the public
sphere for black America. As scholars
have documented, that expression is
rooted in sarcasm, irony, and cynicism,
fueled by a consistently held sentiment
that the American political arena has
never fully embraced African Americans
as citizens, nor has it made the issues
and concerns most important to them 
a central part of American politics (as
indicated by reference to such matters 
as special interest politics). Hence, African
Americans have a long-standing histo-
ry of being political. What is different

about the present moment is that Afri-
can Americans are now attentive to elec-
toral politics and curious about, if not
convinced of, the possible goods it may
deliver, whether tangible or symbolic.
The mere presence of an African Amer-
ican man in the White House validates
many black Americans’ dreams and hopes
for American society; and it is in this
sense that Obama functions most effec-
tively as a symbol.

For African American men (and black
Americans more generally) who have
never before been able to connect with a
president along racial lines, their sense
of closeness to Obama is not as transpar-
ent or simplistic as it may seem. Aside
from what is most apparent–that black
Americans are experiencing someone
like them occupying the White House–
Obama’s presidency may be most inter-
esting sociologically for the diversity of
reactions, particularly across class divi-
sions in black America, that it produces.

Lower-income black American men
may simply hope that the Obama presi-
dency will usher in improvements to their
life condition. Perhaps, as some such dis-
advantaged men who I have researched
in the past year have said, because Obama
knows a little more about the lives they
lead he may do more for them than other
presidents did. Of course, many others
believe that Obama is today so enmeshed
in the social world of the privileged that
he no longer has to devote signi½cant at-
tention, save for a few speeches, to the
plight of the most downtrodden and
marginalized.

Another dimension of the Obama phe-
nomenon with substantial bearing on
the African American class divide relates
to how his public persona encourages re-
newed thinking about what it means to
be “legitimately” black. In recent years,
there has been substantive discussion
about how blackness has been construed
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as authentic to the extent that it reflects
patterns of discourse and public appear-
ance often associated with hip-hop cul-
ture or some variation of styles express-
ing an oppositional or counter-main-
stream orientation (keeping it real).17

Adorned in business suits and well versed
in the lexicon of mainstream profession-
al America, Obama represents none of
the oppositional or counter-mainstream
styles. However, many would argue that
there are aspects of his interactive styles
that reflect an urban, African American
cultural flavor: recall, for example, the
celebratory ½st-bumps he shared with
Michelle following his primary and elec-
tion-day victories–not the kind of pub-
lic demeanor usually associated with
African American white-collar profes-
sionals and politicians. In terms of cul-
tural styles, Obama may appear to stand
squarely between the class divides in
black America.

Ultimately, the balance between keep-
ing it real and keeping it proper rests
somewhere on the continuum between
low-income black Americans, who have
been unfairly circumscribed by the un-
derclass label and its attendant imagery,
and post–civil rights era black American
professionals, who have access to social
and private places that distinguish them
from less-privileged African Americans.
Various sociologists and social scientists
have examined the chasm between these
class-de½ned cohorts of black Ameri-
cans.18 Public reaction to Obama’s life
experiences, and to his behavior as pres-
ident, situates him as a potentially piv-
otal ½gure in determining the state and
signi½cance of that chasm in the future.

Barack Obama has lived a life very dif-
ferent from many Americans. Sales of his
books and the positions he has attained
in government have made him a wealthy
and prominent man. Yet he has encoun-

tered forms and types of disadvantage
that have never been a part of the lives of
many other wealthy, prominent people.
He is a black American, but he has lived
in places that do not resemble the social
words often associated with black Amer-
ica. His parentage (a white American
mother and a Kenyan father) does not
immediately conjure up thoughts of the
typical black American family.

Although only time will tell the extent
to which African Americans ultimately
believe in his capacity to do so, Obama
appears to be uniquely positioned both
to keep it real and to keep it proper. His
quest to maintain that balance allows
many middle-class African Americans
who strive to do the same to feel a sense
of connection with him. As a middle-
class professional who now lives in a col-
lege town, but who has direct roots in
the kind of economically disadvantaged
milieu where many black Americans
live, I, as well, have a vested interest in
working to keep it both real and proper.
More speci½cally, my spouse and I aim
to raise our two sons to be proper, at
least according to our de½nitions of the
term. But we also try to raise them to
keep it real. In our case, achieving this
balance means that they do not develop 
a snobbishness or elitism with regard to
less-privileged black Americans who do
not often share social space with us. It
means consistently exposing them to
Detroit (where my oldest son commutes
from Ann Arbor to go to school), Harlem,
Brooklyn, and other places where Afri-
can Americans who are not as fortunate
as we are have carved out lives for them-
selves, so that these people are not exoti-
cized, vili½ed, or despised. 

Just as important, though, it means
strongly encouraging our sons to resist
the romanticizing that is all too common
today on college campuses (among other
places), where middle-class African
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American youth assume the posture of
many urban, low-income residents in
order to foster some crude demonstra-
tion of how “real” they happen to be.
One of the most potent effects of the
Obama presidency may not have much
to do with his policies, but with how his
image serves to resolve or proliferate
class-based tensions in black America:
how he negotiates what it means to be

black and how people classi½ed as such
should function in social spaces. Class
divisions in the African American com-
munity will exert a strong influence on
how blacks read and react to varied as-
pects of Obama’s identity and social
conduct. In turn, these divisions will
shape African Americans’ sense of 
either closeness or distance to him.
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On July 3, 1984, The Wall Street Journal’s editorial
page called for a laissez-faire immigration policy,
allowing labor to flow as freely as goods. In a salute
to immigrants, the editors asked, would anyone
“want to ‘control the borders’ at the moral expense
of a 2,000-mile Berlin Wall with mine½elds, dogs,
and machine-gun towers?” Answering “no,” the
editors instead proposed a constitutional amend-
ment: “There shall be open borders.”1 In this man-
ner, the Journal celebrated every July 4, until the
events of September 11, 2001, made it dif½cult 
to adhere to the old-time libertarian faith. While
American businesses and economists have contin-
ued to believe that more immigrants are better
than fewer, most Americans see the matter differ-
ently. Much to the public’s frustration, America’s
government has been unable to reduce immi-
gration; only the Great Recession of 2009 man-
aged to curb the flow of migrants crossing U.S.
borders.

From the perspective of the developing world,
migration controls imposed by the United States
and other rich democracies are all too effective,
deterring millions from sharing the good fortune
enjoyed by the residents of wealthy countries.
Given that people from the poorest countries have
the most to gain from crossing borders, opening
the doors even modestly would yield a signi½cant
bene½t for the world’s poor. In fact, if rich coun-
tries allowed their labor forces to rise by a mere 
3 percent, the gains to citizens of poor countries

215



would exceed the costs of foreign aid by
a factor of almost ½ve.2

However, the public in America and
elsewhere in the West does not view the
matter from the perspective of people in
the developing world. Rather, the pre-
ferred course entails spending money to
prevent migrants from moving across
borders (in which case, their needs could
not be so easily ignored). The United
States spends almost $20 billion a year on
immigration enforcement alone, amount-
ing to 60 percent of its expenditures on
foreign aid.3 Still, for the lucky migrants
who make it into the “promised land,”
getting through the door produces far
more bene½ts than the aid targeted at
those willing to accept their fate at home.

