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Preface

A few years back the prominent white comedian Michael Richards, who was 
once part of the television show Seinfeld, was caught on camera yelling racist 
slurs, including “nigger,” at black customers in his audience during a comedic 
performance. According to news reports, Richards yelled at one black 
audience member: “Shut up! Fifty years ago, we’d have you upside down . . .” 
as part of his commentary. Later he apologized, with an explanation that “I 
work in a very uncontrolled manner onstage. I do a lot of free association.”1

 Some months later popular radio talk- show host Don Imus made 
similarly blatant racist comments about a successful black women’s 
basketball team. He laughingly called these talented college students 
“nappy- headed hos.” Imus brought harsh emotion- laden framing of black 
women usually reserved for white locker- room banter into the public 
frontstage. Imus was briefly fired, but white executives soon had him 
back on the radio. Surveys indicated that the overwhelming majority of 
African Americans thought he should have been fired for his remarks, but 
only 47 percent of whites agreed. Apparently, a large proportion of white 
Americans do not see such viciously racist public attacks as particularly 
serious.2 Blatantly racist incidents still routinely erupt across a country 
that many people now wishfully describe as “post- racial.”
 Anthropologist Jane Hill has examined how and why many whites come 
to define racist outbursts by white celebrities and politicians as not serious, 
as “gaffes” that do not reveal a deeper racist framing of the protagonists. 
Her research makes clear the central role of the English language in 
imbedding and perpetuating the old and very deep white racial framing of 
U.S. society. The widespread character of this “gaffe” racism, and the way 
such events get discussed obsessively and circulated extensively around the 
society, are an indication that the old- fashioned racism of the past has not 
disappeared and been replaced by a post- racial society.3

 In verbal attacks on black Americans, these prominent white 
entertainers used emotion- laden racist words, imagery, and commentary 
that was taken out of a centuries- old white- racist framing of black 
Americans. Such views date back to the days of slavery and legal 
segregation. These views and actions stemming from them today reveal 
the important aspects of the societal racism examined in this book—the 
negative images of black men and women dancing in white heads, the 
white racial framing that legitimates antiblack images, the commonplace 
discriminatory practices of whites, the arrogance of white power, and 
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white- dominated institutions that allow or encourage such racist 
practices.
 In the United States, racist thought, emotion, and action are 
structured into the rhythms of everyday life. They are lived, concrete, 
advantageous for whites, and painful for those who are not white. Each 
major part of the life of a white person or a person of color is shaped 
directly or indirectly by this country’s systemic racism. Even a person’s 
birth and parents are often shaped by racism, since mate selection is 
limited by racist pressures against intimate interracial relationships and 
intermarriage. Where one lives is frequently determined by the racist 
practices of landlords, bankers, and others in the real- estate profession. 
The clothes one wears and what one has to eat are affected by access 
to resources that varies by position in the U.S. racial hierarchy. When 
one goes off to school, one’s education is shaped by contemporary 
racism—from the composition of the student body to the character of 
the curriculum. Where one goes to church is often shaped by racism, 
and it is likely that racism affects who one’s political representatives are. 
Even getting sick, dying, and being buried may be influenced by systemic 
racism. Every part of the life cycle, and most aspects of one’s life, are 
shaped by the racism that is integral to the foundation and continuing 
operation of the United States.
 One of the great tragedies today is the inability or unwillingness of 
most white Americans to see clearly and understand fully this racist reality. 
Among whites, including white elites, there is a commonplace denial of 
personal, family, and group histories of racism. Most do not see themselves 
or their families as seriously implicated in racial oppression, in the distant 
past or the present. Referring to themselves, most will say fervently, “I 
am not a racist.” Referring to ancestors, many will say something like, 
“My family never owned slaves” or “My family never benefited from 
segregation.” Assuming racial discrimination to be a thing of the past, 
many assert that African Americans are “paranoid” about racism and 
often give them firm advice: forget the past and move on, because “slavery 
happened hundreds of years ago.” Most do not wish to honestly discuss 
issues of contemporary racial framing and discrimination.
 Over the last few decades, numerous white commentators have 
suggested that white racism is no longer a serious problem. Thus, one 
analysis of white attitudes on public policy matters concludes that 
“racism is not built- in to the American ethos,” while another book boldly 
proclaims “the end of racism.”4 This line of argument about a post- racial 
society has become more popular since Barack Obama’s pathbreaking 
election as president in 2008. The “post- racial” perspective now articulated 
by mainstream commentators often includes the idea that contemporary 
black politicians like President Obama have an obligation to be racial 
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healers who do not articulate a civil rights enforcement agenda and 
whose elections prove racism is no longer a serious barrier to societal 
achievement for Americans of color. Thus, the business newspaper, the 
Wall Street Journal, asserted Obama’s election is a “tribute to American 
opportunity, and it is something that has never happened in another 
Western democracy—notwithstanding European condescension about 
‘racist’ America.” The editorial continued with the assertion that “perhaps 
we can put to rest the myth of racism as a barrier to achievement in this 
splendid country.”5

 Such unwillingness to face current racist realities is not healthy for the 
present or future of the United States. It has been said that a major task 
for the residents of the former Communist countries of Eastern Europe 
is to forget the falsified past once taught them and to learn the hard facts 
about that oppressive past. In this process, old heroes become villains, and 
old villains become heroes. One can say the same about white (and some 
other) Americans and U.S. history. Few mainstream media presentations 
or school textbooks provide full and accurate accounts of the history or 
current status of racial oppression in the United States.
 The great scholar of the African diaspora, C. L. R. James, argued that the 
oppressive situation of African Americans is the number- one problem of 
racism in the contemporary world. If the problem of white racism cannot 
be solved in the U.S., it cannot be solved anywhere.6 In this book I focus 
primarily on this critical case of white- on-black oppression in the United 
States. One reason is practical: given limited space, this focus means I can 
dig deeper into the development, structure, processes, and likely future of 
one major case of white- imposed racism. My decision is also theoretically 
motivated. I will show that white- on-black oppression is in important 
respects the archetype of racial oppression in North America. For example, 
African Americans were the only racial group specifically singled out 
several times in the U.S. Constitution for subordination within the new 
U.S. nation. James Madison, the leading theorist of the Constitution, 
openly noted that, from a white point of view, “the case of the black race 
within our bosom . . . is the problem most baffling to the policy of our 
country.”7

 A few decades later, white- on-black oppression would be central to the 
bloodiest war in U.S. history, the Civil War. Within this white- dominated 
society, African Americans have been subordinated and exploited by 
whites in much larger numbers than any other racial group. Over nearly 
four centuries, tens of millions of African Americans have had their labor 
and wealth regularly taken from them. In contrast to other groups, their 
original languages, cultures, and family ties were substantially obliterated 
by their being torn from Africa, and the oppression faced under slavery 
and segregation was extremely dehumanized, racialized, and systematic. 
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No other racially oppressed group, and there have been numerous others, 
has been so central to the internal economic, political, and cultural 
structure and evolution of the North American society—or to the often 
obsessively racist frame developed by white Americans over many 
generations. Thus, it is time to put white- on-black oppression fully at the 
center of a comprehensive study of the development, meaning, and reality 
of this country.
 In this book I assist in the development of an antiracist theory and 
analysis of the white- on-black oppression that is almost four centuries 
old. Theory is a set of ideas designed to make sense of the empirical and 
existential reality around us. Concepts delineating and probing racism 
need to be clear and honed by everyday experience. Here I accent concepts, 
in language understandable to the non- specialist, that can be used for an 
in- depth analysis of this still- racist society. These concepts are designed 
to help readers probe beneath the many defenses and myths about “race” 
to our deep and painful racist realities. They are useful in countering 
inaccurate assessments of the society’s racialized history and institutions. 
A critical theory of racism can help us better understand the numerous 
racialized dimensions of our everyday lives.
 We need an antiracist theory not only to explain the operation of 
the racist system but also to envision possibilities for change. Antiracist 
theory attempts to facilitate agency, the movement of human actors to 
bring change in spite of oppression. Antioppression analysts have long 
viewed the relationship between structures of oppression and human 
agency as dialectical. Structures of domination shape everyday existence, 
but an insightful understanding of these structures and their recurring 
contradictions can assist people in forcefully resisting racial oppression. 
It is hard to be optimistic in times of continuing oppression, but some 
contradictions—especially everyday resistance by those oppressed—can 
provide a source of optimism because they suggest significant possibilities 
for human societal change.
 Systemic racism is about everyday experience. People are born, live, and 
die within the racist system. Much recent social science research helps to 
unmask the workings of the deep structures of this persisting system. My 
conceptual perspective is informed not only by the research of others but 
also by numerous field- research projects that I and my colleagues have 
undertaken in recent years. These projects have entailed more than 500 
in- depth interviews with African Americans and other Americans of 
color in various walks of life about daily encounters with racial hostility 
and discrimination. Staying in contact with the lived experience of 
seasoned veterans of racism enables an analyst to move beyond the mental 
construction of race to the concrete reality, daily trials, and accumulating 
burdens of everyday racism. Black Americans and other people of color 
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often experience the societal world differently from white Americans, 
and this experience can be an important guide for conceptualizing the 
structures, processes, and future of U.S. racism. My colleagues and I have 
also spent much time interviewing more than 300 white Americans on 
their racial views and issues of public policy. I also draw on these interviews 
in understanding white perspectives and actions on racial matters.
 Currently, we have theoretical traditions that are relatively well developed 
in regard to the systems of class and gender oppression in the U.S. and other 
Western countries. There is a well- developed Marxist tradition with its 
many important conceptual contributions. The Marxist tradition provides 
a powerful theory of social oppression centered on such key concepts as 
class struggle, worker exploitation, and alienation. Marxism identifies the 
basic social forces undergirding class oppression, shows how human beings 
are alienated from each other in class relations, and points toward activist 
remedies for oppression. Similarly, in feminist analysis there is a diverse and 
well- developed conceptual framework targeting key aspects of gendered 
oppression. Major approaches accent the social construction of sexuality, 
the world gender order, and the strategy of consciousness- raising. Feminist 
theorists and activists have argued that at the heart of institutional sexism is 
the material reality of human reproduction and sexuality, the latter including 
how a woman is treated and viewed sexually by men and how she views 
herself. Systemic sexism is a concept that is now being developed. In the 
Marxist and feminist traditions, there are also well- developed theories of 
group resistance and change.
 In the case of racist oppression, however, we do not as yet have as 
strongly agreed- upon concepts and well- developed theoretical traditions 
as we have for class and gender oppression. Of course, numerous 
researchers, writers, and activists have focused their analytical and 
theoretical tools on the deep structure of North American racism now 
for more than a century. In this book I draw heavily on these important 
analysts, past and present—including Frederick Douglass, Anna Julia 
Cooper, Ida B. Wells- Barnett, W. E. B. Du Bois, Oliver Cox, Kwame Ture, 
and Bob Blauner, among numerous others. Each of these analysts has 
probed various aspects of this country’s racist history and institutions, 
and some have defined basic concepts for the analysis of institutionalized 
racism. Beginning more than a century ago, these scholars and activists 
began a paradigm shift in conceptualizing and analyzing institutional and 
systemic racism, as well as antiracism. As yet, however, there is no widely 
used term for this antioppression paradigm, and I propose that we choose 
terms like “systemic racism,” “antiracist theory,” and “antiracist strategies” 
for this growing antioppression tradition.
 Today, the dominant social science paradigm, seen in much mainstream 
scholarship on “race,” still views racism as something in decline or as 
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something tacked on to an otherwise healthy American society. One 
variant of this perspective portrays the problem as one of white bigots 
betraying egalitarian ideals and institutions—the theme developed well 
by then- famous Gunnar Myrdal in the 1940s and by his contemporary 
followers (see Chapter 9, p. 282). Another variant in the mainstream 
approach accents “intergroup relations” or “race relations,” the array of 
intergroup relations and conflicts in society, with whites seen as only one 
group among many others having more or less equal impact or resources 
on an increasingly level playing- field. As I will show, however, the central 
problem is that, from the beginning, European American institutions were 
racially hierarchical, white- racist, and undemocratic. To a very substantial 
degree, they remain so today.
 Nicolaus Copernicus started a revolution in astronomy by putting the 
sun at the center of the solar system. Begun some time ago by African 
American activists such as David Walker and scholar- activists such 
as Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Ida B. Wells- Barnett, a 
revolution in the analysis of U.S. racism is gradually developing, one that 
views the U.S. social system as imbedding white racism at its very core. 
The conceptual framework developed in this book places the reality, 
development, and crises of systemic racism at the heart of U.S. history and 
society. Here I develop a theoretical approach centered on the concept of 
systemic racism, viewed as a centuries- old foundation of North American 
society. A systemic racism approach sees white- on-black oppression as the 
substantial foundation of this society, one in place since the seventeenth 
century and persisting to the present day. White- on-black oppression, and 
other white- on-nonwhite oppression, has been the central racial reality of 
this country for four centuries.
 Systemic racism involves both the deep structures and the surface 
structures of racial oppression. It includes the complex array of antiblack 
practices, the unjustly gained political- economic power of whites, the 
continuing economic and other resource inequalities along racial lines, 
and the emotion- laden racist framing created by whites to maintain and 
rationalize their privilege and power. Systemic racism thus encompasses the 
white- racist attitudes, ideologies, emotions, images, actions, and institutions 
of this society. This racism is a material, social, and ideological reality and is 
indeed systemic, which means that the racist reality is manifested in all major 
institutions. If you break a three- dimensional hologram into separate parts 
and shine a laser through any one part, you can project the whole three-
 dimensional image again from within that part. Like a hologram, each major 
part of U.S. society—the economy, politics, education, religion, the family—
reflects the fundamental realities of systemic racism.
 Many Americans, especially white Americans, view racism as just an 
individual matter, as something only outspoken bigots engage in. Yet 
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racism is much more that an individual matter. It is both individual and 
systemic. Systemic racism is perpetuated by a broad social- reproduction 
process that generates not only the recurring patterns of racial 
discrimination within institutions and by individuals but also a deeply 
alienating racist relationship—on the one hand, the racially oppressed, and 
on the other, the racial oppressors. These two groups are created by the 
racist system, and thus have different experiences and group interests. The 
former resists and seeks to overthrow the system, while the latter seeks to 
maintain it. Thus, in dialectical fashion oppression creates contradictions 
that can bring change. Everyday oppression and the great inequality of 
socioeconomic resources across the color line regularly lead to subtle and 
overt resistance by Americans of color.
 While racism directed at Americans of color is a core characteristic of 
U.S. society, it is not the only major type of institutionalized oppression. 
I do not claim here that an antiracist theory can explain everything about 
societal oppression. Indeed, I reject a reductionist analysis that tries to 
reduce all oppressions to one type. A pluralistic analysis of oppression 
is necessary. Indeed, class- structured capitalism, sexism, bureaucratic 
authoritarianism, and heterosexism are all important parts of the webbed 
package of oppressions internal to U.S. society. As I proceed, I will note 
some aspects of other oppressions as they intersect and interact with racial 
oppression at various points in this book.
 As we move well into the twenty- first century, people of color are now 
more than 80 percent of the world’s population and are gradually becoming 
a demographic majority in the U.S. Today, Americans of color constitute 
more than half the population of four of the country’s largest cities—New 
York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Houston. They will soon make up more 
than half the population in large areas of the country, including the largest 
states. Americans of color are now a majority in California, Texas, Hawaii, 
New Mexico, and the District of Columbia. By the 2020s the states of 
Arizona, Nevada, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, New York, and New Jersey 
are also predicted to have populations in which whites are a minority. 
Sometime in the 2040s, whites will likely become a statistical minority in 
the U.S. population as a whole.8 These impressive demographic changes will 
probably bring great pressures for change in the ordinary racist practices and 
institutions of this country. Moreover, as the world’s peoples of color become 
more influential in international politics and economics, yet other pressures 
are likely to be put on U.S. political- economic institutions to treat all people 
of color with greater fairness and justice.
 We also need an international perspective on the systemic racism 
central to the United States. Adopting an international human rights 
perspective provides a place from which to critically assess human rights, 
social justice, and racial equality in a powerful nation- state like the United 
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States. There is a growing international view of what are fundamental 
human rights, which include rights extending well beyond the civil rights 
ideally guaranteed by U.S. laws. Drawing on this international viewpoint, 
one can argue that people are entitled to equal treatment because they are 
human beings, not because they are members of a particular nation- state. 
According to the United Nation’s 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, which the U.S. government signed, fundamental human rights 
are rooted in the inherent dignity of each human being, are inalienable 
and universal, and are acquired by birth by “all members of the human 
family.” This declaration asserts the principle of non- discrimination 
and equality and lists three fundamental human rights: life, liberty, and 
personal security. The right to a life free from racial discrimination and 
oppression is clearly enunciated in international law and morality. Today, 
the United States stands judged by international human rights doctrine 
and law as still quite unjust and inegalitarian in its racial structures and 
contours.9

Overview of Revisions to This Edition

Responding to students, teachers, and other readers, I have added 
throughout this edition many enhancements, revisions, and updates. In all 
chapters I have updated important statistics and included significant new 
data and analysis from more than 200 recent research reports and studies 
relevant to aspects of systemic racism. Although I continue with a central 
focus on white- on-black oppression, I have added significant research 
material on how systemic racism affects Latinos, Asian Americans, and 
Native Americans.
 Throughout the chapters I have clarified and expanded important 
points about how systemic racism operates. For instance, I have 
significantly enhanced the discussion of how systemic racism is 
reproduced over the generations. In Chapters 1, 2, and 7, I have drawn on 
new research showing (1) how most white families have had far greater 
access to asset and wealth development over many generations than most 
African American families and many other families of color, and thus 
(2) how a majority of white families have been able to pass important 
assets and wealth from one generation to the next. This research- based 
discussion is central to explaining how racism is indeed systemic and 
persists even as its powerful reproductive mechanisms rarely make their 
way into public discussions.
 In Chapters 3 and 4, I have added significant materials on the white 
racial frame’s dimensions and operation in many areas, including new 
research on the racist realities and impacts of popular culture such as 
video gaming and Internet websites. Chapter 4 also presents new material 
on the white- framed attacks on President Barack Obama. The increase in 
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research on the operation and institutionalization of racial oppression has 
been significant, and I have split the old Chapter 5 into two chapters (5 and 
6) on the persisting patterns of discrimination in major U.S. institutions. 
Among other enhancements, Chapter 5 has updated discussions of 
discrimination against voters of color, racial profiling in police and other 
agencies, and the persisting school segregation now supported by the 
Supreme Court. Chapter 6 has new or updated discussions of housing 
discrimination, racism in college and professional sports, discrimination 
against administrators of color in higher education, and the role of pro-
 white favoritism in numerous employment spheres.
 In Chapter 7, I have added new data and discussion on the reality 
and consequences of income and wealth inequality along racial lines. 
In Chapter 8, I have updated the discussion of the impacts of systemic 
racism on nonblack Americans of color, including a new section on the 
white- racist framing of Native Americans and on their concerns in sports 
mascots controversies.
 In Chapter 9, I have enhanced the discussion of antiracist strategies 
by black Americans and other Americans of color in face of white 
backtracking in regard to racial justice. I have added discussions of 
important new research on numerous diversity and antiracism efforts, 
including concrete examples of successful educational and other antiracist 
efforts by individuals and organizations committed to significant change. 
Expanded too is the discussion of the increasing demographic diversity of 
the United States and the reality and societal impact of whites no longer 
being a majority of the population in various states, and eventually in the 
country as a whole.
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1
Systemic Racism

A Comprehensive Perspective

We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect 
union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the 
common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the bless-
ings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and establish 
this Constitution for the United States of America.

Preamble, U.S. Constitution

The American idea is the nation’s holiday garb, its festive dress, its 
Sunday best. It covers up an everyday practice of betraying the claims 
of equality, justice, and democracy.

John Hope Franklin

The year is 1787, the place Philadelphia. Fifty- five men are meeting in 
summer’s heat to write a constitution for what will be called the “first 
democratic nation.” These pathbreaking founders create a document so 
radical in breaking from monarchy and feudal institutions that it will be 
condemned and attacked in numerous European countries. These deter-
mined radicals are all men of European origin, and most are well off by 
the standards of their day. Significantly, at least 40 percent have been or are 
slaveowners, and a significant proportion of the others profit as mer-
chants, shippers, lawyers, and bankers from the trade in slaves, commerce 
in slave- produced agricultural products, or supplying provisions to slave-
holders and slavetraders.1 The man who pressed hard for this convention 
and chairs it, George Washington, is one of the very richest men in the 
colonies because of the hundreds of black men, women, and children he 
has long held in bondage. Washington and his colleagues create the first 
“democratic” nation, yet one for whites only. In the preamble to their bold 
document, the white founders cite prominently “We the People,” but this 
phrase does not encompass the one- fifth of the population that is enslaved 
or the large indigenous population.
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Laying a Racist Foundation: the United States

Many historical analysts have portrayed slavery as only a minor matter at 
the 1787 Constitutional Convention. Yet slavery was central, as a leading 
participant, James Madison, made clear in notes on convention debates. 
Madison accented how the convention was scissored across a slave/
not- slave divide among the states.2 Southern and northern regions were 
gradually diverging in their politico- economic frameworks. Slavery had 
once been of some importance in most areas, but by the late 1700s and 
early 1800s the northern states were moving away from chattel slavery 
as a part of their local economies, and some were seeing a growing 
antislavery sentiment. Even so, a great many northern white merchants, 
shippers, and consumers still depended on products produced by enslaved 
workers on southern and border- state plantations, and many merchants 
sold manufactured goods to the plantations. Northern shipbuilders and 
bankers were also central to the U.S. slavery economy.

Debates Influenced by Slavery

While all delegates to the Constitutional Convention agreed that the 
new government should protect private property, and thus existing 
economic inequality, this white male elite had a right wing, a center, and 
a left wing. The small left wing, with its strong views on class equality 
and popular revolution, was closest to the general population, and 
some of its members had dominated the writing of the more radical 
Declaration of Independence. At the Constitutional Convention, however, 
the center and the right wing had more influence. The right wing even 
included numerous delegates who desired some form of monarchy. The 
left wing and center successfully countered this desire, for that seemed 
unacceptable to the majority of the population. In numerous provisions 

on rejecting religious tests for office and an established religion, on 
protecting freedom of debate in Congress, and on protecting citizens 
from much arbitrary government. Even so, many conservative and center 
delegates at the convention were anti- democratic in their thinking, fearing 
“the masses.” Thus, the left wing of this white elite was unable to add a 
specific list of individual rights to the Constitution, and some states did 
not ratify the new document until their populations were persuaded that a 
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 The trade in, and enslavement of, people of African descent was an 
important and divisive issue for the convention. Almost all of these 
prominent, generally well- educated men accepted the view that people 
of African descent could be the chattel property of others—and were not 
human beings with citizens’ rights. At the heart of the Constitution was 
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protection of the wealth of the affluent bourgeoisie in the new nation. There 
was near unanimity on the idea, as delegate Gouverneur Morris (New York) 
put it, that property is the “main object of Society.” For these founders, 
freedom meant the protection of unequal accumulation of property, 
particularly property that could produce a profit in the emerging capitalist 
system. This was not just a political gathering with the purpose of creating a 
new bourgeois- democratic government; it was also a meeting to protect the 
racial and economic interests of men with substantial wealth in the colonies. 
As historian Herbert Aptheker has put it, the Constitution was a “bourgeois-
 democratic document for the governing of a slaveholder- capitalist republic.”4

 The harsh reality of slavery conditions and the often death- dealing slave 
trade hung over the convention like a demonic specter. Slavery intruded 
on important debates, including debates over representation in the new 
Congress. Northern and southern delegates vigorously argued the matter 
and reached the famous three- fifths compromise on counting those 
enslaved for the purpose of white representation. Article 1 speaks only of 

“all other persons.” The “other” persons were those enslaved, mostly of 
African descent. Whether free or enslaved, African Americans were not to 
be citizens or voters, yet 60 percent of their number could be counted to 
enlarge white representation in the states. Interestingly, the earlier Articles 
of Confederation had used the term “white” in setting the formula for 
enumerating the country’s population. The new Constitution made use of 
the Confederation’s language in this regard but without the word “white.”5

 One delegate from Pennsylvania, James Wilson, questioned the three-
 fifths compromise; he did not see

on what principle the admission of blacks in the proportion of 
three- fifths could be explained. Are they admitted as Citizens? Then 
why are they not admitted on an equality with White Citizens? Are 
they admitted as property? Then why is not other property admitted 
into the computation?6

The answer, however, was clear. Enslaved blacks were to be counted as 
human beings only when it suited whites to do so. Otherwise, they were 
just white property. Some framers of the Constitution realized that they 
were divesting black people of their humanity. After the convention, the 
Federalist Papers

Let the case of the slaves be considered as it is in truth, a peculiar 
one. Let the compromising expedient of the Constitution be 
mutually adopted, which regards them as inhabitants, but as debased 
by servitude below the equal level of free inhabitants; which regards 
the slave as divested of two fifths of the man.7
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The new country formed by European Americans in the late eighteenth 
century was openly viewed as a white republic. These founders sought to 
build a racially based republic in the face of monarchial opposition and 
against those on the North American continent that they defined as infe-
rior. James Madison, who himself enslaved many black Americans, put it 

red on our borders is the problem most baffling to the policy of our 
country.”8

 The concerns of slaveholders would appear again and again in 
debates over taxation, the presidency, commerce, and other matters. 
For example, there were two days of debates over the importation of 
enslaved Africans into the colonies. A compromise was reached and 
placed in Article 1, Section 9. This section allowed the brutal trade to 
continue until at least 1807.9 At the convention a few delegates did speak 
critically of chattel slavery or the slave trade. George Mason, himself a 
prominent slaveholder, blamed the slave trade on the greed of British 
merchants. He noted the threat of slave uprisings and argued that 
slavery made poor whites lazy. As Mason put it, “every master of slaves 
is born a petty tyrant.” Strikingly, however, Mason did not mention 
slavery’s impact on those actually held in chains.10 He and delegate 
Elbridge Gerry (Massachusetts) would later refuse to sign the document, 
in part because of its slavery provisions. Yet their objections were not 
moral but political. Mason feared that the continuing slave trade would 
make the new United States “more vulnerable” and less capable of 
defense.11 Not one of the 55 delegates advocated that the abolition of 
slavery and freedom for all Americans should be an integral part of the 
new Constitution. On key votes most northern delegations voted with 
southern delegations, in part because the trade in enslaved workers and 
slave- produced products was generally of economic benefit to northern 
traders and merchants.

The “Most Prominent Feature”

In one of the vigorous debates touching on slavery, the wealthy 
Gouverneur Morris noted cogently that “domestic slavery is the most 
prominent feature in the aristocratic countenance of the proposed 
Constitution.”12 By the end of the summer of 1787 there were at least seven 

1. Article 1, Section 2, which counts slaves as three- fifths of a person;
2. Article 1, Sections 2 and 9, which apportion taxes on the states 

using the three- fifths formula;
3. Article 1, Section 8, which gives Congress authority to suppress 

slave and other insurrections;
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4. Article 1, Section 9, which prevents the slave trade from being 
abolished before 1808;

5. Article 1, Sections 9 and 10, which exempt goods made by slaves 
from export duties;

6. Article 4, Section 2, which requires the return of fugitive slaves; 
and

7. Article 4, Section 4, which stipulates that the federal government 
must help state governments put down domestic violence, includ-
ing slave uprisings.13

The founders were generally aware of the oppressiveness of the slavery 
from which they profited. In spite of their freedom to speak, read, and do 
business in the colonies, they and other whites often described their own 
sociopolitical condition as one of actual or potential “slavery.” Ironically, 
many publications of the revolutionary period compared whites’ colonial 
conditions under the British king to black enslavement. As early as 1774, 

crisis is arrived when we must assert our rights, or submit to every imposi-
tion, that can be heaped upon us, till custom and use shall make us tame 
and abject slaves, as the blacks we rule over with such arbitrary sway.”14 

“Those who are taxed without their own consent, expressed by themselves 
or their representatives, are slaves. We are taxed without our own consent, 
expressed by ourselves or our representatives. We are therefore—
SLAVES.”15 Dickinson was at one time the largest slaveholder in Philadel-
phia. Dickinson, Washington, and other white leaders described slavery as 
creating people who would be cowardly and inferior.
 Generally, the white male founders viewed Americans from Africa 
as slaves by natural law. Natural law was also used to explain why these 
founders and their compatriots could subordinate two other large 
groups—white women and Native Americans. White women were not 
directly mentioned in the Constitution, and their legal rights under local 
and national laws were limited. In Article 1 of the Constitution, the section 
dealing with Congress regulating interstate and foreign commerce briefly 
adds relations with “Indian tribes,” indicating that indigenous peoples 
were not generally seen by the founders as part of their new nation. Until 
the mid- to late nineteenth century, indigenous societies were mostly 
viewed as separate nations, with some whites advocating treaty- making, 
land purchases, and the “civilizing” of indigenous Americans while 
others pressed for land theft, extermination, or removal of all indigenous 
Americans to distant western areas.16
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A House Founded on Racism

Antiblack racism is centrally about the lived experiences and interactions 
of black and white Americans. Historical events reflect and imbed the 
tangible realities of everyday life—the means of concrete oppression and 
the means of symbolizing and thinking about that oppression. Politicians, 
columnists, teachers, lawyers, executives, and ordinary Americans routinely 
cite the U.S. Constitution, and the founders’ actions, as the glory of U.S. 
society. The white founders’ decisions and understandings still shape our 
lives in a great many ways.

An “Agreement with Hell”?

The U.S. Constitutional Convention, the first such in the democratic 
history of the modern world, laid a strong base for the new societal 
“house” called the United States. Yet, from the beginning, this house’s 
foundation was fundamentally flawed and frequently undemocratic. While 
most Americans have thought of this document and the sociopolitical 
structure it created as keeping the new nation together, in fact this 
structure was created to maintain racial separation and oppression at 
the time and for the foreseeable future. The elite framers reinforced and 
legitimated a system of racial oppression that they thought would ensure 
that whites, especially men of means, would rule for centuries.
 The social and political system they created was riddled with 
contradictions that have surfaced repeatedly over the course of U.S. 
history. The contradictions were obvious to many Americans. By the 
1840s, for example, many black and white abolitionists were protesting 
slavery and the constitutional document undergirding it. Before this 
period there had been white antislavery advocates—black Americans, 
of course, had advocated abolition from the beginning—but large- scale 
action against the slavery system did not take place until the nineteenth 
century. At one 1843 meeting of the Massachusetts Antislavery Society, 

between the North and the South is a ‘covenant with death, and an 
agreement with hell’—involving both parties in atrocious criminality—
and should be immediately annulled.” At a gathering in Massachusetts 
on July 4, 1854, the eminent abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison burned 

compromises with tyranny.”17

The “Normality” of Slavery

Then, as now, this was not the prevailing view. Indeed, in the first two 
centuries of the new country most European Americans, in spite of a 
professed ethic of liberty, implemented or accepted the brutal subordination 
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of black Americans and the driving away or killing of Native Americans. 

Penn, a Quaker and founder of Pennsylvania, enslaved black Americans. 

American. Men of politics like Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, 
Alexander Hamilton, Patrick Henry, Benjamin Franklin, John Hancock, and 
Sam Houston enslaved black Americans. Ten U.S. presidents (Washington, 
Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, Andrew Jackson, John Tyler, James 
Polk, Zachary Taylor, Andrew Johnson, and Ulysses S. Grant) at some point 
held African Americans in bondage.18

 Many at the head of the new United States supported, or were not 
uncomfortable with, the idea of a permanent slave society. Even the 

Emancipator,” was willing to support a constitutional amendment making 
slavery permanent in the existing southern states if that would prevent 
a civil war. Such a projected pro- slavery amendment was supported by 

1861. Indeed, from the 1780s to the Civil War period, some slaveholders 
articulated grand visions of expanding the U.S. slavery system across the 
continent and the globe.19

 The combination of white freedom and black enslavement seems radically 
contradictory. Historian William Wiecek notes that “the paradox dissolves 
when we recall that North American slavery was racial. White freedom was 
entirely compatible with black enslavement.”20 Indeed, the work of those 
enslaved brought the wealth and leisure that many whites, especially in 
the ruling elite, could use to pursue their own liberty. Various U.S. analysts 
have argued that it is unfair to judge early white enslavers by contemporary 
standards. However, not only were there many outspoken black opponents 
of slavery in this early era, there were numerous opponents of slavery among 

of the African Americans he enslaved, for he had come to view slavery as 
“contrary to the principles of religion and justice.”21 Carter was well known 
to Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and George Washington, the most 
prominent slaveholders among the founders. They ignored the views and 
examples before them in their own time. In addition, the founders sometimes 
exhibited guilt over slavery. Madison himself argued that it would be wrong 
to state openly in the Constitution the “idea that there could be property in 
men.”22 As a result, the words “slave” and “slavery” do not appear, but are 
replaced with euphemistic terminology in the U.S Constitution’s sections 
dealing with the slavery system.
 Into the mid- nineteenth century, most whites—in the elites and among 
ordinary folk—participated directly in slavery or the economic trade 
around slavery, or did not object to those who did so. The antihuman 
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savagery of slavery was considered normal in what was assertively seen 
as a white republic. This point must be understood if one is to probe 
deeply into the origins, maintenance, and persistence of racist institutions 
in North America. W. E. B. Du Bois put this forcefully in summing up 
European colonialism 

There was no Nazi atrocity—concentration camps, wholesale 
maiming and murder, defilement of women and ghastly blasphemy 
of childhood—which the Christian civilization of Europe had not 
long been practicing against colored folk in all parts of the world in 

world.23

A Continuing Foundation

European colonialism and imperialism eventually reached much of the 
globe and created a global racial order, which has had severe consequences 
for the world’s peoples for centuries. The U.S. Constitution, which embraced 
slavery and imbedded the global racist order in the United States, remains 
the nation’s legal, political, and—to a substantial degree—moral foundation. 
Its openly racist provisions, although overridden by later constitutional 
amendments, have not been deleted. At no point has a new, truly democratic 
Constitutional Convention been held to replace this document with one 
created by representatives of all the people, including the great majority 
of the U.S. population not represented at the 1787 Convention. Moreover, 
the racist spirit and impact of the original document persist today. Even 
as they live in, and often maintain, a racist system, most white Americans 
still do not see slavery, legal segregation, or contemporary racism as part of 
the country’s continuing foundation. At the most, the majority see racist 
institutions as something in the distant past, something tacked on to a great 
nation for a short time, and something non- systemic. From this perspective 
the serious racism that may have once intruded into the U.S. house has been 
substantially eradicated.