Unable to depress immigration to the
level the public demands, the U.S. gov-
ernment has instead sought to demon-
strate that something can be done: policy
is aimed at fortifying the border, deport-
ing immigrants, and building new walls
separating U.S. citizens from their non-
citizen neighbors. As a result, the “cir-
cle of the we” has narrowed, yielding a
steady restriction of immigrant rights
and an ever-growing gap between de-
mocracy and demography. Put different-
ly, inequality between natives and for-
eigners is increasingly upheld by law;
basic rights are beyond the reach of im-
migrants, who not only are deprived of
membership, but often cannot obtain
even a driver’s license. 

This is the shape of the new dilem-
ma that America confronts. The older
American dilemma–one that is not fully
resolved–was distinctively American,
rooted in the speci½c circumstances
under which the country was established:
that is, through coerced migration, en-
slavement, and the social construction of
race that built and reinforced the bound-
ary between free and enslaved. With the
birth of the United States, practice and

principle diverged, as continued racial
oppression meant that America failed to
implement the core principles it avowed.
Ending racial exclusion entailed a strug-
gle for citizenship, with the civil rights
revolution extending citizenship to all
individuals–not just those of European
ancestry. Later, in the post–civil rights
era, the cultural differences between
Americans of various nationalities or
ethnicities came to be seen as valued
assets of a diverse society rather than
foreign traits to be discarded. These
changes notwithstanding, citizenship
status and citizenship rights do not yet
align perfectly: African Americans, as
well as a variety of other groups, remain
disadvantaged despite citizenship’s
promise of equality. Thus, America
must hold true to its promise to ensure
that all Americans are ½rst-class citizens.

In that better America, the full privi-
leges of citizenship would belong to all
Americans; however, even an expanded,
fully robust American citizenship would
not extend rights beyond the water’s
edge. For that reason, international mi-
gration is a global dilemma, one that
America and other rich democracies
experience in similar ways. The older
American dilemma was caused by “en-
during anti-liberal dispositions” that
were contrary to the country’s founding
principles.4 By contrast, international
migration involves a contradiction that
is not speci½c to one nation but inherent
to liberalism and the liberal nation-state,
wherever it may be.

That contradiction stems from the fact
that the liberal nation-state is the state,
not of humanity at large, but rather of, by,
and for some particular subset of human-
ity–namely, the people. The people may
well be diverse, and a variegated popula-
tion is always crisscrossed by conflict. It is
also distinct from the other national peo-
ples located beyond the state’s borders. 
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Maintaining a national community
demands that the people be bounded, lest
there be no members with interests re-
flected in and represented by their state.
However, those boundaries obstruct the
path of migrants seeking to cross national
borders in order to attain the most clas-
sical of liberal goals: getting ahead by
virtue of their own effort. Keeping mi-
grants out requires discrimination against
those people who happened to have the
bad luck of being born on the wrong side
of the national border. The commitment
to ration entries well below the levels
that unhindered migration would pro-
duce compels selection of a favored few,
chosen not on merit but on criteria de-
signed to meet the needs and preferences
of citizens. While states can try to con-
trol borders, that effort never fully suc-
ceeds. Consequently, the move to regu-
late flows across national boundaries
inevitably produces a new category of
person: namely, the “illegal” immigrant.
Because the citizenry needs the stability
and commitment that come with mem-
bership, passage across the internal
boundary of citizenship is never guaran-
teed to all persons who happen to cross
the territorial boundary. Hence, the ad-
mission of strangers invariably creates
new forms of de jure inequality, separat-
ing citizens from aliens and distinguish-
ing among aliens by virtue of their right
to territorial presence. For these reasons,
international migration confronts Ameri-
ca with a new dilemma, producing a con-
flict of “right against right” from which
no escape can be found. 

Modern liberal states could follow the
motto inscribed on the Statue of Liber-
ty: “Give me your tired, your poor, your
hungry. . . .” In practice, none do; rather,
the impulse to control immigration is
nearly universal. In restricting immigra-
tion, the United States and other gov-

ernments of the developed world are
responding to their peoples’ desires. As
shown by the 2005 wave of the World
Values Survey, opposition to free move-
ment across borders is nearly universal:
just 7.2 percent of residents surveyed
from nations belonging to the Organi-
sation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (oecd) voiced support
for the idea that their countries should
“let anyone come,” with Americans
slightly less inclined to support open
borders than Germans–even though 
the former considers itself a nation of
immigrants and the latter long insisted
that it was not a country for immigra-
tion. Indeed, almost half of all Ameri-
cans wanted “strict limits,” and 7.6 per-
cent wanted an absolute ban on immi-
grants–making Americans more restric-
tionist than nationals elsewhere in the
oecd, to say nothing of the Germans.
The Pew Research Center’s 2007 Global
Attitudes Survey revealed the same pat-
tern: the residents of rich democracies
support foreign trade and free markets,
but the idea that people should move as
freely as goods has no appeal. Large ma-
jorities everywhere prefer rigorous con-
trols: 75 percent of Americans thought
that immigration should be further con-
trolled and restricted, once again outdis-
tancing Germans as well as residents of
the remaining oecd countries.5

Americans not only view immigration
similarly to nationals in other rich de-
mocracies; maintaining immigration
control is one of the rare issues on which
Americans themselves agree. Data from
the 2004 International Social Survey
Program, a multicountry survey coordi-
nated with the U.S. General Social Sur-
vey, af½rm that when it comes to migra-
tion policies, America is not exceptional.
As Table 1 shows, 55 percent of Ameri-
cans would like to see immigration re-
duced, proving themselves to be less
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restrictionist than Germans but more
restrictionist than the residents of all
other oecd countries. Not all Ameri-
cans share this opinion; however, divi-
sions do not fall along the usual cleav-
ages. Regardless of group or political
af½liation, only numerical minorities–
and small ones at that–favor expanded
migration, a view endorsed by roughly
a quarter of Hispanics, 17 percent of
strong Democrats, and 14 percent of

African Americans. By contrast, majori-
ties of most categories–including whites,
blacks, strong Democrats, and strong
Republicans–favor reducing immigra-
tion; this view is held by more than one-
third of Hispanics and more than four-
tenths of liberals.6

Thus, the immigration policy preferred
in today’s democracies entails discrimi-
nation against foreigners on the wrong
side of the border: it is what the people
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Immigration Levels Should:

Be Reduced        Stay the Same       Be Increased

U.S. Respondents

All 55% 35% 10%

By Race/Ethnicity

Whites 59 34 7

Blacks 54 33 14

Hispanics 37 38 24

By Ideology

Liberals 43 44 13

Conservatives 62 31 7

By Party Af½liation

Strong Democrats 50 33 17

Strong Republicans 64 31 5

Non-U.S. Respondents

Germans 73 22 5

All Other oecd

Countries 54 34 14

Table 1
Percent of Respondents Who Said Immigration Levels Should Be Reduced, Stay the Same, 
or Be Increased

Source: U.S. data are from the 2004 General Social Survey. Data for other oecd countries 
are from the 2003 International Social Survey Program.



want. Yet policy-makers and citizens
alike understand that zero immigration
is neither a feasible nor a desirable goal;
they also realize that many more immi-
grants would arrive were there no con-
trols at all. Hence, immigration policies
in the United States and other developed
countries are designed to keep the door
only partially open, so as to select just
a small portion of the many would-be
immigrants ready to leave home for a
brighter future abroad.