Conceptualizing Systemic Racism

A Rich Conceptual Tradition

In the analysis of racial matters, almost all mainstream social science 
research principally utilizes individualistic concepts long ago developed 
almost entirely by white social scientists, many of whom were 
uninterested in large- scale societal change. These concepts include 
prejudice, stereotyping, intolerance, bigotry, assimilation, and bigoted 
discrimination. While these concepts are useful for assessing many racial 
issues, and I will sometimes use them herein, they are skewed in the 
direction of an individualistic interpretation of societal racism. In contrast, 
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the black intellectual and activist tradition is a rich source for developing 
a more accurate and systemic view of this U.S. house of racism. Drawing 
on analyses of Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, Anna Julia Cooper, 
Ida B. Wells- Barnett, Oliver Cox, Kwame Ture, among others, I accent here 
a conceptual framework understanding this white racism as centuries-
 long, deep- lying, institutionalized, and systemic. Systemic racism includes 

and political power of whites; the continuing resource inequalities; the 
rationalizing white- racist frame; and the major institutions created to 
preserve white advantage and power.
 The brilliant, formerly enslaved, Frederick Douglass was one of the 
first to develop a conceptual approach accenting the dimensions of 
institutional racism. In 1881, speaking about the ubiquitous impact of 
racist prejudice and discrimination, he argued that

in nearly every department of American life [black Americans] are 
confronted by this insidious influence. It fills the air. It meets them at 
the work- shop and factory, when they apply for work. It meets them 
at the church, at the hotel, at the ballot- box, and worst of all, it meets 
them in the jury- box . . . [the black American] has ceased to be a slave 
of an individual, but has in some sense become the slave of society.24

No longer did only a small group of slaveholders hold African Americans in 
chains; the total racist society held them in bondage. This broad conception 
of racism permeated Douglass’s later speeches and writings. By the late 1800s 
and early 1900s, drawing on the black experience and intellectual tradition, 
W. E. B. Du Bois was working from a conceptual perspective viewing U.S. 
society as pervaded by racism across major institutions. He was the first 
social scientist to analyze fully the emergence of the dominant idea of white-
ness and of a white- racist order extending beyond the United States. Writing 

White supremacy was all but world- wide. Africa was dead, India 
conquered, Japan isolated, and China prostrate. . . . The using of men 
for the benefit of masters is no new invention of modern Europe. . . . 
But Europe proposed to apply it on a scale and with an elaborateness 
of detail of which no former world ever dreamed.25

In this era numerous black activists and sociological analysts like Du Bois, 
Anna Julia Cooper, and Ida B. Wells- Barnett had a clear view of the 
 character of white- racist oppression. As the activist- researcher Wells- 
Barnett put it, black Americans have faced the “unbridled power” of white 
men for several centuries, power that during Jim Crow segregation showed 
itself in many “acts of conscience- less outlawry” called lynchings. In a 
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pathbreaking book, Wells- Barnett argued that the anti- lynching crusade of 
her era, in which she was a leader, will determine

whether [U.S.] civilization can maintain itself by itself, or whether 
anarchy shall prevail; Whether this Nation shall write itself down 
a success at self government, or in deepest humiliation admit its 
failure complete; whether the precepts and theories of Christianity 
are professed and practiced by American white people as Golden 

preached to heathen until they attain to the intelligence which needs 
the system of Lynch Law.26

For at least two centuries, African American activist- scholars have devel-
oped an accurate critique of fundamental flaws in Western “civilization.”
 The first extended social science analysis of U.S. society as a well-
 institutionalized system of racism was probably that of Oliver C. Cox, who 
provided in the 1940s a well- researched argument showing how sustained 
labor exploitation of black Americans created a centuries- old structure of 
“racial classes.” In the case of African Americans, the white elite decided 
“to proletarianize a whole people—that is to say, the whole people is 
looked upon as a class—whereas white proletarianization involves only 
a section of the white people.”27 By the 1960s black activists and scholars 
were developing the institutional racism perspective further. Drawing on 
Du Bois and others, the civil rights activist Kwame Ture and the historian 
Charles Hamilton demonstrated in empirical and theoretical detail the 
importance of institutionalized racism—patterns of racism built into 
this society’s major institutions, the discriminatory patterns involving 
much more than actions of scattered bigots. Moreover, by the late 1960s 
a few white scholars and analysts were also moving in the direction of 
accenting institutional racism. These race- critical black and white analysts 
saw racism as more than about demons in white minds, for white racism 
entails a complex array of racialized relationships developed over many 
generations and imbedded in all major societal institutions.28

 Historically, the social science study of racial oppression has often been 
identified by such terms as “intergroup relations” or “race relations.” These 
somewhat ambiguous phrases are often used by analysts who prefer to 
view an array of racial groups as more or less responsible for the U.S. “race 
problem.” Such terminology, however, can allow the spotlight to be taken 
off the elite and ordinary whites who have most centrally created and 
maintained the system of racism. In the North American case, systemic 
racism began with European colonists enriching themselves substantially 
at the expense of indigenous peoples and the Africans they imported 
for enslavement. This brutally executed enrichment was part of the new 
society’s economic and political foundation.
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 In the rest of this chapter we will examine briefly some key aspects of 

1. the patterns of unjust impoverishment and unjust enrichment 
and their transmission over time;

2. the resulting vested group interests and the alienating racist rela-
tions;

3. the costs and burdens of racism;
4. the important role of white elites;
5. the rationalization of racial oppression in a white- racist framing; 

and
6. the continuing resistance to racism.

Undeserved Impoverishment and Enrichment

Analyzing Europe’s extensive colonization of Africa, Du Bois demonstrated 
that extreme poverty and degradation in the African colonies was “a main 
cause of wealth and luxury in Europe. The results of this poverty were 
disease, ignorance, and crime. Yet these had to be represented as natural 
characteristics of backward peoples.”29 The unjust and brutal exploitation 
of African labor and land had long been downplayed in historical accounts 
of European affluence. Yet this impoverishment was directly linked to 
European prosperity. A similar connection needs to be made between 
the immiseration and impoverishment of African Americans and the 
enrichment and prosperity of European Americans.
 A few scholars have suggested extending the idea of unjust enrichment, 
an idea taken from the Anglo- American legal tradition, to discuss the 
reality of racial oppression.30 Unjust enrichment is an old legal term 
associated with relationships between individuals. One legal dictionary 
defines the concept as “circumstances which give rise to the obligation 
of restitution, that is, the receiving and retention of property, money, 
or benefits which in justice and equity belong to another.”31 This legal 
concept encompasses not only the receiving of benefits that justly belong 
to another but also the obligation to make restitution for that injustice. 
This idea can be extended beyond individual relationships envisioned in 
the traditional legal argument to the unjust theft of labor or resources by 
one group, such as white Americans, from another group, such as black 
Americans. I have long suggested the parallel idea of unjust impoverishment 
to describe the conditions of those who suffer such racial oppression. For 
generations the exploitation of African Americans has redistributed much 
income and wealth earned by them (for example, as slave laborers or 
segregated workers) to generations of white Americans, leaving the former 
relatively impoverished as a group and the latter relatively privileged and 
affluent as a group.
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 Occasionally, some influential white Americans have been able to 
see some of the scale of this unjust enrichment. In his Second Inaugural 
Address in 1865, not long before he was assassinated, Abraham Lincoln 
made this perceptive commentary on whites’ ill- gotten wealth and its 
consequences. He noted that, at the beginning of the Civil War,

One- eighth of the whole population were colored slaves . . . localized 
in the southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and 
powerful interest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause 
of the war. . . . It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a 
just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other 
men’s faces, but let us judge not, that we be not judged.32

Racial Classes with Vested Group Interests

Understanding how this undeserved impoverishment and enrichment 
get transmitted and institutionalized over many generations of white 
and black Americans is an important step in developing an adequate 
conceptual framework for U.S. racism. Black labor was extensively and 
unjustly used for building up the wealth and prosperity of whites from 
the 1600s to at least the 1960s—the slavery and Jim Crow segregation 
periods.
 Today, as in the past, U.S. racial groups occupy different rungs on the 
society’s racial ladder and thus have divergent group interests. Arising in 
the era of Middle English (1150–1470), the word “interest” (literally “to 
be between”) originally meant a share in something. A group interest can 
now be seen as a relation of being objectively concerned in something, 
of having a stake in something. Thus, whites are strong stakeholders in a 
centuries- old hierarchical structure of opportunities, wealth, and privileges 
that stems from a long history of racial exploitation and oppression. 
The interests of the white racial group have included not only a concrete 
interest in labor exploitation and other exploitation of black Americans 
during the slavery and segregation periods, but also a concrete interest 
later in maintaining the substantial economic and other social privileges 
often inherited from white ancestors.
 The racial hierarchy, initially created by the white ruling class, provided 
various benefits to most white Americans. From the seventeenth century 
onward, the farms and plantations run with enslaved laborers brought 
significant income and wealth to many white Americans, and not just to 
their owners. These enterprises multiplied economic development for 
many whites inside and outside the farms’ and plantations’ immediate 
geographical areas (see Chapter 2, pp. 37–42). Ordinary whites, for the 
most part, bought into the racialized identity of whiteness, thereby binding 
themselves collectively to the white racial group.
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 Slavery’s impact extended well beyond the economy. Each major 
institutional arena in the country was controlled by whites and was 
linked to other major arenas. As we have seen, the new Constitution 
and its “democratic” political system were grounded in racist thinking 
and practices of white men, many with strong ties to slavery. Those who 
dominated the economic system crafted the political system. Likewise, the 
religious, legal, educational, and media systems were interlinked with the 
slavery economy. Woven through each institutional area was a broad racist 
framing centered on rationalizing white- on-black domination (and soon 
the domination of other racial groups) and assertively creating positive 
views of whites and whiteness.

Alienated Racist Relations

Systemic racism involves recurring and unequal relationships between 
groups and individuals. At the macro- level, large- scale institutions—
with their white- controlled normative structures—routinely perpetuate 
racial subordination and inequalities. These institutions are created and 
recreated by routine actions at the everyday micro- level by particular 
individuals. People do not experience “race” in the abstract but in concrete 
recurring relationships with one another. Individuals, whether perpetrators 
of discrimination or recipients of it, are caught in a web of alienating 
racist relations. These socially imbedded relations distort what could be 
positive egalitarian relationships into alienated relationships. The racist 
system categorizes and divides human beings from each other and severely 
impedes the development of a common consciousness. It fractures human 
nature by separating those socially defined as the “superior race” against 
those defined as the “inferior race.” Life under a system of racism involves 
an ongoing struggle between racially defined human communities—one 
seeking to preserve its unjustly derived status and privileges and the other 
seeking to resist or overthrow its continuing oppression.33

 Consider the situation of black workers subordinated by slavery, Jim 
Crow segregation, or contemporary institutional discrimination. For 
these black workers, that which should most be their own—control over 
their lives and work—is that which is substantially taken away from them 
by systemic racism. There is a parallel here to the alienation described 
by analysts of class and gender oppression. In Karl Marx’s analysis of 
capitalism, the workers’ labor, that which in one sense should most be 
their own, is that which is most taken away from their control by the 
capitalist employer. The worker is separated from control over, and thus 
alienated from, his or her work. In addition, feminist theorists have shown 
that at the heart of a sexist society is an alienating reality of dehumanized 
sexuality. Women are generally separated by intentional and institutional 
sexism from real personal control over how their own sexuality is defined. 
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To lose significant control over one’s own life choices, body definition, 
future, and even self, is what societal subordination typically imposes. Not 
surprisingly, thus, racial oppression forces a life- long struggle by black 
Americans and other Americans of color, as groups and individuals, to 
attain their inalienable human rights.34

 In some theorizing about contemporary inequalities, racial matters 
have been more or less reduced to issues of class, as in some neo- Marxist 
work, or to issues of socioeconomic status, as in some work of scholars like 
William Julius Wilson. Many analysts have argued that race and racism are 
of declining societal importance.35 These positions have been rigorously 
contested. For instance, racial formation theorists Michael Omi and 
Howard Winant have shown with much evidence that “race” cannot be 
reduced to ethnicity or class, but remains an “autonomous field of social 
conflict, political organization and cultural/ideological meaning.”36

 However, even among numerous analysts who take contemporary 

Miles, there is often too much emphasis on the ideological construction of 
race or the formation of racial meanings and identities.37 While these are 
important aspects of systemic racism (see Chapters 3 and 4), they must 
be directly connected to other very important aspects. The conceptual 
framework I accent here is grounded in an understanding of the concrete 
material advantages that whites have gained unjustly over several centuries 
of slavery, segregation, and contemporary racism. Systemic racism is about 
more than the construction of racial definitions, attitudes, and identities. 
It is centrally about the creation, development, and maintenance of white 
privilege, economic wealth, and sociopolitical power over centuries. It 
is about hierarchical interaction and dominance. The past and present 
worlds of white- imposed racism include not only racist relations at work 
but also the racist relations that black Americans and other Americans of 
color encounter in trying to secure, among other things, adequate housing, 
consumer goods, and public accommodation for themselves and their 
families. As the scholar Cornel West has put it, “Categories are constructed. 
Scars and bruises are felt with human bodies, some of which end up in 
coffins. Death is not a construct.”38

Patterns of Undeserved Enrichment and Impoverishment

spoke in an NBC television interview of “displaced” white men who 
compete with black workers because of affirmative action. He said that 
he was not sure that “people in America” (he meant “whites”) should be 
paying a price for discrimination that occurred “before they were born.” 
He was candid, saying, “We did discriminate. We did suppress people. It 
was wrong. Slavery was wrong.” Yet Dole added that he was not sure any 
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compensation for this unjust and severe damage was now due.39 Whites’ 
questioning of the relevance of our racist past to our present society is 
commonplace.

Sources of White Wealth: A Vignette

Consider four young children coming into a North American colony in 
the early 1700s. An African brother and sister are ripped from their homes 
and imported in chains into Virginia, the largest slaveholding colony. 
Their African names being ignored, they are renamed “negro John” and 
“negro Mary” (no last name) by the white family that purchased them 
from a slave ship. This white (Smith) family has young twins, William 
and Priscilla. Their first and last names are those given to them by their 
parents, and they never wear chains. The enslaved children are seen and 
named as “black” by the Smith family, while the twins will live as “white.”
 What do these children and their descendants have to look forward 
to? Their experiences will be very different as a result of the system of 
racist oppression. William’s and Priscilla’s lives may be hard because 
of the physical environment, but they and their descendants will likely 
build lives with an array of personal choices and the passing down of 
significant social resources. As a girl and later as a woman, Priscilla will 
certainly not have the same privileges as William, but her life is more likely 
to be economically supported and protected than Mary’s. Indeed, John 
and Mary face a stark, often violent existence, with most of their lives 
determined by the whims of the slaveholder who has stolen not only their 
labor but their lives. They will never see their families or home societies 
again. They can be radically and permanently separated at any time, a 
fate much less likely for William and Priscilla. From their labor and other 
enslaved black labor some wealth will be generated for the Smith family 
and passed to later generations. Unlike the white twins, John and Mary 
will probably not be allowed to read or write and will be forced to replace 
their African language with English. Where they work and sleep will be 
substantially determined by whites. As they grow, major decisions about 
their personal and family relationships will be made by whites. Mary will 
face repeated sexual threats, coercion, and violence at the hands of male 
overseers and slaveholders, perhaps including William. Moreover, if John 
even looks at Priscilla the wrong way, he is likely to be punished severely.
 If John and Mary are later allowed to have spouses and children, they 
will face a much greater infant mortality rate than whites. And their 
surviving children may well be taken from them, so that they and later 
generations may have great difficulty in keeping the full memory of their 
ancestors, a problem not faced by William and Priscilla. If John or Mary 
resists oppression, they are likely to be whipped, put in chains, or have an 
iron bit put in their mouths. If John is rebellious or runs away too much, 
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he may face castration. John and Mary will have to struggle very hard to 
keep their families together because the slaveholders can destroy them 
at any moment. Still, together with other black Americans, they build a 
culture of support and resistance carried from generation to generation 
in oral traditions. Moreover, for many more generations John’s and 
Mary’s descendants will suffer similarly severe conditions as the property 
of white families. Few if any of their descendants will see freedom until 
the 1860s.
 The end of slavery does not end the large- scale oppression faced by 
John’s and Mary’s descendants. For four more generations after 1865 the 
near- slavery called legal or de facto segregation will confront them, but 
will not racially restrict the lives of descendants of William and Priscilla. 
The later black generations will be unable to build up significant resources 
and wealth; they will have their lives substantially determined by the white 
enforcers of legal or de facto segregation. Where they can get a job, where 
they can live, whether and where they can go to school, and how they can 
travel will still be substantially determined by whites. Many will face brutal 
beatings or lynchings by whites, especially if they resist oppression. They 
will likely have inherited no wealth from many generations of enslaved 
ancestors, and they are unlikely to garner much in the way of resources 
themselves to pass along to later generations. From the early 1700s to the 
1960s, John and Mary and their descendants have been at an extreme 
economic, political, and social disadvantage compared to William and 
Priscilla Smith and their descendants. The lives of these African Americans 
have been significantly shortened, their opportunities severely limited, 
their inherited resources all but non- existent, and their families pressured 
by generations of well- organized white oppression.
 The desegregation era of the 1960s did renew hopes for major changes 
in the racist system. But the changes came at a great price. For example, 
the parents of black children were forced to watch them be spat upon by 
howling mobs of whites seeking to stop racial desegregation. Since the civil 
rights movement forced an end to legal segregation in the 1960s, John’s 
and Mary’s descendants have had more opportunity to control their lives 
and to garner socioeconomic resources. Yet they too have faced large- scale 
discrimination in employment, housing, and other societal arenas because 
the 1960s’ civil rights laws have often been unenforced. Descendants of 
William and Priscilla Smith have not faced such racial discrimination, nor 
have the many whites whose families came into the country after the end 
of slavery or legal segregation. Over the many generations since the early 
1700s, John’s and Mary’s descendants have usually been unable to build up 
the economic, educational, and cultural resources necessary to compete 
effectively with typical white individuals and the significantly greater 
socioeconomic resources they mostly enjoy.
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 From this vignette we can begin to see how racial oppression 
is economically and systematically constructed over time. Unjust 
impoverishment for John and Mary and undeserved enrichment for 
William and Priscilla become bequeathed inheritances for many later 
generations. Undeserved impoverishment and enrichment are at the heart 
of colonial land theft from indigenous societies and the brutal slavery 
system targeting people of African descent. Over time this ill- gotten gain 
has been used and invested by white colonizers and their descendants to 
construct a prosperous white- dominated country. Today there is often a 
denial in the white population that African Americans have contributed 
substantially to American (or Western) development and civilization. 

economic development and generated critical surplus capital for the new 
nation. As we will see in Chapter 2, without the enslaved labor of millions 
of black Americans, there might not be a prosperous United States today.

Extorting More Resources: Legal Segregation

Once in place, oppressive institutions have demonstrated great social 
inertia and persistence. When the Civil War and the Thirteenth 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution put an end to African American 
enslavement, systemic racism soon took the form of officially sanctioned 
segregation. Like slavery, widespread segregation was implemented 
under the cover of law. Extensive Jim Crow segregation of free African 
Americans—in employment, housing, the justice system, and politics had 
already been socially invented in the north in the 1700s and early 1800s. It 
was firmly in place there when southern elites adopted it.40

 The Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery but did not abolish 
the new racial barriers faced by those formerly enslaved. After the Civil 
War, the status of being enslaved by an individual master was replaced 
by a condition of being a “slave to white society,” in the North and the 
South. Access to significant wealth- building resources was for the most 
part not open to the technically “free” African Americans. In contrast, 
whites coming of age in the century between the end of slavery and the 
1960s—including recent European immigrants—were mostly able to 
accumulate significant family resources or individual opportunities, 
unfairly and very disproportionately, because there was little or no 
black competition for many important socioeconomic resources and 
opportunities. As we will see later, these resources and opportunities 
included, among other things, decent- paying jobs, quality educations, 
good farm land, oil leases, airline routes, radio and television frequencies, 
and good housing areas. The new barriers of racial segregation were 
regularly enforced by individual whites and organized white violence, 
including police brutality, house burnings, and lynchings.
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Contemporary Racism: More Enrichment and Impoverishment

With the end of legal segregation in the 1960s came some changes in the 
operation of systemic racism. For the first time African Americans had, 
at least officially, access to many areas of the economy and larger society 
off- limits to them for centuries. However, the political and legal changes 
of the contemporary era have by no means eradicated white- imposed 
racism as the foundation of the U.S. “house.” Since the 1960s, oppression 
has persisted in the form of widespread discrimination against African 
Americans and numerous other Americans of color—often in violation of 
civil rights laws. To make matters worse, these laws have often been weakly 
enforced. Some continuing oppression of black Americans is more covert 
or subtle than in the past, and this can make racist practices difficult to see 
for those who are not the targets. Nonetheless, racism is still systemic and 
webbed across all sectors of this society. Whites still dominate almost every 
major organization and most major resources, be they economic, political, 
educational, or legal. Official violence against African Americans can be 
seen in recurring instances of police brutality and other malpractice.
 In Chapters 5–8, I provide much detail on current discrimination 
targeting African Americans and its advantages for whites. One example 

contemporary economy channels many black Americans into certain 
types of jobs and away from other employment. Many do not have 
access to well- paying jobs—or they face serious unemployment—
because of persisting and intentional discrimination in the job market 
or because of job- screening barriers of employers that reflect the 
lack of access by black workers to white- dominated job networks or 
to adequate job training and educational programs. Today, indeed, 
many low- wage jobs are held by African Americans and other workers 
of color who regularly service white managers, white employers, or 
white skilled workers. These service jobs “entail a transfer of energies 
whereby the servers enhance the status of those served.”41 In addition, 
black workers who secure well- paying jobs face other discriminatory 
hurdles such as hostile workplace climates and discrimination in 
wages, promotions, or benefits. Over time such discrimination, directly 
or indirectly, has serious consequences that take the form of more 
undeserved impoverishment for black workers and their families, and 

government data indicate that black full- time male workers earn less 
per week (median weekly earnings) than white full- time male workers, 
in most of the country’s major occupational groups. Black workers 
(15.8 percent) and Latino workers (11.5 percent) also have significantly 
higher unemployment rates than white workers (7.9 percent).42 Today, 
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the mechanisms of discrimination and de facto segregation continue 
to operate in major societal areas, and the long- term consequences of 
past and present discrimination can be seen vividly in major economic 
inequalities dividing this country’s white communities from numerous 
communities of color.

Social Reproduction: Transmitting Wealth over Generations

How does prior wealth and privilege, once gained in an earlier generation, 
translate into wealth and privilege for later generations? What are the 
main forms of socioeconomic resources that are transmitted? More 
generally, how is the whole societal system of racial inequality reproduced 
as a whole? An inter- temporal perspective on racial discrimination and 
related oppression is essential to a comprehensive understanding of the 
development and structure of U.S. society. Thus, I accent here the social 
reproduction of oppression.
 For systemic racism to persist across many human generations, it must 
reproduce well and routinely the necessary socioeconomic conditions. 
These conditions include substantial control by whites of major economic 
resources and possession of the political, police, and ideological power 
to dominate subordinated groups. Systemic racism is perpetuated by 
social processes that reproduce not only racial inequality but also the 
fundamental racist relation—on the one hand, the racially oppressed, 
and on the other, the racial oppressors. This alienated relationship, which 
undergirds the racial hierarchy, is reproduced across most areas of societal 
life, from one neighborhood to the next and from one generation to the 
next.
 The perpetuation of systemic racism requires an inter- temporal 
reproducing of a variety of organizational structures and institutional 
and ideological processes. These structures and processes are critical 

are racially structured institutions, such as the economic institutions 
that imbed the exploitation of the labor of black Americans and other 
Americans of color. These institutions also include the legal and 
government institutions that protect that exploitation and extend 
racial oppression into other societal arenas. Each new generation of 
Americans inherits the established organizational structures that protect 
unjust enrichment and unjust impoverishment. Important too is the 
reproduction from one generation to the next of the interpretive and 
ideological apparatus, that is, the white racial frame (see below, pp. 26–30) 
that aggressively rationalizes and legitimates racial oppression.
 By the 1700s, slavery was well entrenched and profitable for a great 
many whites, including slaveholders and those servicing or trading with 
slave farms and plantations. After the initiation of slavery, the next step 
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was its perpetuation and maintenance, not only in terms of meeting 
the internal requirements but also in terms of countering challenges. 
Much effort went into reinforcing and expanding this oppressive 
system. Numerous laws were passed; courts were used to sustain it. 
Slave insurrections had to be protected against, so white slave patrols 
were created to police those enslaved. The political system, including 
its founding documents, was shaped in response to the need to protect 
this slavery economy. This oppressive political- economic system was 
succeeded, in the late nineteenth century, by the near- slavery of legal 
segregation (Jim Crow).
 For many generations now, this deeply imbedded system of racial 
inequality has been regularly reproduced. Today, most whites greatly 
underestimate the degree to which the United States remains a very racist 
society. They underestimate the extent of white racial privileges and 
resources and the degree to which these privileges and resources have been 
passed down from their predecessors. Social inheritance mechanisms are 
imbedded in society and disguised to make inter- temporal inheritance 
appear fair. Each new generation of whites has inherited an array of racial 
privileges and resources. The full extent of this social inheritance has yet 
to be recognized. Over time, the majority of whites have inherited at least 
some economic resources—often in the form of a house equity or family 
savings—or other social resources such as access to job training or to a 
good education.

families of color in a southwestern state has demonstrated in dramatic 
detail the reality of this highly racialized inheritance process. She found 
huge racial differences in the acquisition and intergenerational transfer 
of wealth and social capital over three or more generations, up to and 

White families reported more than six times as many transfers of 
monetary assets across generations in these families histories—216 
transfers of monetary assets reported in the 105 white families 
histories, compared to a paltry 13 such transfers reported among 39 
families of color. Intergenerational inheritances of land, home and 
businesses were similarly disproportionate.43

The social reproduction of assets and wealth across these white genera-
tions was greatly facilitated by white- run governmental institutions. As I 
will demonstrate throughout this book, a great many white families 
secured their significant family assets as a result of an array of white 
“affirmative action” programs, including large- scale federal and state 
homestead acts from the 1860s to the 1930s (see Chapter 2) and an array 
of federal housing and veterans programs established after World War II 
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(see Chapter 7). For many decades these white- controlled programs were 
administered so as to exclusively or very disproportionately benefit white 
families. Significantly, in Mueller’s sample the white family histories have 
five times as many instances of such government- derived assets as do the 
histories of families of color.
 Not surprisingly, thus, the most recent (2010) government Survey of 
Consumer Finances found huge differentials in family wealth between 
white families and black and Latino families. White families’ median wealth 
is about eight times that of black and Latino families, and this wealth gap 
has grown considerably in recent decades. Much of this gap stems from 
generations of family income inequality and experience with unemployment, 
but a very important cause lies in the housing equities built up in white 
families over generations of discrimination limiting access to housing and 
other socioeconomic resources for families of color. For example, almost 
all the home mortgages provided on a large scale to soldiers returning 
after World War II went to white soldiers and their families. This and other 
mortgage and housing discrimination against black and other families of 
color was blatant and commonplace until the late 1960s. Much housing 
discrimination has continued, if often more covertly, since then. The white 
wealth built up in these housing equities and other forms has often been 
passed along several generations to the present.44

 Whiteness itself is also a form of social capital. Even the relatively 
poor immigrants from southern and eastern Europe who came into the 
United States in the early 1900s were, within a generation or so, defined 
as “white.” Although they faced initial discrimination, they and their 
descendants benefited greatly from the far more extensive discrimination 
then restricting black Americans (and other Americans of color). 
These new whites often participated in that antiblack discrimination. 
In a generation or two, they or their descendants were able to move up 
economically, politically, and socially. This is a striking societal result, 
given that the average black American then (as now) had ancestors going 
back more generations in this country’s history than these relatively new 
white Americans.45

 Not only do most whites today benefit from inheritance of some, 
or a lot of, economic and cultural wealth from their ancestors who 
profited from slavery or legal segregation, but most also benefit from 
contemporary racist patterns—job, housing, political, educational, and 
other discrimination that still gives them and their children significant 
advantages over black Americans. While white Americans vary by 
class and gender in the scale and type of white privileges and inherited 
wealth, most in all walks of life have benefited to some degree from white 
privileges and resources (see Chapter 7, pp. 206–216). Note that the vital 
resources inherited by a great many whites over time include educational 
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and other cultural wealth. Edward Ball, a slaveholder’s descendant, noted, 
“If we did not inherit money, or land, we received a great fund of cultural 
capital, including prestige, a chance at an education, self- esteem, a sense 
of place, mobility, even (in some cases) a flair for giving orders.”46 Ball is 
one of several white descendants of powerful slaveholding families who 
have acknowledged the substantial inheritances gained from slaveholding 
ancestors.

Extraordinary Costs and Burdens of Racism

Unjustly gained wealth and privilege for whites are often linked directly 
to undeserved immiseration for black Americans. This was true for 
many past generations, and it remains true for today’s generations. What 

a life 
expectancy three to five years (female/male) less than the average white 
person. The median black household has less than 59 percent of the income 
of the median white household. The median wealth of black families is 
only about one eighth of the median wealth of white families. These data 
spectacularly signal the cumulative cost of many generations of white 
racial oppression for black Americans.
 Acts of oppression are not just immediately harmful, but carry long-
 term effects. In the social science literature, much has been made of the 
impact of historical racism on black families, subculture, or values. At 
least as important is the impact of this systemic racism on the social, 
economic, political, and educational resources and opportunities available 
to black individuals and families, now for ten-to-eighteen generations. 
If the members of a group suffer serious discriminatory bars to securing 
the resources necessary for achievement and mobility, this restricts their 
own achievements and shapes the opportunities of their descendants for 
generations to come.47

 When men and women of color do not have significant and equivalent 
access to inherited savings or other economic resources, or to cultural 
capital such as a good education, or to important job skills because of 
blatant or subtle discrimination, they usually cannot prosper like more 
privileged whites. They and their descendants will likely have a serious 

that the cumulative lack of wealth for black families often has a serious 
impact on children. One analysis examined the amount of time the 
average black, white, or Latino child is likely to spend growing up in a 
substantially impoverished neighborhood. The average black child spends 
about half his or her first 18 years in impoverished neighborhoods. This 
compares to about 40 percent of these years for average Latino children, 
but only 5 percent of these years for average white children. Being born in 
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an impoverished neighborhood was found to be the most determinative 
factor for spending much of one’s youth there.48

 The value of having money and other economic resources in hand is 
very important, for once a group is far ahead in terms of resources it is very 
difficult for another group without access to those resources, or even with 
modest new resources, to catch up, even over a substantial period of time. 
When entry to employment, education, or business is blocked by slavery, 
legal segregation, or widespread informal discrimination today, African 
Americans have infinite entry costs. Even if these racial barriers are removed 
at some later point, and African Americans are finally allowed to enter once 
exclusively white arenas, they will likely enter with more significant resource 
and operational problems, including higher personal or business costs, than 
whites who have not faced massive discrimination in the past or present 
(see Chapter 7, pp. 219–228). For African Americans and other Americans 
of color, everyday racism generally involves not only living with fewer 
socioeconomic resources, but also enduring the consciousness that grows 
out of and reflects on racially oppressive conditions.
 Most theories about U.S. racial matters do not take seriously enough 
the existential perspective of the oppressed others, their everyday 
experiential intelligence. When black men, women, and children speak 
of being black in a country largely controlled at the top by whites, they 
typically do not speak in abstract concepts learned from books, but voice 
accounts of racialized encounters with whites. Take this account from an 
interview with a black woman, a dental assistant, who describes a black 

[An] incident happened to my girlfriend’s daughter about a month 
or so ago. She’s in a Christian school. And the teacher told the kids 
that black, black children are born with their sin. And the little girl 
went home and she asked her mother, she said, “Sit down,” and told 
her mother. She said, “I just wish I was white.” And she’s only nine, 
she’s nine. . . . And [the] little girl had said what the teacher had said, 
and she said, “Black people were born of sin, let’s pray for the black 
people.” And now the little girl is really scarred, but you don’t know 
how scarred . . . and that kind of stuff makes you angry. You take a 
little child that doesn’t know anything about prejudice, and this is 
the way you plant it . . . in all these little white children’s heads.49

The white teacher in this elementary school appears to be drawing an old 
fictional explanation of black inferiority, the mythical story of Noah con-
demning his black son Ham’s descendants to be the servants of whites (see 
Chapter 3, p. 67). We see here the operation of the racialized hierarchy of 
power—the perhaps unthinking use of a white person’s power to cause a 
black child and the adults who love her much personal damage.



24

 lived
of black Americans. Whites generate much pain, frustration, stress, and 
anger. We see the white- generated alienation of a black child from herself, 

her own, the control of her own self and identity, is what is often taken 
away. Theories of racial oppression should take seriously the life experiences 
and experiential intelligence of Americans of color. They know too well 
the oppressive world that hits them in the face on a routine basis. This 
gives them a well- developed knowledge base from which they can develop 
sophisticated, usually collective, understandings of everyday racism.

White Elites and Ordinary Whites: The Public Wage of Whiteness

In the seventeenth century European and European American elites began 
the large- scale exploitation of the labor of African Americans and the 
land of Native Americans. Ever since, white elites have acted forcefully to 
create or maintain the social, economic, and political organizations and 
institutions, as well as conceptual framing, that reflect their interests. The 
actions of white economic elites—originally slaveholders, traders, and 
merchants, but later industrialists and other entrepreneurs—and political 
elites are critical for the creation and maintenance of the racist system. 
White elites crafted and reworked the system at critical junctures in U.S. 
history, and were central to its rationalization. Significantly, the makeup of 
those drafting the U.S. Constitution is similar to the demographic makeup 
of those who still disproportionately dominate the top positions in most 
sectors of U.S. society today.
 For several centuries, most whites not in the elites have accepted 
the society’s racist hierarchy because of their access to the privileges, 
opportunities, and cultural resources associated with being white and 
because they have bought heavily into a white- racist framing of society. 
Thus, white workers have accepted what W. E. B. Du Bois called the “public 
and psychological wage” of whiteness, instead of the greater economic 
wages and better working conditions they might have had if they had 
joined in strong unions and other organizations with black workers and 
other workers of color over the last century.50 In the United States, unlike 
in numerous European capitalist countries, class consciousness among 
white workers has to a substantial degree been lessened by a very strong 
racial consciousness (see Chapter 7, pp. 209–210).
 By the late seventeenth century many in the colonial elites were 
concerned about the resistance of white laborers and small farmers to 
elite rule. Critical to the development of the colonial economic system 
was the problem of labor. At first, the farmers who operated on a 
large scale made use of significant numbers of property- less European 
immigrants. These white laborers and servants revolted a number of 
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times against class oppression. Sometimes they were joined by enslaved 

elite administration of the colonies. The possibility of biracial coalitions 
was a serious concern among elites. Out of this fear was born, at least 
in part, the extension to property- less whites of certain privileges of 
whiteness, as well as an extensive racial framing rationalizing white 
superiority. The creation of a system in which only Americans of color 
could be enslaved was coupled with accenting racial solidarity across 
white social classes.51

 After the Civil War, the elite- crafted social and ideological arrangements 
that deflected white workers’ class consciousness were threatened by 
the new freedom for ordinary blacks and small white farmers that 
emerged with the destruction of slavery and the implementation of 
more democratic governments in the South during the era called 

 aid organizations, such as militant farmers’ organizations working for 
better farming conditions in the late nineteenth century. It was not long, 
however, before the old elites in the South recovered their positions 
by aggressively buying off ordinary white farmers and workers with a 
renewed racist framing of society that made whites of all classes feel 
racially superior, as well as by use of violence against African Americans 
and some white activists.52

 This history is important to understanding how systemic racism was 
perpetuated over time. To a substantial degree, social- class oppression 
is obscured by the elites’ use of a white- racist framing of society and by 
white workers’ fully accepting that framing and the concrete advantages 
they viewed as stemming from it. For the most part, white leaders in union 
movements that expanded from the mid- 1800s to the 1960s collaborated 
in maintaining the system of black workers’ exclusion and white workers’ 
racial privileges. Union leaders were often outspoken in their commitment 
to racially exclusionary barriers. In addition, we should consider some 
shifts in the last half of the nineteenth century in the views and allegiances 
of numerous white women who had been active in abolitionist movements 
and outspoken against slavery. Once slavery was abolished, and the 
movement for women’s rights accelerated in the late nineteenth century, 
numerous white leaders in this women’s movement dismissed the significant 
concerns of black women (and men) and developed racially segregated 
political interests and organizations. The majority of these white feminist 
leaders accepted white racial privileges and the new racist theories of U.S. 
imperialism at the turn of the twentieth century.53

 In later chapters we will observe the intensity of white identity and 
white- racist attitudes in many aspects of U.S. history and society. A 
common white racial identity has persisted for centuries across class and 
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gender lines. In contrast, there is no similar trans- racial world of workers 
in which all U.S. workers hold a strong and common class identity and 
loyalty across the racial line. Nor is there a trans- racial world of gender 
where all women (or all men) hold a strong common identity and loyalty 
across the color line. Historically, most white workers and most white 
women have been uninterested in building unity of identity and protest 
with, respectively, black workers or black women across the color line of 
systemic racism.

The White Racial Frame: Legitimating and Rationalizing Oppression

Historically, most whites have not been content to exploit African 
Americans and other Americans of color and then to just admit candidly 
that such action is crass exploitation for their own individual and group 
advantage. Instead, white Americans have developed a strong racial frame 
that interprets and defends white privileges and advantaged conditions as 
meritorious and accents white virtues as well as the alleged inferiority and 
deficiencies of those people of color who are racially oppressed.
 In recent decades, cognitive, neurological, and social scientists 
have developed the idea of a perspectival frame that gets imbedded in 
individual minds (that is, in the brain’s neural networks) and helps people 
interpret and deal with situations encountered in everyday lives. In their 
everyday rounds, people use multiple frames, but the one I accent here is 
the dominant, white- created racial frame that provides an overarching and 
racialized worldview extending across major divisions of class, gender, and 
age. Since the seventeenth century, this powerful white racial frame has 
provided the vantage point from which whites and others have regularly 
viewed and interpreted this society. This broad racial framing includes at 

1. racial stereotypes (a verbal–cognitive aspect);
2. racial narratives and interpretations (integrating cognitive 

aspects);
3. racial images (a visual aspect) and language accents (an auditory 

aspect);
4. racialized emotions (a “feelings” aspect); and
5. inclinations to discriminatory action.54

As we will see in detail in Chapters 3 and 4, this dominant racial frame 
includes a socially imbedded set of racial stereotypes, images, and emo-
tions that is widely accepted and critical to maintaining white subordina-
tion of black Americans and other Americans of color. Over centuries now, 
this strong framing has had a very positive orientation to whites and 
whiteness and a negative orientation to the racial “others” who are 
oppressed. Early on, this overarching framing vigorously accented a very 
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positive view of white superiority, virtue, and moral goodness. Whites 
have long rationalized this society’s dominant racial hierarchy by defining 
“superior” groups who are “justifiably” dominant and “inferior” groups 
who “deserve” their lower place in society.
 Much historical research we consider in this and later chapters shows 
well the long history of this dominant, white- created racial frame, one that 
provides an overarching and generally destructive worldview extending 
across divisions of class, gender, and age among white Americans. From 
the seventeenth century to the present, this powerful frame has provided 
the vantage point from which most white Americans have constantly 
viewed North American society.
 Today, as in the past, this white racial frame is much more than just 
one more societal frame among many, for it routinely defines a broad 
perspective on everyday life and provides interpretations that make sense 
out of society. Let us briefly consider some recent research examining 
the white racial frame in operation. This contemporary example comes 
from the diary of a white college student, whom we will call Trevor, at a 
midwestern college. He provides this account of recurring party joking 

When any two of us are together, no racial comments or jokes are ever 
made. However, with the full group membership present, anti- Semitic 
jokes abound, as do racial slurs and vastly derogatory statements. . . . 
Various jokes concerning stereotypes . . . were also swapped around the 
gaming table, everything from “How many Hebes fit in a VW beetle?” 
to “Why did the Jews wander the desert for forty years?” In each case, 
the punch lines were offensive, even though I’m not Jewish. The 
answers were “One million (in the ashtray) and four (in the seats)” 
and “because someone dropped a quarter,” respectively. These jokes 
degraded into a rendition of the song “Yellow,” which was re- done to 
represent the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. It contained lines 
about the shadows of the people being flash burned into the walls 
(“and it was all yellow” as the chorus goes in the song).