Today, selection takes a different form
than it did when the last age of mass
migration came to an end after World
War I. Though the portals were never
shut entirely, the lucky outsiders who
gained entry after the war were almost
always selected on the basis of national
background; migrants with ethnic back-
grounds similar to those of the nation’s
dominant groups were deemed most ap-
pealing. In the twenty-½rst century, se-
lection by ethnic origin is in retreat, in-
creasingly replaced by an alternative prin-
ciple that sociologist Christian Joppke has
called “source country universalism.”7

In a sense, the end of ethnic selection
was tied to the process by which Ameri-
ca solved, or at least alleviated, its older
dilemma. Ethnic selection ½t poorly with
the ideological environment that swept
through rich democracies after World
War II. As a result, the traditional settler
societies–Australia, Canada, and the
United States–all felt obliged to discard
the ethnically driven policies they had
put in place several decades before. For
the United States, the 1924 National Ori-
gins Act, which drastically curtailed
immigration from Southern and East-
ern Europe and prohibited immigra-
tion from Asia, was an embarrassment,
undermining the U.S. claim to lead the
“free world.” In 1965, the apogee of the
civil rights movement provided the

essential ½llip needed to move to a dif-
ferent, more open system–albeit one
that constrained options for legal im-
migration from Mexico.8

What is true of the United States gen-
erally holds for the rest of the developed
world: policies discriminating on the
basis of ascribed characteristics are, if
not taboo, at least in retreat. As Joppke
argues, liberal states seek neutrality when
it comes to the ethnic or cultural differ-
ences among the existing people of the
state. The same principle applies to po-
tential members of the state. Thus, se-
lecting on the basis of inborn character-
istics–race, national origins, or ethnicity
–no longer proves acceptable. The shift
from ethnic to a more universal form 
of selection has transformed American
immigration by producing a population
with origins in the Americas, Asia, and,
increasingly, Africa. Its advent inevitably
will yield an America in which “minori-
ties” will become the majority. 

While selection on ethnic grounds may
be obsolete, other forms of selection re-
main alive and well. Policies can use any
number of selection criteria: these days,
higher degrees or technical skills are the
qualities preferred among those foreign-
ers allowed to settle for good; by con-
trast, brawn suf½ces for the migrants al-
lowed to move on a temporary basis to
do dangerous, dif½cult, and dirty work–
but who are then obliged to go home.
Either option may be equally legitimate,
though recruiting more foreign brains 
or cracking down on asylum seekers
may raise the red flag of ethnic selection.
However, to be acceptable, exclusion
policy simply has to be applied univer-
sally, focusing not on the color of an
immigrant’s skin, but on the number
and mix of immigrants most likely to
advance a country’s competitive posi-
tion in today’s global, interconnected
world–and keeping out the rest. In-
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deed, door-keeping is biased toward
those foreigners who bring the most to
the table: virtually all developed coun-
tries allow for temporary migration of
skilled workers, and most encourage
their permanent migration as well (which
is to say that developed countries are
keen on creaming the developing world).
By contrast, impeding or barring perma-
nent migration of unskilled workers is a
widely shared goal.9

Put differently, citizens decide which
aliens may enter. Residence is necessary
to acquire citizenship; thus, existing club
members determine the rules by which
newcomers gain membership. For the
most part, the rules reflect the prefer-
ences of people who did not obtain citi-
zenship on merit, but rather inherited it
as a birthright. Not surprisingly, the rules
reinforce those privileges relative to those
who want entry into the club. Club mem-
bers have some obligation to admit per-
sons in flight from persecution, whether
found abroad (refugees) or on home soil
(asylees); by and large, refugee admis-
sions are kept tightly controlled. Other-
wise, selection is based on what is good
for club members: that is, brains or
brawn for employers and nepotistic ties
for ordinary citizens.

Discrimination against the aliens on
the wrong side of the border is so natural
as to be invisible; to many citizens, it
hardly bears mention. Today, migrants
“have a right to have rights,” the basic
fundament of citizenship famously de-
scribed by Hannah Arendt in 1951; even
the undesirables are no longer cast out
of humanity as they were in the mid-
twentieth-century world she depicted.10

Lack of citizenship status no longer im-
plies lack of citizenship rights. Still, the
package of rights that the United States
and other democratic states make avail-
able to all persons found on their soil is
fairly limited. 

Hence, inequality inheres in the rela-
tionship between citizens and foreign-
ers, whether resident or visiting. Rights
and entitlements further vary depending
on status. Not all legal immigrants are
the same; refugees and asylees–persons
who are certi½ed victims of persecution
elsewhere–have special entitlements
that ordinary legal immigrants do not
enjoy, which is precisely why developed
states grant this status so reluctantly.
“Non-immigrants,” who are present
legally but only for sojourns of limited
duration, lack the full range of privileges
accorded legal residents. Other persons
are present without authorization, but
this, too, is a group with legally vary-
ing statuses. Some ½nd themselves in 
a “twilight” zone: they lack permanent
residency but may be en route to legal
status; thus, they enjoy some protections
while remaining vulnerable to deporta-
tion.11 Others qualify for “temporary
protected status”–still another liminal
category reserved for persons whose
presence may be unauthorized, but who
have fled countries where disaster, civil
war, or some other consideration makes
return perilous. Others are simply un-
authorized; they are not utterly bereft 
of rights or protections, but they do
without many of the entitlements that
citizens take for granted.

Thus, international migration–a prod-
uct of categorical inequality among na-
tions–inevitably produces categorical
inequality within nations, yielding differ-
ences between citizens and aliens and
among the various groups of aliens them-
selves. In the United States, however, the
divergence between policy and public
preference has caused the differences
between those groups to widen. While
Americans clamor for tighter borders,
policy has veered in a different direc-
tion: foreign-born shares of the popula-
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tion climbed from 4 percent in 1970 to
12.5 percent as of 2009; annual inflows
of legal and undocumented immigration
averaged one million during the ½rst de-
cade of the twenty-½rst century. 

To some extent, the dynamics of the
political process explain why policy has
diverged from public preference.12 Pub-
lic views have generally been easy to
ignore, as immigration usually ranks far
below other issues in salience. Until re-
cently, it has been dif½cult to draw at-
tention to the issue, in large measure
because opposition to immigration has
yet to ½nd an acceptable voice. Although
some on the political fringe are willing
to play the nativist card (activating the
type of racist sentiments that fueled
restrictionists’ efforts a century ago),
established political ½gures are not yet
ready to head down that route. Howev-
er, in contrast to its low position on the
public’s agenda, immigration has ranked
high on the agenda of established inter-
est groups from both the Right and the
Left. On the one hand, employers are
eager to tap into foreign sources of la-
bor (whether high- or low-skilled), and
on the other, ethnic groups and human
rights activists feel an af½nity toward
immigrants and want America to be 
welcoming of newcomers. This coali-
tion of strange bedfellows has long 
been mobilized to secure policies that
produce expanded flows. 

While policy favoring expansion has
recently been replaced by stalemate, the
impasse naturally favors perpetuation of
the status quo. Moreover, once begun,
migrations have a momentum of their
own: the social networks linking settlers
in the United States with their friends
and relatives abroad reduce the costs
and risks associated with migration. This
reality is reinforced as settlers earning
U.S. wages can effectively absorb the
costs produced by ever-tighter restric-

tions.13 Once implanted in a workplace,
recruitment networks funnel newcom-
ers with great effectiveness; consequent-
ly, immigration has steadily diversi½ed
across industries and places.14 Stalemate
is also consistent with the front door/
back door divide–distinguishing legal
from illegal immigration–that has char-
acterized policy for the past nine decades.
The government has put the brakes on
legal immigration and made illegal bor-
der-crossing more dif½cult and more
costly for those willing to take matters
into their own hands. But more vigorous
measures that might signi½cantly curb
illegal immigration have been avoided:
by focusing enforcement on the border
while abandoning internal enforcement
at workplaces, the United States has im-
plicitly opted for a policy that facilitates,
rather than constrains, undocumented
migration. By making border-crossing a
more arduous, costly experience, policy
has made the undocumented population
both more selective–and therefore bet-
ter able to avoid further detection–and
more eager to settle in the United States
for good, as the risks entailed in another
unauthorized border-crossing are too
much to bear. 