The racist performances at this party blatantly and negatively frame and 
target specific groups. Trevor then records some additional racist perform-

A member of the group also decided that he has the perfect idea for 
a Hallmark card. On the cover it would have a few kittens in a basket 
with ribbons and lace. On the inside it would simply say “You’re a 
nigger.” I found that incredibly offensive. Supposedly, when questioned 
about it, the idea of the card was to make it as offensive as humanly 
possible in order to make the maximal juxtaposition between warm 
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and ice hearted. After a brief conversation about the cards which dealt 
with just how wrong they were, a small kitten was drawn on a piece 
of paper and handed to me with a simple, three- word message on 
the back. . . . Of course, no group is particularly safe from the group’s 
scathing wit, and the people of Mexico were next to bear the brunt of 
the jokes. A comment was made about Mexicans driving low- riding 
cars so they can drive and pick lettuce at the same time. Comments 
were made about the influx of illegal aliens from Mexico and how fast 
they produce offspring.55

This brief account reveals a broad white racial framing of certain societal 
groups. The racist performances reveal numerous racial stereotypes and 
images signaling the inferiority of Americans groups of color. Even Jewish 
Americans are apparently viewed as not quite authentically white. The racial-
ized images are vivid, as is the song using the “yellow” metaphor. These per-
formances are emotion- laden and are set in a joking format. These students 
show that they have learned much from friends, relatives, and other sources 
about white superiority and the racialized others’ inferiority.
 Clear here is the way that the dominant white frame structures events, 
which in turn maintain the frame. Different roles are played out. We observe 
protagonists centrally acting out racialized notions from important subframes 
within the white frame in a private backstage area where only whites are 
present. Yet other students act as cheerleading assistants supporting the active 
protagonists. The student writing up the event may have acted as a passive 
bystander or mild dissenter showing some awareness of the moral issues here. 
However, not one of the white men strongly dissents in his recounting.
 Note too that there is more to the white racial frame than just its 
subframes that target people of color. At the center of the dominant white 
frame is a pro- white subframe accenting white privilege and power, as 
well as a certain arrogance and certainty of racial judgment. In the past 
and in the present day, this white frame has accented the right of whites to 
judge other groups racially and generally with impunity. White arrogance, 
virtuousness, and sense of righteousness also mean that whites do not need 
to take seriously the views and perspectives of those racially subordinated–
the “unvirtuous” people in society.
 For most whites like these students, this dominant racial frame is more 
than one perspectival frame among many. Indeed, it is a worldview that 
routinely defines a way of being and acting, a broad perspective on life, and 
one that provides the language and interpretations that structure, normalize, 
and make sense out of much in this society. Moreover, almost all Americans 
(and many people overseas), of various racial and other backgrounds, are 
indoctrinated to some extent in elements of this white racial frame, usually 
from their earliest years.



29

 Once it was developed and began to be imbedded in human minds 
centuries ago, the white racial frame also became a concrete force in Western 
and global history. It precipitates and rationalizes much discriminatory and 
oppressive action. Today, as in the past, the impoverishment and enrichment 
stemming from centuries of slavery, legal segregation, and contemporary 
racism are rationalized by this extensive framing with its racial myths, 
prejudices, stereotypes, narratives, and images. We have noted previously 
how the founders’ myths about liberty co- existed with the extreme 
exploitation and subordination of Native Americans and African Americans. 
White elites have been indispensable for this myth- making process, for they 
have long created or reformulated the central legitimizing frame by means of 
the mass media, schools, workplaces, legislatures, and churches.

The Central Idea of Whiteness

In the first extended social science analysis of whiteness, the pioneering 
book Darkwater (1920), the influential sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois 
noted that

the discovery of personal whiteness among the world’s people is 
a very modern thing. . . . The ancient world would have laughed at 
such a distinction . . . we have changed all that, and the world in a 
sudden, emotional conversion has discovered that it is white and by 
that token, wonderful!56

The early articulations of whiteness as a defense of white power and privi-
lege came from slaveholders and others who sought to rationalize slavery. 
The generally darker skin (early called “black”) of Africans was used by 
white slaveholders and other whites as an early marker of subordinated 
status. The skin- color imagery was part of a larger conceptual framing 
among Europeans who had long before viewed most aspects of “blackness” 
in negative terms, as relating to the devil and darkness. By the late 1600s 
whiteness, in contrast, stood for “civilization” and advanced “culture” 
among Europeans and European Americans.57

 According to Benjamin Franklin, a relatively liberal U.S. founder, the 
ideal of the virtuous American was grounded in whiteness. “[T]he number 
of purely white people in the world is proportionably very small,” he said. 
“Why increase the sons of Africa, by planting them in America, where 
we have so fair an opportunity, by excluding all blacks and tawneys, of 
increasing the lovely white and red?”58 Even the political liberals among 
the founders, including those opposed to importing more enslaved 
Africans, held strong antiblack (and often anti- Indian) images and saw 
their preferences for “lovely white” people as quite normal and natural.
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Persisting Biological Racism

By the eighteenth century, a virulently racist framing of society had been 
created, and it came to dominate most white views on “race” for the 
next two centuries. Images of “lovely whiteness” were soon wedded to a 
strong biological racism, a deterministic view that saw white Americans 
as the biologically and intellectually “superior race” and black Americans 
as the biologically and intellectually “inferior race.” Influential scholars 
and intellectuals like Immanuel Kant in Europe and Thomas Jefferson 
in the U.S. lent their authority to the “scientific” notion of a hierarchy of 
“races” (see Chapter 3, pp. 73–74). This reinvigorated biological racism 
developed by leading Western intellectuals in the late 1700s was spread by 
newspapers, pamphlets, and pulpits of the day to the general population. 
Over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a strong 
biological view of a hierarchy of races came to accompany older antiblack 
views accenting black inferiority in culture, religion, and civilization. As 
we will see in later chapters, in the early twentieth century the developing 
motion picture, radio, magazine, and television industries accelerated the 
spread of this racist framing of African Americans and other Americans of 
color to all corners of U.S. society and, eventually, to much of the globe.
 Today, numerous social scientists and popular analysts view racism as 
mainly about racial attitudes, as personal prejudices “directed at people 
because of their race.”59 They focus on the micro- level of the bigoted 
individual. As I noted previously, this approach is far too individualistic 
and limited. Although this conventional perspective recognizes some 
individual and relational aspects of U.S. racism, it usually overlooks 
or downplays the point that the prejudices and stereotypes held by 
individuals are rooted firmly in an extensive system of racism. As the great 
African American sociologist Oliver Cox once put it, “race prejudice is not 
an individual idiosyncrasy; it is a social attribute. Ordinarily the individual 
is born into it and accepts it unconsciously, like his language, without 
question.” Antiblack prejudices have been socially perpetuated as a way of 
stigmatizing black Americans “as inferior so that the exploitation of either 
the group itself or its resources or both may be justified.”60 Today, as in the 
past, such antiblack attitudes are deeply imbedded in European American 
culture and are part of the well- developed white- racist framing that has 
dominated white society now for centuries.

Resisting Systemic Racism

A comprehensive theory of systemic racism should encompass the 
dialectical idea that oppression creates the seeds of its own destruction. 
Historical analysis indicates that racist oppression regularly breeds much 
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when human agents gain a developed understanding of weaknesses in 
these structures of oppression, they can and do use that knowledge to 
rebel, sometimes successfully.
 The social process that reproduces systemic racism has major 
contradictions. One important contradiction is that racially subordinated 
groups like black Americans have for some time been allowed access to 
certain limited resources so that they can survive and be useful to the 
economy. However, when they have secured some resources beyond those 
necessary for subsistence, they have often increased their individual and 
collective resistance to racial oppression. Human beings have a unique ability 
to reflect on their circumstances and create, in association with others, a 
collective consciousness that can lead to social change efforts. Thus, because 
black women and men have long been at the center of the racist system, their 
protest consciousness has great potential for remaking or destroying that 
onerous system. Periodically, changes in this racist system have been forced by 
the antiracist consciousness and organizational efforts of African Americans 
(see Chapter 9, pp. 273–275). We see evidence of this in the many conspiracies 
to revolt, and periodic insurrections, of enslaved African Americans that took 
place between the mid- 1600s and the 1850s. In addition, in the decades before 
the Civil War, many thousands of black and white abolitionists organized 
actively against slavery, thereby helping to bring it down.
 Continuing resistance to systemic racism could again be seen a few decades 
later during the early 1900s in the dramatic rise of the Niagara movement 
and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP)—organizational efforts by African Americans and their white allies 
that built a strong tradition of legal action and educational efforts against Jim 
Crow segregation and other entrenched racial discrimination (see Chapter 9, 
pp. 274–276). These movements laid the basis for later civil rights movements 
that brought significant changes in the operation of systemic racism by the 
1960s and 1970s. Over their long and arduous history in North America, 
African Americans have created many resistance efforts and organizations, 
some of which are still working actively to end systemic racism.
 From the beginning, black Americans, as well as other Americans of 
color, have been theorists of their own experiences with institutional 
and systemic racism, as they have made clear in a long history of 
antidiscrimination manifestos and protests. In each period of overt 
struggle by black Americans against racism, the renewed development 
of antiracist perspectives is often viewed by white Americans with great 
alarm. Black protest against oppression has encompassed not only overt 
confrontation with the dominant group but also the development of a 
critical and counter- framed perspective on the surrounding racist world, 
an antiracist framing generated from daily fighting racial domination (see 
Chapter 9). Nothing is a clearer thread running through the tapestry of 
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U.S. history than recurring African American struggles against deeply 
entrenched racial oppression.

Conclusion

From the systemic racism perspective, the United States can be viewed 
metaphorically as a “house” of racism, one with an economic and political 
foundation of racial oppression that was firmly built during the first two 
centuries of colonial development. While many U.S. founders asserted in 
the Declaration of Independence and elsewhere that “all men are created 
equal,” they did not mean literally what they said. Their equality and liberty 
framing was conditional and hypocritical, for it excluded black Americans, 
indigenous peoples, and white women. The real U.S. foundation was 
crafted to create wealth and privilege for transplanted Europeans and 
their descendants who stole the lands of indigenous peoples and enslaved 
African labor. In this process, Europeans and European Americans came 
to frame themselves and their society as a virtuous “white” republic.
 Since this house of racial domination was created, it has periodically 
been remodeled. We observe remodeling in some reforms of the 

after the 1950s–1960s civil rights movements. When progressive changes 
have come in the racist system, white elites—always with debate and 
divisions among themselves—have typically worked to make the least 
significant changes necessary under conditions of mass protest. Never 
have elites been interested in changes that would be substantial enough to 
build a new non- racist foundation and political- economic structure for 
the United States. Thus, under pressure from black and white abolitionists, 
and reacting to the impact of the Civil War, the more liberal wing of the 
white leadership finally saw to it that slavery was abolished in the 1860s 
by an amendment to the U.S. Constitution. However, in spite of this 
constitutional eradication of slavery, no new constitutional convention 
was called so that a governing document could be democratically written 
with the participation of all Americans, including those black Americans 
newly freed from enslavement. Moreover, the white elites created, in the 
North and South, a new system of near- slavery called legal segregation 
(Jim Crow). Every major sector of U.S. society—the economy, politics and 
the law, education, and the media—was still run by and for whites, with 
the white elites generally making the most important decisions.
 When black protest movements in the 1960s forced the white leadership 
to again consider significant societal changes, this elite made modest 
changes in the racist system. They passed important civil rights laws and 
issued major court decisions against formal Jim Crow segregation, but 
over the next few decades they also made certain that the enforcement 
of antidiscrimination laws and regulations would mostly be weak. 
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Legal segregation ended, but little compensation for the massive past 
oppression of African Americans and other Americans of color was 
provided, and informal patterns of racial discrimination persisted in 
most major institutions and on a large scale. Consider, too, that most 
antidiscrimination programs have only been intended as modest efforts 
designed to fit some black Americans, other people of color, and white 
women into the Procrustean bed of historically white institutions. Today, 
most major U.S. institutions remain, mostly or disproportionately, white-
 male-controlled in their normative structures and white male in terms of 
those who hold the top decisionmaking positions.
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2
Slavery Unwilling to Die

The Historical Development of  
Systemic Racism

Historian Charles Joyner graphically describes the Atlantic slave trade as it 
was regularly experienced by Africans:

Slaves who were herded into the slave ships, into the dark, landed on 
unsanded plank floors, chained to their neighbors, their right foot 
shackled to the left foot of the person to their right. Their left foot 
shackled to the right foot of the person to their left. About 18 inches 
or less below, another layer of slaves on another unsanded plank 
floor. Every time the waves came you could see them and prepare for 
them, you just slid across these unsanded floors. There was no fresh 
air, no light. The slaves had no way of knowing where they were 
going [or] when, if ever, they would get there. And indeed it was a 
long trip.1

This country was born in blood and violence against non- European 
“others.” This grim historical reality must be understood well if we are to 
comprehend contemporary racism and current interracial relations. As the 
European colonists gradually established permanent settlements in North 
America, they intentionally drove off or killed the indigenous inhabitants 
and routinely took their lands by force or treachery. These colonists and 
their descendants enriched themselves by what was often a process of 
genocide directed against indigenous peoples. Soon, too, they or their 
descendants enslaved Africans to work these appropriated lands.

Land Theft and Genocide: Indigenous Americans

Article 2 of the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of Genocide defines genocide specifically as “acts committed 
with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethical, racial, or 
religious group.” These acts include “causing serious bodily or mental 
harm” and “deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life 
calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part.”2 
From the late 1400s to the early 1900s, the European colonizers and their 
descendants periodically, often deliberately, inflicted conditions of life that 
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brought about the physical devastation, in whole or in part, of numerous 
indigenous societies across the Caribbean and North and South America. 
The intentional attacks on indigenous peoples—and the devastating effects 
of European diseases—are estimated to have cost as many as 90 million 
casualties—the largest case of human destruction in recorded history. 
The brutal and exploitative practices of whites were not aberrations or 
occasional; they were common practice in European colonialism.3

 The English colonists on the Atlantic coast relied on indigenous 
peoples to survive the first difficult years. Soon, however, these 
Europeans turned on the indigenous inhabitants. As early as 1637, a 
war with the indigenous Pequots in New England ended when a white-
 led force massacred several hundred. The 1675–1676 King Philip’s War 
with the indigenous Wampanoag society and its allies, precipitated by 
encroachment and other actions of the colonists, resulted in substantial 
losses on both sides. The Native American leader, Metacom (King 
Philip), was “captured, drawn, and quartered: his skull remained on 
view on a pole in Plymouth as late as 1700.”4 Some survivors were sold 
as slaves by the European colonists who, ironically, saw themselves 
as a “civilized” people dealing with “savage” peoples. For some time 
European colonists enslaved some Native Americans in their initial 
attempts to find exploitable labor.
 Later, in the eighteenth century, James Madison commented that the 
stereotyped “red race” was second only to the “black race” in the racist 
concerns of whites. What should be done with indigenous societies 
who stood in the way of European lust for the resources and riches of 
what came to be called “the Americas”? Few European colonizers made 
an effort to understand the attempts of indigenous peoples to protect 
themselves from the invaders. While some white leaders like Benjamin 
Franklin and Thomas Jefferson occasionally expressed admiration for 
Indian societies, most whites more than balanced their admiration with 
great hostility, negative imagery, and savage actions.5

 Until the mid- nineteenth century, numerous indigenous societies 
maintained substantial political and cultural autonomy. Europeans were 
frequently forced by the strength of these societies to negotiate for land 
and other resources. A process of gradual encroachment became the 
rule. Europeans would move into Native American lands (often violating 
agreements or treaties), Native Americans would respond with defensive 
violence, colonial or U.S. troops would put the rebellion down, and a new 
treaty securing much or all of the stolen land for whites would be made. 
There was often some pretense of negotiation and treaty- making. However, 
by the 1830s—with slaveholding President Andrew Jackson’s decision to expel 
Native American groups from the eastern states by force (the “trail of tears” 
costing at least 4,000 lives)—Native American societies increasingly faced a 
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policy of overt displacement from white areas to western “reservations” or 
renewed attacks designed to eliminate whole societies. Even the pretense of 
legality was gradually disappearing. By 1831 an all- white U.S. Supreme Court 
had redefined indigenous societies as “domestic dependent nations.”6

 In an infamous 1857 Dred Scott decision, this Supreme Court showed 
that leading whites viewed the situations of Native Americans and African 
Americans as different. Indians, Chief Justice Roger Taney asserted, had

formed no part of the colonial communities, and never amalgamated 
with them in social connections or in government. But although 
they were uncivilized, they were yet a free and independent people, 
associated together in nations or tribes, and governed by their own 
laws  . . . and if an individual should leave his nation or tribe, and take 
up his abode among the white population, he would be entitled to 
all the rights and privileges which would belong to an emigrant from 
any other foreign people.

Whites, this leading white judge and slaveholder asserted, had long viewed 
Native American groups as separate nations, although less civilized than 
whites. In contrast, in this decision about the status of an enslaved black 

nation to be negotiated with, but rather as “beings of an inferior order, 
and altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in social or 
political relations; and so far inferior, that they had no rights which the 
white man was bound to respect.”7 Whites’ racist framing of indigenous 
societies often allowed them more independence or freedom, albeit as 
groups only beyond white borders and as individuals only if assimilated. 
Moreover, over the centuries most Indian societies confronted whites on 
their own geographical turf, with much strength arising from their own 
indigenous cultural and geographical resources.
 Native Americans lost their ability to make treaties with the U.S. 
government in 1871. Over the decades, federal policies forced many of the 
surviving indigenous Americans onto federally supervised reservations. 
With some oscillation, federal policies allowed whites to take more 
Native American land and pressured Native Americans to assimilate to 
white ways. By 1890, with most forced onto reservations, the number of 
Native Americans had decreased to about 250,000, sharply down from 
an estimated 15 million people when Europeans first arrived. The bloody 
actions and consequences of European conquests do often fit the United 
Nations definition of genocide.

Slavery and Modern Capitalism

In the Spanish colonies in Mexico and South America, indigenous 
Americans were usually the major source of labor, and were central to the 
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internal development of these colonial societies. This was not true for the 
English. As Benjamin Ringer notes, “except for the early days when trade 
with the Indian was important for the survival of the English settler, the 
Indian played virtually no significant role in the internal functioning of 
the colonial society, but a crucial role in defining its frontier.”8 Africans, on 
the other hand, did play a very central role in the functioning of colonial 
society. By the 1700s people of African descent had become a major source 
of labor for the white- run colonies.
 The North American colonies developed two modes of production. One 
type was the subsistence economy of small- scale farmers, who were European 
immigrants or their descendants. Alongside this subsistence farming was 
a profit- making commercial economy, much of it rooted in the slave trade, 
slave farms and plantations, and the commercial businesses linked to the 
slavery economy. Slavery in the Americas became a large- scale commercial 
and capitalistic, market- centered, racialized operation, which distinguished it 
from slavery in the ancient world of the Greeks and Romans.9

 With much farm land available for new European immigrants, colonial 
entrepreneurs and development companies frequently could not secure 
enough white laborers, particularly for large- scale agriculture. At first, 
larger landowners made use of white indentured servants, but these 
laborers could be difficult to secure or control. Enslavement of African 
women, men, and children not only stemmed from a desire for profit but 
also from a concern with developing a scheme of control that maintained 
bond- labor against the resistance of those enslaved. The color and cultural 
differences of Africans typically made them easier for whites to identify for 
purposes of profitable enslavement and sustained control.

The Legal Establishment of Slavery

The first Africans brought into the English colonies were bought by 

institutionalizing slavery were not put in place in the English colonies 
until the mid- seventeenth century. Yet, even during the earliest decade, 
the 1620s, the Africans were treated differently from English colonists. As 
early as 1624, one court case made clear that a “negro”—note the early 
white naming of Africans and lowercase spelling—could testify in court 
only because he was a convert to Christianity. A “negro” status was already 
socially and legally inferior to a European colonist’s status.10 Historians 
have shown that Christianity in this period, as later, was dogmatic and 
Eurocentric in “ideology, organization, and practice.”11 In this 1624 
example the Eurocentric viewpoint included the idea that a person must 
become a Christian to have legal rights. To the present day, many apologists 
for centuries of enslavement of African Americans have argued that one of 
the virtues of slavery was bringing this Christianity to those enslaved.
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 Early on, the human degradation of this slavery was clear. In one 1671 
declaration Virginia’s General Assembly put “sheep, horses, and cattle” in the 
same category as “negroes.” Colonial laws early attempted to prevent black 
men and women from running away; there were barbaric laws encompassing 
the whipping, castration, or killing of those who were rebellious. Slavery 
meant more than coerced labor. Enslaved black men, women, and children 
were legally subjugated in or excluded from key areas of all major societal 
institutions, including economic, legal, and political institutions.12

 Moreover, in the 1770s and 1780s the white group interest in the slavery 
system was recognized in the defining documents of the new “democratic” 

Thomas Jefferson, originally contained language accusing the British king 
of pursuing slavery and the slave trade, of waging

cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred 
rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people who 
never offended him, captivating them and carrying them into 
slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in the 
transportation thither.13

Such accusations against the British king were hypocritical, since at least 
-

ers or significantly involved for profit in the slavery economy. Because of 
pressure from slaveholding interests in the South and slavetrading interests 
in the North, this critique of slavery was omitted -
tion of Independence.

Slavery and Commercial Capitalism

While a number of factors played an important role in the expansion 
of commercial capitalism in the Americas, slavery was one of the most 
consequential. Between the 1600s and the 1820s, at least eight million 
Africans were forcibly brought to the Americas, while in contrast only 
850,000 European immigrants came during the same period. For each person 
put on a slave ship, many others lost their lives while chained and waiting for 
ships, in slave raids, or from disease. The total number who died is unknown, 
but has been estimated to be 30 to 50 million. Two- thirds were men, often 
young men, a reality that caused a sharp decrease in African population 
growth, and thus in economic development in Africa over subsequent 
centuries. In many parts of the Americas, enslaved African labor was far more 
important than European labor in building up the wealth of enslavers and 
other whites linked to the slavery economy. Involved in this economic growth 
was an array of European participants on both sides of the Atlantic, including 
slaveholders, slavetraders and merchants, intellectual apologists, ministers, 
and government officials. The trade in enslaved Africans was begun by the 
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Portuguese and Spanish as they early developed overseas empires, but the 
English (by 1707 the “British”) and English American colonists soon joined 
in the barbaric Atlantic trade in human beings.14

 A principal objective of English colonization of North America was 
to secure raw materials and markets for English goods. Once land was 
taken from indigenous societies, the European colonizers’ search for labor 
soon led to the pre- existing African slave trade, which became critical 
to exploitation of the land. Larger farms and plantations using enslaved 
Africans were generally profitable and produced a range of agricultural 
products for the international market—sugar, tobacco, rice, indigo, and, 
by the late 1700s, cotton. Plantation owners demanded large numbers 
of workers, and the number of those enslaved grew rapidly—from 
about 60,000 in the early 1700s to several million by the 1860s. By the 
1770s, about 40 percent of the population in southern areas was African 
American. In the North there were also significant numbers of enslaved 
and free African Americans. In the late eighteenth century, African 
Americans reached their highest proportion of the population (about one-
 fifth), before or since, in what was by then the United States.15

Variations in Plantation Capitalism

In important respects the variant of capitalism developing in southern 
agricultural areas was different from the capitalism developing in northern 
urban areas. Jefferson and other southern slaveholders emphasized 
that an agricultural society was to be preferred to an urban society. The 
gentleman’s life necessitated owning black men, women, and children for 
status as well as profit. One irony of the slavery system was the accent these 
“gentlemen” and their “ladies” put on values such as chivalry and personal 
honor, even as they practiced social barbarism.16

 In the decade preceding the Civil War, one- quarter of white families 
in southern and border states legally owned nearly four million black 
Americans. These families, especially those who enslaved the most African 
Americans, were influential in controlling the regional economy and 
politics. Ordinary whites provided the infrastructure of the system—
providing transport, growing foodstuffs, policing slaves, running 
local governments, and providing many of the skilled tradespeople. 
The slaveholding oligarchy maintained its dominance over the non-
 slaveholding white majority not only by these critical economic ties 
but also by propagating a white- supremacist framing of society and by 
providing certain white privileges to all whites.17

 What was the position of white women in this system? Whatever their 
class level, they were usually under the control of husbands and fathers. 
They had far fewer rights than white men and suffered significantly from 
patriarchal oppression. Working- class women, the majority of white 
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women, provided most of the household labor that supported male 
workers and farmers. Women in affluent families also played a direct role 
in maintaining the racist system. One prominent analysis notes that white

mistresses, even the kindest, commonly resorted to the whip to 
maintain order among people who were always supposed to be 
on call; . . . among people whose constant presence not merely as 
servants but as individuals with wills and passions of their own 
provided constant irritation along with constant, if indifferent, 
service.18

Among social scientists there is debate as to whether the slavery system 
was capitalistic or just a unique enclave economy imbedded in a larger 
capitalistic system. However, scholars generally agree on two points: (1) 
the larger slaveholders were clearly oriented to making profits off their 
enslaved laborers; and (2) these slaveholders oriented themselves to 
trading within a capitalistic world- market system. Whatever other values 
(for example, aristocratic inclinations) they may have held, the larger plan-
tation owners were early capitalists.19

Slavery in the North

Northern merchants and manufacturers were often active in the slave 
trade or had other economic ties to slave plantations. At the time of the 
American Revolution, the slave trade was, in Lorenzo Greene’s detailed 
analysis, the “very basis of the economic life of New England; about it 
revolved, and on it depended, most of [the region’s] other industries.”20 
Thus, Greene lists 160 prominent slaveholding families in the area. 
Slavery- linked businesses included those dealing in sugar, molasses, and 
rum, as well as those dealing with shipbuilding and shipping. Numerous 
northern merchants and industrialists were supporters of southern 
slaveholders, and most colluded in the slavery system that buttressed 
their businesses.21

 Significant numbers of black Americans were enslaved in northern 
areas. The colony of Massachusetts Bay was the first to legalize slavery, and 
by the mid- 1600s there were strict slavery laws throughout the northern 
colonies. By the 1720s more than one- fifth of New York City’s population 
was black, and mostly enslaved. New York City’s famous Wall Street area 
was one of the first colonial markets where whites sold enslaved black 
Americans. This savage business lasted there until 1862.22

 White northerners often responded to black attempts to break slavery’s 
bonds like white southerners—with barbaric brutality. In 1712 there was 
a major slave revolt in New York City; in retaliation, whites hung, starved, 
or roasted to death at least 15 of the estimated 70 African Americans 
who participated in the revolt. In New York state, where slaves made up 7 
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percent of the population in 1786, even a partial emancipation statute was 
not passed until 1799. That statute only freed enslaved children born after 
July 4, 1799, and only when they reached their mid- twenties. All those 
enslaved did not become free until the 1850s. In Massachusetts, famous 
for abolitionists, it was not until the 1780s that certain pressures forced the 
abolition of slavery. It was not a recognition of black rights but pressure 
from white workers, who objected to competing with enslaved laborers, 
that played the major role in forcing slavery’s abolition there. Moreover, in 
northern states where black workers and their families were emancipated, 
they faced intensive Jim Crow segregation and discrimination in jobs, 
housing, and public accommodations. The early enslavement of black 
Americans in the North became part of a deep and early systemic racism 
that facilitated later patterns of institutional racism there.23

Unjust Immiseration: Terrible Costs for Africans and African 
Americans

The Barbarity of Slavery

Unjust enrichment for whites brought great immiseration for blacks. 
Considering the number of people killed or maimed, and the scale and 
time involved, the enslavement of Africans is one of the most savage 
aspects of European and North American history. The slavery system was 
hellish and deadly. Once captured, enslaved Africans were often taken to 
slave corrals in Africa where they were chained, branded, and held for 
shipping. The horrors of this Atlantic “Middle Passage” included seriously 
inadequate food and water, beatings, epidemics, and death.24 On the 
Atlantic voyage, those enslaved were usually chained in close quarters, 
and often in death- dealing conditions. Smallwood summarizes the profit-
 making that came from this horrific trade:

Slaves became, for the purpose of transatlantic shipment, mere 
physical units that could be arranged and molded at will—whether 
folded together spoonlike in rows or flattened side by side in a 
plane. Because human beings were treated as inanimate objects, 
the number of bodies stowed aboard a ship was limited only by the 
physical dimensions and configuration of those bodies.25

The conditions of those enslaved at the points of destination in North 
America were also brutal and oppressive. William Wells Brown, son of a 
white slaveowner and enslaved black woman, reported on what happened 
to an assertive black man named Randall. One day a white overseer, Grove 
Cook, got three friends to help subdue Randall. As Brown explains:

He refused to go; whereupon he was attacked by the overseer and his 
companions, when he turned upon them, and laid them, one after 
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another, prostrated on the ground. [One man] drew out his pistol, and 
fired at him, and brought him to the ground by a pistol ball. The others 
rushed upon him with their clubs, and beat him over the head and face, 
until they succeeded in tying him. . . . Cook gave him over one hundred 
lashes with a heavy cowhide, had him washed with salt and water, and 
left him tied during the day. The next day he was untied, and taken to a 
blacksmith’s shop, and had a ball and chain attached to his leg.26

Brown recounts that this brave man was forced to work hard in the fields 
with the chain on him and that the slaveowner was pleased with the over-
seer’s sadistic cruelty. Brown observed numerous beatings and killings of 
black men and women by whites during his years of enslavement. The sur-
viving narratives of those enslaved are filled with accounts of white- 
imposed chains, mutilation, whippings, and starvation.27

The Rape of Enslaved Women

Once fully instituted, the arrangements of slavery became much more 
than a machine for generating wealth. They constituted a well- developed 

slavery, and later under legal segregation, many African and African 
American women were sexually coerced and raped by white sailors, 
slavemasters, overseers, and employers. Sexual violence symbolized white 
male power. Under the North American system, the children resulting 
from coerced sexual relations were automatically classified as black, even 
though they had European ancestry. Indeed, it is estimated today that 
at least three- quarters of “black” Americans have at least one “white” 
ancestor.28 No other U.S. racial group’s physical makeup has been so 
substantially determined by the sexual coercion and depredations of 
white men. Patricia Williams, a black law professor, has described the 
case of Austin Miller, the young white lawyer who bought her 11-year-
 old great- great-grandmother, Sophie. By the time Sophie was 12, 
Miller had made her pregnant with the child who was Williams’s great-
 grandmother. Sophie’s child became a house servant to Miller’s white 
children. Williams’s great- great-grandfather was one of a large number 
of white men who sexually coerced black women or sexually molested 
black children.29

 Numerous surviving narratives from enslaved women recount this 
sexual exploitation. In 1850 a prosperous Missouri farmer, Robert 
Newsom, bought Celia, then a 14-year- old, and soon attacked her. Over 
five years, Newsom sexually attacked her many times, fathering children 
by her. In summer 1855, when Newsom came to Celia’s cabin to attack 
her yet again, she hit him with a stick, and he died. In a travesty of 
justice, Celia was convicted in a Missouri court of the “crime” and hung 
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crimes against them.30

 Like Miller and Newsom, many white oppressors were respectable men 
in their communities. Another was Thomas Jefferson. In his forties he 
coerced the young enslaved teenager Sally Hemings into his bed. That he 

and it is likely he fathered her other children as well. Yet in his lifetime 
Jefferson, a leading racist intellectual, never admitted to this interracial 
relationship.31

this exploitative relationship, most white historians and commentators 
denied that the upright Jefferson could have had children with an enslaved 
woman. As the first professional biographer of Jefferson, James Parton, put 
it in 1874, “If Jefferson was wrong, America is wrong. If America is right, 
Jefferson was right.”32

 One of the most oppressive aspects of U.S. racism lies in this sexual 
thread, which weaves itself through various manifestations of systemic 
racism to the present. White men often coerced and raped African 
American women with impunity during the country’s first three centuries. 
Given that most such men proclaimed themselves virtuous and religious, 
such sexual attitudes and actions contradicted their expressed morality. 
Tensions between this image of themselves as virtuous and their sexualized 
coercive actions toward black women—often coupled with a denial at the 
conscious level of these feelings—seem to have led to a projection of many 
white men’s sexual desires onto black men, thereby often constructing the 
latter as “oversexed.”33 Given this early projection of white men’s desires 
onto black men, one can perhaps better understand certain lasting aspects 
of U.S. racism—the obsession of many white men (and women) with the 
black man as a rapist (see Chapter 4, pp. 54–55) and the extraordinarily 
brutal, often sexualized attacks on black men in thousands of lynchings 
and other violent attacks on black men over the last century and a half of 
U.S. history.

African Immiseration

Numerous African societies paid a very heavy price for the slave trade. For 
centuries many of the African continent’s young people were ripped from 
its shores, thereby damaging its future development. Tens of millions were 
enslaved or died in the slave trade, so some argue that the term “black 
holocaust” is appropriate for this extraordinarily savage process.34 Over 
time, this Atlantic trade in human beings had serious negative effects on 
institutions in parts of Africa, a destruction that facilitated later European 

that African colonization is usually downplayed in mainstream histories 
of European development and affluence. Any serious understanding of 
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the development of European wealth must center on African colonialism, 
for the labor and mineral resources of Africans were taken to help create 
European prosperity.
 Some scholars and popular writers have accented the role of Africans 
in this slave trade, often to play down the European role. However, 
Europeans were not enslaved by Africans, and most Africans enslaved in 
the Americas were taken from Africa by European slavetraders and sold 
to Europeans, usually in the Americas. This trade began when European 
ships arrived seeking commerce with African societies, whose economies 
were not centered in profit- making from enslavement. As Europeans 
grew in power, African societies were played off against each other. The 
European intruders built 600 slave ports for their bloody slave trade, and 
engaged in at least 300 battles with Africans as part of the enslavement 
process. In some cases Africans were kidnapped directly by Europeans. 
In many other cases African social and political leaders, who at first 
traded African goods for European goods, ran out and, pressed by the 
Europeans, turned to trading people held in servitude.35 This theft of 
millions of able- bodied Africans in the Atlantic slave trade, plus the loss 
of tens of millions who died in the enslavement process, together with 
the past and present- day theft of African mineral and other resources, 
likely account for a significant amount of the poverty and degradation 
seen across the African continent in recent centuries, indeed to the 
present day.

A Distinctive Form of Human Slavery

The enslavement of Africans in the Americas was not only more extreme 
than slavery in most African societies, but also more oppressive than 
slavery in ancient societies such as the Roman Empire. In the Americas 

with an elaborateness of detail of which no former world ever dreamed. 
The imperial width of the thing—the heaven- defying audacity—makes 
its modern newness.”36 Unlike Roman slaves, North American slaves were 
generally forbidden by law to read or write. Those enslaved

could own nothing; they could make no contracts; they could hold 
no property; nor traffic in property; they could not hire out; they 
could not legally marry . . . they could not appeal from their master; 
they could be punished at will.37

Even the English language became an important weapon for subordinat-
ing enslaved Africans. The latter were from many different societies, but 
were forced to learn the language of their oppressors. Voluntary immi-
grants to the United States have generally been allowed to retain more of 
their home languages and cultures. In the destruction of African languages 



46

and their replacement by English we see how extensive the system of racial 
oppression is. Enforced adaptation to English not only marked the move-
ment of early English colonizers across the lands of conquest, but also 
marks today—such as in attacks on Spanish or Ebonics—similar attempts 
to maintain white cultural dominance over those who are racially 
subordinated.38

Ill- gotten Gains: Wealth and Prosperity from Slavery

American slavery was a system created, supported, and financed by a 
large number of the leading political, business, and intellectual figures in 
the country’s early centuries. Consider just one major enterprise of the 
early eighteenth century, the famous British South Sea Company. This 
was an official company set up to transport enslaved Africans overseas. 
Stockholders included the leading scientist Isaac Newton, major authors 

England, the Earl of Halifax. They included many members of the House 
of Lords and of the House of Commons.39 The leading men of Britain 
were directly and financially involved in the slave trade. Similarly, many 
leading Americans, including George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, 
Patrick Henry, George Mason, and James Madison, profited from slavery 
or the slave trade. These founders saw slavery as an honorable, wealth-
 generating business activity.