To correct the divergence of public pol-
icy from the preferences of a public that
insists on controls, the course of least re-
sistance has been to widen formal differ-
ences between the people of the state and
all the other people in the state. Facilitat-
ing that option is the fact that immigrants,
though present on the territory, remain
outside the polity. Of America’s thirty-
eight million foreign-born residents, just
over one-third are citizens, having ac-
quired the right to vote. Of the remain-
ing two-thirds, roughly one-third is com-
prised of candidates for citizenship: that
is, permanent residents who are deprived
of the franchise but enjoy a broad–if
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limited–panoply of rights. Another third
consists of undocumented immigrants
who enjoy far fewer protections and face
ever-growing barriers to the transition
to candidate-level membership.15

Hence, expanding admissions has gone
hand in hand with both a restriction on
rights and with a growing divergence
between demography and democracy.
Borders within the United States have
been sharpened, as de jure inequality
between citizens and foreign residents
has grown. The rights and protections
available to undocumented immigrants
have undergone particular contraction.
Undocumented immigrants are not utter-
ly deprived of rights: children under age
eighteen are guaranteed the right to
schooling; and emergency rooms have
to accept all patients, regardless of legal
status. Otherwise, the pattern is one of
exclusion. Once eligible for social secu-
rity bene½ts–America’s most important
and successful program of social provi-
sion–undocumented immigrants have
lost any means of access. The many who
contribute (via false or fraudulently ob-
tained social security numbers) are per-
manently frozen out of the system, with
no chance of ever bene½ting from the
contributions they make when in unau-
thorized status.16 Immigration legisla-
tion of the mid-1990s prohibited illegal
immigrants from access to federal, state,
and local bene½ts and mandated that
state and local agencies verify that immi-
grants are fully eligible for the bene½ts
they apply for. Undocumented immi-
grants are not con½ned to the back of the
bus, but the possibility that they might
obtain a driver’s license is an idea that a
majority of voters opposes. At the same
time, those voters show no interest in
improving mass transit for individuals
who are not supposed to drive–many 
of whom also work for the citizens who
do not want to pay for foreigners’ hospi-

tal bills. Because they lack the right to
drive, undocumented immigrants are
also deprived of another fringe bene½t:
the fact that the driver’s license has be-
come a de facto identity card. 

Moreover, the wall between undocu-
mented immigrants and candidate Amer-
icans has become less penetrable. Per-
sons who once crossed the border with-
out authorization can no longer transi-
tion to permanent residency without
½rst returning to their home countries
for an extended stay; for all practical
purposes, unauthorized border entry is
grounds for permanent exclusion from
the United States. As the last amnesty
for undocumented immigrants was ap-
proved a quarter-century ago, undocu-
mented status is increasingly a long-term
trait. Furthermore, any future amnesty 
is unlikely to be as generous as the am-
nesty of the past, which allowed eligible
undocumented immigrants to gain legal
status quickly. Rather, the more likely
course is the one signaled by the last ill-
fated effort at comprehensive immigra-
tion reform: the 2006 McCain-Kennedy
bill that provided a multiyear transition
out of undocumented status, with no
guaranteed track to citizenship. As of
this writing, the prospects for the type 
of comprehensive immigration reform
that could yield amnesty of any sort ap-
pear increasingly dim. 

Even foreigners interested in lifelong
settlement who reside in the United States
legally are not guaranteed membership
in the people’s club; instead, citizenship
is carefully rationed and its privileges in-
creasingly restricted. The divide between
citizens and permanent residents, which
had narrowed in the aftermath of the civil
rights era, has once again begun to widen.
Legally resident non-citizens are no
longer eligible for bene½ts that are now
available to citizens alone; state and lo-
cal agencies are forced to verify that im-
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migrants are fully eligible for the bene-
½ts they apply for; and legal residents 
are at risk of losing their residence rights
if they fall seriously afoul of the law.17

Unlike citizens, legal residents enjoy lim-
ited border-crossing rights. Residency
rights can be lost if an immigrant has
spent more than a year outside the Unit-
ed States; legal residents who received
welfare or some other public bene½t can
lose the right to return to the United
States after only 180 days out of the coun-
try. Most important, residency is not a
guaranteed right: international law for-
bids governments from expelling their
own citizens, but no such bar applies to
non-citizens. Indeed, legislation passed
in the 1990s made deportation a likeli-
hood for non-citizens guilty of a number
of crimes, including minor infractions.
Interior deportation, once an unusual
occurrence, is becoming a common real-
ity, with deportations up from roughly
114,000 in 1997 to 396,000 in 2009.
Though not the majority, immigrants
legally present in the United States ½gure
prominently in this group, Mainly long-
term residents with family members
living in the United States, most were
deported for nonviolent crimes.18

Moreover, the challenge posed to de-
mocracy, given the influx of people liv-
ing in the state who are not of the state,
is one that Americans have generally
preferred to ignore. As the size of the
foreign-born population has grown, the
proportion obtaining citizenship has
declined. Failed efforts at naturalizing
residents have become ever more com-
mon, and the cost of citizenship acqui-
sition has risen sixfold (from $100 to
$600 in constant dollars) over the past
twenty years.19 In contrast to the last
era of mass migration, when “alien vot-
ing” was a common phenomenon at
state and local levels, non-citizens are
almost universally barred from the polls.

Restriction from the franchise may not
bother the individual alien; however, the
consequences add up in socially mean-
ingful ways. That disparity between de-
mography and electorate yields concrete
effects, in contrast to the turn of the twen-
tieth century, when the state’s main job
was to get out of the way. 

In the twenty-½rst century, the made-
in-America distinctions between citizens
and foreigners of different types give the
people of the state far greater influence
than their presence among the people in
the state would suggest. The case of Cali-
fornia–the epicenter of contemporary
immigration, containing almost 30 per-
cent of the nation’s foreign-born popu-
lation–demonstrates the dynamics at
play. As of 2000, California’s whites
were a minority of the population but
made up 70 percent of the electorate and
were overrepresented among voters in
2000 to a greater extent than they had
been ten years before. Likewise, people
with the traits of white voters–those
who are older than ½fty-½ve, do not have
children living at home, are well edu-
cated, and earn higher incomes–vote,
make political contributions, and par-
ticipate in political parties at far higher
rates than the younger, poorly paid, and
poorly educated parents who predomi-
nate among the foreign-born. Moreover,
tomorrow is likely to resemble today:
forecasts for 2040 project that whites
will make up just 26 percent of Califor-
nia’s population but will account for 
53 percent of its voters.20

What holds true in California applies
nationwide, albeit to a lesser degree. The
proportion of the adult population lack-
ing citizenship grew from 2 percent in
1970 to 8 percent in 2009. Due to the in-
creasing discrepancy between population
and democracy, combined with the low
skills and modest earnings of the immi-
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grants left outside the polity, the question
of “who is what” has had a steadily wid-
ening impact on “who gets what.” Non-
citizens are poorer than citizens, a gap
that has substantially widened over the
past four decades. Moreover, the poorest
of the non-citizens are those most ½rm-
ly excluded from the polity: two-thirds 
of the immigrants with less than a high
school education are in the United States
illegally. But these are also the people
whom the citizens entitled to influence
policy and most likely to engage with
politics are least inclined to help. Where-
as the median voter has always been
more selective–better educated and
more affluent–than the median citizen,
that discrepancy has remained relatively
unchanged. By contrast, the gap between
the median voter and the median resident
(legal or otherwise) has grown, as the lat-
ter has fallen increasingly behind the for-
mer. Consequently, redistribution has be-
come less attractive to the median voter
because it requires sharing resources with
non-citizens. Given that the burden of
America’s growing inequality has been
born disproportionately by non-citizens,
the motivations to divide the pie more eq-
uitably have correspondingly declined.21

In the end, the United States has let
circumstances take their course. Decid-
ing not to decide, it has allowed mobili-

ty across the border to increase yet has
proved unwilling to provide new foreign
residents with membership in the people
of the state. On the contrary, America,
like other rich democracies, is doing more
to constrain its new foreign residents
from trying to get ahead by dint of their
own efforts–just like everyone else. Po-
licing the internal boundary between the
people in the state and the people of the
state is not attractive, but it is very hard
to avoid if and when the external bound-
ary cannot be better controlled. While a
democratic state cannot tolerate a (quasi)
½xed distinction between citizens and
aliens who have long resided in the coun-
try, the problem does not appear to be
one that disturbs many Americans in
their sleep. On the contrary, it seems
there is nothing better than gardeners 
or maids to whom one does not have to
attend and whose voices will not ring in
the public arena, at least not in the short
term. To be sure, policy-making around
immigration is always beset by a tempo-
ral illusion, focusing on short-term bene-
½ts, as opposed to the long-term costs
which cannot be evaded. But the prob-
lem is that the very pressures making for
ever-more trespassable borders are the
same that make it easy to ignore the
strangers in our midst. The new Amer-
ican dilemma, alas, is here to stay.
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The election of Barack Obama as president of 
the United States has prompted some observers to
assert that the nation has overcome its history of
white supremacy and moved into a “post-racial”
era, making continued attention to race and rac-
ism passé and unnecessary. Radio and television
host Tavis Smiley posed this provocation to his
guests in a 2009 radio special on the fortieth an-
niversary of African American studies in Ameri-
can colleges and universities. He asked, is African
American studies still necessary in the age of Oba-
ma? Eddie Glaude, Elizabeth Alexander, Greg
Carr, and Tricia Rose–chairs of African Ameri-
can studies departments at, respectively, Prince-
ton University, Yale University, Howard Univer-
sity, and Brown University1–each articulated
important themes in the intellectual tradition 
of African American studies. Thus, their discus-
sion is a useful lens through which to explore 
key themes in the historical development and
future trajectory of the ½eld. 

Eddie Glaude and Greg Carr captured two truths
about the history of African American studies.
Glaude noted its origin in black student activism
of the 1960s. The upsurge of campus activism in
1968 and 1969 was a critical component of the
broader black freedom struggle. In contrast to the
media-driven notion that Black Power was merely 
a slogan lacking concrete application, black col-
lege students successfully turned the concept into 
a genuine social movement. On some campuses,
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the students emphasized the black col-
lege graduate’s responsibility to serve
black communities. They saw black
studies as a means of generating leaders
for, and sharing intellectual resources
with, neighboring black communities.
Even more, they envisioned black stud-
ies as a means of training black students 
to one day return to, and help enact the
self-determination of, their communi-
ties. But the black student movement
also aimed to affect campus politics. 
On most campuses, the push for curricu-
lar transformation–alongside the ½ghts
for open admissions, af½rmative action,
black cultural centers, and black faculty,
coaches, and advisers–was part of an in-
tentional effort to rede½ne the terms of
integration: away from assimilation into 
a Eurocentric institution and toward the
restructuring of that institution and its
mission. Students won many victories
and launched major changes in campus
culture, opportunity structures, and in-
tellectual production, notwithstanding
continued resistance and challenges. 

Greg Carr offers a more critical inter-
pretation of this history. African Ameri-
can studies, he notes, was “a concession”
that began as “crisis management.”2

Today, it bears remembering that in 1969,
the majority of white academics and ad-
ministrators doubted the scholarly grav-
itas of African American studies and
viewed black studies as a means to ap-
pease student discontent. African Amer-
ican studies began its modern career in 
a context of insurgency and turmoil, and
its advocates continually had to ½ght for
resources and support. Carr argues that
the real history of African American stud-
ies, as a serious, respected endeavor, lies
in historically black colleges and univer-
sities (hbcus) and other black-controlled
spaces, such as Atlanta’s Institute of the
Black World, an activist think tank of the
1970s. Indeed, hbcus employed the schol-

ars who wrote pioneering studies of
black life, namely, giants such as intel-
lectual leader W.E.B. Du Bois, political
scientist Ralph Bunche, sociologist E.
Franklin Frazier, and philosopher and
educator Alain Locke. This intellectual
tradition is at the heart of the black stud-
ies project. Moreover, Carter G. Wood-
son’s Association for the Study of Afri-
can American Life and History, founded 
in 1915, exempli½es the long history and
autonomy of Africana intellectual life. 

Still, this genealogy is contradictory
and complex. A tidal wave of protest
swept through hbcus in the 1960s and
1970s. The outcry was inspired by a
range of student grievances, most no-
tably, criticism of white ½nancial and
administrative control, excessive regula-
tion of student life, excessive discipline,
inferior facilities and faculty, and out-
moded or Eurocentric curricula. “With-
out question, the Black Power-Black
Consciousness movement has been felt 
in the South,” wrote political scientist
and activist Charles Hamilton, formerly 
a professor at Tuskegee Institute (now
University); its biggest manifestation
was the quest for a “Black University,”3

he said. Hamilton ½rst articulated the
concept of a black university in a 1967
speech on “The Place of the Black Col-
lege in the Human Rights Struggle.” 
He called on black colleges to reject the
white middle-class character imposed 
on them by white funders and to re-
de½ne their missions to provide great-
er aid and assistance to black communi-
ties. Later published in the Negro Digest,
Hamilton’s article spawned a yearly tra-
dition of devoting an entire issue of the
Negro Digest (later the Black World) to the
idea of a black university. 

According to Hamilton, the mission of
the black university was to develop a dis-
tinctive black ethos; to prepare students
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to help solve problems in poor black com-
munities; and to offer a new curriculum,
one that was relevant to contemporary
needs but that also required a course in
ancient African civilizations. “I am talk-
ing modernization,” Hamilton asserted.
“I propose a black college that would
deliberately strive to inculcate a sense of
racial pride and anger and concern in its
students.” The ideas in his essay illus-
trate the emerging view that the black
intelligentsia was a relatively untapped
and potentially radical leadership re-
source for the black liberation move-
ment. “We need,” Hamilton declared,
“militant leadership which the church 
is not providing, unions are not provid-
ing and liberal groups are not providing. 
. . . I propose a black college that would be 
a felt, dominant force in the community
in which it exists. A college which would
use its accumulated intellectual knowl-
edge and economic resources to bring
about desired changes in race relations
in the community.” It would dispense
with “irrelevant PhDs,” he wrote, and
“recruit freedom ½ghters and graduate
freedom ½ghters.”4

Given that schools such as Howard
and the Atlanta University Center had
been home to pioneers in black scholar-
ship, what provoked the charge of Euro-
centrism? Darwin T. Turner, dean of the
graduate school at North Carolina Agri-
cultural and Technical State University,
argued that the academic turn away from
blackness emerged from the optimism
spawned by early legal decisions support-
ing desegregation, the defeat of Fascism,
and postwar affluence. Political repres-
sion, too, most likely was a factor. “The
tendency for black educators to neglect
materials related to Afro-American her-
itage intensi½ed, I believe, during the
early 1950s,” Turner wrote. The many
“indications of opening doors persuaded
many blacks to discourage any education

which emphasized the existence of Afro-
Americans as a body separate from the
rest of America.” As a result, “studies of
Afro-American history, literature, sociol-
ogy, economics, and politics were stuffed
into the traditional surveys, which were
already so overcrowded that important
materials must be omitted.” He felt that
“integrated surveys” were necessary but
insuf½cient “to provide Afro-Americans
with the necessary understanding of
their culture.”5

Indeed, in 1968, several members 
of Howard’s board of trustees “were
shocked that courses in Black history,
jazz and literature were not presently
offered. ‘We had many of these things 
in the 1930s’ commented one member.”6

Students there had taken over a build-
ing to press for a department of Afri-
can American studies. They pressured
Howard to identify itself as a black uni-
versity and adopt an explicit mission 
of serving local black communities. 