Building the Wealth of Britain and Continental Europe

The British merchants of the eighteenth century recognized the centrality 
of slavery in building the wealth of their nation. In the 1740s one business 
pamphleteer wrote about Britain’s wealth:

The most approved Judges of the Commercial Interests of these 
Kingdoms have ever been of the opinion that our West- India and 
African Trades are the most nationally beneficial of any we carry 
on. It is also allowed on all Hands, that the trade to Africa is the 
Branch which renders our American Colonies and Plantations 
so advantageous to Great Britain: that Traffic only affording our 
Planters a constant supply of Negro Servants for the Culture of 
their Lands in the Produce of Sugars, Tobacco, Rice, Rum, Cotton, 
Fustick, Pimento, and all other our Plantation Produce: so that the 
extensive Employment of our Shipping in, to, and from America, 
the great Brood of Seamen consequent thereupon, and the daily 
Bread of the most considerable Part of our British Manufactures, 
are owing primarily to the Labour of Negroes; who, as they were the 
first happy instruments of raising our Plantations: so their Labour 
only can support and preserve them, and render them still more 
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and more profitable to their Mother- Kingdom. The Negroe- Trade 
therefore, and the natural consequences resulting from it, may be 
justly esteemed an inexhaustible Fund of Wealth and Naval Power to 
this Nation.40

This summary accurately accents the primary role of the “labour of 
Negroes” in British shipping and manufacturing, and thus in creating an 
“inexhaustible fund of wealth” for whites in Britain and its American 
colonies.
 Economic trade generated by British and French plantations in the 
Americas was the source of much of the capital for the commercial 
and industrial revolutions of the two countries. British and French 
industry, shipping, naval and merchant marine development, banking, 
and insurance were significantly stimulated by or grounded in the 
labor of enslaved Africans in their respective colonies. From the 1700s 
to the mid- 1800s a large proportion of agricultural exports in world 
trade was produced by enslaved people of African descent. British 
port cities became prosperous as centers for the trade in Africans, 
and British industrial cities became prosperous in part because of the 
manufacturing of goods with materials from slave plantations. Textile 
manufacturing was the core industry of the Industrial Revolution, 
and most cotton was grown by enslaved laborers. Circulating through 
banking enterprises, the profits from growing international trade—
much of it related to the slave trade and trade in slave- produced 
products—provided a substantial part of the large- scale investments in 
ever- expanding British industry, growth that led to new technologies 
and products of the Industrial Revolution.41

Slavery and Economic Development in the Americas

It is unlikely that the American colonies and, later, the United States 
would have seen the dramatic agricultural and industrial development 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries without the blood and sweat 
of those enslaved. Much wealth generated between the 1700s and the 
1860s came from the slave trade and the labor of enslaved men, women, 
and children on plantations and in other profit- making enterprises. In 
the seventeenth century, the famous triangular trade emerged between 
Europe, Africa, and the North American colonies. Europe and America 
provided ships and agricultural exports, while Africa provided enslaved 
laborers. Sugar plantations in the West Indies “became the hub of the 
British Empire, of immense importance to the grandeur and prosperity of 
England,” and it was African laborers who made the West Indies the “most 
precious colonies ever recorded in the whole annals of imperialism.”42 A 
major economic bridge between Europe and overseas colonies was this 
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slave–sugar complex. The Caribbean plantations also spurred mainland 
development. Much of the oats, corn, flour, fish, lumber, soap, candles, 
and livestock exported by the continental American colonies went to West 
Indies plantations. A substantial proportion of the wealth of the New 
England and Middle Atlantic colonies came from the trade with slave 
plantations in the southern colonies and the Caribbean.43

 From the early 1700s to the mid- 1800s much of the surplus capital 
and wealth of North America came directly, or by means of economic 
multiplier effects, from the slave trade and slave plantations. With the 
growing demand for textiles, U.S. cotton production expanded between the 
1790s and the beginning of the Civil War. Cotton was shipped to British 
and New England textile mills, greatly spurring the wheels of British, 
U.S., and international commerce. By the mid- nineteenth century New 
England cotton mills were industrial leaders in value added, and second 
in number of employees, in the United States. Without slave labor there 
would probably not have been a successful textile industry, and without 
that cotton textile industry—the first major U.S. industry—the United 
States would have been unlikely to become a major industrial power when 
it did.44 In the first half of the nineteenth century northern merchants, 
bankers, and shipping companies became “closely tied to cotton. New York 
became both the center of the import trade and the financial center for 
the cotton trade.”45 Slave- grown cotton became ever- more central to the 
economy and accounted for about half of all exports, and thus for a large 
share of the profits generated by exports.
 In the North profits from the cotton economy and sale of products to 
slave plantations stimulated the growth of investment in financial and 
insurance enterprises, other service industries, and various manufacturing 
concerns, as well as, by means of taxes, of investment in government 
infrastructure projects. Cotton- related activities were an important source 
of economic expansion before the Civil War; most cotton was grown by 
enslaved Americans. Their agricultural production undergirded national 
economic development and the U.S. market revolution. One researcher 
notes there was not a New England “merchant of any prominence who was 
not then directly or indirectly involved in this trade.”46 As the nineteenth 
century progressed, descendants of earlier traders in slaves and slave-
 related products became the economic captains of the textile and other 
industries in the North.
 British and New England manufacturers’ demand for cotton fueled the 
demand for enslaved workers and Native American land. Leading cotton 
states—Mississippi, Alabama, and South Carolina—were substantially 
carved out of Native American lands, and as the cotton system expanded 
westward, the lands of more indigenous societies were taken, usually by 
force or threat of force. Labor was perhaps the most critical factor in 
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economic production in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; enslaved 
African Americans often filled that demand. In the decade before the 
Civil War the dollar value of those enslaved was estimated by one planter 
to be $2 billion—a figure then exceeding the total value of all northern 
factories.47

 Not only did the southern agricultural system provide cotton for 
the textile mills of the North, but profits from the cotton trade also 
helped to generate demand for northern manufactured products and, 
increasingly, for western foodstuffs. The coerced labor of black men, 
women, and children built up profits used by many slaveowners for 
luxurious living, investments in various enterprises, and deposits in 
banks. Such capital—and capital generated in international trade in 
slave- produced products—could be used or borrowed by merchants, 
railroad executives, and other industrialists in the North or South. The 
economic prosperity and industrial development of Western nations, 
including the U.S., were grounded to a substantial degree in the slavery 
system of the Atlantic basin.48

The Wealth of Powerful Slaveholders

In the century prior to the Civil War the slaveholding oligarchy of 
southern and border states controlled a huge share of the resources and 
riches of this country. By the nineteenth century slaveholders owned 
much of the country’s most productive land and the agricultural produce 
for export. They owned a large proportion of the livestock, warehouses, 
plantation buildings, and processing mills, as well as of enslaved workers. 
The South was the most economically prosperous and politically powerful 
U.S. region from the mid- 1700s to the 1850s.49

 The theft of Indian land and enslavement of Africans became the 
foundation of prosperity for many white families. George Washington, 
chair of the Constitutional Convention and first U.S. president, was 
one of the wealthiest Americans. Owner of more than 36,000 acres, 
he held substantial securities in banks and land companies. By 1783 his 
accounting showed he enslaved 216 black Americans. Reading his records, 
one sees that he viewed black men, women, and children primarily as 
economic investments, like farm animals whose purpose was to bring 
monetary profit. Enslaved workers made possible his luxurious lifestyle. As 
Hirschfeld has documented:

Slaves washed his linens, sewed his shirts, polished his boots, saddled 
his horse, chopped the wood for his fireplaces, powdered his wig, 
drove his carriage, cooked his meals, served his table, poured his 
wine, posted his letters, lit the lamps, swept the porch, looked after 
the guests, planted the flowers in his gardens, trimmed the hedges, 
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dusted the furniture, cleaned the windows, made the beds, and 
performed the myriad domestic chores.50

Washington said he was opposed to slavery, but the reality contradicted his 
stated view. His overseers used flogging, and he vigorously pursued 
enslaved runaways.

Jefferson, was wealthy because he owned 10,000 acres of land and because, 
by the 1800s, he held 185 African Americans in bondage. He enslaved 
hundreds over his lifetime. His extravagant lifestyle was made possible by 
these workers. While Jefferson was sometimes critical of slavery, he rarely 
freed those he enslaved. When he held positions of political authority, 
such as the U.S. presidency, he also did little or nothing to end slavery. The 
founder still seen as a principal progenitor of U.S. liberty, who penned “all 
men are created equal,” was a major slaveholder. He fathered children with 
an enslaved woman, children whom he kept enslaved; and he chased down 
fugitive slaves and had them severely whipped.51

Slaveholders and the U.S. Government

Without the capital and wealth generated by enslaved black Americans, 
it is possible that there would not have been an American Revolution 
and, thus, a United States in the late eighteenth century. One of history’s 

created equal” did not apply to African Americans, yet the American 
victory in the struggle against Great Britain was possible substantially 
because the wealth generated by the slavery system and its economic spin-
 offs was available to help finance the American Revolution. A significant 
proportion of the money amassed or borrowed to fight that revolution 
came, directly or indirectly, from capital generated by slave plantations 
and trade in slaves and slave- produced products. Money borrowed from 
northern sources often had its ultimate origin in the slavery constellation, 
as did some money borrowed from overseas. France’s involvement in 
the American Revolution was essential to its outcome, and, as Edmund 
Morgan has shown, the “single most valuable product with which to 
purchase assistance was tobacco, produced mainly by slave labor. . . . To 
a large degree it may be said that Americans bought their independence 
with slave labor.”52

 The political structure established after the revolution continued to 
reflect the elite interest in slavery and controlling African Americans, 
enslaved or free. The mainstream view of the U.S. government still 
views it and its actions as set, from the first decades, in the context of 
“democracy”—as the result of competing group interests jockeying for 
position through democratic political mechanisms.
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 A contrasting view sees the early U.S. government as very undemocratic 
and as central to the creation of systemic racism and the perpetuation of a 
lasting racial hierarchy. Historically, white male elites have worked through 
local and federal governments to create institutions serving their interests. In 
the early development of the government, white women, African Americans, 
and Native Americans had no direct representation. The white male ruling 
class created a racialized government, which played a central role in defining 
who was “black” and “white” and what the benefits of being in each racial 
group were. For most African Americans—and Native Americans forced 
onto reservations—this took the form of a type of “police state.” The 
standard dictionary definition of police state is “a political unit characterized 
by repressive governmental control of political, economic, and social life 
usually by an arbitrary exercise of power by police.”53

 Slavery dominated U.S. politics in many ways. For 50 of the first 64 
years of the new U.S. nation the president was a slaveowner. Chief Justices 
of the Supreme Court for most of the period up to the Civil War were 
slaveholders, as were numerous others on that court. In the decades after 
the U.S. Constitution was put into place, the slavery system continued to 
shape legal and political decisions in major ways, including the building 
up of constitutional law in federal court decisions such as the Dred Scott 
decision discussed in Chapter 3. For decades few major decisions made by 
the federal legislative and judicial branches went against the interests of 
the slaveholding oligarchy, and foreign and domestic policies generally did 
not conflict with the interests of major slaveholders. George Washington’s 
administration even loaned money to French slaveholders in Haiti to put 
down a major slave uprising on that island.54

 By the 1850s a major schism in the ruling class, between southern 
planters and growing numbers of northern industrialists with little 
economic interest in slavery, was becoming clear in political battles 
over such issues as expansion of slavery into western lands. Fearful of 
its economic and political future, the South’s slaveholding oligarchy 
eventually moved to secede from the union. The victory of the North in 
the subsequent Civil War marked the arrival of northern industrialists and 
merchants as a dominant force in the U.S. economy and government.55

The Emergence of Jim Crow: Slavery Unwilling to Die

Group Terrorism by White Americans

After the Civil War, in the late 1860s and early 1870s, the Reconstruction 
period came to the South as a breath of fresh air. Federally enforced 
Reconstruction policies were precipitated by southern whites’ 
unwillingness to make major changes in the treatment of freed slaves or 
to prevent the unrepentant leaders of the old Confederacy from again 
assuming power. Prior to the 1860s black Americans had not generally 
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been allowed to vote at any level of government. Now the Thirteenth, 
Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution 
abolished slavery, asserted the civil rights of black Americans, and 

Reconstruction new state constitutional conventions included black 
delegates, although in most states white southerners predominated. For 
a time southern governments were mostly controlled by ordinary whites 
who had not been active leaders in the Confederacy, and black Americans 
gained a measure of personal and political freedom, although considerable 

biracial state governments brought needed political reforms to the South, 
including the first public education.56

 Today there is little recognition, in the media or many history textbooks, 
of the scale and barbarousness of the white terrorism that brought an end 
to the often progressive Reconstruction governments and, with that, any 
hope for political or economic equality for black Americans. Sometimes, 
this southern terrorism has actually received positive coverage. The early 
1900s movie The Birth of a Nation, still considered a classic by movie experts, 
celebrates the very hostile and racist Ku Klux Klan view of Reconstruction. 
Moreover, the recurring release of certain beloved pro- slavery movies (for 
example, the 1930s Gone with the Wind movie is periodically re- released) 
signals how unconcerned or ill- informed the white majority still is about the 
country’s sometimes savagely racist history.
 What mainstream U.S. movies should cover, but never have, is how the 
South’s white elite, often with the collusion of northern elites, established 
an extensive terrorist campaign against Reconstruction state governments 
and newly freed black southerners. A leading Confederate general, Nathan 

and the famous General Robert E. Lee pledged his “invisible” support to 
the violent Klan. White terrorism destroyed the often progressive southern 
governments, and thousands of men, women, and children were severely 
beaten, raped, or killed by the Klan and other white- supremacist groups. 
The Confederacy lost the four- year war, but fought on for “twelve more 
years—using every weapon at its disposal, including the ultimate one 
of mass terrorism—until the nation finally acceded to most of the 
Confederacy’s modified war aims.”57

 After a few years of this white terrorism, northern interest in the South 
waned. Northern leaders were not interested in punishing those who led 
the rebellion. The so- called Hayes Compromise of 1877 removed the 
few remaining federal troops and eliminated much federal protection of 
black southerners. Leaders of the old Confederacy had finally won most 
of their political and economic goals. This arch- conservative revolution 
ended most attempts to provide the newly freed black Americans with 
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substantial civil rights protection and economic help. As the white anti-
 Klan researcher, Stetson Kennedy, has explained, black southerners were 
“sold back down the river into virtual enslavement, and all three of the 
new constitutional amendments—so far as blacks were concerned—were 
rendered dead letters for a century to come.”58 The Thirteenth, Fourteenth, 
and Fifteenth Amendments officially gave African Americans citizenship 
rights, but most of these new rights were effectively denied by southern 
legislatures, federal courts, and presidential or congressional action until 
the civil rights revolution of the 1950s–1960s. Whites in the North and 
the South joined in solidarity on behalf of the white group interest in 
preserving systemic racism.

The Continuing Badges and Disabilities of Slavery

In a dissenting opinion to the important 1883 Civil Rights Cases, then 
Supreme Court Justice John Marshall Harlan argued:

That there are burdens and disabilities which constitute badges of 
slavery and servitude, and that the power to enforce by appropriate 
legislation the Thirteenth Amendment may be exerted by legislation 
of a direct and primary character, for the eradication, not simply 
of the institution, but of its badges and incidents, are propositions 
which ought to be deemed indisputable.59

Harlan was arguing that the federal government had a right to intervene 
and dismantle the many serious and lingering effects of African American 
slavery, and not just slavery itself.
 Yet the end of slavery did not bring an end to the many devastating 
badges, burdens, or disabilities of slavery. Comprehensive Jim Crow 
patterns became a reality soon after Reconstruction, as extensive 
segregation laws and informal segregation practices kept African 
Americans from voting, attending good schools, and using public 
accommodations. By the 1880s and 1890s legal segregation was linked 
to the elite’s successful attempt to disenfranchise black voters and 

Reconstruction by the Republican Party. Elite- controlled, authoritarian 
political regimes dominated southern states, and these regimes worked 
with white planters and southern industrialists to insure control of 
black workers in agriculture and new industries. By the 1900s, officially 
and informally enforced Jim Crow segregation was the rule throughout 
southern and border states, and even in some parts of northern and 
western states.60

 A major Supreme Court decision, Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), involved 
segregation of Louisiana railroad cars, which was challenged by a man 
whose ancestry was one- eighth African and seven- eighths European. 
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The court’s decision delivered a major blow to the idea of civic equality 
by upholding the legality of so- called “separate but equal” facilities for 
white and black Americans. Following the tradition of white- supremacist 
thinking, this all- white Supreme Court reasoned, with one lone dissenter, 
that racism was natural and that

legislation is powerless to eradicate racial instincts or to abolish 
distinctions based upon physical differences, and the attempt to 
do so can only result in accentuating the difficulties of the present 
situation. . . . If one race be inferior to the other socially, the Constitution 
of the United States cannot put them upon the same plane.

The racial privileges of whites as a group were maintained. Justice John 
Marshall Harlan, again the dissenter, argued that

the arbitrary separation of citizens, on the basis of race, while they 
are on a public highway, is a badge of servitude wholly inconsistent 
with the civil freedom and the equality before the law established by 
the Constitution. It cannot be justified upon any legal grounds.61

The long- term effect of this Plessy decision and similar federal court cases 
upholding Jim Crow segregation was to bar African Americans from fair 
access to major political, economic, and social institutions for decades.
 By the early 1900s authoritarian police- state conditions in southern 
and border states shaped the lives of the more than 80 percent of African 
Americans who lived there. Most public facilities were segregated, 
including buses, water fountains, public toilets, parks, theaters, hospitals, 
colleges, churches, and cemeteries. Black southerners were also forcibly 
denied electoral influence in most areas.

Maintaining Jim Crow Segregation with Violence

White violence undergirded the growing edifice of legal segregation. 
A central aspect of these arrangements was the omnipresent lynching, 
usually of a black man thought to have spoken against, organized 
against, committed a crime against, or insulted his white oppressors. The 
accusation was often fictional or greatly exaggerated. Some 3,513 lynchings 
of black men and 76 of black women were recorded for the years 1882 to 
1927, but many more did not get recorded. Between the Civil War and the 
present, perhaps as many as 6,000 lynchings of black men and women 
have been perpetrated in the southern states and in certain areas of the 
northern and border states. Many thousands of other violent white attacks 
on African Americans have also gone unrecorded.62

 Lynchings were savage events often with a strongly ritualized character. 
Over the years from the late 1860s to recent times, thousands of whites 
have participated in them. One lynching account from the 1940s involved 
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a black man accused of trying to rape a white woman. A participant told 
the story of a white mob’s actions:

I ain’t tellin’ nobody just what we done to that nigger but we 
used a broken bottle just where it’d do the most damage, and any 
time you want to see a nigger ear all you gotta do is go to see old 
man Smith and ast him for a peep at one. . . . Yes, ma’am, we done 
things I never knowed could be done and things I certainly ain’t 
mentionin’ to no lady.

After being cut, the black victim was doused in kerosene and burned, with 
the ending being that “the groanin’ got lower and lower and finely it was 
just little gasps and then it wasn’t nothin’ a tall.” The white mob next tied 
him to a tree, leaving him for relatives to take down.63

 In most lynching episodes there was no legal trial. At the heart of 
this ritualized barbarism was whites’ concern that dominance must be 
maintained. These whites felt that antiblack violence would make black 
residents afraid to challenge Jim Crow customs. Many lynchings involved 
large turnouts by white men, women, and children who cheered the 
killings. In many cases black victims were tortured, and pieces of bodies 
were gladly taken as souvenirs. Sexual mutilations of black victims, as well 
as the emotional (often unfounded) accusations of rape against them, 
signal again the importance of the strong and irrational sexual thread in 
the history of white racism.

Segregation’s Economic Impact

Legal segregation had a severe impact on economic opportunities. Once 
slavery was ended, black families were promised productive land by 
certain federal officials. Those newly freed pressed for “forty acres and 
a mule” with which to begin a new life. Some federal generals initially 
gave confiscated Confederate lands to African Americans. Yet most lost 
this land when the new president, Andrew Johnson, a white- supremacist 
slaveholder, overruled them. Property had to be protected, even if it 
belonged to treasonous slaveholders who fought against the United 
States. The common interest of white southerners and northerners in 
protecting unjustly gained property and resources was stronger than stated 
commitments to social justice.64

 Black southerners were ineligible for public land given away by the 
first Homestead Act (1862), and by the time the Southern Homestead Act 
came to be (1866), they were unable to take full advantage of it because 
of widespread discrimination, intimidation, and violence against them. 
Those who were able to overcome these odds often found the land they 
secured to be poor for farming or lost it later to white force or threats of 
force.65
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given each one of the million Negro free families a forty- acre freehold 
would have made a basis of real democracy in the United States that might 
easily have transformed the modern world.”66

 In contrast, white families benefited greatly from government 
homestead acts. From the 1860s to the 1930s the federal government 
provided about 246 million acres of land at low or no cost for about 1.5 
million farm homesteads. Almost all recipients were white. The large 
number of black families in these areas at that time could have worked 
and benefited from that land, but were excluded by various forms of racial 
discrimination, including Klan- type violence. Working these homesteads, 
many white families, including European immigrants, built up substantial 

careful demographic projections, one researcher’s data suggest that as 
many as 46 million white Americans are current descendants of the white 
homestead families and are thus substantial inheritors and beneficiaries 
of this major wealth- generating government program.67 Recall too the 
research of Jennifer Mueller in Chapter 1, which showed that the histories 
of contemporary white families reveal five times more family access to 
such government- derived assets as those of contemporary families of 
color.
 After slavery came a period of renewed enrichment and capital 
accumulation by the larger white farmers and merchants in southern and 
border states. They made their fortunes from the labor of theoretically free 
black laborers, tenant farmers, and sharecroppers. Booker T. Washington 
described the conditions that free blacks faced on the large farms and 
plantations as “a kind of slavery that is in one sense as bad as the slavery of 
antebellum days.”68 In theory, tenant farmers and sharecroppers could sell 
their share of the crops, pay off debts, and buy land. Yet most were unable 
to make enough to escape the cycle of indebtedness to white landowners 
and merchants. When large- scale industrialization finally came to the 
South, black workers were virtually excluded, except for the lowest- wage 
segregated positions.
 Long before the Civil War, Jim Crow laws in the North had enforced 
racial segregation in employment, public transportation, hospitals, jails, 
schools, churches, and cemeteries. The first Jim Crow railroad cars were 
established on Massachusetts railroads. In northern cities whites enforced 
housing segregation. Into the 1930s not only did the 11 southern states 

and Maryland to Missouri and Oklahoma. Northern states like Kansas 
and Indiana had towns and cities with racial segregation statutes. Into the 
late 1940s numerous northern and western states, including Michigan, 
Colorado, Oregon, and California, had laws banning marriages between 
white and black Americans. Beyond these laws, white northerners openly 
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enforced racial segregation in housing and employment by various 
informal means (de facto segregation).69

Persisting Patterns of Legal Segregation

Racist Barriers: 1910s to the 1930s

In 1910 more than 80 percent of black Americans, most of them 
descendants of those recently enslaved, resided in the southern states. 
Most were in agricultural areas with little access to productive farmland 
and faced segregation in most aspects of their lives. As a result, they began 
to migrate North in significant numbers. There, too, they met large- scale 
racial discrimination and exclusion.
 In the North many southern migrants were concentrated in low- wage 
domestic and service positions; they were routinely excluded by employers 
and unions from better- paying jobs in industrial settings. Black workers 
were often displaced by new immigrant workers from southern and 
eastern Europe.70 Without this white- racist exclusion and discrimination, 
the black Harlems and South Chicagos “might have become solid 
working- class and middle- class communities with the economic and 
social resources to absorb and aid the incoming masses of Southerners.”71 
This time the unjust impoverishment of black workers and enrichment 
of white workers stemmed from white control over better- paying jobs 
and jobs with the potential for mobility. Whites who arrived after the 
slavery period—and their many descendants—thus benefited greatly from 
legal and informal racial segregation in employment. Once again, whites 
had more or less exclusive access to the economic, housing, and political 
resources that enabled them and their children and grandchildren to move 
up the socioeconomic ladder.
 Whites sometimes used violence to enforce traditional patterns of racial 

mostly Irish American police force encouraged whites to attack black men, 
women, and children. One major riot occurred in 1917 in East St. Louis. 
White workers, viewing black immigrants from the South as a job threat, 
violently attacked a black community. Thirty- nine black residents and 
nine white attackers were killed. This was followed in 1919 by white riots 
in cities from Chicago to Charleston. In the North and South, millions 
of white men, and half a million white women, belonged to the Ku Klux 

numerous state and national politicians belonged to the white- supremacist 
Klan, and dozens of members of the Senate and House of Representatives 
were elected with its help. Prior to becoming president, Warren Harding 
was closely tied to the Klan. Before he was a leading Supreme Court 
justice, Justice Hugo Black had been a member. Klan activities included 
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marches and thousands of cross- burnings, assaults, and lynchings in towns 
and cities across the country—actions often winked at by white police and 
other government officials.72

Racist Barriers: The 1930s to the 1950s

South’s near- slavery of Jim Crow segregation, a subjugation that did not 
allow the build- up of significant economic or educational resources for 
most black families. Segregation, with its racist etiquette, was very much 
in place. Though the Supreme Court in 1915 had begun to invalidate a 
few restrictions on black voters, most were still not permitted to vote. In 
agricultural areas most worked as wage laborers, domestic workers, or 
sharecroppers. In the North black workers likewise remained mostly in 
low- wage jobs as unskilled workers, domestics, and laborers.73

frequently pushed black workers out of menial jobs. Whites in Atlanta 
organized under the slogan of “No Jobs for Niggers Until Every White 
Man Has a Job.” By 1932 half of black workers in cities were unemployed. 
Extreme hunger or starvation was often their lot.74 Moreover, as federally 
funded employment programs began to put some black job seekers back 
to work and provide some economic support, black voters shifted from 

Nonetheless, black workers continued to suffer much discrimination 

South. In most federal relief programs black workers got lower wages 
than whites, were employed only as unskilled laborers, and were employed 

segregation by restricting the new federally guaranteed home loans to 
homes in segregated areas and by locating public housing so that it would 
be segregated. President Franklin Roosevelt and most of his advisors were 
unwilling to press for anti- lynching legislation because they feared losing 
white votes. Federal government agencies were also openly segregationist 
in many of their policies.75

African Americans, and numerous other Americans of color, endured 
many types of overt racial discrimination in employment, housing, 

Clive Webb have noted how the “provision of medical care for African 
Americans was far inferior to that for whites.” In addition, fearing that 
education might encourage black resistance and operating out of the 
white- racist frame that viewed black Americans as unintelligent and 
undeserving, white- run governments provided meager support for black 
public schools:
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In 1910, South Carolina, for instance, spent an average of $5.95 per 
black pupil, compared with $40.68 for the average white pupil. . . . 
Schools were forced to close during the harvest season so that every 
hand was available to work in the fields.76

Public schools thus reinforced a highly coercive and racialized southern 
employment system.
 In addition, extreme deference rituals were forced on black men, 
women, and children. They were required to show deference to whites 
by stepping off sidewalks, bowing heads, or pretending ignorance. In 
everyday interactions most whites did not address black Americans with 
the normal “Mr.,” “Mrs.,” or “Miss” and insisted on using their first names. 
Most used such denigrating language as “nigger,” “boy,” “girl,” and “uncle” 
for black Americans they knew.77 These racist actions were implemented 
to ensure that whites in all classes benefited from a strong sense of racial 

psychological wage of whiteness.”78

Workers Become an Economic Surplus

States subsided, but workers were still badly needed to produce war 
goods. Some opportunities for employment in formerly all- white, male 

worker shortage again allowed black workers into some skilled blue-
 collar jobs for the first time. Similarly, the 1950s Korean War permitted 
some expanded black employment in better- paying jobs. However, after 
the end of each war the employment situation for black men and women 
changed for the worse. White veterans and other white workers poured 
into many cities after World War II, usually taking the better- paying 
jobs. The jobs that remained for black workers were mostly menial and 
low- paying.79

into better- paying jobs, with assistance this time not only from that war 
and associated economic growth but also from the renewed civil rights 
movement. In spite of this, however, black workers were farther behind 
whites in income, occupation, and unemployment in the 1960s than they 
had been in 1945. Thus, in 1962 black workers in the prime working- age 
group had an unemployment rate three times that of whites. While formal 
segregation laws were dismantled by the civil rights acts of the 1960s, 
large- scale informal discrimination persisted.80

 Since the 1960s large- scale automation and corporate investments 
overseas have often created a harsh reality of substantial unemployment, 
underemployment, or lower real wages for many workers. By the late 
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1960s substantial automation had created a situation where many of the 
country’s black blue- collar workers were no longer needed as much by 
white employers in numerous sectors of the economy. Significantly, it 
was not until this black labor surplus became a conspicuous economic 
reality in the 1960s that many white employers and other whites were 
finally willing to consider the abolition of coercive legal segregation. 
Many employers no longer sought out the large numbers of black workers 
upon whom they had formerly depended so heavily for necessary labor. A 
country that had long built much of its prosperity off the backs of black 
workers was gradually abandoning many of them to a life of recurring 
unemployment or underemployment.81

Conclusion

A central feature of the systemic racism perspective is an accent on these 
“deep context” understandings. Few whites today are truly knowledgeable 
about the racialized past of this society, and indeed of their own families, 
and how that historical context profoundly shapes the racialized present. 
This lack of an accurate contextual memory and understanding is central 
to the dominant white framing of society. Indeed, collective forgetting 
seems essential to the dominant- group morality of systems of oppression. 
In contrast, those Americans who are oppressed often remember more 
of that deep context and history accurately, even though they do not 
control mainstream history- making resources. They frequently rely on 
oral histories and scrapbooks or on their own group’s historical recorders 
whose work is published outside the mainstream. There are some things 
most human beings are constantly aware of—for example, the obvious 
immensity of space or the impact of regular weather patterns—because 
those contextual realities are immediately observable in contemporary 
environments. However, the deep historical context of systemic racism is 
not so immediately evident to most white Americans, and usually because 
the powerful tellers of our history in the dominant group have intentionally 
suppressed, distorted, or fictionalized that racialized history. As I show in 
later chapters, most whites today resist even trying to better understand the 
harsh racist realities and meanings of our historical past and present.
 Clearly, the United States was originally built as a white republic. It was 
a principal part of the world racist order created by European colonialism 
and imperialism to enrich Europeans and impoverish indigenous peoples. 
The white- racist institutions established during the slavery period and 
undergirded by the U.S. Constitution have generated, enhanced, and/
or reproduced the privileges and prosperity of most white Americans for 
many generations.
 Today, there are many indirect and direct connections between the 
generation of white resources and wealth in the eras of slavery and legal 
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segregation and the resources and prosperity of contemporary white 
individuals and families. The current racial situation is very much the 
legacy of black enslavement, and the “badges and disabilities” of slavery 
still lie heavily on black Americans. This reality is recognized, albeit only 
occasionally, at the highest levels of the justice system. In a pioneering 
1968 Supreme Court case, Jones et ux. v. Alfred H. Mayer Co., the U.S. 
Supreme Court considered blatant housing discrimination in St. Louis. In 
that perceptive decision the liberal majority of the court ruled that

just as the Black Codes, enacted after the Civil War to restrict the free 
exercise of those rights, were substitutes for the slave system, so the 
exclusion of Negroes from white communities became a substitute 
for the Black Codes. And when racial discrimination herds men into 
ghettos and makes their ability to buy property turn on the color of 
their skin, then it too is a relic of slavery.82

For a brief period in the Supreme Court’s long history, in the 1960s and 
early 1970s, a majority of the white justices recognized that persisting 
racial discrimination and informal racial segregation were relics of the old 
slavery system and, thus, of the country’s centuries- old systemic racism.
 In a dramatic concurring opinion in this major Supreme Court case, the 

persisting racial discrimination is connected in a direct line back to slavery:

Some badges of slavery remain today. While the institution has 
been outlawed, it has remained in the minds and hearts of many 
white men. Cases which have come to this Court depict a spectacle 
of slavery unwilling to die. We have seen contrivances by States 
designed to thwart Negro voting. . . . Negroes have been excluded over 
and again from juries solely on account of their race . . . or have been 
forced to sit in segregated seats in courtrooms. . . . They have been 
made to attend segregated and inferior schools . . . or been denied 
entrance to colleges or graduate schools because of their color. . . . 
Negroes have been prosecuted for marrying whites. . . . They have 
been forced to live in segregated residential districts . . . and residents 
of white neighborhoods have denied them entrance.83

Few white justices have ever demonstrated such a deep understanding of 
-

alized segregation, like slavery, was a masterful societal machine designed 
to protect white privilege and whites’ unjust enrichment. Today, slavery’s 
badges and disabilities persist because they are perpetuated by the racist 
framing and discriminatory practices of a great many whites, as well as by 
the less obvious, macro- level processes of U.S. institutions that constantly 
reproduce white power and privilege.
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3
The White Racial Frame

A Social Force

Our third president, the prominent theorist of liberty and equality Thomas 
Jefferson, wrote in his only major book, Notes on the State of Virginia, that 
black Americans are racially inferior to whites in reasoning, imagination, 
and beauty. Furthermore, in his view blacks are more adventuresome than 
whites because they have a “want of forethought,” are unreflective, and 
even feel life’s pain less than whites. In an extreme animalizing statement, 
Jefferson further asserted that even black Americans favor white beauty, 
“as uniformly as is the preference of the Oranootan [Orangutan] for the 
black women over those of his own species.” Blacks are also alleged to have 
produced no important thinkers, musicians, or intellectuals. Improvement 
in black minds comes only when there is a “mixture with whites,” which 
Jefferson argues “proves that their inferiority is not the effect merely of 
their condition of life.”1 As our first major secular intellectual and a major 
slaveholder, Thomas Jefferson played a central role in the early development 
of racial rationalizations for the enslavement of black Americans, especially 
including this dominant white- racist framing of U.S. society.

Creating a White Racial Frame

The expansion of European countries from the 1400s to the early 1900s 
brought colonial exploitation to more than 80 percent of the globe. The 
resulting exploitation and resource inequalities stemmed, as Du Bois 
noted, from letting a “single tradition of culture suddenly have thrust into 
its hands the power to bleed the world of its brawn and wealth, and the 
willingness to do this.”2 For the colonizing Europeans it was not enough 
to bleed the world of labor and resources. Colonizers were not content 
to exploit indigenous American and African peoples and view that 
exploitation simply as “might makes right.” Instead, most saw themselves 
as virtuous Christians and justified what they had done for themselves and 
their descendants. Gradually, a broad racial framing like that illustrated 
by Thomas Jefferson’s commentaries early rationalized this extensive 
oppression and thereby reduced its conscious moral cost for Europeans 
and European Americans.
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 Much historical research demonstrates there has long been in North 
America and elsewhere a dominant, white- created racial frame that provides 
an overarching and generally destructive worldview, one that extends across 
divisions of class, gender, and age. Since its full development over the course 
of the seventeenth century, this powerful frame has provided the vantage 
point from which most whites have constantly viewed North American 
society. Its centrality in white minds is what makes it a dominant frame 

powerful frame has been elaborated by, and imposed on, the minds of most 
Americans, becoming thereby the country’s dominant “frame of mind” and 
“frame of reference” in regard to racial matters.

white Americans have combined at least these important features: racial 
stereotypes; racial narratives and interpretations; racial images and 
language accents; racialized emotions; and inclinations to discriminate. 
In this chapter we will touch on all of these, but focus on the first three. 
Typically, for a broad social frame like this, its deeply imbedded beliefs and 
attitudes are constantly reflected in the talk and actions of everyday life. 
One need not know or accept the entire frame for it to have a substantial 
impact on thought and action. Each person may utilize selected elements 
of the dominant frame.
 The perpetuation of systemic racism has required an intergenerational 
reproducing not only of racist institutions but also of the white racial 
frame that buttresses them. The early exploitative relationships that 
whites developed in regard to African and Native Americans were soon 
rationalized, and they became enduring racist relationships. From the 
beginning, white- imposed racism has been webbed into most arenas of 
North American life, including places of work and residence, and activities 

these everyday life worlds create, and are in turn shaped by, basic racist 
categories, stereotypes, images, and emotions in the minds of Americans, 
especially white Americans. The white racial frame is an overarching 
umbrella frame that includes all such racist material, in regard to both 
Americans of color and white Americans. In later sections we will examine 
in detail the overarching white framing of our past and present, with 
an emphasis on the role of elites in framing and perpetuating antiblack 
and other elements of that broad and long- dominant racial frame. In 
Chapter 4 we will look at the present day, and focus on the array of specific 
antiblack stereotypes, images, emotions, and interpretations that persist in 
that frame, with an emphasis on the views of ordinary white Americans.
 Major societal frames are typically created, codified, and maintained by 
those at the top of a society, although this construction and perpetuation 
takes place in routine and ongoing interaction with the views and practices 
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of ordinary citizens. Those with the greater power typically have the 
greater ability to impose their social frames on others. As Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels long ago pointed out, “the ideas of the ruling class are 
in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.e. the class, which is the ruling material 
force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force.”3

elites have dominated the creation, discussion, and dissemination of a 
system- rationalizing racist frame in institutional arenas such as business, 

much popularly generated racist stereotyping, imagery, and interpretation, 
even this is usually codified and embellished by the white elites.
 As with most important societal frames, if the elites had been 
opposed to the development of the dominant racist framing, they would 
have actively combated it, and it would likely have declined in social 
importance. In a detailed analysis of the racist ideas and actions of 

 following 
a racist populace is wrongheaded. The historical evidence shows that most 
of the powerful white men who have controlled U.S. political institutions 
at the top have worked hard “to nurture and support the nation’s racism.”4 
The dominant racist framing did not arise accidentally. It was, and still is, 
actively developed and insistently propagated by whites in all social classes.

Eurocentric Framing: Early Views

For several centuries white religious leaders, businesspeople, political 
leaders, academics, scientists, and media analysts have developed and 
disseminated to all people a complex and variegated white- racist framing 
that defends the theft of land and labor from people of color. The antiblack 
elements of the old white racial frame are perhaps the most developed 
and have long included various religious, scientific, and psychosexual 
rationalizations for oppression. Although the dominant frame has been 
elaborated and changed somewhat over time, in all its variations it has 
operated to rationalize, sustain, and script white power and privilege.

Negative Images of Colonized Peoples

By the mid- 1400s the Portuguese were sailing regularly to Africa and 
exporting Africans in chains. Views of European superiority were fostered 
in the first imperialistic countries, Portugal and Spain, as they exploited 
the resources of indigenous peoples. For a time, a few Catholic priests and 
theologians opposed the ruthless exploitation of indigenous populations, 
including the often genocidal operations of Spanish colonizers such as 
those led by Christopher Columbus against indigenous peoples in the 
Americas in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. However, in a 1550 
debate Spanish theologian Gaines de Sepulveda argued that it was lawful 
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to enslave indigenous populations because of their heathen, sinful, and 

with the superior culture. De Sepulveda represented the increasingly 
dominant European view and was perhaps the first European thinker to 
defend the barbarity of colonialism in comprehensive cultural terms.5

 The English soon followed. Prior to English colonization of North 
America and much of the globe, negative ideas about non- English peoples 
overseas were current in England, probably coming from other European 

The Tempest 
had featured the sinister figure of Caliban. Caliban is portrayed as the 
dark other, as a “savage and deformed slave.” His mother is said to be 
from Africa. Caliban is portrayed as physically threatening to Prospero, 
a European man of intellect. Already, the English had some negative 
images of certain cultural others before their overseas conquests were well 
underway.

Virtuous “Christians” versus the “Uncivilized Others”

dominated the religious scene on the Atlantic coast of North America, and 
from the beginning their religious views incorporated notions of group 
superiority and inferiority. Early English Protestants regarded themselves 
as Christian and civilized, but those they conquered as unchristian and 
savage.
 Very important to the emergence of European imperialism and 
colonialism was the early development of a strong acquisitive and 
predatory ethic, an ethic coupled with a zeal convinced of the superiority 
of European civilization. At the center of European imperialism was 
a powerful drive to dominate the world at whatever human cost, for 

acquisitiveness of the north European bourgeoisie was reinforced by the 
values of their religious groups. Their individualistic Protestant ethic 
fostered certain values associated with capitalism, including a greedy 
individualism that contrasted with the collectivistic values of most of the 
world’s indigenous peoples.
 European colonists coming to the Americas saw themselves as Christian 
people of good virtue and advanced civilization. From the first century 

Takaki’s phrase, “virtuous republicans.” They did not, or should not, have 
the instinctual qualities of the “creatures of darkness,” the “black” and 
“red” Calibans of the invaded areas that they saw in their stereotyped 
framing. Europeans were rational, ascetic, self- governing, and sexually 
controlled, while the Native American and African others were irrational, 
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uncivilized, instinctual, and uncontrolled.8 The first non- Europeans with 
whom European colonists came into contact were Native Americans. 

early developed negative images and stereotypes of those they conquered. 
Native Americans were often framed as “uncivilized savages” to be 
killed off or pushed well beyond the boundaries of European American 
society. Significantly, much white thinking about indigenous peoples 
alternated between great hostility, such as can be seen in the Declaration 
of Independence’s complaint about “merciless Indian savages,” and the 

literature.9

 In Europe and the Americas, a commonplace European or European 
American explanation for the exploitation and enslavement of other 
groups, especially people of African descent, drew on an old myth based 

relates how a drunken Noah was encountered by three sons. Two of them, 
Shem and Japheth, did not look on him but covered his nakedness. Noah’s 
son Ham looked but did not cover him. As a result, Ham’s son Canaan was 
cursed by Noah and told that he would be the servant of his brethren. A 
later version of this myth views Ham as African and suffering the divine 
punishment of his descendants being made servants to other peoples, the 
descendants of Ham’s brothers. However, in the Christian Bible there is 
nothing about Ham’s African characteristics. It was later, in the Talmudic 

said to have “darkened the faces of mankind,” and thus was asserted to be 
father to the African peoples. This Ham myth was picked up in Christian 
communities by the 1500s, and the story was used by European colonists 
to justify the subjugation and enslavement of Africans and African 
Americans.10

 A religious theory of black subordination and separation remained 
strong throughout the slavery and legal segregation periods, and some of 
it can still be found today. For centuries such religious myths about people 
of African descent have been retold as part of the dominant racial framing 
by members of white ruling elites, including ministers, business leaders, 
political officials, and judges, as well as by ordinary whites.11

Early Color Coding: The Link to Slavery

In the early seventeenth century English American colonists first used terms 
like “Christians” for themselves and “negroes” for Africans and African 
Americans. “Negro” referred to African descent. This conceptualization was 
moving in the direction of a full- fledged biologized racism, for the colonists 
were paying increasing attention to skin color and the purity of their ancestry 
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“black Negroe” and the “whiter European.”12 Moreover, many Europeans and 
European Americans were arguing that there was a God- ordained hierarchy 
of human beings. It was thus part of the hierarchical nature of being defined 
as “black” to suffer discrimination. One was only “black” in relationship to 
those self- defined as “white” in this hierarchical thinking.
 In the process of English colonialism and the African slave trade 
some of the world’s lightest- skinned people came into contact with 
some of the world’s darkest- skinned people. Gradually, color and other 
physical characteristics became central to a dominant racial framing 
that tenaciously rationalized and sustained this intensive exploitation 
and oppression. In the prevailing European view, which was verbalized 
and emotion- laden, the enslaved status of most African Americans was 
natural: They were inferior because they were enslaved, and they were 
enslaved because they were inferior. The expansion of enslavement and 
color typing developed side- by-side, thereby reinforcing each other. By 

slaves as making an impression on the “white” mind. The word “white” 
was increasingly used alongside “Christian” and “English” by the colonists 
to distinguish themselves from “negroes,” who had no role in this naming 
process. By means of the slave trade and slavery European colonists had 
created a new group consisting of people from different African societies, 
one sharply differentiated from whites in rights and privileges. Enslaved 
Africans and their descendants became a major point of reference for the 

noted in his diary that a Spaniard had petitioned the Massachusetts 
Council for his freedom and that a certain Captain Teat had alleged that 
“all of that [dark] Color were Slaves.”13 Darker skin color was early on 
taken by whites as the visible badge of enslavement.
 The controlling language in the new nation was that of the English 
colonists. They had power to shape the everyday terminology used in 
interaction with one another and with those they oppressed. Increasingly, 
skin color was linked to older color meanings in English. In Old English, 
the word “black” meant sooted, while the word “white” meant to gleam 
brightly, as for a candle. In line with earlier Christian usage, the word 
“black” was used by the English colonists to describe sin and the devil. 
Old images of darkness and blackness as sinister were transferred to the 
darker- skinned peoples exploited in the system of slavery. European 
colonists—usually some shade of tan, brown, or pink in skin color—must 
have seen that Africans also varied greatly in skin color, with the majority 
being some shade of brown, and not actually black.14

 In the first century of North American slavery the pro- white framing 
and antiblack framing were becoming ever- more developed and 
comprehensive. This racial framing increasingly focused not only on the 
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negative blackness of the others but also on the virtuous whiteness of 
Europeans. Africans and African Americans were viewed as physically, 
aesthetically, morally, and mentally inferior to whites—differences 

 named whites in opposition to “blackness,” in comparison to which 
whiteness was not only different but quite superior. Significantly, the 

and riddled with racialized emotions.15

Legal and Educational Underpinnings

At an early historical stage, the antiblack perspective of white Americans 
was imbedded in the legal and political institutions undergirding slavery. 

lawmaking, North and South, supported the barbaric institution. Consider 
the central colony in the first century and a half—Virginia. In that area 
could be found about 40 percent of all those enslaved, as well as many 
prominent whites who were speaking out on issues of their own liberty. 
Thomas Jefferson published the cases of Virginia’s General Court for the 

slaveholders “such as testamentary disposition of slaves, creditors’ rights in 
a debtor’s slaves, warranty in the sale of slaves, life estates in and mortgages 
of slaves, dower in slaves, and entailed slaves.”
1800s many court decisions revealed the centrality of slavery to the new 
country.
 The U.S. Constitution recognized the slavery economy and implicitly 
incorporated strong white- supremacist ideas in such provisions as the one 
that counted an African American as only three- fifths of a person. After 
the new nation was created, the unifying of ever- growing numbers of 
immigrants from various European countries was done in part through 
legal and political doctrines buttressing white privilege and superiority. 

political statement on citizenship. Naturalization was restricted to “white 

immigrants could qualify to become U.S. citizens. In contrast, African 
Americans who had ancestors going back several generations were not 
citizens.
 From the colonial era to the present, educational institutions have also 
been critical to the transmission of the dominant antiblack framing. Elites 
have long maintained power in part by controlling processes of knowledge 
dissemination through schooling and other means of public education. 
Early in colonial history, one New England minister, Samuel Hopkins, 
noted why whites see blacks so negatively:
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and our education has filled us with strong prejudices against them, 
and led us to consider them, not as our brethren, or in any degree on 
a level with us; but as quite another species of animals, made only to 
serve us and our children; and as happy in bondage, as in any other 
state.18

Historically, whites have learned much racial stereotyping, racial prejudice, 
and other racial framing at school, at home, in church, and from the mass 
media.

Emotional Underpinnings

From the seventeenth century to the present, the white framing that 
justifies antiblack oppression, while overtly verbal- cognitive and 
legally enshrined, has had a very strong emotional character. Antiblack 
stereotyping, images, and actions have long been linked to such emotions 
as hate, fear, guilt, repulsion, and greed.
 For example, for generations many whites have been emotionally 
obsessed with what they term “racial mixing.” Strong and irrational 
emotions are evident in taboos and laws against interracial sex and 
marriage, which have long been racially framed as “unnatural” by many 

enforced by banishment.19 Mixed- ancestry Americans were viewed not 
only as inferior but also as degrading what Benjamin Franklin called the 

a degradation to which no lover of his country, no lover of excellence in 
the human character can innocently consent.”20 Like most whites of the 
era, Franklin had developed some fear of black Americans. A slaveholder 
for several decades, then an abolitionist later in life, Franklin appeared 
to oppose slavery not so much because of its inhumanity, but because of 
its negative impact on the white population. Ironically, for most of U.S. 
history it was white men who were by far the most likely to cross the color 
line, and thus force sexual relations on enslaved or free black women.
 Strong emotions are evident in the white violence that has long targeted 

barbaric beatings, rape, torture, and mutilation of Africans and African 
Americans on slave ships, farms, and plantations. The early white framing 
of African Americans as “dangerous savages” and “degenerate beasts” 
played a role in rationalizing this violence. To deserve such treatment 
“the black man presumably had to be as vicious as the racists claimed; 
otherwise many whites would have had to accept an intolerable burden 
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of guilt for perpetrating or tolerating the most horrendous cruelties and 
injustices.”21 After slavery, the white racial frame legitimated lynchings, 
whose sadistic character suggests deep and shared white emotions of guilt, 
hatred, or fear.
 Fear is central to the white- racist framing woven through the system 
of antiblack oppression. Significantly, of the three large- scale systems of 
social oppression—racism, sexism, and classism—only racism involves the 
dominant group having a deeply rooted and often obsessively emotional 

and viscerally to the presence or image of the black body, especially that of 
black men? Joel Kovel has speculated that many whites dislike black bodies 
because they project onto them their own psychological fears, which are 
often rooted in childhood fears. As they are socialized, young whites often 
learn, directly and indirectly, consciously and unconsciously, that the dark 
otherness of black Americans somehow symbolizes degradation, danger, 
sinfulness, or the unknown—imagery dating back centuries and still 
present in many whites’ imaginings. Over a lifetime many antiblack actions 
are strongly shaped by images in whites’ conscious and unconscious 
minds.22

Developing a More Explicit Framing of “Race”

A we/they ethnocentrism and Eurocentrism existed long before Europeans 
built their colonial empires, but a well- developed exploitative, and soon 
to be fully racist, frame emerged only with European domination of 
peoples overseas. As Oliver Cox has noted, the modern racist perspective 
did not arise out of some “abstract, natural, immemorial feeling of 
mutual antipathy between groups,” but rather grew out of the exploitative 
relationships of colonialism.23 Indeed, there are significant variations 
across societies. Some do not develop the high level of xenophobia that 
others do. Historically, many indigenous societies showed a friendliness 

 The racial framing that rationalized European exploitation was 
gradually elaborated as European colonialism expanded globally. Initially, 
the “others” were primarily viewed as religiously and culturally inferior—
the early accent on a hierarchy of inferior and superior groups. A little 
later, those oppressed were seen as distinctive “races” that were inferior in 
physical, biological, and intellectual terms to Europeans. A fully developed 
concept of “race” as a pseudo- biological category was developed by 

was codified in the work of leading European and American intellectuals 

in overtly bio- racial terms. This biological determinism read existing 
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European prejudices back into human biology; then it read that biology as 
rationalizing social hierarchy. Those at the bottom were less than human; 
they were alleged to have inferior brains. The concept of “race” in the 
dominant racial frame had at least these three important elements:

1. an accent on physically and biologically distinctive categories 
called “races”;

2. an emphasis on “race” as the primary determinant of a group’s 
essential personality and cultural traits; and

3. a hierarchy of superior and inferior racial groups.24

Early White Leaders and Intellectuals

Anthropologist Audrey Smedley has argued that “race was, from its 
inception, a folk classification, a product of popular beliefs about 
human differences that evolved from the sixteenth through the 
nineteenth centuries.”25 However, much of the effort to create a societal 
frame accenting a distinctive hierarchy of races has come from white 
elites
elites actively codify and propagate certain strong versions of social 
categorization. From the beginning, European and European American 
elites have worked hard to defend imperialism and its oppression. By 
the mid- to late eighteenth century, white intellectuals and political 
leaders were explicitly arguing that “negroes” were a biologically 
different “race” from Europeans. In his book, The History of Jamaica 

Africans were a “truly bestial” species. Long’s book was published in the 

 About this time our important early theorist of equality and liberty, 
Thomas Jefferson, contended that black Americans were an inferior 
“race,” a word he helped to make central to the racialized framing of his 
day. In his influential book Notes on the State of Virginia, published in 
the late eighteenth century, Jefferson articulated the first well- honed 
and extensive arguments by a North American intellectual for black 
racial inferiority. As I noted previously, he viewed African Americans as 
inferior to whites in reasoning, imagination, beauty, and numerous other 
important qualities.  Over his lifetime Jefferson was a major slaveholder 
who owned hundreds of African Americans, even though he periodically, 
and hypocritically, asserted that he disliked slavery. Among his famous 
words on the subject are those inscribed on the Jefferson Memorial in 

than that these people are to be free.” Significantly, his critical words that 
follow
famous monument: “Nor is it less certain that the two races, equally free, 
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cannot live in the same government.” For this explicit reason, Jefferson was 
a supporter of exporting African Americans back to Africa, should they 
ever become free.28

 During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries white American leaders 
in business, politics, and academia were greatly influenced by European 
intellectuals and writers, many of whom held openly antiblack views. The 
latter, in turn, were significantly influenced by reports from the colonies 

century, Immanuel Kant, produced the first developed theory of “race” 
in modern terms. Many people have long viewed Kant as the leading 

thought. However, for decades Kant taught some of the first courses on 
the geography and anthropology of race. At the heart of his influential 
thinking was an attempt to define humanity, and in his view one must be 
white to be fully human, for “humanity exists in its greatest perfection in 
the white race.”29

one of the early uses of the term “races” in the sense of biologically distinct, 
hierarchical categories. In one document Kant delineated a hierarchy, with 
whites at the top:

 STEM GENUS, white brunette.

30

history, even the most advanced European philosophy and philosophical 
anthropology were grounded in ideas about the supremacy of the white 

Scientific Racism

From the mid- eighteenth century to the mid- twentieth century, the ever-
 expanding physical and social sciences were regularly used to defend and 
racially frame the oppression of Americans of color. Leading scientists 
developed a scientific view of black Americans and other people of color 
as innately inferior and thus deserving of subordination. Such ideological 

societies, but rather from their intellectual and cultural centers.

German anatomist and anthropologist Johann Blumenbach worked 
out a detailed racial classification that became very influential. At the 
top of his ladder- like list of “races” were what he called the “Caucasians” 
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Caucasus were the most beautiful of the European peoples. Lower on 

31

 The new scientific racism determinedly asserted the notion of specific 
races with different physical characteristics, a belief that these characteristics 
were hereditary, and the notion of a natural hierarchy of inferior and 
superior races. In its broad sweep this assertively racist framing was not 
supported by careful scientific observations of all human societies, but 
rather was buttressed with racially slanted reports gleaned by European 
missionaries, travelers, and sea captains from their experiences with selected 
non- European societies. Most scientists of the late eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, while presenting themselves as objective observers, tried to marshal 
evidence for human differences that the European imperialists’ perspective 
had already decided were important to highlight.32

Celebrating and Expanding the Racist Frame: The 1830s to the 1930s

The International Industry of Racist Framing

By the mid- nineteenth century the propagation of antiblack and other 
racist ideas and images had become a major industry in Europe and the 
United States. From then to now, literally thousands of articles and books 
have been written, as well as speeches given, as part of a racist framing 
machine that constantly defends white supremacy and racial oppression, 
especially antiblack oppression.
 Historically, this dominant racial framing has frequently been challenged 
when those who are oppressed fight back—such as in slave rebellions, 

whites, especially those in the elite, have attempted to deflect or destroy all 
major challenges. The elite must constantly combat the counter- framed 
insights and actions of these movements, insights into the real nature of the 
oppressive racist reality that its members have fostered and maintained. For 
example, during the mid- decades of the nineteenth century the growing 
antislavery movement in Britain and the United States spurred an elite 
reaction that was extensive and combative. Not surprisingly, an even more 
developed and formalized racist framing was created in a vigorous attempt 
to defend slavery against this growing abolitionism.33

 Many U.S. and European intellectuals intensified arguments for white 
supremacy and African or African American inferiority. In his 1830 lectures 

as “natural man in his wild and untamed nature” and argued that there is 
“nothing remotely humanized in the Negro’s character.” Black people were 
not human beings with a civilized history and human consciousness. He 
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too based his ill- informed judgments on the racist reports of numerous 
European travelers. Drawing on similar biased sources, leading British 

Charles Dickens defended racist ideas or the enslavement of Africans.34

 Count Joseph Arthur de Gobineau, a French diplomat and important 
racist thinker of the nineteenth century, argued that whites are

gifted with reflective energy, or rather with an energetic intelligence. . . . 
They have a remarkable, even extreme love of liberty, and are openly 
hostile to the formalism under which the Chinese are glad to vegetate, 
as well as the strict despotism which is the only way of governing the 
Negro.35

In his extensive writings Gobineau articulated a developed white- racist 
framing and, once translated, his writings became very influential in the 
United States and other countries. Later, Gobineau’s ideas would be drawn 
on by German Nazi thinkers and officials, indicating again how powerful the 
white- racist frame has been across the globe. Pre- eminent physical scientists 
also emphasized notions of white supremacy. In the nineteenth century the 
leading French anatomist Paul Broca broke new ground in understanding 
how the brain works. Nonetheless, Broca was a leading racist thinker who 
argued that variations in human head shape were linked to significant 
mental differences among racial groups. Black skin and wooly hair were 
associated with inferior intelligence, while white skin and straight hair were 
the “equipment of the highest groups.”
views, many scientists and popular writers of the era persistently spread his 
idea of head form being linked to “race” and character.

Political Elites and Racial Framing

In the United States distinguished lawyers, judges, and political leaders 
promoted scientific racism and its white- supremacist assumptions. In the 
first half of the nineteenth century whites with an economic interest in 
slavery dominated the U.S. political and legal system. This influence was 
conspicuous in the previously mentioned Dred Scott v. John F. A. Sandford 

American, a substantial majority of the Supreme Court ruled that Scott 

that African Americans had, since long before the making of the U.S. 
Constitution,

been regarded as beings of an inferior order, and altogether unfit to 
associate with the white race, either in social or political relations; 
and so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white man 
was bound to respect; and that the negro might justly and lawfully 
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be reduced to slavery for his benefit. He was bought and sold, and 
treated as an ordinary article of merchandise and traffic, whenever 
a profit could be made by it. This opinion was at that time fixed and 
universal in the civilized portion of the white race.

This important Dred Scott decision showed that the dominant racial frame 
was well established: all black Americans, whether slave or technically 
“free,” were inferior racialized beings with no rights, and white supremacy 
was asserted to be part of the law of the land.
 U.S. senators and presidents played a role in spreading this dominant 
white frame. President James Buchanan, a northerner, urged the country 
to support the racist thinking of Dred Scott. Before he became president, in 
a debate with Senator Stephen A. Douglas, Abraham Lincoln had argued 
that the physical difference between racial groups was insuperable, saying:

I am not nor ever have been in favor of the social and political 
equality of the white and black races: that I am not nor ever have 
been in favor of making voters of the free negroes, or jurors, or 
qualifying them to hold office or having them to marry with white 
people. . . . I as much as any other man am in favor of the superior 
position being assigned to the white man.38

Lincoln, soon called the “Great Emancipator,” had made his white- 
supremacist views very clear, views later cited by southern officials in their 

views are still quoted by white- supremacist groups in their literature and 
on their sometimes influential Internet websites.

the strong white- supremacist version of the dominant racial frame. Many 
whites pressed for a system of legal segregation. They had the support of 

the “naked savages,” saying “It is vain to deny that they [black Americans] 
are an inferior race—very far inferior to the European variety. They have 
learned in slavery all that they know in civilization.”39 Numerous white 
members of Congress also used the new racist science to argue for the 
continuing racial subordination of black Americans.40

Crow segregation in the South and other areas. Distinguished judges, 
including on the Supreme Court, played a key role in solidifying this legal 

Plessy v. Ferguson 
the fiction of “separate but equal” for white and black Americans in a case 
dealing with segregated railroad cars. This “separate but equal” fiction 
was legal for more than half a century, until the 1954 Brown v. Board 
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of Education of Topeka decision desegregated some Jim Crow schools, 

there had been widespread agreement in the white elite and the white 
population about the desirability of thorough racial segregation for black 
men, women, and children. Even whites opposed to official segregation 
articulated a belief in white superiority. Justice John Marshall Harlan, the 
lone dissenter in Plessy v. Ferguson, noted in his opinion that “the white 
race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country. And so it is, in 
prestige, in achievements, in education, in wealth and in power. So, I doubt 
not, it will continue to be for all time.”41 Two sentences later, Harlan added 
that “our Constitution is colorblind, and neither knows nor tolerates 
classes among citizens.” Harlan was among the first to publicly articulate 
the mythical view that the U.S. Constitution is colorblind.
 The open assertion of white- supremacist views was commonplace for 
government officials in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Given 
increasing immigration in this period from non- European countries, these 
officials gave much attention to who was, or was not, “white.” Between 

Americans were not white and thus were ineligible for citizenship: Chinese 
Americans, native Hawaiians, those half- Asian, those half- Indian, Burmese 
Americans, Japanese Americans, Filipino Americans, those three- quarters 
Filipino, and Korean Americans. They were placed, by white judges 
and other whites, toward the “black end” of the white- to-black racial 

immigrants to become U.S. citizens was not officially changed until the 
1952 Immigration and Nationality Act.42

Social Darwinism

In his influential writings the English scientist Charles Darwin applied 
the important evolutionary idea of “natural selection” not only to animal 
development but also to the development of human “races.” In spite of 
his pathbreaking idea of human evolution, he was unable to escape the 
white- racist framing common among scientists of his day. He saw natural 
selection at work in the killing of indigenous peoples in Australia by the 
British, wrote of black people as a category between whites and gorillas, 
and spoke against government social programs for the “weak” because 
they permitted the least desirable people to survive. The “civilized races” 
would eventually replace “savage races throughout the world.”43

 During the late 1800s and early 1900s an elite perspective called 
“social Darwinism” argued aggressively that racially “inferior races” were 
less evolved, less human, and more ape- like than the “superior races.” 
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Sumner argued that social life was a life- and-death struggle in which the 
best individuals would win out over inferior individuals. Sumner argued 
that wealthy Americans, who were almost entirely white at the time, were 
products of natural selection and essential to the advance of civilization. 
Black Americans were seen by many of these racist analysts as a “degenerate 
race” whose alleged “immorality” was a natural trait. Significantly, some 
consciously connected their racist doctrines with defenses of other 
societal oppression, particularly sexism and class oppression. In the late 
nineteenth century one white author, M. G. Delaney, argued that the races 
at the bottom of the ladder were inferior and female- dominated, while 
those at the top of the ladder were superior and male- dominated. From 
this perspective a strong patriarchal system was a clear sign of the “better 
races.”44

 By the late 1800s a eugenics movement was spreading among scientists 
and other intellectuals in Europe and the United States. Eugenicists accented 
the importance of breeding the “right” types of human groups. Britain’s 
famous scientist Francis Galton argued for improving the superior race by 
human intervention. Like Galton, U.S. eugenicists opposed “racial mixing” 
because it destroyed the racial purity of whites. Allowing “unfit races” to 
survive would destroy the “superior race” of northern Europeans. Those 
from the lesser races, it was decided, should be sterilized or excluded from 
the country. Such views were not on the far- out fringe, but had the weight 
of established scientists, leading politicians, and major business leaders. 
For example, in 1893 Nathaniel S. Shaler, a prominent Harvard University 
dean, publicly argued that black Americans were inferior, uncivilized, and an 
“alien folk” with no place in the U.S. body politic—and destined for eventual 
extinction under ongoing processes of the laws of nature.45

 In the first decades of the twentieth century most social scientists and 
intellectuals accepted scientific racism. In 1923 Carl Brigham, a Princeton 
psychologist who would later play a central role in developing college 
entrance tests, argued pugnaciously for the intellectual inferiority of 

immigrants, as well as black Americans, were explained by Brigham 

“inferior racial stocks.”
 Madison Grant, another influential intellectual, developed racist ideas 
in The Passing of the Great Race
Grant wrote that the new immigrant groups from southern and eastern 
Europe would interbreed and destroy the superior “Nordic race.”  In 
1920 Lothrop Stoddard, a Harvard- educated lawyer and historian, wrote 
in another influential book, entitled The Rising Tide of Color: Against 
White World- Supremacy, of the “overwhelming preponderance of the 
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white race in the ordering of the world’s affairs . . . the indisputable master 
of the planet.”48 Like many of his white contemporaries, as well as many 

whites would be overwhelmed by very large numbers of black Americans 
and other Americans of color. Grant and Stoddard were influential among 
white scientists and administrators at colleges and universities, as well as 
among celebrated politicians.

More Politicians and Presidents

Scientific racism was periodically used by white members of Congress 
to support passage of discriminatory legislation, including the openly 
racist 1924 immigration law, which excluded most immigrants other than 
northern Europeans. In this period overtly racist ideas were advocated by 

praised Madison Grant’s book for its “grasp of the facts our people need 
to realize.”49

the superiority of European civilization over all others, including those of 

government. Significantly, no less a racist leader than Adolf Hitler would 
50

modern use of the term “racism” was apparently in a 1933 German book by 
Magnus Hirschfeld, who sought to counter the Nazis’ and other European 
racists’ notions of a biologically determined hierarchy of races.51

rejected any “suggestion of social equality” between whites and blacks, 
citing Stoddard’s book as evidence that the “race problem” was global. 
Before he became president, Calvin Coolidge wrote in Good Housekeeping 
magazine, “Biological laws tell us that certain divergent people will not 

races, the outcome shows deterioration on both sides.”52 Ideas of white 
supremacy and rigid segregation were openly advocated by white political 
leaders.

Africa in the last half of the nineteenth century, new emphases were 
added to the prevailing racial frame. One relatively new emphasis was 
“teleological racism”—the view that non- European peoples, including 
Africans, had been created as inferior so that they could serve, and be 

obligation to help “inferior races,” termed in the paternalistic poem as “half 
devil, half child.”53 These white- racist formulations not only explained the 
character and conditions of those oppressed but also celebrated whites 
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as especially civilized, Christian, powerful, and generous toward those 
conquered. Variations on this old racist framing have long rationalized the 

peoples of color across the globe, to the present day.

Immigrants Becoming “White”

the white majority has usually accepted, often with their own adaptations. 
The transmission of the racist framing from one social group and 
generation to the next is a critical mechanism in the social reproduction 
of racism. Most ordinary whites have come to look at their social worlds 
in white- racist terms and accepted the “psychological wage of whiteness” 
and racist ideas propagated by elites.
 For example, from the 1830s to the early 1900s millions of European 
immigrants accepted the dominant racial frame as a way to gain white 
privileges. Take the case of poor Irish immigrants who came in substantial 
numbers in the 1830s and 1840s. These Irish immigrants did not initially 
view themselves as “white,” but identified with their home country. Once 
in the U.S., however, they were taught in overt and subtle ways that they 
were white by already established white ministers, priests, teachers, 
business people, newspaper editors, and political leaders with whom they 
interacted. They were pressured and manipulated by British American 
elites and their own leaders into accepting the dominant racial framing 
that privileged whiteness and denigrated blackness. Over the course of 
the nineteenth century most came to envision themselves as white and 
deserving of white privileges in regard to jobs and living conditions. Often 
coupled with this move to whiteness was active participation in efforts to 
drive black workers out of the better- paying jobs in numerous U.S. cities.54 
Other European immigrant groups such as Italian and Jewish Americans 

European groups accepted a comfortable place in a socially constructed 
“white race” whose privileges included such things as greater personal 
liberty, better- paying jobs, and the right to vote. They too developed a 
strong antiblack perspective. Their general acceptance of the dominant 
racist frame—such as that reflected in performances at blackface minstrel 
shows seen by many thousands of European immigrants in the decades 
around 1900—created a “sense of popular whiteness among workers 
across lines of ethnicity, religion, and skill.”55

Perpetuating the Racial Frame: The Contemporary United States

Periodically, the dominant racial framing developed in the first century 
of North American development has been added to, subtracted from, or 
rearranged in its emphases. Powerful whites have periodically dressed it up 
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differently for changing circumstances, although much of its racist reality 
has remained the same. New ideas or interpretations have been added to 
deal with pressures for change from those oppressed, particularly with 

for example, certain aspects of the dominant racial framing were altered 

which era black Americans increasingly challenged established patterns of 
legal segregation.

Continuing Elite Control: The Importance of the Media

In recent decades white elites have continued to dominate the construction 
and transmission of new or refurbished racist ideas, images, and narratives 
designed to buttress the system of racial inequality, and they have used 
ever- more powerful means to accomplish their social ends. The U.S. mass 
media now include not only the radio, movies, and print media used in the 
past, but television, music videos, satellite transmissions, Internet websites, 
and social media.
 Today, for the most part, the mainstream media are still controlled 
by whites. The overwhelming majority of full- time news reporters, 
supervisors, and editors at more mainstream newspapers and magazines 
are white. On major television networks whites usually are over-
 represented in managerial jobs and often as on- air reporters; they are 
greatly over- represented as “experts” in the mainstream media. In these 
media Americans of color typically have a token or modest presence 
in the choice and shaping of news reports and popular entertainment. 
The concentration of media control in a few corporations has increased 
dramatically in recent decades. In the twenty- first century fewer than two 
dozen corporations control much of the U.S. media. One 2012 Federal 
Communications Commission study calculated from available data 
that less than 1 percent of full power commercial television stations are 
owned by African Americans, and that less than 5 percent are owned by 
Americans of color. The latter are also very underrepresented among 
the owners of full- time commercial radio stations. Americans of color 

 Today, the mainstream media are substantially supported by corporate 
advertisers. Directly or indirectly, these advertisers have significant 
command over programming. Information about racial matters is usually 
filtered through a variety of elite- controlled organizations. This filtering 
is not necessarily coordinated, but reflects the choices of powerful 
whites socialized to the dominant value system in regard to racial 
issues. Looking for stories, reporters and journalists typically seek out 
established government, business, and think- tank experts, who are very 
disproportionately white.
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 Historically, the right- wing of the elite, a large segment, has been 
committed to a more obvious racist perspective and has often pressed for 
curtailment of citizen protests against societal oppression. In contrast, 
historically, the more liberal wing of the elite has been smaller and more 
attuned to popular movements. It has been willing to liberalize society to 
some degree—for example, getting rid of legal segregation—and make 
some concessions to those protesting against racial oppression, for the sake 
of preserving societal order. The center of the elite has waffled between the 

and social science experts consulted by top executives in government and 
the media came from think tanks espousing views of those in the center 

right- wing think tanks and pressed conservative white- framed views on 

including the American Enterprise Institute, the Manhattan Institute, 
and the Heritage Foundation—have been successful in getting numerous, 
and disproportionately white, right- wing commentators into the media 

experts, and activists, right- wing think tanks continue to be successful 
in what is an indoctrination campaign aimed at conservatively shaping 
public views on racial matters in a pro- white direction.
 Most Americans get their news from commercial television, radio 
programs, and mainstream websites. Using local and national media, white 
elites generally have the capability to mobilize a mass consensus on elite-
 generated ideas and views; this consensus provides an illusion of democracy. 
Elites encourage collective ignorance by allowing little systematic, fully 
analyzed information deeply critical of the existing, often undemocratic, 
social and political system to be circulated through the mainstream media 
to the general population.58 Given this dominance, and the generally weak 
history and other social science courses in schools, most Americans are 
uninformed about many aspects of U.S. society. One survey of political 
knowledge found that less than a quarter knew the names of their U.S. 
senators; four in ten could not name the vice- president. In another survey, 
most respondents did not know elementary facts about U.S. history. A 
Department of Education survey of high school seniors also found that six 
in ten lacked a knowledge of simple historical facts.59 Even those Americans 
who think they know U.S. history often adhere to many misconceptions 
taught in school. Current high- school textbooks communicate much in the 
way of inaccurate, distorted, or elliptical views of that history, including in 
regard to important issues of racism and interracial conflicts.
 Because of this pervasive ignorance, white elites can more easily 
persuade, create confusion in, or foster apathy in the population. 
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Television has often circulated racist stereotypes straight out of the 
dominant racial frame. These stereotypes create or reinforce negative 
racial images in many minds. For example, one study found that television 
viewing had an important effect on white viewers’ negative stereotypes 
of U.S. Latinos—especially when these viewers felt that they had learned 
important information about Latinos from watching television. In 
contrast, those who said that they had talked with, or had positive contacts 
with, Latinos were more likely to hold positive views of Latinos.
 Thus, with our national racial order firmly in place, most white 
Americans, from childhood on, have generally adopted the racially framed 
views, assumptions, and proclivities of previous generations, established 
white authorities, and/or the mainstream media. In this manner important 
aspects of systemic racism are routinely reproduced from one generation 
to the next.