Black nationalist thought and action 
in this period were also directed toward
transforming black education on white
campuses. Much of the impetus to de-
velop black studies came from exposure
to the freedom schools of the Southern
(and Northern) civil rights movement.
Activists had come to view the entire
nation’s educational system as a contest-
ed and profoundly signi½cant space: a
means of racial domination, on the one
hand, or a path to black empowerment
on the other. Thus, as Greg Carr sug-
gests, administrators may have viewed
the introduction of black studies courses
as “crisis management,” but for students,
the turn toward black studies reflected a
genuine development in their approach
to advancing the cause of black liberation.

Strikingly, this huge achievement of
the black power movement immediately
faced a crisis. With the students gone,
who would design and develop this new,
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and quite extensive, national black stud-
ies infrastructure? In 1970, less than 1 per-
cent of those with a Ph.D. in the United
States were black, and most of these schol-
ars were over age ½fty-½ve.7 In a further
dilemma, quite a few traditionally trained
specialists in African American subjects
initially opposed the creation of African
American studies as an autonomous unit,
or were reluctant to risk their careers on an
untested experiment. Many young black
scholars probably questioned whether
black studies would even last and may
have viewed launching a career in the
½eld as too risky. On this reluctance from
black scholars, sociologist St. Clair Drake
observed, “[T]hey want the security and
prestige of being in a traditional depart-
ment. Black Studies might be a fad, and
they’d be left out in the cold.”8 At times,
non-academics ½lled faculty positions;
on occasion, immigrant scholars with
little connection to the students’ politi-
cal vision ½lled positions, generating new
tensions and many local debates over 
the ½eld’s responsibility and mission.

A view quickly took root among many
elite academics that creating African
American studies programs was smarter
than creating departments: the former,
by being formally af½liated with other
departments, stood a better chance of
attracting top scholars. Yet for all the
scorn/neglect/resistance heaped on them,
departments have de½ed the recurring
predictions of their demise. Most stu-
dent-founders preferred departmental
status, owing to the department’s greater
status and independence or, as the stu-
dents would have put it, its autonomy
and control. The more recent develop-
ment of doctoral programs in African
American studies has relied on depart-
mental structures, even inducing Yale 
to convert its program–once held up as
the national exemplar–to a department.
Today, African American studies attracts

leading scholars, trains graduate students,
and produces influential research, even
though faculty still face occasions when
they must explain or defend its existence.

The black studies movement has been
marked by intense debates over its aca-
demic character. During and after the
years of its emergence, black studies was
criticized, internally and externally, on
two interrelated grounds: that it lacked
curricular coherence and that, by not
having a single methodology, it failed to
meet the de½nition of a discipline. As a
result, many educators in the early black
studies movement pursued a two-pronged
quest for a standardized curriculum, on
the one hand, and an original, authorita-
tive methodology on the other. At the
same time, many scholars in the black
studies movement questioned whether
either of these pursuits was desirable or
even attainable. In other words, while
some scholars have insisted that African
American studies must devise its own
unique research methodology, others
contend that as a multidiscipline, or
interdisciplinary discipline, its strength
lies in incorporating multiple, diverse
methodologies. In a similar vein, while
some have argued for a standardized
curriculum, others argue that higher
education is better served by dynamism
and innovation. I argue that the disci-
pline’s ultimate acceptance in academe
(to the extent that it has gained accep-
tance) has come from the production of
influential scholarship and research and
the development of new conceptual ap-
proaches that have influenced other dis-
ciplines. Pioneering scholarship and in-
fluential intellectual innovations, rather
than standardized pedagogy or method-
ology, have been the route to influence
in American intellectual life. 

A tension between authority and free-
dom animates these debates. As late as
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2000, an article in The Chronicle of Higher
Education reinforced the idea that multi-
ple perspectives and methodologies had
retarded the progress of African Amer-
ican studies. The author of an essay on
the state of the ½eld criticized the diverse
character of African American studies
courses at different universities: “The
Ohio State class is chronological with a
literary bent,” she wrote. “Duke’s take:
cultural studies. The Penn course ½lters
everything through a W.E.B. Du Bois
lens, and N.Y.U. combines pan-African-
ism with urban studies.” Of course, this
sampling reflects the range one would
½nd in the departments of history, soci-
ology, or English at these same univer-
sities. But the author stresses disarray.
“There’s a reason 30 years after the disci-
pline developed that people still wonder
whether the black-studies curriculum
represents a coherent subject or a smor-
gasbord,” she concludes. In this view,
the discipline’s strengths–“eclectic,
expansive, experimental curricula”–
are also its weaknesses.9

James B. Stewart, a former president 
of the National Council of Black Studies,
shares this anxiety about disarray. In his
view, “We do everything–the diaspora,
sex, history, language, economics, race.”
Yet he seems oblivious to the fact that
each of these areas has been vital terrain
for research innovation. “We don’t have
a paradigm,” he laments. “That is why
we don’t make progress.” If achieving
this uni½ed paradigm is the measure of
progress, then Stewart, judging forty
years of African American studies, sees
none. Longtime black studies educator
Abdul Alkalimat echoes Stewart’s view
that “standardization means the disci-
pline exists.”10 Arthur Lewin, a profes-
sor of black and Hispanic studies at
Baruch College, agrees that black stud-
ies lacks “a coherently stated rationale,” 
a consequence, in his view, of having

“burst full-blown upon the academic
scene a generation ago.” He envisions 
a “grand theory” that would unify the
views of black nationalists and “inclu-
sionists” as well as bene½t from the in-
sights of Afrocentrism while moving
beyond its ethnocentrism.11

Scholars and teachers influenced by
Afrocentricity have been among the most
consistent advocates of the need to cre-
ate a distinctive methodology. For Tem-
ple University scholar Mole½ Asante,
Afrocentricity “is the only way you can
approach African American Studies”
because it puts ancient African knowl-
edge systems at the center of analysis.12

For Greg Carr of Howard University, the
challenge is to draw on “deep Africana
thought,” the traditions of “classical and
medieval Africa,” for guidance in enact-
ing positive social change for African
descendants. A key mission of African
American studies, he believes, should 
be to reconnect “narratives of African
identity to the contemporary era.” His
department taps “into the long genealo-
gy of Africana experiences” in order to
assess how to improve the world. Carr
distinguishes this mission from the mis-
sion of African American studies on
other campuses. “We’re not trying to
explain blackness for white people” or
looking at “our contributions to Amer-
ican society.” Rather, the approach at
Howard is “an extension of the long arc 
of Africana intellectual work.”13 The
inclination to look for insights in the
precolonial African past, rejecting Euro-
pean modernity and thereby hoping to
escape or resolve the legacies of colonial-
ism and enslavement, is fundamental to
the approach that leading architects of
Afrocentricity have taken. Indeed, for
Ron Karenga, author of an early black
studies textbook and the founder of
Kwanzaa, “the fundamental point of
departure for African American Studies 
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or Black Studies is an ongoing dialogue
with African culture. That is, continuous-
ly asking it questions and seeking from it
answers to the fundamental questions of
humankind.”14