Increased Equality and Opportunity Rhetoric

practices and in the rationalizing white frame have taken place. Consider 
briefly some history. By the 1940s and 1950s African American protests 
against Jim Crow segregation were growing and having a very negative 
impact on the U.S. image abroad. Legal segregation and protests against it 
created international problems for a U.S. government trying to fight Nazi 

the allegiance of non- European nations. As early as 1952, U.S. Secretary 
of State Dean Acheson gave the Supreme Court a statement proclaiming 
that “the continuation of racial discrimination is a source of constant 
embarrassment to this government . . . and it jeopardizes the effective 
maintenance of our moral leadership of the free and democratic nations of 
the world.”  A U.S. attorney general commented on the 1954 Brown school 

schooling must be eradicated because it “furnishes grist for Communist 
propaganda mills.” Constitutional scholar Derrick Bell suggested that, 
historically, white elites have acted to improve the conditions of black 
Americans only when whites themselves can benefit in the process—what 
Bell termed the process of racial- group “interest convergence.”

elite was pressing for a softening of blatantly racist prejudices and for new 
group- based remedies such as school desegregation and affirmative action, 

and other societal settings. For a time, a more liberal approach rejecting 
Jim Crow segregation and accenting civil rights laws and affirmative 
action was successful in bringing some societal desegregation. From the 
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position in Plessy v. Ferguson
down Brown v. Board of Education
the field of public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no 
place.”  Group- based remedies were increasingly used to implement 
significant school desegregation. In the face of black, Latino, and other 
protests in the streets some white executives in multinational corporations 
decided not only to provide the civil rights movement with funds but also 
to support political liberals in efforts to expand government efforts against 
some discrimination. The liberal and centrist members of the elite were 
concerned with the U.S. image abroad and with regaining what they saw 
as “social order” after civil rights protests at home.

grew in volume among the elite, including presidents and members of 
Congress. Black protests and protests by other Americans of color in the 

segregation and most public defenses of overt discrimination in the 

have proclaimed at least the rhetoric of racial and ethnic equality. For 
example, a major advisor of leading business and political officials, the 
late conservative Harvard professor Samuel Huntington, asserted in the 
influential policy journal Foreign Affairs that U.S. identity is centered in 
a widely accepted “set of universal ideas and principles articulated in the 
founding documents by American leaders: liberty, equality, democracy, 
constitutionalism, liberalism, limited government, private enterprise.”

moved by the antiracist protests of Americans of color to reject some 
white- racist ideas and practices in yet stronger terms. An example of 

established by President Lyndon Johnson to investigate urban rioting. 
In a bold report this commission, most of whose members were white, 
concluded the United States was “moving toward two societies, one 
black, one white—separate and unequal.” The report asserted that “white 
racism is essentially responsible for the explosive mixture which has been 

 However, this 
view, while accurate, was considered too radical by most white leaders, and 
the pathbreaking report was soon forgotten.
 The structural dismantling of a large- scale system of compulsory 

emphasis on equal opportunity rhetoric in much public commentary. 
Nonetheless, while the everyday relationships and interactions of white 
and black Americans often changed somewhat, or significantly, with the 
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demise of legal segregation, most whites in the elites and general public 
were not interested in giving up most white power and privilege in 

on the agenda of societal change for most whites. As a result, even with an 
end to Jim Crow segregation, the dominant white racial frame continued 
to incorporate many of its old antiblack and other racist features. It 
continued to rationalize persisting white power and privileges, but now 
under conditions of official racial desegregation.
 The dominant racial frame was altered in some significant ways, 
especially by softening some racist imagery and re- emphasizing notions 
of equal opportunity and fairness that had actually been part of some 
versions of that frame for decades. Indeed, throughout the long Jim Crow 
era, most whites in segregated areas insisted that black Americans were 
usually treated fairly and had significant opportunities to succeed. Since 

colorblindness have been moved to the forefront of common versions of 
the contemporary white frame. However, as I demonstrate later, the more 
open professing by the white elite and public of at least the principles of 
equal opportunity and official desegregation of public schools, workplaces, 
and public accommodations has not meant that black Americans now have 
true equality of institutional access and societal opportunity. It also does not 
mean that most whites desire the federal government to implement large-
 scale racial integration of our major white- dominated institutions.

A Conservative Shift

“equal opportunity” and “colorblindness” was increasingly accompanied 
by a federal government that was backing away from commitments to 
desegregation and enforcement of civil rights laws. At the local level, there 
was increased police repression of militant dissent in the black community, 
such as the illegal attacks on the Black Panthers and other militant groups 
by police and FBI agents. Old racially framed images of “dangerous blacks” 
were emphasized by prominent white leaders and media commentators 
who often simultaneously proclaimed this rhetoric of equal opportunity.

organizations have worked tirelessly in pressing Congress, the courts, and 
the private sector to weaken or eliminate antidiscrimination programs 
such as affirmative action, as well as other government programs designed 

This organizational effort signaled the increasing influence on national 

represented the interests of white Americans. Even at the top of the 
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Democratic Party there was some shift to the right, which could be seen 

Carter administration and the 1990s Bill Clinton administration.
 The federal courts provide another example of this conservative shift. 

mostly white, judges have ruled that group- remedy programs for racial 
discrimination violate the U.S. Constitution, which they assert only 
recognizes the rights of individuals, not groups. For instance, in 1989 a 
conservative Supreme Court handed down a still- cited major decision, 
City of Richmond, Virginia v. J. A. Croson Co., which knocked down a 

against black and other minority businesses with modest business 
 The high court ruled in favor of a white- run 

construction company, the plaintiff, which argued that the municipal 
government had unconstitutionally set aside a modest number of local 
government contracts for small minority companies. The mostly white 

case for remedying antiblack discrimination, even though the government 
defendant’s statistics showed that in a city whose population was one-
 half black, less than 1 percent of city government business went to black-
 owned firms. Similar philosophical and legal arguments against significant 

important case. Subsequent federal court cases have built on this precedent 
and others to weaken or eliminate even the, mostly modest, affirmative 
action programs seeking to remedy some of the contemporary effects of 
350 years of slavery and Jim Crow segregation in this country.
 To this day, and in spite of common beliefs to the contrary, the 
appropriate government agencies, including the Supreme Court, have 
never pursued aggressive and comprehensive enforcement of civil rights 
laws in major areas, including housing and employment, primarily 
because of white resistance. Over recent decades the conservative justices 
in the majority on the Supreme Court have intentionally and severely 
limited the reach of our civil rights laws by rejecting the legal relevance of 
plaintiffs’ arguments showing institutionalized racism and by narrowing 
the legal definition of discrimination to cover only discriminatory 

actors discriminated because of intentional racial prejudice.

state courts, many white officials have portrayed major institutions as 

Marshall Harlan’s view that the “Constitution is colorblind.” Harlan’s 
colorblind view did not become commonplace among the elite until the 
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to the forefront. They view racial discrimination at the hands of judges 
and other government officials as rare and see U.S. legal and political 
institutions as operating in a colorblind fashion—in spite of much 
research evidence indicating that this is only a convenient fiction from the 
dominant white frame.

Still Arguing for Biological “Races”

For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the commonplace 
view among whites, including scientists and others in the academic elite, 
of the difficult social and economic conditions faced by African Americans 
was that those conditions resulted from blacks’ inferior biological and 
cultural heritages. However, by the 1940s numerous leading scientists were 

many had rejected the old biological determinism.
 Still, there were many physical scientists who persisted in holding to 
the idea of real biological races. As late as the 1980s, one survey found 

behaviorists believed there were biologically differentiated “races” within 
the species Homo sapiens. However, a substantial majority of the cultural 
anthropologists and sociologists surveyed disagreed. By that time, the 
majority of social scientists no longer accepted traditional biological 
determinism, with most likely accepting the idea that “race” was just a 
social construction.
 Nonetheless, in recent decades a few social and physical scientists at 
major universities, such as Arthur Jensen at the University of California 

that racial- group differences in average scores on the so- called “IQ” 

Harvard 
Educational Review lent its prestige to an article by Jensen. His arguments 
there and over the next two decades received national attention, including 
stories in major magazines and newspapers. Jensen argued that on average 
black Americans are born with less intelligence than whites, and that 
“IQ” test data support this contention. Another widely read example of 
biological determinism was a 1990s book, The Bell Curve, which sold more 

is still being read and cited. Like Jensen, the authors of The Bell Curve—

show that black and Hispanic Americans are inferior in intelligence to 
whites. Though the authors had no training in genetics, they suggested 
that this supposed inferiority in intelligence results substantially from 
genetic differences.  The fact that the book sold well and was widely 
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discussed in the media—in spite of overwhelming evidence against its 
arguments—strongly suggests that biologically oriented racist thinking 
remains commonplace.

Heritage Foundation report that he co- authored argued that immigration 
law reform assisting Hispanic immigrants would be very costly for the 

because Hispanics average lower scores on the “IQ” tests than whites, 
they are less “intelligent”—and, like Herrnstein and Murray, that there is 
likely a genetic component to this. In his view this differential is likely to 
persist over generations of descendants of Hispanic immigrants, which 
makes their admission to the country problematical. Instead, he suggested 
that immigrants be admitted substantially on the basis of “IQ.” One of 

of DNA and a Nobel prize winner in science, has argued that the “IQ” test 
data indicate black people are less intelligent than whites: “All our social 
policies are based on the fact that their intelligence is the same as ours—
whereas all the testing says not really.”  It is significant that white scholars 
and popular analysts who continue to make such ill- informed arguments 
about “IQ” and racial groups do not recognize that they are thinking 
out of an uncritical white frame of reference. They write as though there 
is no other way to view the group data on these conventional skills tests 

framing of the supposedly lesser intelligence of children of color. They 
do not critically analyze the fact that these skills tests have mostly been 
created by and/or normed on whites, and they do not acknowledge that 
much of the substance of these tests reflects the knowledge and culture of 

up these tests. Indeed, these “IQ” tests are actually skills tests that measure 
children’s differential access to educational and economic resources, access 
that is still affected greatly by well- institutionalized racism.

in nearly 400 years of viewing black Americans and other Americans 
of color as having an intelligence inferior to that of white Americans. 
Today, such views are much more than just an academic matter. Over 
recent decades versions of these racialized intelligence arguments have 
periodically been used by white members of Congress and other officials 
to argue against antidiscrimination and other government programs that 
benefit Americans of color.
 Today, renewed forms of biologically oriented racist thinking are 
appearing in yet other important settings. In numerous medical circles, for 
example, there are uncritical discussions of disease rates and physiological 
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variations among the “races,” as though these groups have fixed genetic or 
other biological realities and boundaries. According to health researchers 
Daniels and Schulz, some human genome scientists make uncritical use 
of racist categorizations in studying group disease issues—the scientists’ 
argument often being that it is easier “to categorize people based on 
phenotypically based notions of ‘race’ rather than to look exclusively at 
individual genetic composition for prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of 
disease.”  These and other biological researchers argue that their research 
on genetic links to diseases confirms the typology of Caucasian, African, 
Asian, Pacific Islander, and Native American—a flagrantly racialized 
typology first developed in the eighteenth century.
 Even though a century of physical and social science has shown how 
socially constructed and useless for assessing real biological ancestry and 

culture is so strong that some physical scientists cannot resist using 
them. Daniels and Schulz argue that one reason for this persisting racist 
conceptualization in genome and other biological research is that these 
researchers ignore voluminous social science research that shows the many 
ways that racial categories are socially variable and instead rely uncritically 
on the centuries- old racist typology of Johann Blumenbach and Thomas 
Jefferson. Such racist interpretations of health inequalities enable these 
genetic researchers to avoid dealing with the systemic causes of the health 
inequalities they find between racial groups, and thus to blame such 
inequalities on something other than the institutionalized racism that often 
generates or reinforces them. Moreover, their use of discredited “biological 
race” categories helps to perpetuate the age- old racist framing of society.

The Cultural Critique: More Stereotyping

Another aspect of older racist views that can be found in new dress today 

Americans have done less well than white Americans because of their 
allegedly deficient culture with its weak work ethic and family values. 
This is not new racist framing. By the early seventeenth century, African 
Americans were seen by European Americans as inferior in civilization 
and morality. On a regular basis, these blame- the-victim views have been 
resuscitated among the white elites and passed along to ordinary whites 
and others as a way of explaining the often difficult economic and other 
social conditions faced by African Americans.
 The common accent on inferior family and personal values among 

called The Negro Family, which focused on social pathologies in black 
communities. Social scientist and later U.S. senator Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan there argued that “the deterioration of the fabric of Negro 
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society” was mainly because of black family problems, and he emphasized 
what he called the “tangle of pathology” and crumbling social relations he 
saw in many black communities.
 Since this famous Moynihan report, many leading magazines and 
scholarly journals have periodically published articles accenting a strong 
version of this white- framed perspective on what some have called 
the “black underclass.” This perspective accents the allegedly deficient 
morality and lifestyle of many black Americans. For example, an article in 
the Chronicle of Higher Education surveyed research on the black poor and 
underclass, noting that

the lives of the ghetto poor are marked by a dense fabric of what 
experts call “social pathologies”—teenage pregnancies, out- of-
wedlock births, single- parent families, poor educational achievement, 
chronic unemployment, welfare dependency, drug abuse, and 
crime—that, taken separately or together, seem impervious to 
change.

To the present day, similar reports and stories designed to explain black 
problems in cultural terms regularly appear in the local and national mass 
media, as well as in an array of books on “what is wrong with black 
America.”
 Indeed, influential books by a few relatively conservative African 
Americans—such as Enough
and Come On People
Poussaint—have accented these perennial problems of impoverishment in 
many black communities and blamed them centrally on internal cultural 
issues. They call on poor black Americans to pick themselves up by their 

authors are operating from a sympathetic perspective and within the larger 
black community, even they adopt significant aspects of the old white 
racial framing of poor African Americans.  Conservative analysts, white 
or black, generally blame the victims for their plight, but usually without 
dealing in depth with the systemic racism that is much more central to 
explaining well the difficult economic and family conditions faced by 
these impoverished Americans. They do not examine systematically 
the individual and institutional discrimination still faced by these and 
other black Americans in employment, housing, and numerous other 
societal arenas—discrimination that usually sets up prohibitive barriers 
to significant socioeconomic mobility. Clearly, too, they do not provide 
a thorough analysis of the aggressive government actions necessary to 
eradicate such structural racial barriers, as well as to compensate those 
Americans of color whose recent and distant ancestors were massively 
prevented by centuries of slavery and Jim Crow segregation from passing 
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along significant socioeconomic resources to their descendants.
 Much underclass theorizing and morals preaching by whites barely 
disguise the racist fears, assumptions, and biases about black bodies and 
lives long held by many whites. The legal scholar Anthony Farley has 
argued that poor black communities in cities are often seen by whites as 
“urban Bantustans” that export a type of deviant pleasure by displaying 
themselves as the negation of white middle- class culture. Many whites can 
thus feel superior as “virtuous republicans” because of the negative view 
they hold of black culture and communities. At the same time, however, 
some whites view these areas as dark seductive places where they can go 
for forbidden pleasures such as securing illegal drugs or prostitutes.80

Denying Racism, Asserting Innocence

Most whites at all class levels have long held a fairly rosy view of U.S. 
history. Today, as in the past, there is a strong impulse to break the 
historical linkage between the genocidal and enslaving past and the 
conditions faced by Americans of color today. An important aspect 
of the contemporary white frame buttressing systemic racism is the 
omnipresent notion of white innocence and virtue. Today, many whites 
deny the seriousness of antiblack racism in the past and present history 
of this country. In interviews with powerful members of the white elite, 
my colleagues and I have found that many view racism as having declined 
greatly in importance. For that reason they often argue that certain types 
of government action, such as affirmative action programs, are no longer 
needed as remedies for racial discrimination.81 Optimistic views of an 
allegedly sharp decline in U.S. racism are also common among ordinary 
whites. For example, research involving white Californians has shown that 
their constructions of racial realities “are not a rational, unbiased reflection 
of available evidence, but instead reflect strong motivations to deny the 
impact of racism.”82 The whites in this study minimized racism—except 
under special conditions where their defensive motivations were reduced 
in an experiment, in which case they were more likely to see contemporary 
racism as a problem.

that the United States is a “post- racial” society. These assertions have 

that after his initial election the prominent business newspaper the Wall 
Street Journal editorialized that a “man of mixed race” being president was 
a “tribute to American opportunity, and it is something that has never 

condescension about ‘racist’ America.” After this assertion of U.S. moral 
superiority, this white- framed piece continued: “One promise of his 
victory is that perhaps we can put to rest the myth of racism as a barrier 
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to achievement.”83

Bob Dole about contemporary white innocence and lack of responsibility 

the racial past and present, in his temporizing on the question of 
compensatory reparations for damages inflicted by whites during the 
slavery and Jim Crow eras. Powerful whites like Dole still control a 
majority of major organizations and institutions today, which is one key 
reason that this common framing of contemporary white innocence and 
lack of remedial responsibility in regard to past racial discrimination 
remains so strong.
 A key factor in how the white racial frame operates today involves 
what Hernán Vera and I term whites’ “social alexithymia,” that is, the 
inability of a great many whites to understand where African Americans 
and other Americans of color are coming from and what their racialized 
experiences are like. This social alexithymia involves a significant lack of 

interviewed white college students and found significant variation in 
their awareness of the reality of white racism and in their affective, social, 
and cognitive responses to it. Significantly, and in spite of this variation, 
most students “experienced some level of distortion and denial of race, 

higher levels of racial awareness also expressed some distortion and/or 
denial of racism in the interviews.”84 This finding is unsurprising given 
the intensity and extent of most whites’ early and continuing socialization 
in U.S. society’s dominant racial frame. Indeed, only one of these white 
students was strongly antiracist and empathetic in regard to racism faced 
by black Americans. She was isolated on her historically white campus 
because she could not connect with most whites, who had at best shallow 
understandings of racism.
 As leading anthropologist Jane Hill suggests, the commonplace lack 
of white empathy often entails a line of mindful reasoning about white 
innocence something like this:

a racist, because racists are bad and marginal people. Therefore, if 
you understood my words to be racist, you must be mistaken. I may 
have used language that would be racist in the mouth of a racist 
person, but if I did so, I was joking. If you understood my meaning 
to be racist, not only do you insult me, but you lack a sense of 
humor, and you are oversensitive.85

Hill adds that this “reasoning makes the speaker the sole authority” over 
what her or his racist commentaries mean. Operating out of the often 
arrogant pro- white center of the white racial frame, many whites are today 
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unwilling even to listen to the views of those Americans regularly targeted 
by white racism—even to their views about the reality, character, harm, 
and pain of that everyday mistreatment. Because of their dominance, 
whites generally get to be the final judges of what gets to be successfully 
called out as “racism.”

Sincere Fictions: Romanticizing the Past

Associated with a rosy view of U.S. society and the assertion of white 
innocence is a romanticizing of the racist past. This romanticizing can be 
seen in the long tradition of Hollywood movies dealing with U.S. history. 
Only rarely has a mainstream movie dealt honestly with slavery or Jim 
Crow segregation, and then almost never with much depth or concern for 
the authentic perspective of Americans of color. Nonetheless, Hollywood 
movies dealing with racial matters have evolved in a more positive 
direction since the early 1900s. In the famous 1915 movie The Birth of a 
Nation
to spread a viciously racist, Klan- inspired image of black southerners 

black Americans are portrayed as savages, corrupt legislators, and 
uneducated officials. In contrast, white southerners are shown as gracious, 

era, we observe more racist images of black Americans in classic white-
The 

Littlest Rebel Gone with the Wind, the latter still periodically reissued 
and still treasured by a great many people around the globe. The images 
of black Americans therein are not as vicious as in The Birth of a Nation, 
but they include highly stereotyped black figures such as a “mammy” 
and obsequious enslaved servants. Most whites are still gallant, gracious, 
or brave figures, and there is no hint of something being wrong with 
a society grounded in a bloody slavery system. Again we see the sincere 
fictions of the virtuous white self. Gone with the Wind is only one of many 
such white- supremacist portraits. Between the 1920s and the 1940s more 

as unproblematic and/or mostly benevolent. By the 1930s almost all the 
national mass media’s accounts touching on the history of U.S. racism 
were regularly romanticized and sanitized.
 Other movies made since the early decades of the twentieth century 
have often portrayed Africans as savages and whites as saviors, such as in 
the old Tarzan movies still shown across the globe. The same is true for old 
cowboy- and-Indian movies, with indigenous Americans therein usually 
portrayed as savages. Today on television and in documentaries, a “wild 
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Africa” or “untamed” image is frequently portrayed by media producers as 
they accent Africa’s distinctive animals and savannahs much more than its 
complex and critical history or diverse and creative peoples.
 More recent Hollywood movies dealing with U.S. racial history, such 
as Glory Amistad 

more recent movies touching on racial issues have sometimes presented 
a white person as villainous, such images are usually more than balanced 
by those of whites who are honorable or heroic. In recent mainstream 
films we mostly see positive stereotypes of whites—as good, civilized, and 
the central heroes even in stories that are mostly about black people. As 
Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon put it

The portrayal of whites in Birth of a Nation is almost identical to 
their portrayal in Glory and in Amistad.
analysis is a persistence across time in representations of the ideal 
white American self, which is constructed as powerful, brave, cordial, 
kind, firm, good- looking, and generous: a natural- born leader.

In these and even more recent movies like Gran Torino The Blind 
Side Django Unchained 
and less stereotyped portrait of Americans of color, there is no serious 
indication that the broader white- controlled society has long been deeply 
grounded in pervasive and institutionalized racism. A thorough and unro-
manticized movie on the systemic character, deeper sociopolitical signifi-
cance, and human destruction of slavery, Jim Crow segregation, or 
contemporary racism has yet to be made by the mainstream movie 
studios.
 In recent years numerous writers, journalists, and politicians have 
written accounts of U.S. history designed to preserve the white sense of 
innocence and of inculpability for the genocide, slavery, and segregation 
so central to that history. In a best- selling book one conservative journalist 
has argued not only that antiblack racism has come to an end but also that 
the historical background of white oppression of black Americans has 
been misperceived. In his view the enslavement of black Americans had 
good features such as bringing Africans to real “civilization.”88 Numerous 
conservative politicians have articulated ideas like these, usually again to 
assert white innocence or virtuousness. For example, in 2013 a prominent 

a book in which he insisted that slavery was “a blessing” for African 
Americans because they were brought into the “greatest nation ever 
established.”89

this whitewashed view from the earliest days of colonialism. Such 
arguments do not take seriously the extraordinarily barbaric character of 
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Atlantic- basin slavery and its devastating slave trade. There is no serious 
discussion of the many millions who died in the mostly European-
 controlled slave trade, nor of the severe destruction of African societies by 
that trade and later European imperialism, nor of the continuing negative 
impact of this historical white plundering of Africa’s human resources and 
natural resources on contemporary

 Indeed, the extreme oppressiveness of U.S. slavery has not been taken 
seriously by a great many whites, in the past or the present. Not surprisingly 
perhaps, brochures circulated by numerous local and state government 
officials, especially in the South, still provide a distorted view of U.S. 
history. One South Carolina brochure provided to visitors at the state’s 
travel centers has a two- page history of the state from the 1500s to the 
present, with not one mention of slaves or slavery being there. Yet slavery 
was central to that state’s economy for a very long period. A research study 
in North Carolina examined the way that slavery has been portrayed 
at 20 slave plantations that are now tourist sites. Seven of the plantation 
websites do not note the presence of slavery, and only three make serious 
efforts to present the oppressed experiences of those enslaved. The other 

families. Some play down the brutality of slavery and project images of 
“happy slaves.” The lead researcher, Derek Alderman, accents the point 
that “plantations were not just about their white owners. As we come to 
terms with the legacy of racism in the United States, we have to recognize 
. . . that there was brutality that happened in the Old South.”90

A Whitewashed Worldview

Seen comprehensively, all the mental images, prejudiced attitudes, stereotypes, 
sincere fictions, emotions, racist explanations, and rationalizations that link 
to systemic racism make up a white racial frame, a racist worldview, one 
deeply imbedded in the dominant U.S. culture and institutions. The system 
of racism is not something that only affects Americans of color, for it is 
central to the lives of white Americans as well. It determines how whites think 
about themselves, their ideals, and their country.

came to accept this worldview and its assumption that being “American” 
meant being white. Today the word “American” still frequently means 
“white”—at least for a great many white Americans, and apparently 
for many others in the U.S. and across the globe. One can pick up 
major magazines or read major news websites and find “American” or 
“Americans” commonly used in a way that clearly references or accents 
white Americans. Take this sentence from a news writer in a Florida 
newspaper: “The American Public isn’t giving government or police 
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officers the blind trust it once did.”91 Unmistakably, “American” here 

 language newspapers for a six- month period and estimated that there 
were thousands of references to “black Americans” or “African Americans” 

mentions of “white Americans.” In almost every case these mentions 
by newspaper writers occurred in connection with “black Americans,” 
“blacks,” or “African Americans.” A similar pattern was found for major 
magazines. Not once was the term “white Americans” used alone in an 
article; if used, it was always used in relation to another racial category. 
The same study examined how congressional candidates were described 
in news articles in the two weeks prior to a November election. In every 
case white congressional candidates were not described as “white,” but 
black congressional candidates were always noted as being “black.”92 In 
the United States, blackness is usually salient and noted, while whiteness 
generally goes unmentioned, except when reference is specifically made to 
white connections to other racial groups.
 Being American still means, in the minds of many, including editors 
and writers in the mainstream media, being white. This need not be 
conscious. For centuries most whites have probably not seen the routines 

one is at the top of the racial hierarchy. Today, major social institutions, 
those originally created by whites centuries ago, are still dominated by 
whites. Yet from the white standpoint they are not white, just normal and 
customary. They are not seen for what they actually are—white- dominated 
institutions reflecting in many of their aspects the history, privileges, 
norms, values, and interests of white Americans. Thus, when whites 
operate in these customary institutional arrangements, they need not think 
in overtly racist terms. However, when whites move into settings where 
they interact with people of color, in the United States or elsewhere, they 
usually foreground their whiteness, whether consciously or unconsciously.
 The sense of white entitlement is often passed along in relatively subtle 
ways. Edward Ball, a descendant of one of South Carolina’s prominent 
slaveholding families, has underscored the sense of privilege and 
superiority passed along from old slave plantation days to many whites 
today. He notes that

inwardly the plantations lived on. In childhood, I remember feeling 
an intangible sense of worth that might be linked to the old days. 
Part of the feeling came from the normal encouragements of 
parents who wanted their children to rise, an equal part came from 
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an awareness that long ago our family had lived like lords, and that 
world could still be divided into the pedigreed and the rootless.93

Fear of a Multiracial Future

analysts, other commentators, and conservative political officials similarly 

oppression, for it often represents an emotional and defensive response, 
a fear of losing power. In recent years many influential advocates of white 
superiority have directed their attacks at the values or cultures of new 
immigrants of color coming to the United States, such as those from Mexico, 
as well as at black Americans. In one interview study we did, numerous elite 
white men expressed some fear of the growth of Americans of color in the 
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commentators, and intellectuals. For example, in his frequent speeches, 
articles, and books, Patrick Buchanan, one- time candidate for the 

handed down to future generations and not dumped on some landfill 
called multiculturalism.”95 Again we see the linkage between Christian 

for the reproduction of the white- dominated system from current to 
future generations. In addition, Buchanan told one interviewer that

if we had to take a million immigrants in, say, Zulus next year or 
Englishmen, and put them in Virginia, what group would be easier to 
assimilate and would cause less problems for the people of Virginia? 
There is nothing wrong with us sitting down and arguing that issue 
that we are a European country, [an] English- speaking country.

The Zulus, who are Africans, seem to represent in his white framing the 
specter of savage hordes who would not assimilate well into the country. 
Ironically, Africans have been in the country longer than Buchanan’s Irish 
ancestors, and Virginia has been home to a great many African Americans 
for nearly four centuries. During the 2008 presidential election, Buchanan 
continued this accent on the centrality of whiteness with an article called 

white- racist frame, one again asserting the notion that African Americans 
should be grateful for having been enslaved and Christianized by Europe-
ans. He insistently criticized then- Senator Barack Obama in a stereotyped 
way—for example, by only calling him “Barack,” the traditional 
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 segregationists’ way of naming black Americans without using last names. 
Buchanan agreed with Obama on the need for a new national conversa-
tion on race, but one that gives supposedly “silent” white Americans “a 
voice.” Considering that whites have long controlled most major media 
outlets and other means of national communication, this is an unin-
formed and unreflective perspective on contemporary U.S. society.
 Similarly, Forbes
civilization in a book, Alien Nation. For him, the “American nation has 
always had a specific ethnic core. And that core has been white.” Back in 
the 1950s, most Americans “looked like me. That is, they were of European 
stock. And in those days, they had another name for this thing dismissed 
so contemptuously as ‘the racial hegemony of white Americans.’ They 
called it ‘America.’ ”98 An immigrant from Britain himself, Brimelow 
is a founder of a far- right Internet website that has pressed to sharply 
reduce contemporary immigration, a website that has also published 
openly racist analyses. In addition, influential Harvard professor Samuel 
Huntington once argued that “[i]f multiculturalism prevails and if the 
consensus on liberal democracy disintegrates, the United States could join 
the Soviet Union on the ash heap of history.”99 Today, great concern for 

numerous white editors, scholars, and politicians.

Conclusion

The systemic racism that is still part of the base of U.S. society is 
interwoven with a strong racial framing that has been partially reworked 
at various points in U.S. history, but which has remained a well-
 institutionalized set of emotion- laden attitudes, concepts, images, and 
narratives defending the subordination to whites of black Americans 
and other Americans of color. Until the late 1940s, U.S. commitment to a 
white- supremacist view was proud, openly held, and very insistent. Most 
whites in the U.S. and Europe, led by elites, took pride in forthrightly 
professing racist perspectives on others and racist rationalizations for 
imperialistic adventures. Brutal discrimination and overt exploitation were 

white racial superiority.”100

 Beginning in the 1940s, however, open expression of a white- supremacist 
perspective was made difficult by a growing U.S. awareness of actions of 

protests against U.S. racism—with their counter- framing of real freedom 

the open expression of a strong white- supremacist ideology less acceptable, 
at least in public. The dominant racist framing changed slowly to reflect 
these conditions, with a renewed if often rhetorical accent on equality of 
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opportunity, and there was more white support for moderate government 

sometimes dressed up in a new guise, have persisted to the present day. From 

and institutions has been basic in the dominant frame that rationalizes 
continuing racial discrimination and related oppression.
 Control over a society’s ideas and discourse includes control over its 
central conceptual metaphors. Powerful whites usually decide what the 
dominant images and metaphors are, and thus what is or is not seen as 
true. Metaphors are integral to such conceptual frameworks.101 For some 
time now, elite whites and most other whites have viewed the last few 
centuries of societal development in terms of a broad imagery equating 

world” or “Africans have only seen advancement because of contacts with 

or “democracy” to other peoples is made to appear as an engine of great 
progress. However, this equating of “progress” with European civilization 
conceals the devastating consequences of European and U.S. imperialism 

equivalent to great human progress, they are talking about the creation 
of white- dominated societal systems that do not take into serious 
consideration the interests and views of the indigenous, enslaved, and 
exploited peoples of color whose resources and labor have often been 
ripped from them, whose societies have been harmed or destroyed, and 
whose lives have been cut short.
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4
Contemporary Racial Framing

White Americans

Periodically, researchers have found a strong association in some white 
minds of ape images with images of black Americans. In one social science 
study, white and other nonblack college students who were exposed 
to black faces were quicker in recognizing hazy drawings of apes than 
those not exposed to black faces. Another study discovered that whites 
subliminally primed with ape images later paid more attention to black 
faces than to white faces, while those not primed paid more attention 
to white faces. Even more dramatic was the finding that white students’ 
blacks- as-apes mental connections, primed by ape- related words, tended 
to shape their willingness to accept more police violence against a black 
criminal suspect than against a similar white suspect when these students 
were shown videos of police violence. Images of black Americans as ape-
 like or somehow ape- linked date back to the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, including as we saw in an earlier chapter (p. 63) back to Thomas 
Jefferson. Such ape imagery seems to be yet another way of symbolizing 
black Americans as inferior, animalistic, or threatening to whites.1

 For most whites and many other nonblack Americans, specific antiblack 
views are part of a broader racial framing of society. As we have seen, this 
dominant white- created framing of society includes racial stereotypes, 
images, emotions, interpretations, and other important elements that 
legitimate racial discrimination. The elements of this broad framing 
have changed in some important ways over the centuries, but today 
many elements bear a significant similarity to those of earlier eras. This 
pervasive, elite- fostered framing provides a racialized overview of our 
social worlds. It organizes and makes coherent the racial views of elite 
and ordinary whites, buttresses white power and privilege, and generates 
discriminatory practices.
 Persisting antiblack attitudes, images, and emotions represent much 
more than a matter of a few scattered bigots; they are the pervasive 
and continuing legacy of the material exploitation and racist framing 
that emerged with slavery and legal segregation. The “everydayness” of 
contemporary racist framing among whites means that it operates in 



102

many situations of intergroup contact and regularly gets translated into 
alienated racial relations—that is, into relationships of white- on-black 
discrimination. Thus, we see yet another important aspect of the societal 
reproduction and transmission of the centuries- old racist system. The 
perpetuation of systemic racism requires an inter- temporal reproducing 
not only of racist institutions and structures but also of its rationalizing 
racial frame.

Racial Prejudice and Stereotyping: Dimensions of the White Frame

Too often the realities of individual stereotyping and prejudice have 
been disconnected from the larger racial framing and from widespread 
discriminatory practices. Stereotyping and prejudice are part of a much 
larger social scaffolding. Antiblack stereotyping and prejudice are part 
of an expansive racial framing and are rooted in the everyday defense 
of white power and privilege. As Herbert Blumer put it, prejudice is 
“rooted in a sense of group position.”2

as antipathy toward a racial other based on a faulty generalization. 
Such prejudice can be directed toward a group as a whole, or toward an 
individual as a member of that group. Typically, racial prejudice has an 
emotional and a belief dimension. It usually includes a negative feeling 
about a racial out- group as well as a negative belief. The belief aspect is 
often termed a “stereotype.” As false or exaggerated generalizations, 
stereotypes commonly serve as rationalizers of discriminatory behavior.3

 Today racist thinking and feeling attach great significance to physical 
characteristics such as skin color, which remains a badge of oppression for 
black Americans and many other Americans of color. This persistence is 
an example of the legacy of the highly oppressive past, of the marks and 
burdens of a “slavery unwilling to die.” While many whites now reject, 
at least publicly or on a conscious level, a blatantly biologized racism, 
they still hold without misgiving many of the negative conceptions and 
images of black men and women that have been long associated with a 
biologized racism accenting certain “inferior races” and “superior races.” 

appearance, values, or culture. In the case of white views of black 
Americans, general principles and notions from the broad racial framing 
get imbedded in specific racist attitudes and stereotypes. In regard to ideas 
about group origin, for example, during the first two centuries of slave 
importation whites regarded Africans and African Americans as foreign, 
uncivilized, and unchristian. While some aspects of this older framing 
have disappeared, other aspects can currently be found in a variety of 
white views and images that center on the alleged dangers of black men. 
Today, they are often framed by whites as deviant, dangerous, or violent. 
In regard to appearance, black men and women are still thought to have 
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a distinctive and, for a great many whites, undesirable or ugly appearance. 
They are also often stereotyped and imaged as lazy, criminal, or immoral.
 Antiblack attitudes and images are revealed and reproduced constantly 
in the everyday discourse, commentaries, and writings of whites (and often 
other nonblacks) at all class levels. Framing black Americans in negative 
terms and framing whites in positive terms are perspectives shaped by 
elite indoctrination, such as through the media, but they also constitute 
the way a majority of ordinary whites regularly communicate with each 
other about racial matters. These racist views have been perpetuated over 

and images are constantly available to virtually all whites, including the 
very young, by means of presentations in daily discourse, as well as in 
the media, through the writings of intellectuals, and in the speeches of 
politicians and business leaders. Such attitudes and images are adapted and 
used as the social situation warrants, and they vary in expression or impact 
depending on the situation and the persons involved. Over centuries now, 
these racially framed views have had a severely negative impact on their 

feeling can be conscious and directly stimulative of discriminatory action, 
or they can be unconscious and implicit in that damaging action. Indeed, 
most racial stereotyping and prejudice not only portray the racial others 
negatively but also imbed a learned predisposition to act in a negative way 
toward the racialized others.

Racist Images and Attitudes: The Recent Past and the Present

Historical data on white images of and attitudes toward black Americans 
suggest that for centuries the overwhelming majority of whites have 
been openly and unapologetically racist. While there were no national 
opinion surveys before the 1930s, we can infer strongly antiblack attitudes 
from the omnipresent and unreservedly racist letters, speeches, actions, 
jokes, popular entertainments, and organizations of the slavery and legal 
segregation eras.

in popularly expressed racism, including racist images, attitudes, and 
invectives. One place this can be seen is in the growing popularity, 
especially among white workers, of whites- in-blackface minstrel shows. In 
front of large crowds, composed mostly of white working- class men, white 
performers made up in blackface did musical numbers and other comedy 
skits on stage. Extreme caricatures and mimicking of black Americans 
were centerpieces of these shows, which featured a vocabulary of racist 
epithets (such as “coon,” “nigger,” and “buck”), a mocking of black English 
speakers, and a portrayal of fantasies and fictions held in white heads 
(for example, the white- male fantasy of the oversexed black woman). 
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By presenting black people in very negative terms, the virtues of 
whites and whiteness were highlighted. Whites were generally seen as 
smart, courageous, and civilized, while blacks were presented as dumb, 
cowardly, deviant, oversexed, and uncivilized. The shows were very 
popular with white workers, including new European immigrants then 
seeking to be accepted as “white.” The shows were eagerly attended by 
members of the elite, including presidents John Tyler and Abraham 
Lincoln, as well as novelists like Mark Twain. These highly racialized 
public entertainments continued well into the 1900s as a major form of 
mass entertainment.4

The Recent Past

National opinion surveys in the 1930s showed strong white support for 

eight in ten respondents thought that blacks should be kept out of white 
residential areas. In the late 1940s a Gallup poll found that 43 percent of 
those polled thought there should be racially segregated trains and buses. 
The majority opposed whites and blacks living and working together in the 
armed forces. (Ironically, this strong opposition was expressed just before 
President Harry Truman dramatically desegregated the U.S. armed forces.) 
A 1944 opinion survey found that half of the respondents thought “white 
people should have the first chance at any kind of job.” Just under half 
thought restaurants should not serve both blacks and whites, and a similar 
proportion said they would not like having a black nurse in a hospital.5 These 
national surveys probably included some Americans of color—these poll data 
are not reported by racial group—so it is likely that an even larger proportion 
of whites than of the total sample supported enforced racial segregation in 
restaurants, hospitals, housing, workplaces, and the armed forces.
 By the 1960s publicly expressed support for legal segregation was waning, 
although whites’ negative views of blacks were still strong. In a 1963 national 
Harris poll a majority of whites admitted to a pollster that they agreed 
with negative statements about black Americans: they “tend to have less 
ambition,” “smell different,” and “have looser morals.” Four in ten thought 
that blacks “have less native intelligence,” and more than one- third thought 
that they “breed crime.” In the 1960s, the era when some older white leaders 
today received early racial socialization, a majority of whites still indicated 
quite openly that they held blatantly racist prejudices and stereotypes. 
Nonetheless, publicly expressed attitudes toward equal opportunity and 

of the white respondents said they approved of a federal voting rights law, 
and 62 percent said they approved of a fair employment practices law. Still, 
according to the 1963 national survey white attitudes about personal contacts 
with blacks were often negative. Half said they would object to a black family 
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marrying a black person.6

White Racial Framing Today

In recent decades much has been made of the reported reduction among 
whites of certain racist attitudes. Some longitudinal data show that 
whites have become less likely to give openly racist answers to pollsters 
and survey researchers than in earlier decades. While a 1942 survey had 

decades, thus, many journalists and other analysts have taken such poll 
findings to mean that a majority of the white population is today no longer 
significantly racist in attitudes, opinions, and images of black Americans. 
They frequently argue the U.S. is now a “post- racial society,” or that there 
is an “end to racism.” Such notions are badly mistaken, and often naive or 
disingenuous. A significant decrease in overtly expressed segregationist or 
other blatantly racist attitudes does not necessarily mean that most whites 
are no longer substantially racist in some or much of their thinking about 
or imaging of black Americans and other Americans of color.
 One review of the social science literature on whites’ racial views and 
attitudes found that opinion surveys of whites indicate that most publicly 
support, when given abstract questions, equality of opportunity and 
equality of treatment and oppose racial discrimination. However, at the 
same time, the majority do not believe there is major and widespread 
racial discrimination across this society, and they also do not believe that 
governments should actively intervene to secure further racial equality. 
Drawing on this literature review, Lincoln Quillian suggests that most 
contemporary whites, like earlier whites, reconcile the continuing reality 
of racial inequality with their beliefs about little discrimination by 
blaming people of color for their lack of effort. Thus, “even among persons 
who hold a sincere belief in race blindness, images and depictions of 
members of racial groups learned beginning in childhood are influential 
in their thinking.”  We observe much other evidence for this conclusion 
throughout this book.

and misleading. Typical surveys involve very brief questions and answers, 
and these are also seriously limited by the fact that many people give 
pollsters socially desirable answers, which often disguise their true views. 
Assessed from this perspective, the apparent decrease in certain antiblack 
images, prejudices, and stereotypes among whites from the 1930s to 
the present likely reflects to a significant degree increased concern for 
social acceptability.9

strong racist attitudes today, so many whites reserve many of their more 
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blatantly racist comments for the private spheres of home, locker- room, 

have found that indirect and subtle research measures (as well as in- depth 
interviewing) often reveal that antiblack views and other aspects of the old 
white racial frame are still very common among whites.10

 For instance, research on white students at three major college 
campuses found racial attitudes expressed on short- answer survey items 
were often different from those expressed in response to similar interview 
questions requiring more detailed responses. On one brief survey item, for 

between blacks and whites. When a smaller group of comparable students 
were interviewed in depth this figure dropped to about one- third. Given 
time to explain, the majority expressed reservations about intermarriage. 
A similar pattern was found for a question about affirmative action. 
Numerous whites used a variety of hedging phrases (for instance, “I 
agree and disagree”), often apparently to downplay racist views. In- depth 
interviews indicated that a majority held significantly negative racial 
attitudes on issues like intermarriage.11

 In opinion polls a majority of whites now appear, like these students, to 
be unopposed to interracial marriages on brief survey questions. However, 
when allowed more time to develop their views, they too frequently reveal 
significant hedging or outright resistance to actual intermarriage within 
their families. In a pathbreaking study by Brittany Slatton of the views 
of 134 white men, one well- educated respondent recently commented 
in detail on a questionnaire that, while he worked with black men and 
women, he was negative in his view of intermarriage: “There are many 
areas in which I am pleased to interact with persons of any ethnicity, but 
marriage is not one of them. I don’t like many aspects of black culture, 
music, family structure, etc. Not necessarily wrong, just not for me. 
Some aspects of black culture are inferior.”12 In such commonplace white 
views, we observe a racial framing of black families and “black culture,” 
much of it likely drawn from stereotyped depictions of black Americans 
in the mainstream media. Such racialized framing prevents whites like 
this respondent from an accurate understanding of the character and 
situations of black families and communities—again a type of social 
alexithymia (see p. 92).
 Social psychologists have found that, when given a test of subtle or 
unconscious racial stereotyping such as the implicit association test, 
most whites quickly associate black faces (photos) with negative words 
and traits (for instance, with evil character traits or failure). Most whites 
have more difficulty in linking black faces to pleasant words and positive 
traits than they do for white faces. Analyses of thousands of such facial-
 response tests at psychology websites have shown that the overwhelming 
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majority of whites signal an antiblack, pro- white bias in such face- reaction 
tests. Moreover, in research projects where whites have been shown black 
faces, even for milliseconds, key areas of their brains that respond to 
perceived threats have tended to light up automatically under brain scans. 
In these studies the more racial stereotyping that white subjects revealed 
on paper- and-pencil psychological tests, the greater their brains’ threat 
responses were when they were shown black facial photos.13 This type of 
research suggests that black photos and visages generate not only cognitive 
stereotyping in minds but also racialized emotions.
 In another study using the implicit association test, researchers found that 
young white children showed a pro- white and antiblack bias in connecting 
white and black faces to good or bad words, but also that their self- reported 
racial attitudes showed a similar overt racial bias. But older white children 
and adults who were tested revealed a comparable implicit racial bias in 
matching white and black faces to good or bad words, yet showed less (or 
no) racial stereotyping on more overt psychological tests.14

 Other contemporary research on white thought and behavior also shows 
the persistence of strong white- racist attitudes about black Americans and 
other Americans of color. One 2012 Associated Press national survey found 
that just over half of the respondents admitted they held antiblack views, an 
increase over the previous four years. This proportion would doubtless have 
been higher if only whites had been included in the survey.15 Moreover, in 
numerous studies of white racial views that I and my colleagues have done, 
we have found that whites often engage in racist commentaries and other 
performances, especially in backstage settings where only other whites, such 
as friends and relatives, are present. In one major study 626 white students at 
numerous colleges and universities kept journals for a few weeks about racial 
events, discussions, and performances they encountered. They recorded 

these were in backstage settings with white relatives or acquaintances, but 
others were in settings with a racially diverse group of people present. The 
diaries strongly indicate that racist commentaries, joking, and actions are 
commonplace among younger, better- educated whites. African Americans 
appear in a substantial majority of the racist commentaries, jokes, and 
performances reported by students in various regions. Other racial groups, 
such as Native Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans, are periodically 
targeted, but verbal and other attacks on them make up a minority of the 
events recorded.16

Antiblack Attitudes and Images: Key Examples

The specific attitudes that whites hold toward themselves and toward 
black Americans often take the form of, on the one hand, a model 
of white virtue, merit, and superior morality and, on the other, an 
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“antimodel” of black deficiency, pathology, and threat. Both are essential 
parts of the dominant white racial frame in this society. The positive 
model encompasses a range of sincere fictions about the white self, such 

including the often inherited views of black men and women as lazy 
workers, criminals, dumb athletes, or welfare cheaters. An example 
of this overarching antimodel can be found in this comment by a well-
 educated white respondent in a recent online questionnaire study: “I find 
the ‘black’ race to be, in general, morally corrupt as well as culturally and 
intellectually defunct.”  Not surprisingly, this antiblack framing not only 
causes much daily pain and harm to black Americans but also corrupts 
the minds and understandings of white Americans—and thus is very 
damaging to this society.

Attributions of Laziness

Specific negative representations of African Americans are critical parts 
of the contemporary racial framing. One particularly strong and age- old 
representation is that of black laziness. The old Protestant ethic, with its 
accent on individual acquisitiveness, was important for early European 
colonists. Enslaved Africans who resisted in any way the very long hours 
of work imposed on them were often judged by this ethic to be “lazy,” even 
though they did much of the hard work that lay behind growing white 
prosperity. Similar white attitudes about black laziness persisted during 

amount of the hardest work in southern and border state economies was 
done by these maligned black workers.
 Descending through decades of U.S. history, the racist image of lazy 
men and women is still commonplace today. One 1990s national survey 
asked whites to evaluate on a scale just how work- oriented blacks are. Only 
a small percentage, 16 percent, ranked blacks at the hardworking end; just 
under half put blacks at the lazy end of the spectrum. A more recent study at 
a western university found that black employees, especially black men, were 
viewed as “lazy, irresponsible, and not serious about work”—characteristics 
that negatively influence white employers’ employment and hiring decisions. 
Other recent studies have found similar patterns.  Moreover, such views of 
the black work ethic are manifested in common white comments about lazy 
black welfare recipients. Notions of laziness are so strong as to overcome 

watch The Cosby Show
seen in reruns. Whites generally liked the high- achieving black family (the 
Huxtables) portrayed on the show, yet many processed the images to fit 
with their pre- existing racist attitudes. Explicitly or implicitly viewing black 
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Americans as a lazy group, these whites continued to view black Americans 
as inferior, and thus saw the success of the Huxtables as evidence that any 
black person could succeed if he or she would just work harder.19

 Some psychological research indicates that people with strong 
stereotypes of an out- group often attribute negative behavior by 
individual members of that out- group to alleged group characteristics 
(“That’s the way they are”). In contrast, when they see positive actions 
or accomplishments by individuals in the out- group, they often attribute 
those to the uniqueness of the situation rather than group characteristics. 
They will argue in the latter case that the person is an exception to the 
group, that they had a special advantage or luck, that anyone in the 
situation could have done well, or that it took exceptional motivation 
and effort to overcome the inherent weaknesses of the person’s group. 

viewed as “exceptions to their race.” Many whites tend to view negative 
actions by individual black Americans as tied to the group, to its defective 
biology or culture, while positive achievements are frequently linked only 
to the individual or situational aspects of the case at hand—and not to the 
general values and perspectives, and efforts, of black communities.20

Images of Black Women

We can underscore here what scholars call intersectionality—in this 
case, the way in which racism plays out somewhat differently for key 

white- racist framing of African American women, who have been the 

as stereotypical mammies, matriarchs, welfare recipients, and hot 
mommas has been essential to the political economy of domination 
fostering Black women’s oppression.”21 One chronic image, long 
reproduced on the packaging of commercial products and in reissued 
movies like Gone with the Wind, is the Aunt Jemima image—that 
of the corpulent “mammy” borrowed from the racist past. In the 
dominant U.S. and European cultures images of black women are often 
negative, intense, and visual. For many decades highly stereotyped 
and caricatured negative images of black women (and men) were very 
common in popular art, ads, movies, television, and on postcards. 
Even today, “mammy” dolls and black female and male figurines with 
exaggerated physical features such as big lips can be found in antique 

some whites. Indeed, they are still manufactured and can be found for 
sale in countries across the globe.22

 In the aforementioned research involving mostly college- educated white 



110

men in many states, Slatton found that 80 percent operated from a racist 
framing of black women, much of it focusing on negative images of their 
bodies or lifestyles. Like a substantial majority of her sample, this middle-
 class respondent in the Midwest was emotional in his highly stereotyped 
evaluation: “I think black women’s features are too extreme; they are too 
dark, and they usually are much too large for my tastes. The black women 
I have know[n] are very aggressive and have terrible attitudes.” Numerous 
interviewees used hostile framing for black women. They are variously 
described as “ghetto, loud, obnoxious”; having “disproportionate bodies, 
like some sort of mutants, stove pipe noses”; having a “bad attitude, nasty 
in- your-face, neck breaking”; or “being opposed to a soft femininity 
because it is ‘weak.’ ”23 In the frequently vicious stereotyping of these 
men, we observe a mix of negative images of black bodies and strategies 
for living in a racist society. Nowhere in Slatton’s interviews was there a 
serious attempt to understand the contemporary conditions of racism that 
black women and men face.
 A recurring white framing of black families is that of a large welfare 
family with a woman in charge. This is a popular example of the underclass 
imagery of black Americans we examined as part of the contemporary 

 
New York Times poll found that the 

majority of those questioned thought that most poor people were black 
and that most welfare recipients were black. (In both cases, majorities 
were not black at the time, and still are not today.) Moreover, recent 
research continues to show this stereotyping pattern, with the common 
face of mothers getting public assistance still being that of a woman of 
color. Media and other popular images of black women and other women 
of color cheating off government assistance remain commonplace.24 Not 
surprisingly, thus, in the interview study by Slatton one college- educated 
white northerner recently asserted such negative views of black women, 
again drawing uncritically on racially framed images of welfare recipients:

I see a large number of black women, young and old, simply 
unable and unwilling to form relationships with men that last 
more than a few months to a few years . . . I do see it as a major 
contributor to a continuing “state welfare” lifestyle where they 
believe they are entitled to a monthly paycheck, and all the 
trimmings, so long as they keep churning out children . . . actual 
fathers are unnecessary.25

Not only does he parrot old white- framed stereotypes about black women, 
families, and welfare, but next in his interview he takes it upon himself as 
a white man to give unsolicited advice to black Americans who have long 
been oppressed by whites. Again, we observe how central white arrogance 
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about what is “reality” for Americans of color and about the white right to 
control and dominate is to the contemporary white framing.
 In fact, the welfare reforms of the 1990s cut down sharply on the 
number of public assistance recipients, but did not alter the racist images 
of them. Thus, one study found that whites’ negative views of black 
Americans still hinder their willingness to spend money even on the strict 
and limited government welfare programs we still have, and that whites’ 
“welfare attitudes are as strongly racialized [today] . . . as they were a 
decade earlier.”26

 A major source of various welfare and poverty stereotypes is the 

news magazines exaggerate greatly the black presence among the 
country’s poor. Another common stereotype found in the media and 
elsewhere is that of black Americans not wanting to have traditional 
two- parent families. Many white commentators seem to assume that 
black adults have different family values from whites. However, in one 
survey hundreds of black adults were asked what their view of the ideal 
marriage partner was. These respondents preferred “well- educated, 
financially stable, monogamous, and affluent partners who are spiritual, 
religious, self- confident, and reliable.” This listing is what a majority of 
white adults would probably list. The central difficulty for many black 
families lies not in their values but in the difficult economic and other 
social circumstances this racist society constantly creates for them.
 Black women face yet other serious forms of gendered racism—the 
double burden of suffering racist framing because they are both black 
and female. One example is the imaging of black women as “jungle 
bunnies.” Since at least the 1600s, this white stereotype has accented 

shown how white notions of blackness have frequently been loaded 
with sexuality. European books, beginning in the 1600s, portrayed black 
women and men naked and with exaggerated sexual organs. “The white 
world drew the black woman’s body as excessively and flagrantly sexual, 
quite different from the emerging ideology of purity and modesty which 
defined the white woman’s body.”  This view has persisted over the 
centuries. Greatly influenced by and perpetuating such racist images, 

research continues to show that some white men still image and seek 
out black women as exotic sex objects. In this manner, gendered racism 
is regularly inscribed in the bodies of black women.29

 Even the dominant societal preferences for female body type are racialized 
in a manner that is usually biased against black women. From the seventeenth 
to the twenty- first century not only white politicians and missionaries, 
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but also those whites developing the sciences of medicine, biology, and 
ethnography and those developing the mainstream media have set typical 
whites’ skin, hair, and body type as the traditional standards for aesthetic 
superiority. For centuries white men have been the standard for male 
handsomeness, as well as masculinity and manly virtue. White women—in 
recent decades, especially those who are fair- haired and relatively slender—
have long been the standard for female beauty. Thus, whites have frequently 
viewed black women in terms that stereotype them as having “ugly” physical 
characteristics, including hair that is too “wooly” and or skin color that is 

for black Americans that often accents “ugly” hair characteristics.30 Not 
surprisingly, such negative images of black women create serious problems 
not only for women but also for young girls. As one young black woman put 
it in an interview: “I went through a long, long time thinking I was like the 
ugliest thing on the earth. . . . It’s so hard to get a sense of self in this country, 
in this society, where . . . every role of femininity looks like a Barbie doll.”31

beauty- salon owners found that such businesses are places where black 
beauty is defined, honored, and enhanced, often in resistance to the 
dominant framing. While these are places where black hair is often 
straightened to conform to a certain white- framed image of good 
hair, since the 1960s “black is beautiful” movements, many shops have 
expanded hairstyling services to include more natural hair styles with 

afros, and dreadlocks. Adopting natural styles is viewed by many as openly 
rejecting white- oriented images of beauty or style.32

 In contrast to this negative framing of black women by whites is the 
reality of black women’s creativity and, as sociologist Kamesha Spates puts 
it, their subtle resistance and “coping mechanisms that act as protective 
barriers” against life’s stresses. In her study of the low suicide rate of black 
women, Spates did interviews with black women of varying class levels. 
They often dealt with racism and other life stresses by accenting their 
family and community responsibilities, by drawing heavily on religious 
faith, and by a counter- framing that included a sense of blacks’ resilience 
against racism and other barriers. Her respondents associated suicide 
with people who had racial or gender privilege, especially whites (and 
white men)—privilege that in their view weakened the latter’s ability to 
deal well with certain difficult life conditions. Very rarely have white 
media commentators or researchers accented these important insights and 
strengths of black women, men, and communities.33
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Images of Black Men

intersectionality, and the white framing of them is riddled with an array of 
racist stereotypes, images, emotions, and narratives. For example, in recent 
interviews with pilots at major airlines, sociologist Louwanda Evans got 
this commentary on the discriminatory impact of white framing in the 
everyday lives of two senior black pilots:

At the hotel, I can be standing there waiting for the van to take us to 
the airport and [white] passengers have come up and dropped their 
bags at my feet on more than one occasion. I was flying with a black 
captain and we were waiting in the lobby, in full uniform, and a 

The captain looked at him and said, “The only thing we know how 
to do is fly airplanes.” The man said, “I understand that, but can you 

was talking to a pilot.34

In this setting a white man acts out of his racially stereotyped framing. 
Ignoring the obvious uniforms of these airline pilots, he “sees” only black 
men and assumes they are black service workers (“skycaps”) at his 
command. After being corrected, the white interlocutor still does not “get 
it.” His assertive racist framing is firmly fixed in mind.
 Another common white stereotype is that of the dangerous black man. 
This is a staple of much white thinking and imaging, including that of 
white leaders and intellectuals speaking or writing about the black poor. 
Many whites, including media commentators, seem to view the typical 
street criminal as a black man. During the first centuries of colonial 
development, whites constructed a view of enslaved men as dangerous 
“beasts,” a stereotyped view that has rationalized much racial oppression 
over the centuries. The beast- like image was then, as now, put into words, 
but it was also held at a deeper, more visceral and emotional level. As with 
black women, the bodies of black men are culturally stigmatized and 
routinely trigger antiblack stereotypes and images in white minds—which, 
in turn, often generate defensive or other discriminatory actions.35

 Members of the white elite not only play a key role in creating and 
maintaining the common racist framing, but also themselves operate out 
of stereotypes and images from that framing. Take the example of Dwight 
D. Eisenhower, a U.S. general who served as president during the 1950s. 
While President Eisenhower did not publicly advocate the inferiority of 
black Americans, he did speak in racially framed terms in private. Earl 

told him at a 1954 dinner that white southerners opposed to school 
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desegregation were “not bad people. All they are concerned about is to 
see that their sweet little girls are not required to sit in school alongside 
some big overgrown Negroes.”36 He referenced black boys. Then as now, 
white stereotyping of black boys and men often exaggerates their size or 
other physical characteristics. To describe ordinary school boys as “big 
overgrown Negroes” is reminiscent of the scary images of black men 
some white parents have used to discipline their children. Most strikingly, 
Eisenhower did not even mention the severe impact of the often violent 
white opposition to school desegregation on the lives of black boys and 
girls, and their parents.
 Today, this image of black people (especially men) as especially 
dangerous and criminal remains an important part of the racist framing 
in many white minds, including those of the elite. In 2013 a group of 
civil rights organizations filed a judicial misconduct complaint against 
a federal appellate court judge for her comments to a Pennsylvania law 
school audience early that year. According to five college students and an 
attorney present at the talk, who gave signed affidavits, the judge is alleged 
to have said that “racial groups like African- Americans and Hispanics are 
predisposed to crime” and are “prone to commit acts of violence” more 
so than other groups.  In another example of such framing, William 
Bennett, a former U.S. Secretary of Education, asserted on a talk show 
that, “if you really wanted to reduce crime, you could—if that were your 
sole purpose—you could abort every black baby in this country and your 
crime rate would go down.” Bennett then backed off, saying such actions 
would be “an impossibly ridiculous and morally reprehensible . . . but 
your crime rate would go down.” Bennett insisted he only conjured up a 
hypothetical notion, but we observe again how firmly imbedded in white 
minds this connection between African Americans and crime remains.
 As a result of these common images of criminality, many whites (and 
other nonblack people) regularly have fearful reactions to a black man 
encountered on streets, in public transport, or in elevators. In interview 
studies, black men often report aversive reactions taken by whites when 
they are walking the streets of towns or cities. Many whites take special 
defensive precautions when a black man is near. The reality of being 
framed and targeted as a dangerous black man by nonblack Americans 
was emphasized by the president of the United States, Barack Obama, in 

not- guilty jury verdict for a man who killed an unarmed black teenager 
(Trayvon Martin) walking in a predominantly white neighborhood where 
his father lived, Obama underscored the life- long, painful black experience:

When Trayvon Martin was first shot I said that this could have 
been my son. Another way of saying that is Trayvon Martin could 
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have been me 35 years ago. And when you think about why, in the 
African American community at least, there’s a lot of pain around 
what happened here, I think it’s important to recognize that the 
African American community is looking at this issue through a 
set of experiences and a history that doesn’t go away. There are 
very few African American men in this country who haven’t had 
the experience of being followed when they were shopping in a 
department store. That includes me. There are very few African 
American men who haven’t had the experience of walking across the 
street and hearing the locks click on the doors of cars. That happens 
to me—at least before I was a senator. There are very few African 
Americans who haven’t had the experience of getting on an elevator 
and a woman clutching her purse nervously and holding her breath 
until she had a chance to get off. That happens often.39

It is hard to imagine a leading white official making the point that Obama 
did. Likely for political reasons, he did not say enough about this white 
racism, but his commentary was pathbreaking, especially for a white 
population often in denial about this everyday racism.
 Some conservative commentators have asserted that such white 
defensive actions are “rational” because of the high black crime rate.40 
These commentators, like many ordinary whites, seem to assume that the 
majority of criminals who attack whites are black. However, most violent 
crime affecting whites is carried out by white criminals, most typically 
white men. Yet most whites do not routinely take similar defensive 
precautions when they are in the presence of ordinary white men.
 The emotionally freighted images of black men are often crafted in 
childhood. In the past and present, some white parents have threatened 
disobedient children with fearful images of black bogeymen. In an 
interview conducted by one of my students, a clerical worker described 
her mother’s method of discipline:

“The niggers would come in the night and steal us away and use us 
for their pleasure,” that’s what my mother told us. What an awful 
thing to do, don’t you think, frightening little children like that. . . . 
She scared us to death. The first time I ever saw a colored person I 
just about had hysterics.41

This emotionally loaded language of the white racial framing becomes what 
psychologist Lev Vygotsky called inner speech, the mind’s language in consid-

many complex understandings beyond their apparent meaning. Later on, 
such racialized language frequently triggers psychological linkages and under-
standings in minds, and thus can shape numerous discriminatory actions.42
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 Today, a major source of negative images of black men, as for black 
women, is the mainstream media. Many people watch local television 
news programs several nights a week. These programs, a major source of 
everyday information, often accent violent crimes. One study of many 
cities found that crime was the subject of one- third or more of local news 
programming. In addition, a study of local news in Los Angeles found 
that while violent crimes got extensive coverage, non- violent crimes such 
as fraud and embezzlement got little. News stories about violent crime 
mentioning a suspect also featured black suspects, usually men, in a much 
higher proportion than their arrest rate indicated would be accurate.43

 Several other research studies have found similar patterns for other 
cities. One recent examination of news stories in Pittsburgh’s newspapers 
and television media found that the largest block of reports on African 
American boys and men were about crime—36 percent of stories in the 

 of-life issues involving black boys and men in such areas as the arts, 
education, employment, and leadership got much less attention. A follow-
 up Pew study found a similar pattern of local media accenting of crime 
stories, but also found another major category of sports stories. Neither 
study found there was adequate attention to black community issues 
beyond crime and sports. An associated online survey of hundreds of 
black residents found that almost all “expressed deep dissatisfaction with 
what they perceived to be the media’s negative focus on African Americans 
in connection to crime and indicated that they want a change.”44

 Some communications researchers have examined Los Angeles 
television news and found that black residents were not only more likely 
to be portrayed as criminals, but also less likely to be portrayed as victims, 
than white residents. Black suspects were over- represented relative to 
actual arrest rates, while the opposite was true for whites. The researchers 
suggested that this media imagery likely influenced the way many whites 
viewed their own chances of being crime victims, as well as the way they 
might decide guilt if on juries in cases involving black defendants. In 
addition, a Los Angeles survey of 506 English- speaking respondents by 
Dixon found that a person’s time spent viewing local news programs’ 
over- representation of black criminals, as well as attention to crime 
news and trust of news, predicted well the person’s likelihood of holding 
traditional racial stereotypes of black people as criminals. (This was true 
after controls were applied for neighborhood diversity and crime rates.) 
Those who paid the most attention to crime news were the most likely 
to be obsessed with local crime and give harsher culpability ratings to 
hypothetical black suspects as compared to hypothetical white suspects. 
The amount of television exposure was also found to be directly related to 
racially stereotyped images of black people as violent.45
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 The media “cultivation theory” argues that heavy exposure to television 
content about the social world tends to influence how people view the 
outside society, even if that outside world is not at all like the television 
programming. Exposure to television images of crime tends to increase 
white exaggeration of actual black crime involvement, thereby reinforcing 
pre- existing black criminality images from the old white- racist frame.46 
From his recent studies, Dixon has concluded that “News viewing may be 
part of a process that makes the construct or cognitive linkage between 
Blacks and criminality frequently activated and therefore chronically 
accessible.”  In this manner television viewing—and, likely, similar 
viewing of Internet news and other websites—constantly reinforces 
antiblack stereotypes from the old white racial frame.
 In addition, for centuries many white Americans have crafted images 
of black Americans, especially black men, as ape- like. This is a provocative 

a strong association in white minds of ape images with black images, 

students shaped their willingness later on to accept police violence 
against a black suspect. In addition to the studies mentioned previously, 
another research study did a content analysis of hundreds of newspaper 
articles discussing death- eligible criminal defendants and found that 
words eliciting ape- like images in people’s minds were more likely to have 
been used by newspaper writers for black than white defendants. Such 
animalistic imagery is part of the dominant white framing that likely helps 
to legitimate whites’ targeting black Americans for much discrimination, 
including discriminatory policing.
 Negative media imagery has action consequences, as we just saw in 
the case of the aforesaid newspaper writers. Another striking example 
can be seen in public reports by whites of black men attacking them, 
when in fact no such attack took place. One major study has documented 

continue to the present, often to cover up socially deviant actions by 
whites making such faked accusations.49 In addition, in one experimental 
study researchers found that showing white, Asian, and Latino research 
subjects local crime news videos increased their punitiveness in regard 
to criminals—much more so when they were shown black perpetrators 
than when they were shown white perpetrators of crime. Another recent 
experimental study also found that exposing white subjects to news 
portrayals of white and black perpetrators of rape crimes resulted in more 
punitive judgments about black than white perpetrators.50 Such harsh 
white predispositions may well affect various actions that whites and 
other nonblacks take in relation to black people while on the street, at the 
workplace, or as members of juries.
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Images of Drugs and Deviance

Many whites and some other nonblack Americans seem to think that the 
majority of the poor, the homeless, drug- users, and drug- dealers are black 
Americans. As we have already suggested, one reason for this stereotyped 
framing is obvious: The mainstream media tend to greatly exaggerate 
the role of black Americans in poverty, homelessness, and drug use. This 
biased media coverage contributes to greatly exaggerated and stereotyped 
images of “deviant” black Americans in many minds. Yet much of the 
available data paint a different picture. For example, white youth are more 
likely than black youth to smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, and use illegal 
drugs. Surveys of high school students find that whites routinely indicate 

that rates of drug abuse (also of child abuse) are higher for single- parent 
white families than for similar black families. Moreover, periodic surveys 
of white and black adults indicate variable percentages of illegal drug use, 
but the percentages are roughly similar.51

 White and other nonblack Americans account for seven out of 
eight illegal drug- users, yet black Americans have become the national 
symbols of drug- users and dealers. This racially stereotyped framing 
affects white actions in serious ways. For instance, black drug- users are 

Blacks and Latinos make up most of those Americans put in jail for illegal 
drug use. In contrast, white drug- using and drug- dealing get much less 
police surveillance and prosecution—even though a majority of drug-
 dealers are white and there is much drug- selling on predominantly white 
college campuses and in white suburban areas. This drug- using and 
drug- dealing reality reveals the substantial racial bias in the operation 
of policing and judicial systems. As we will document more in the next 
chapter, numerous aspects of our policing and judicial systems reflect 
significant racial discrimination.52

Views of Black Athletes

Many whites seem to assume that they are not racist because they cheer for 
black athletes on their favorite teams. They may also feel that society is no 
longer racist because black players are common on college and professional 
football and basketball teams. However, much research suggests that black 
male athletes are frequently framed negatively by whites in and outside the 
mainstream media—for example, as less intelligent and more thug- like or 

 football games on major television networks. In his sample of comments 
by on- air announcers, black athletes got most of the positive comments 
relating to physical talents. In regard to comments on cognitive abilities and 
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intelligence, however, white athletes got most of the positive comments. 
All comments of sympathy were for white players. On- air commentaries 
also tended to portray white players in more friendly and intimate terms. 
Black men were portrayed as less intelligent and more animal- like than 
white men, while the latter were shown as the “thinking men” on the 

patterns yet again. This time they examined how their sample of on- air 
announcers periodically distinguished between the player as athlete and 
the player as person. “When it came time to describe the African American 

negative statements made about a player’s off- field intelligence, character, 

White players, in contrast, received only positive comments across these 
categories.”53 In addition, a recent study of the images of professional 
baseball players in many articles in the two leading U.S. sports magazines 
found much more negative racial stereotyping and other racial framing for 
black players than for U.S.-born white players.”54

 An important study by Abby Ferber compared the subculture of 
white- supremacist groups and the general sports subculture in regard to 
their depictions of black men. She found remarkable similarities in the 
portrayals of black men as typically violent, hyper- aggressive, hypersexual, 
and inferior to white men. Today, black male athletes are often viewed 
as acceptable, but only so long as they are “good” and under control of 
white owners or coaches. Many whites still frame black athletes in general 
as having an “inherently violent, aggressive nature lying just beneath the 
surface, threatening to spring forth at any time.” In addition, by especially 
celebrating black athletes who play by the white rules and fully accept 
white owners’ or coaches’ control, “Whites can tell themselves they are not 
racist, and they can blame African Americans for their own failures.”55 As 
long as they stay “good” and “well behaved,” black male athletes can be 
viewed by whites as “exceptions to their race,” the common perspective 
from the white- racist framing we have noted previously.

Exaggerating the Black Presence

The focus on black men and women as physically dominant, deviant, or 
dangerous in the media and in various other public and private discussions 
appears to create in many white minds the impression that there are more 
black Americans than there actually are. President Eisenhower’s “big 
overgrown Negroes” image seems to extend to exaggerations about the 
black population. Over the last decade or two several surveys of whites 
have shown that they substantially overestimate the size and proportion of 

black Americans make up at least 30 percent of the U.S. population, nearly 
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two- and-a- half times their actual percentage.56 This perhaps suggests 
an old emotion- laden conception, dating back to at least early founders 
like Thomas Jefferson, that there are too many African Americans, a 
demographic situation many whites still view as threatening. Apparently, 
many white Americans periodically view their societal position in relation 
to the presence of black Americans.

contemporary overestimations of the black population. In interviews 
with whites he found that a major source of exaggerated estimations is, 
yet again, the mainstream mass media. For example, whites who watched a 
lot of sports programs saw many black athletes and concluded the country 
has a high percentage of black Americans. Whites were also found to 
exaggerate the black presence because blacks seem so “vocal” about issues 
such as civil rights in the media. At least as important in shaping these 
overestimates is the impact of local crime news. The constant barrage of 
stories about black criminals in the local news gives most whites, as well 
as many others, the impression that the country has a much larger black 
population than it does. Again, we observe the profound impact of the 
media, and yet the media’s exaggerated images and interpretations usually 
go unchallenged.