Whether proponents of Afrocentricity
or a different approach, most scholars in
African American studies reject the effort
to impose a single methodology, seeing
it as unrealistic and stifling. Rhett Jones,
cofounder and longtime chair of the de-
partment of Africana studies at Brown
University, was an early critic of the “one
size ½ts all” approach to the discipline.
“In its early years, Black studies wasted
considerable human, intellectual, and
material resources in battles over ½nding
the master plan for the study of Black
people,” he argues. Similarly, he feels
that “much energy was also wasted on
responding to the charge by America’s
Eurocentric, racist disciplines that Black
Studies had no methodology of its own.
Neither did the Eurocentrists. And they
still don’t.” He points out, “Historians
are no more agreed on methodology or
theory than are anthropologists . . . soci-
ologists or philosophers.”15 In contrast
to those who see pluralism in black stud-
ies as a weakness, Jones believes that this
element was crucial to the development
and staying power of the ½eld. Plural-
ism was “a credit to black studies,” he
observes, as “its founders realized there
could be no master plan as to how the dis-
cipline should serve black Americans.”16

Historian Francille Rusan Wilson simi-
larly resists the effort to impose a single
approach. “There’s not one way to be
black or to study black people,” she as-
serts. “The discipline is quite alive,” in
her view, “and the differences indicate
that.”17 Political scientist Floyd Hayes
concurs, stating, “One must ask whether
there should be conformity to a model
curriculum and a single theoretical or
ideological orientation in African Amer-

ican Studies.” Moreover, Hayes believes
it is important to cultivate “a more flexi-
ble and innovative atmosphere” so that
“African American Studies can continue
to grow and develop.”18

Scholars have endeavored to move be-
yond the notion that African American
studies was merely “additive knowledge”
by emphasizing that it constitutes a pro-
found critique of the major disciplines
and seeks to transform intellectual life
generally in the Western academy. For
Eddie Glaude, African American stud-
ies is about “pushing the boundaries of
knowledge production” and influenc-
ing ½elds of study across the university.
African American studies at its best, in
Glaude’s view, is “challenging the ways
we know the world.” Elizabeth Alexan-
der shares this emphasis on humanistic
transformation and regards African
American studies as an essential compo-
nent of “being fully educated.” Tricia
Rose’s approach to the question of the
½eld’s focus is in many respects exem-
plary of dominant trends. She expresses
agreement with Greg Carr that an im-
portant African intellectual tradition
preceded European colonial contact, but
in her view, scholars must confront the
transformations wrought by processes of
enslavement and colonialism. “We are in
the west, in the so-called New World,”
she contends, and should “examine the
circumstances we are in, examine the
hybridities that have emerged from it.”19

The early black studies movement co-
incided with major anticolonial strug-
gles in Angola, Mozambique, and Guin-
ea-Bissau; struggles against white settler
regimes in southern Africa; and a widen-
ing African solidarity movement among
black American radicals. According to
(pioneering scholar of the African dias-
pora) St. Clair Drake, “[T]he country
was deeply mired in the Vietnam War
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but many black youth were much more
interested in how the war against Portu-
gal was going in Mozambique, Angola
and Guinea-Bissau than in the war in
Vietnam.” In his view, it was critical to
understand that the “modern Black Studies
movement emerged within this international
context.”20 Still, a global consciousness
in black studies was not simply a prod-
uct of postwar solidarity struggles. It has
shaped black historical writing ever since
its origins in the nineteenth century. Black
historiography has been both invested in
rewriting the Western distortion of Afri-
can peoples and societies and keenly in-
terested in erecting a powerful counter-
discourse to the statelessness, dispersal,
subjugation, and dehumanization of Afri-
cans in diaspora. W.E.B. Du Bois is most
famously associated with this effort, but
its practitioners are numerous.21

Although the black studies movement
is thought of as resolutely U.S.-based,
many of its early scholars tried to per-
suade universities and funders to connect
formally the study of continental Africa,
the Caribbean, and the United States.
There was widespread agreement that the
typical American curriculum had “ignored
the African heritage of African Americans,
characterizing them as having begun their
existence in North America as a tabula
rasa–blank slates to be imprinted with
Euro-American Culture.” This was a dif-
½cult battle in part because African stud-
ies had been programmatically estab-
lished after World War II as a result of
Cold War pressures to develop knowl-
edge about an area of the world that the
United States viewed as part of Soviet
strategic designs. These programs, in the
words of scholar Robert L. Harris, “had
no real link to Black people in the New
World.” African studies “became wed-
ded to a modernization theory that mea-
sured African societies by Western stan-
dards. African history, culture and poli-

tics were explored more within the con-
text of the colonial powers than with any
attention to African cultural continuities
in the Western hemisphere.” Black Amer-
ican intellectuals had long resisted this
“compartmentalization of knowledge
about Black people.”22

Administrators initially sought to lim-
it the scope of African American studies
to the United States, but early efforts to
include Africa as well as the diaspora in
black studies departments and profes-
sional organizations ultimately bore
fruit. After four decades, it has become
increasingly common to encounter de-
partments of African and African Amer-
ican studies or departments of Africana
studies, which explicitly take Africa, the
United States, the Caribbean, and Latin
America as their subject. Campuses as
diverse as the University of Illinois, Dart-
mouth College, the University of Min-
nesota, Duke University, Harvard Uni-
versity, Pennsylvania State University,
the University of Kansas, Stanford Uni-
versity, the University of Texas, and Ari-
zona State University join together Afri-
can and African American studies. Of
course, the limitations of budgets and
faculty size may interfere with fully real-
izing the promise of interdisciplinary,
truly global coverage. But the crucial
point is that the black studies movement
ultimately achieved a degree of success
in undoing the colonialist compartmen-
talization of research and knowledge
that had insisted on severing African
studies from African American studies.

At various junctures in its forty-year
history, African American studies has
been steeped in a discourse of crisis. In
the 1970s, many of the discipline’s units
were marked by declining course enroll-
ments, budget cuts, part-time faculty,
and continued questioning of their legit-
imacy and scholarly rigor. The rise of
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black women’s studies in the 1980s pro-
vided an extremely signi½cant counter-
weight to these trends and proved criti-
cal to re-visioning the ½eld. An outpour-
ing of scholarship and literature by and
about black women helped revitalize
African American studies–and raise its
stature. In many respects, this develop-
ment is ironic, given the patriarchal char-
acter of the early black studies movement.
Male scholars dominated leadership of
the ½eld and often resisted research and
pedagogy on gender and sexuality, cast-
ing these topics as beyond the boundaries
of black studies. But as historian Darlene
Clark Hine noted in 1990, after summa-
rizing a body of pioneering black femi-
nist scholarship, “[T]he study of black
women is the current frontier in black
studies.”23 In more recent years, the rise
of black queer studies has further pushed
African American studies to confront
the homophobic and hetero-normative
assumptions that shaped early pedagogy
and scholarship in the ½eld. According
to Tricia Rose, on the discipline’s fortieth
anniversary, “[G]ender, class and sex-
uality are more and more a part of the
½eld.”24 The study of intraracial divisions
–along various axes–has assumed a
prominent place in African American
studies. 

Yet in this era of escalating income in-
equality, mass incarceration, permanent
unemployment, and global economic
restructuring, many African American
studies programs and/or scholars main-
tain a commitment to using scholarship
and the resources of the academy to ad-
dress the multiple crises facing black com-
munities. Social conditions are dire for
large segments of the African American
population, as the middle class shrinks,
hiv/aids incidence soars, jobs disap-
pear, and the number of families living
in poverty increases. The left-wing, or
progressive, tradition in black studies

has been most visible in curricula that
seek to join and engage traditions of so-
cial resistance and critique. Individuals
such as sociologist and radio host Michael
Eric Dyson and scholar and civil rights
activist Cornel West make such inter-
ventions to a mass media audience, but
more typical are the less well-known
black studies scholars and teachers who
are activists in their local communities
on issues ranging from immigration to
health care, employment, education, and
housing. Black studies, along with other
interdisciplinary ½elds, has created lead-
ers in producing scholarship and engag-
ing in critical social analysis on issues
ranging from the rise of neoliberalism 
to the development of the United States
as a mass prison society with all its atten-
dant social, economic, cultural, and po-
litical implications.25

Returning to Tavis Smiley’s question:
what is the role of African American stud-
ies in the age of Obama? Princeton’s
Eddie Glaude argues that African Ameri-
can studies teaches “the skills to under-
stand race and racism,” which in many
respects is more urgent than ever as we
face a post-racial discourse that refuses
to acknowledge racism and racists. As
Elizabeth Alexander puts it, the goal is
not to be post-racial, but post-racist. Tri-
cia Rose believes the independent mis-
sion of African American studies remains
essential because “most academic knowl-
edge in the west has not been race neu-
tral.” The disciplines came “into forma-
tion inside ideological moments when
white supremacy was profoundly dom-
inant,” and this formation is relatively
recent.26 But has the mission of African
American studies changed in other ways?

One change, commented on by many
longtime professors in the ½eld, concerns
a shift in the composition of students tak-
ing black studies courses, from almost ex-
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clusively black in the early days to mul-
tiracial in later years. Rhett Jones cites
student diversity as the most striking
difference from 1969: “In the early years
our classes were almost entirely black.
Now we know we will ½nd a rainbow of
Latino, Asian American, white and black
students in our Afro-American Studies
courses.”27 According to Elizabeth Alex-
ander, 30 percent of students at Yale are
of color. “What we do,” in African Amer-
ican studies, she insists, “is for all of our
students.”28 This shift is widely celebrat-
ed as a sign of the broad appeal of Afri-
can American studies and the fact that 
a diverse group of students appreciates
its centrality to a well-rounded liberal
arts education. Yet this development
also illustrates the shift away from the
original Black Nationalist intent by some
advocates of black studies–that is, to
halt “the mis-education of the Negro”
and instill black collegians with a strong
racial consciousness. As the black liber-
ation movement waned, the ambitious
visions of the more radical Afro-Amer-
ican studies programs also waned, or
were crushed, depending on the campus.
And as employment prospects soured 
in the 1970s, black students pursued an
agenda in higher education more close-
ly tied to acquiring job skills and profes-
sional mobility. According to a business
major at George Washington University
at the time, “Black students are taking
accounting instead of black history as a
matter of survival. They’re asking ‘what
can you do with Black Studies?’”29

In more recent years, black students
have faced a series of obstacles in their
efforts to attend college. Forty years ago,
student activists asserted a right to edu-
cation and not only won open admissions
and af½rmative action but also increased
½nancial aid. Many of these reforms have
been repealed outright or dramatically
weakened. The early black studies move-

ment was a vibrant development in both
urban, working-class public institutions
and elite research universities. This dual
presence survives, but as the incorpora-
tion of African American studies by elite
institutions coincides with the defund-
ing of public institutions and the sharp
rise in economic inequality in the United
States, a widening chasm has formed
between these locations, and distanced
them from their shared histories. These
developments have led some commu-
nity-based black studies programs or 
veterans to question the contemporary
direction of the ½eld. The rise to public
prominence of black studies scholars at
Ivy League institutions likely fuels this
feeling of estrangement. Olive Harvey
College, a working-class public institu-
tion based on the South Side of Chica-
go, has been hosting an annual African
American Studies Conference since 1977.
On its thirteenth anniversary, confer-
ence convener Armstead Allen expressed
concern that the new wave of black stud-
ies proponents had strayed too far from
the founding mission. “From its incep-
tion, black studies has sought tangible,
not just theoretical, connections to the
everyday concerns of the African-Amer-
ican community,” he said, contending
that the ½eld had moved in less relevant
academic directions.30

The relationship between African
American studies and Latina/o, Asian
American, and other ethnic studies is
increasingly broached in this era of rap-
idly changing demographics and new
racial discourses and con½gurations. On
the one hand, African American studies 
is respected as a pioneer and looked to 
as a model of interdisciplinarity as well
as institutional resourcefulness and
longevity. As Rhett Jones rightly notes,
“Ideas about multiculturalism, plural-
ism, and diversity are now central ele-
ments in higher education because of
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black studies’ many successes. Cynics
and conservatives predicted that Afri-
cana studies would be a fad, but it has
instead proved to be a strong and endur-
ing part of higher education, shaping
scholarship, teaching, and service.” In
addition, “African American studies
serves as the model for ethnic studies,
women’s studies, Native-American stud-
ies, Latino studies and Asian-American
studies.”31 This modeling happened
quickly on many campuses in Califor-
nia, where, in the late 1960s, radicalized
Asian American and Mexican American
students demanded curricular inclusion
and recognition, and in New York City,
where Puerto Rican students protested
alongside African Americans in the 1969
uprisings that swept the City University 
of New York. 

But the push for Latino/a, Asian Amer-
ican, and comparative ethnic studies came
later in other parts of the country. In some
instances, budgetary pressures and the
seeming logic of the white/non-white
divide have induced administrators to
collapse heretofore independent black
studies programs into umbrella ethnic
studies units, introducing new anxieties
into a discipline whose resources and
stature, to the extent that it has them,
have come relatively recently. In any
event, African American studies will 
face many challenges and dilemmas as 
it adapts to a new intellectual/political/
demographic landscape. For example,

Muslims in the United States have been
targets of many forms of racial pro½ling 
in the years since the attacks of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, politicizing a new Muslim
generation that has begun to assert itself
on college campuses. These students are
demanding a voice and place among eth-
nic studies and student-of-color organi-
zations. Will African American studies
approach this development as an oppor-
tunity to cultivate solidarity and sharpen
and update its analysis of racism in the
United States? Or will it ignore such
concerns in favor of an exclusive focus
on the culture, struggles, and dilemmas 
of African Americans? 

Arguably the most exciting develop-
ment for African American studies in the
twenty-½rst century is the expansion of
doctoral programs. The opportunity to
train young scholars can only add to the
growth, rigor, and institutional stature
of the ½eld. But ensuring the success of
this development will necessitate further
investments in order to enable depart-
ments to provide the additional mentor-
ing and teaching graduate education re-
quires. After forty years, it is now clear
that African American studies has been
one of a series of new departures in the
academy that have dramatically altered
the narrow, Western-oriented curricu-
lum and culture of the American uni-
versity. Perhaps a fuller appreciation of
what has been accomplished can inspire
hope in the possibilities that lie ahead.
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