Mocking Black Americans

Today, many white and other nonblack Americans reveal their negative 
views and images in the ways they mock or joke about black Americans. 
Sometimes this mocking is overtly racist, as in the many antiblack jokes 
told across the country on any given day. Among friends in the workplace, 
at a bar, on the Internet, or at home many whites tell stories and engage in 
racist conversations that mock alleged black mannerisms, morals, or speech. 
Indeed, many whites still seem to enjoy blatantly racist joking. In addition, 
in our research on white actions, in private backstage and public frontstage 
settings, we have found that few whites object when white friends, relatives, 
acquaintances, or strangers engage in blatantly racist performances.
 Whites, including those in the elite, have crafted racist jokes about 
African Americans for centuries. Typical of elite and other white jokes is 

could offer to African Americans, he joked that all a black man really wants 
is loose shoes, warm toilet facilities, and sex. For many whites at all class 
levels, ridiculing black Americans or other Americans of color in joking 
commentaries is commonplace, and apparently considered innocuous by 
most who do it.59

 Associated with racist joking is the mocking of speech that many 
whites engage in when discussing black Americans. What whites believe 
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to be a common black way of speaking is frequently mocked through 
imitative language. This is done at all levels of society. For example, in 

jokes about Nixon’s “southern strategy” (the strategy to win politically by 
racist appeals to southern white voters) by luminaries on the program, 
Nixon and Agnew played two pianos. Nixon asked Agnew, “What about 

answered in mock black dialect, “Yes Suh, Mr. President, ah agree with you 
completely on yoah southern strategy.” Nixon then played some favorite 
songs of Democratic presidents, while Agnew drowned him out with a 
vigorous rendition of “Dixie.” The almost entirely white audience of the 

In addition, we now know that President Nixon privately spoke in 
stereotyped terms of black Americans, for instance as genetically inferior 
to whites, according to a former top advisor.60

 Various members of the elite engage in racialized joking. For example, 
in 2012 a federal judge emailed acquaintances an animalizing “joke” in 
which President Obama’s mother jokes to a young Obama that his mixed-
 racial ancestry might have been linked to her having wild party sex, joking 
that alluded to potential sex with a dog. Whites have long mongrelized 
black Americans in such conventional racist framing. When called out 
in public, the judge was defensive, said he was not “a racist,” meant this 

on a chimpanzee, with a caption saying “Now you know why—No birth 
certificate!” Like many people who have made similar jokes, she insisted 
that she was only joking and was indeed “not a racist.”61

 Vicious mocking of black language and culture seems to be spreading, 
especially on the Internet. On the Internet, whites have developed a great 
number of websites that feature crude, hostile, and racist parodies of what 
their creators consider black speech. For example, here is the opening of a 
mocking translation of a speech by Socrates: “How ya’ gots felt, O dudes o’ 
Athens, a hearin’ de speeches o’ mah accusers.” Such mocking is linked on 
these sites to a broad range of antiblack stereotypes, jokes, and images. The 
site with the Socrates speech listed events at a fictional “Ebonic Olympic 

Parade.”62 Antiblack websites spread racist images globally; there is at least 

allow the spread of racist framing and opinions no longer acceptable for 
expression in most other public settings to millions globally.
 In millions of online searches each year, Americans use common 
antiblack epithets in their searches. One recent study of millions of 
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Google searches of the Internet in all U.S. regions discovered a great 
many (presumably mostly white) Americans had searched for the word 
“nigger,” a significant proportion of which were clearly searches for racist 
jokes and other antiblack humor. Numerous other racist epithets for black 
men, women, and children are also common search terms on Google and 
other search engines. For most whites who do such searches, this type of 
racist joking appears to be about racist entertainment or a comforting 
reinforcement of their racist framing of black Americans, or both.63

 In movies, on television, and in newspaper and magazine columns, well-
 educated whites are often those who mock black language or behavior. In 
Hollywood films the “good guys” often speak prestigious versions of the 
English language, while those portrayed as “bad guys,” including black 
Americans, Latinos, and other Americans of color, frequently speak 

made use of mock black English and other mock English accents, even 
for animals in these movies. In this manner language is mapped onto a 
particular group, as part of an aural stereotyping process, and old racist 
understandings are perpetuated in new forms. Jane Hill has studied mock 
Spanish, which is common in the United States. Otherwise monolingual 
whites (and others) use made- up terms such as no problemo, el cheapo, 
and hasty banana, and phrases like hasta la vista, baby. Mock Spanish 
can be found on billboards and in movies, and on cards and other items 
in various gift shops, especially in the Southwest. Such ridicule reveals 
underlying stereotyping of Latinos among whites who might reject more 
openly racist comments or practices. Mocking speech is again often seen 
as fun and justifiable.64 There is also much language mocking by whites in 
the media and in more private settings of the speech of Asian and Native 
Americans. While it may appear harmless to whites, language mocking 
supports traditional hierarchies of racial privilege and racial degradation 
without seeming to be too blatantly racist. Many whites have denied that 
such mocking is racist or harmful, ignoring the many people of color who 
have pointed out the harm language mocking actually causes for them and 
their communities.
 Such ridicule of language or speech is racist because it has significant 
meaning only if one knows the underlying racist framing, the racial 
stereotypes and images, of the groups of color that are targeted. Indeed, 
language mocking and subordination are not about standards for speaking 
as much as they are about determining that some people are not worth 
listening to and not worth treating as social equals.65

The Language of Racism

of thought. The concepts and categories we learn as children shape how 
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we experience the world around us, and these concepts and categories—
including racial stereotypes and images—are mostly delineated in sets of 
words and phrases. When racially framed language is imbedded in minds, 
it and its associated concepts often guide everyday thinking and behavior.
 Today, antiblack racism is deeply imbedded in spoken and written 
English. Many whites still use epithets like “nigger,” “coon,” “spook,” 
or “pickaninny” for African Americans, especially in private settings 
with friends and relatives and increasingly, as just noted, on white-
 oriented Internet sites. Some whites still use terms like “boy” for a black 
man, as happened with President Barack Obama in his two presidential 
campaigns. Others persist in using other diminutive terms, such as 
replacing a black man’s name that is William with “Willie.” While in recent 
decades there has been a significant decline in white use of openly racist 
terms, at least in most public settings, numerous terms used in the media 
and the everyday public conversations of whites have barely hidden racial 
meanings. For many whites, terms like gangs, gangbangers, ghetto, inner 
city, the poor, the economically disadvantaged, welfare recipients, violent 
criminals, public housing, and drug pushers symbolize black Americans or 
other dark- skinned Americans. Much white- racist commentary now uses 
such code words because they communicate (wink- wink) racist framing 
or inclinations without actually using more blatantly racist terms. A white 
person, including a media commentator, can use these terms to target or 
denigrate black Americans but still appear unprejudiced, at least to most 
other whites.66

 Even in cases where color words and phrases were not crafted as 
intentionally racist, they can subtly reinforce antiblack framing. Thus, 
there are many phrases in English that use the words “black” and “white.” 
Some may be racial in origin, but many seem linked to the old European 
tradition that associates negative concepts such as evil and the devil 
with darkness and blackness, and positive concepts such as purity and 
goodness with whiteness. The conceptual framework underlying these 
words and phrases accents black in negative ways and white in positive 
ways. In a standard dictionary the adjective “black” is listed as having 
these conventional meanings, in addition to color: dirty, soiled, wicked, 
sinister, connected with magic, gloomy, calamitous, marked with disaster, 
sullen, grim, and distorted. In contrast, the adjective “white” has these 
conventional meanings, in addition to color: marked by upright fairness, 
free of blemish, innocent, not intended to cause harm, fortunate, and 
favorable. In addition, the negative tone of many phrases using “black” 
can be seen in the following: to do a black deed; to be a black sheep; to 
tell a black lie; to indulge in the black arts (magic); to blacken one’s name; 
to blackball someone; to be black- hearted; to have a black outlook; to be 
a blackguard (scoundrel); to have a Black Monday; to be on a black list; 
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to give a black mark; to be blackmailed; and to be a black day. In contrast, 
we have the following: to be a white knight; to tell a white lie; to white 
list; to be the white hope; to be free, white, and 21; and to say “That’s very 
white of you.”
are older than antiblack racism, they are commonplace in U.S. English 
conversations and thus can operate to subtly reinforce dichotomous, 
racial, or antiblack thinking.
 Moreover, in numerous writings and presentations the positive 
achievements of whites may be put in the active tense, while those 
achievements of blacks may be put in the passive tense. Thus, Thomas 
Greenfield reports visiting Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia slave plantation, 
where he was told by his guide, who was referring to large well- made doors 

enslaved African American workers who actually put up the well- crafted 
doors remained anonymous and in the passive tense.  Numerous slave 
plantations are now popular tourist sites that play down or ignore the 
enslaved workers who labored there. Only recently have the public tours 
at, and written brochures about, some slave plantations begun to give 
meaningful attention to the intelligence and agency of enslaved workers.
 Moreover, today in many organizations a black man or woman who 
gets a very good job or position often is still said by whites to have gotten it 
through special consideration or affirmative action and not because of merit. 
In other cases, there is a playing down of black agency. Whites may recognize 
that blacks have achieved something, but run it down as flawed. For example, 
many whites have disparaged the innovative character of the music that has 
often come out of black communities, such as jazz in the early decades of the 
twentieth century or rap music in recent decades. There is also the strategy 
of viewing a black achievement as an anomaly. As we discussed previously 
(see p. 109), major success is something individual blacks do achieve, such as 
President Barack Obama’s successful election, but it is seen by many whites 
as an exception to the negative rule.69

 The Nobel novelist Toni Morrison has suggested an even deeper 
point—that black Americans frequently function in important ways as a 
key metaphor and referent for white Americans in public discourse and in 
literature. Black Americans often seem to be an overt or hidden referent 
for much white thought and action.  We have seen previously how black 
Americans constitute a major reference point for whites—in crafting the 

law and politics, and in structuring residential areas in cities. In this and 
later chapters we observe black Americans as a key referent in many areas 
of contemporary life—in debates over schools, the criminal justice system, 
government welfare programs, housing and urban development, and 
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political representation. Moreover, subtle use of the black referent even 
extends to the definition of what is “American.”

White Emotions, White Rage

White ideas and understandings of racial matters are rooted in deep- lying 
emotions, which are central to the dominant white frame. For centuries 
many whites have been obsessed with blackness and have seen black 
people as fear- inspiring or dangerous. Whites have often been particularly 
emotional about such matters as interracial sex or marriage. However, the 
level of white emotional involvement in racist thinking and action varies 
considerably on an individual basis and in regard to a particular issue.

apparently from a white man. The writer is familiar with extreme 
white- supremacist thinking and activities. The letter attacked a brief 
quote from me in a New Jersey newspaper article about current societal 
trends in regard to discrimination. Handwritten on a New Jersey city’s 
superintendent of schools stationery, the letter read as follows:

So we should give privileges to placate filthy dirty subhuman coons, 
your nuts. Never! Never! I’m telling you. . . . Whites such as myself 
are just itching to take to the streets and exterminate every dirty 
nigger ape as well as every white nigger loving commie dog (such as 
your self ). [O. J.] Simpson is the catalyst that will finally awaken the 
latent, dormant nigger hatred extant in this county. There will be no 
compromise, no quarter given. . . . First we elect Buchanan types, next 
suspend habeus corpis [sic]. Third disenfranchise and resegregate 

You white liberal swine are cancers even worse that filthy coons. 
When the reckoning comes, it will be curtains for them too. The only 
good nigger is a dead nigger.

)

Judging from the school letterhead and the vocabulary, this letter seems to 
be from a well- educated white person. Note old white images of black 
people as dirty and subhuman. Note too the concern with “nigger- loving” 
whites. This type of racist venom extends beyond crude epithets and 
images to the goal of extermination. Perhaps most clear is the high level of 
emotion.
 While the letter is extreme in its racist terminology, some of these 
themes have long been articulated, if in more restrained language, by 
many elite and ordinary whites. As I have shown earlier, racist images 
and attitudes are strongly held by powerful whites. From time to time 
influential whites air blatantly racist views openly. For instance, in 
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remarked to an employee, “I’d rather have a trained monkey working for 
me than a nigger.” She was reported to have called black players “million-
 dollar niggers.”  She is not unusual in such behavior, some of it bursting 

public settings by major entertainment and media figures like Michael 

Denying Discrimination and Racism: The White Public

commentators and officials, have downplayed persisting racism and 
accented the image of a society where equality of opportunity and 
colorblindness are supposedly the reality. These “colorblind” themes are 
common in some current incarnations of the dominant white framing 
among white elites and the white public. As Damon Williams has 
underscored, some versions of this contemporary racial framing even 
include classic terms from the 1960s civil rights movement, yet this use 
of “terms like protection, individual rights, and nondiscrimination . . . 
[sows] confusion among members of the media and public.” In this way 
whites have co- opted civil rights language for the purpose of actually 
“attacking diversity change movements.”  Additionally, national surveys 
indicate that today a majority of ordinary white Americans see “equality of 
opportunity” as the societal reality. Included in this colorblind perspective 
is the idea that racial discrimination is no longer widespread and that 
Americans of color who complain of it are wrongheaded.
 Soon after the 1960s civil rights movement declined in intensity, most 
whites were already moving toward the view that discrimination is no 

unfair employment conditions. In fact they are favored in many training 
and job programs.” In contest, a meager 12 percent then agreed with the 
statement that “discrimination affects all black people. The only way to 
handle it is for blacks to organize together.” In surveys of this era, most 
black Americans had a quite different view, instead accenting the large-
 scale discrimination they faced.
 In more recent surveys, white and black Americans still differ 
dramatically in how they view contemporary discrimination. One 

reported widespread racial discrimination in at least one major societal 
area. Two- thirds reported that African Americans always or often face 
discrimination in jobs or in seeking housing; 50 percent said the same for 
shopping and restaurants. Also significant was the finding that a majority 
of whites again denied the black view of significant discrimination.  In 
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discrimination was serious in their local area, compared to just 25 percent 
of whites.
 Moreover, a Newsweek opinion survey of white registered voters 

the main reason why many black Americans cannot get ahead in the 
country. As whites have done in the past, most opted instead for mainly 
blaming black Americans for their current socioeconomic conditions. 
Whites tend to greatly overestimate the progress the African Americans 

respondents agreed that the quality of life for black Americans had gotten 
significantly better over the last ten years, yet 61 percent of the black 
respondents disagreed, reporting that the quality of life had stayed the 

having heard someone make an insulting or insensitive remark about 
African Americans.  Evidently, most whites know there are frequent 
racist commentaries being made by whites, yet do not want to see that as 
evidence of serious racism in society.
 Today, a majority of whites do not see the United States as having a 
problem of widespread discrimination. Most do not view themselves as 
significantly racist in thought or action, often asserting something like 
“I am not a racist.” In recent years many have made such statements as 
“My family never owned slaves” or “My family did not segregate lunch 
counters.” Many will say to black Americans something like, “Slavery 
happened hundreds of years ago—just get over it.” They do not know, 

about 150 years prior to their statements. Whites making such historically 
oriented assertions usually do not admit that they and their ancestors 

discrimination.
 Many whites seem to mix negative views of black Americans with 
images of white innocence, thereby giving expression to elements of a 
broader racial framing. Take this example of a white college student’s reply 
to a question about her first experience with black Americans, in this case 
children:

I switched from a private school which had no blacks to a public 
school, and I was thrown in the middle of a bunch of apes, no I’m 
just kidding. . . . And I don’t know, my parents have always instilled in 
me that blacks aren’t equal, because we are from [the Deep South].
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In her interview she continues in this vein, making negative comments 
about African Americans. Then at the end of her interview, she adds:

I don’t consider myself racist. I, when I think of the word racist, I 
think of KKK, people in white robes burning black people on crosses 
and stuff, or I think of the Skinheads or some exaggerated form of 
racism.

Eduardo Bonilla- Silva and others has demonstrated the array of rhetorical 
devices that many whites use in everyday conversations and interactions, 
especially with strangers, to try to portray themselves as “colorblind” and 

for whites at all educational levels, including those involved in psychologi-
cal counseling and other helping professions.
 It seems that many whites assert that they are not racist because they 
view racism as only something that other whites do, or have done in the 

To many white people, not being racist means having less racial 
animosity than their parents (something almost all can at least 
claim); having less racial animosity than someone they know 
(something all can claim); or not belonging to a white supremacist 
group. . . . For many white people, unless they believe overwhelmingly 
in the inferiority of black people, they are not collaborators with 
racism and are not racist.

As we observe in white views of some black athletes or entertainment 
figures like Oprah Winfrey, many whites do hold positive views of selected 
black people. However, these often superficial positive views reduce the 
ability of whites to see their own culpability in ongoing personal and insti-
tutional racism.
 Historical changes in racism have also been misperceived by most 
whites. When the legal segregation era came to an end with the passage 
of civil rights laws in the 1960s, most apparently concluded that serious 
racism was being rapidly extinguished. Today, most whites, like the 
woman above, seem to view what racism that remains as a matter of 
isolated individual bigotry and not as systemic racism cutting across major 
institutions. As a result, they do not see, or do not wish to admit, their own 
participation in this continuing racism. Moreover, the level at which racist 
attitudes are held varies in degree of consciousness. Psychologist Patricia 
Devine has suggested that those whites who reject overtly prejudiced views 
can still hold less conscious prejudices that exist because of prior racial 
socialization. For many this deep- lying attitudinal racism is a persisting 
bad habit that keeps breaking out into their everyday behavior.
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White Views on Government Action against Discrimination

If antiblack discrimination is no longer regarded as a major or well-
 institutionalized problem by the white majority, then it is not surprising 
that these whites see less need, or no need, for strong antidiscrimination 
efforts by local, state, and federal governments. From this perspective 
black Americans and others pressing for continuing or enhanced 
antidiscrimination programs, such as aggressive affirmative action, are 
making illegitimate demands.

Symbolic and Laissez- Faire Racism

perspective called “symbolic racism.” Whites often combine the notion 
of declining overt racism with the idea that blacks are now making 
illegitimate demands for societal changes. As these researchers view 
the current situation, a majority of whites have shifted away from old-
 fashioned, blatantly racist ideas and accepted modest desegregation while 
strongly resisting forceful government action for large- scale desegregation. 
What they term “symbolic racism” or “modern racism” is grounded in 

white concerns is a fear that whites have of losing status and power because 
of black attempts to bring more societal change. Deep- lying antiblack 
views—especially views of blacks violating traditional American work 
values—are still present, but white resentment of pressures for substantial 
change is central to the current racist framing. This symbolic racism 
perspective does capture some important elements of contemporary white 
perspectives, but it has been criticized for playing down too much the old-
 fashioned blatant racism. The latter still exists among many whites and is 
directly connected to negative views of substantial government programs 
to eradicate discrimination.

more historical approach. Since the 1950s, and shaped by structural 
changes in the society, white attitudes have shifted from an accent on 
strict racial segregation and very overt bigotry to a “laissez- faire racism,” 
by which Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith mean whites’ continuing negative 
stereotyping of blacks and blaming of blacks for their socioeconomic 
problems. Whites still strive to maintain white privilege in now informally 
segregated settings. Survey data since the 1960s, as noted previously, 
indicate a substantial discrepancy between white views on the principle 
of desegregation versus white views on government implementation of 
desegregation. While surveys in the mid- 1960s indicated that nearly 

percent then accepted a role for government in pressing for more racial 
integration.
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 Today this pattern persists. White support for the principle of school 
integration is well above 90 percent, while endorsement of strong 

survey data indicate similar discrepancies in white views of job and 

of opinion surveys of whites that show the majority publicly support 
equality of opportunity for Americans of color, yet also do not believe 
there is major discrimination in society and, thus, do not support major 
government intervention to secure further racial equality. Acceptance of 
the principle of racial integration does not mean that most whites wish to 
see government intervene forcefully to guarantee racial fairness or equality, 
or that they wish to personally have significantly more contact with black 
Americans.

Negative Views on Affirmative Action

Affirmative action is a major example of a remedial program designed 
to deal with contemporary racial discrimination. Most whites, including 
most political leaders, have been opposed to aggressive affirmative action 

local and national leaders in business, farming, unions, the media, and 
academia, most were then overwhelmingly opposed to specific affirmative 
action for black Americans in school admissions and jobs. A substantial 
majority thought that equality of opportunity, not of results, was the best 
way to eradicate inequality. The white public agreed with these white 
leaders.
 In surveys, then as now, the generality of the question wording can 
make a major difference in white responses. One 2013 national survey 
asked respondents if they supported “programs which make special 
efforts to help blacks and other minorities get ahead.” Sixty- one percent 

percent of blacks. However, when asked in the survey if “blacks and other 
minorities should receive preference in college admissions to make up 
for past inequalities,” just 21 percent of whites then agreed—compared 

 This and other surveys have revealed that 
far more than half of whites do not believe that government and private 
agencies should be making extensive remedial and reparative efforts on 
behalf of Americans of color that might interfere with white privileges. 
A Newsweek survey of white voters found that nearly three- quarters 
disapproved of giving “preferences to blacks and other minorities . . . [in] 
hirings, promotions, and college admissions.” Three- quarters felt that such 
preferences had resulted in less- qualified people being hired, promoted, or 
admitted. In addition, 39 percent indicated that they thought the United 
States had gone too far in “pushing equal rights.”  Indeed, today many 
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whites believe that they are likely to be victims of government affirmative 
action. One Pennsylvania survey asked a question about how likely it 
would be that a white worker might lose a job or a promotion to a less-
 qualified black worker. Most black respondents thought this was unlikely, 
while most whites thought it was likely. National polls using such a 
question have gotten similar responses.
 As in the past, many whites still comment on the socioeconomic 
problems of black Americans with such statements as, “Why can’t they 

then normal societal processes will enable them to have greater economic 
mobility. One survey asked whether respondents agreed with this 
statement: “The Irish, Italians, and many other groups overcame prejudice 
and worked their way up, African- Americans and other minorities should 
do the same without any special help from the government.” Most whites 
agreed.90 Moreover, many whites argue that they oppose affirmative action 
because such programs unfairly benefit some at the expense of others. 
Yet, firmly racist views appear to lie beneath the surface of such views for 
many whites. For example, one experimental study examined why white 
conservatives were opposed to affirmative action for African Americans 
and found that the intensity of their racist framing of African Americans 
predicted the character of their opposition to remedial programs for racial 
discrimination.91

Imaging the White Self

As we have previously noted, the dominant racist framing held in white 
minds encompasses much more than antiblack views. Among the 
important elements are very positive views of white superiority, virtue, and 
merit. The broad white racial frame views the white- dominated history of 
the United States as mostly meritorious and unproblematic for the present 
day. Today, as in the past, group merit and individual merit are judged 

common images of white superiority and virtue that recur in Hollywood 

when racial matters have been portrayed, whites as a group have almost 
always been portrayed as morally superior, intellectually superior, or 
otherwise meritorious. In older movies and more recent ones, there may 
be a few white bigots, but white society is not portrayed as institutionally 
racist. Typically, some white person is a central hero (“white savior”), even 
in movies substantially about people of color (for example, in Gran Torino, 
The Blind Side, and even science fiction movies like Avatar).
 Among the elites and in the general public, whites have developed 
numerous sincere fictions about whites and whiteness that reproduce 
aspects of the dominant racial frame at an everyday level. Such sincere 
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fictions frequently describe whites as “not racist” and as “good people” 
even as the same whites take part in discriminatory actions or express 
obviously racist views. This moral privileging of whiteness may be 
conscious, or it can be half- conscious or unconscious. One older 

even conceptualize and name. More recent research by Karyn McKinney 
using white student biographies found a similarly unreflective response 
to questions of whiteness for most whites.92 According to this and other 
studies, most whites do not think much about being white, or about the 
society’s white- created racial hierarchy. And when they do, that thinking 
is often in response to the strong presence of black Americans or other 
people of color. Being white, one might say, means rarely or never having 
to think about it.
 Moreover, one survey found that nearly two- thirds of white 
respondents did not think that whites as a group had benefited from 
past and present discrimination against black Americans.93 As we have 
noted before, many whites have asserted their innocence with a torrent of 
comments such as “My family never owned slaves” and “My family never 
segregated any lunch counters.” This white sense of guiltlessness in regard 
to past and present racism is professed at various levels, including by 
one- time presidential candidates like Pat Buchanan. Indeed, many whites 
now believe that whites actually suffer more than blacks from racial bias. 
One recent psychological study of 209 whites found that most believed 
that antiwhite bias had increased sharply since the 1950s. These whites’ 

1 to 10) was higher than the same whites’ average rating of what they saw 
as the current level of antiblack bias (3.6). The researchers concluded that 
“Whites think more progress has been made toward equality than do 
blacks, but whites also now believe that this progress is linked to a new 
inequality—at their expense.”94

Fostering and Learning Racist Attitudes

insistently fostered a racial framing rationalizing the everyday realities of 
unjust impoverishment and enrichment across the color line. This effort 
is a major source of the racist framing held in the minds of the non- elite 
population. Over the centuries, and through various means, elites have 
regularly pressured and manipulated ordinary whites to accept important 
elements of the dominant racist framing. After the major elements of 
an era’s white racial framing and structural arrangements are in place, 
ordinary whites need less pressuring, for they generally understand what is 
in their group interest. Ordinary whites often generate new permutations 
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on old racist ideas, innovations that in their turn reinforce or enhance the 
old racist framing.
 The often hidden power of the elite works through propagating the 
dominant racial frame by means of the mainstream media and the 
educational system, as well as in workplaces and churches. For several 
centuries newspapers, magazines, advertisements, and, more recently, 
media like television and the Internet have played a central part not only 
in generating the dominant racial frame, but also in creating specific racist 
images that are the implemented features of that white- imposed frame.

stereotyped images of black Americans were widely circulated in what was 
then the relatively new means of commercial advertising. “Black faces were 
used to sell everything from tooth paste to pancakes. Distorted images 
appeared on boxes and tubes, and even on vaudeville stages, to make white 
people laugh.”95 By the twentieth century the great expansion of the mass 
media—especially newspapers, magazines, and radio—provided many 
more avenues for the circulation of antiblack and other racist images. In 
addition, the emergence of Hollywood movie- making on a large scale, and 
then television in the middle decades of the twentieth century, created 
or reinforced many negative images of Americans of color in millions of 
minds. We have noted previously the impact of racist movies like Gone 
with the Wind, as well as the impact of racial stereotyping in more recent 
movies that are less blatantly racist.
 Today, as we have often seen already, many negative racial images of 
black Americans and other Americans of color are still generated and 
circulated rapidly in the U.S. media, especially on television and cable 
networks, on radio talk shows, and on many Internet websites. Old-
 fashioned antiblack images are still found on some consumer goods, like 
candy bars and toothpaste, sold in various countries across the globe. 
However, in the United States almost all the old blatantly racist images 
on mainstream consumer goods have disappeared, or images like those 
of Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben in product packaging have gradually been 
altered to appear much less stereotypical. Still, in capitalistic societies like 
the United States consumerism is based not only on the consumption of 
material goods but also on the consumption of important beliefs, images, 
and narratives, which have long included substantial elements from the 
dominant racial frame.

The Role of Conformity

Some analysts have viewed racial prejudice as a sort of demon in 
an individual, indeed often as a type of psychological abnormality. 

prejudice focus on the externalization function of prejudice—the transfer 
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of a person’s internal psychological problems to an external object, such as 
a racial other, as an attempted personal solution for a serious and internal 
psychological problem. From this psychological viewpoint, those who 
are racially prejudiced are seriously “sick” individuals. There are certainly 
whites who fit this interpretation, some of whom belong to white-
 supremacist groups. However, much social science research indicates 
that social conformity is a much more important factor in shaping the 
racial views and prejudices of a majority of people, including a majority 
of whites. Most whites loyally accept the social contexts in which they 
are socialized and usually hold to many of the racial prejudices taught at 
home and school or through the mainstream media.96 Drawing on recent 
research with white college students, sociologist John Foster has concluded 
that

individual whites act as “optimistic robots” when addressing 
racial issues or racialized social systems, and their actions are 
bureaucratic in form. Their . . . optimism towards race relations in 
U.S. society assists in the legitimization of the status quo. Similar 
to loyal bureaucrats of an organization, they engage in impression 
management for the institutions that provide whites their privileges, 
while in turn those institutions speak glowingly of the “lily white,” 
which often is defined and affirmed through the defined inferiority 
of the nonwhite Other.

 In this society the white self is typically shaped through interaction 
with other people. Much learning about the superiority of whites and infe-
riority of racialized others comes from informal lessons learned as chil-
dren at home and school and as adults socializing with relatives and 
friends. White images of people of color are typically passed along family 

friends is a central source of routinized racist framing. Most racial views 
are not the result of individual pathologies but reflect shared social defini-
tions and narratives. In this way racial prejudices and other elements from 
the dominant racial frame function as a means of social adjustment to the 
views of an important in- group. In general, as several scholars have noted, 
“our most private thoughts and feelings arise out of a constant feedback 
and flow- through of the thoughts and feelings of others who have influ-
enced us. Our individuality is decidedly a part of a collective movement.”  
Thus, sociologist Maurice Halbwachs suggested that our personal under-
standings about society are not just in some nook of our minds to which 
only we have access. Our racial understandings, and the dominant racial 
framing we use, are regularly reinforced and recalled to us externally 
within the social groups of which we are part. In this way a particular per-
son’s understandings, images, knowledge, and framing hang together 



135

because they are part of the “totality of thoughts common to a group.”99 
Negative images of people of color are often old and are deeply imbedded 
in white communities; they become part of a particular evolving white 
self, but one emerging in important collective contexts.
 Some psychological research indicates that people frequently do not 
think through what they are doing in everyday behavior but proceed 
as if they are on automatic pilot; they tend to operate in line with the 
routinized scripts they have learned from their important socialization 
settings. Given that racist images, attitudes, and inclinations are generally 
well- learned elements imbedded in individual and collective memories, 
much racist behavior on the part of whites thus has an automatic and 
routinized character.100

 For most whites the earliest socialization in racist attitudes begins in the 

parents made overtly racist comments admitted that they too had made 

to a hypothetical question about an adult child dating a black person thus:

I’d be sick to my stomach. I would feel like, that I failed along the 
way. . . . I’d feel like I probably failed as a father, if that was to happen. 
And it’s something that I could never accept. . . . It would truly be a 
problem in my family because I could never handle that, and I don’t 
know what would happen because I couldn’t handle that, ever.101

This man’s comments signal more than negative attitudes toward and 
images of the black out- group; they point to his emotion- laden view of his 
white self and to how he views being a white father. The comments high-
light the family context of racist ideas. Quite evident is the substantial 
emotion being expressed. While more strongly stated than some, his views 
are in line with the interracial dating and marriage views often expressed 
in other research studies by a great many whites.102

 Mainstream theories of the cognitive development of children have 
often suggested that most do not form clear ideas on racial matters until 
they are at least five or six years old. Until that age, egocentricity is said to 
be the child’s natural state. However, recent research using photos of white 

preschoolers already tend “to categorize racially ambiguous angry faces as 
black rather than white; they did not do so for happy faces.”103 In addition, 
one major ethnographic study of numerous white children in a preschool 
setting found that three-, four-, and five- year-olds periodically interacted 
with children of other racial groups using sophisticated understandings 
of racist ideas and epithets. One example in this study was the use by 
young white children of the word “nigger” for black Americans, and the 
white children’s also indicating that they had some understanding of the 
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racist meanings associated with that vicious epithet. They were not just 
unreflectively imitating what they had heard white adults say. In that field 
study white children regularly used a white racial framing and its terms 
to define themselves as white and to exclude or exert power over children 

showed that, as children age, they usually learn to hide their racist views 
104

 We should note too that while most children are initially socialized into 
racist thinking in family groups, they also learn subtle and blatant racist 
ideas and images from their neighborhood and school peer groups, from 
children’s books and school books, and from the media.

Learning Racism through Popular Culture: Video Gaming

We do not have the space to discuss in detail the numerous avenues of 
contemporary socialization of older children and adults into the dominant 
racial frame, but we can briefly discuss some relatively recent additions 

subculture and its numerous examples of racial framing of whites and 

games in the U.S. alone, and the most dedicated players and the game-

research, Daniels and Lalone have concluded that over recent decades the 
gaming world has been heavily white- oriented not only in the makeup of 
players and game- makers but also in the “procedures or systems included 
in the games themselves.”105

 Because of their dramatic impact, and how often they are played, an array 
of popular video games constantly reproduce the dominance of whites, 
especially white men, in the society’s racial framing and associated racial 
hierarchies. In some cases openly white- supremacist video games have been 
circulated. One example is the game Border Patrol, in which players “shoot 
the spics” (one white- racist epithet for Latinos). This game is played by many 
whites, not just white supremacists, on home and office computers and other 
devices. Moreover, the frequent pro- white and anti- racial-others framing of 
ordinary video games is yet more problematical because of the much larger 
audiences that play them—and thus their much more extensive socialization 
effects. Studying the popular Grand Theft Auto video games, Daniels and 
Lalone have shown how the mostly white male game- makers incorporate an 
array of racist stereotypes of Americans of color, such as making most black 
and Latino characters a “gang banger.”106

 At least as serious as this racist framing of characters of color is the 
openly racist commentary, including much antiblack commentary, carried 
on by the white players as they play this and other popular video games. 
When criticized for their openly racist framing and language, the white 
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gamers and other defenders of these video games will often assert the 
typical defenses of white innocence, such as “I am not racist” or “I am only 

whites frequently find racist joking and activities to be entertaining. In the 
end, it is almost always whites who get to decide what is racially offensive 
in the video games or commentaries in which whites engage. This white 
gaming subculture’s dismissive attitude toward critiques of the racism 
in and around the games reveals how powerful the white racial frame 
remains in society. The racialized gaming also demonstrates how that 
white racial frame is constantly reinforced and propagated in the larger 
society, especially in the next generation of young people.

Group Isolation and Its Consequences

segregated. One survey found that most white respondents reported “many 
whites” living in their area, while two- thirds of black respondents and six 
in ten of the Latino respondents said the same about the dominance of 
their own groups in their residential areas. While this question was rather 
vague, the results confirm what demographic analyses show—a majority 
of Americans still live in racially segregated communities, and whites are 
by far the most racially segregated of the major racial groups today.

whereby systemic racism is reproduced from one generation to the next 

mental isolation. Thus, the absence of equal- status experiences with black 
families in relatively segregated neighborhoods contributes materially to 
white unfamiliarity with and stereotyping of black Americans. This is also 
true for many other families of color. Some years back, several New York 
Times
residential segregation in regard to cross- racial attitudes. They interviewed 
residents in adjacent working- class suburbs, one predominantly white 
and one predominantly black. Whites were found to be very isolated and 
mostly living out their lives “without ever getting to know a black person.” 
In both communities there were fears and suspicions of the other group. 
However, black suburbanites were “fearful because much of their contact 
with white people was negative,” while “whites were fearful because they 

109

 Because of the racial demography and spatial ecology of everyday 
life, the majority of blacks spend much more time interacting with 
whites than the majority of whites spend interacting with blacks. Most 
black Americans work or shop with large numbers of whites, whereas 
relatively few whites do the same with large numbers of blacks. The racial 
views of most white Americans are not likely to be shaped by numerous 
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equal- status contacts with black Americans. The sense of white superiority 
is reinforced by the continuing process in which most whites live separated 
from black Americans or other Americans of color.

intergroup attitudes examined white first- and fourth- graders attending 
heavily white schools where they had very little contact with African 
Americans. In contrast to studies of white children at more racially 
diverse schools, these white children revealed much more racial bias in 
rating hypothetical interracial encounters. The children were asked to 
rate white and black children in ambiguous situations on picture cards 
where interactions between the children could be interpreted as one child 
having, or not having, negative intentions toward the other child. (“Either 
a child meant to push the other off the swing or the child fell on his 
own.”) These very segregated white children were more likely to attribute 
negative intentions in ambiguous situations to blacks than to whites. The 
tested children indicated that they felt that wrongdoing by a black child 
was likely to prevent interracial friendships, whereas similar wrongdoing 
by a white child was less likely to affect friendships. The racial bias of 
the white children in the very homogeneous, segregated schools was 
shown to be significant as measured in terms of hypothetical interracial 
interactions.110

 Psychological studies reveal that whites who are asked to describe 
a black person often see fewer descriptive aspects of that person than 
when they are asked to describe a white person. Members of an in- group 
tend to see the people in their group in more complex and differentiated 
terms than they see people in an out- group. Isolation increases bonding 
and conformity to the norms of the in- group, and the stronger one’s 
attachment to the in- group, the greater the likelihood of prejudice and 
stereotyping directed at out- groups. This general phenomenon is especially 
serious when members of a particular group, like white Americans, have 
great privilege and power over other groups in society.111

Activating Antiblack Prejudices and Stereotypes

serious not just in themselves, but because they motivate concrete actions 
implementing and reinforcing the dominant racial hierarchy. White 
Americans vary in how important their racist framing is in their everyday 
understandings and practices. Some are so overtly racist in thinking and 
emotions that they are completely taken over by their internalized racism. 
They may join white- supremacist groups and target people of color for 
assault and other violence. In significant contrast, other whites recognize 
their racist upbringing and proclivities and join groups working against 
white racism.
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 Social science research reveals a significant link between racial attitudes 

consistent but moderate relationship between measured attitudes and 
discrimination. The researchers also found that measures of emotional 
prejudices were more strongly related to measures of discrimination 
than were measures of racial stereotypes and beliefs. Especially revealing 
was that the measures of emotional prejudices were significantly related 
to “both observed and self- reported discrimination,” while the racial 
stereotype and belief measures were “related only to self- reported 
discrimination.” These data suggest that some people are hiding their true 
racial views on explicit measures of stereotypes and prejudice and that “we 
now know that what they do is substantially related to how they feel, and 
somewhat related to how they think.”112

 Other recent research has found that people who show an implicit racial 
bias on measures like the implicit association test (associating white and 
black faces with positive and negative words) are more likely to engage in 

and other nonblack subjects who revealed greater implicit bias toward 
black Americans were more likely than other subjects to report engaging 
in discrimination, such as hurling racist slurs, excluding black people, 
and threatening physical harm to black people. In assessing hypothetical 
university situations, white students with strong racial biases were also more 
likely than other whites to recommend budget cuts for black, Asian, and 
Jewish student organizations (that is, potential economic discrimination).113

precipitated by a visual or verbal cue. Perhaps the most common cue 
is the black body itself. When whites perceive someone to fit their 
internalized criteria for blackness—which can be skin color, other physical 

attitudes or images, and they may act according to those negative attitudes 
or images. Psychologists have researched several possible responses. 
Some whites do not automatically activate an antiblack stereotype when 
they encounter a black person. They may activate a positive image and 
generally act in antiracist ways. Another group of whites react routinely 
and consciously to racial cues with an overtly negative evaluation and 
actively express negative views in discriminatory action. For a third group, 
their negative evaluations are also activated in response to racial cues, but 
they are not clearly aware of these evaluations. They act on racist views 
but unconsciously. Yet another group of whites is like the previous one, 
but they are aware of the negative evaluations and will try to counter them, 
to varying degrees. Sometimes this countering is because of a personal 
distaste for the racist reaction, but in other cases it may be only a desire to 
be seen as socially acceptable to others.114
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 These four types of responses overlap in many lives. Depending on the 
time in a person’s life or the social situation, an individual may react to 
particular racial cues in different ways. Under certain circumstances, many 
whites who hold strong racist prejudices and stereotypes will not act on 
them out of concern for social acceptability. In contrast, many whites with 
strong racist views will express their negative views in settings, such as in 
backstage settings with only white friends and relatives, where they do not 
feel social pressures to act in non- racist ways. Location and context are 
often important in the expression of racist framing and actions.115

Conclusion

dominant white racial frame—are central to the operation of systemic 
racism in the contemporary United States. This framing lies behind most 
discriminatory action taken by whites against Americans of color. Among 
whites this framing is reinforced and perpetuated by millions of taken-
 for-granted comments, stories, and actions that target Americans of color 
every day in public and private settings.
 White- racist images and attitudes do not stop at U.S. borders. At any 
given moment, white Americans working overseas are making racist 
comments to people around the globe, or television stations across the 
globe are playing racist U.S. television programs and movies, such as Gone 
With the Wind, old Tarzan and cowboy- and-Indian classics, or more recent 
movies like Gran Torino, The Blind Side, and Avatar with their more subtle 
racist notions and imagery. U.S. media corporations have long played 
a major role in circulating the white frame’s negative images overseas. 
Increasing numbers of people around the world get much information 
and entertainment from U.S. movies, syndicated television programs, and 
movie and game videos, as well as directly from such sources as U.S. armed 
forces radio and television broadcasts.116

dominate the world’s global media market are U.S.-based. These corporations 
not only control the production of media products such as movies and 
television shows, but also control many media outlets such as major 
television networks and publishing facilities. A few other corporations—just 
below these dominant companies in size, and from the United States, Europe, 
and Japan—assist in this concentrated corporate dominance of the world’s 
mass media. These large international corporations have often invested in 
local mass media, thereby reshaping local popular cultures and traditional 
music and art. Several times in recent years, representatives of countries such 

to stop the Western media from destroying local popular cultures. However, 
in spite of such efforts to keep local control, the trend over recent decades 
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has been more corporate mergers building very large media companies and 
to Western (and Japanese) control of the mass media in many countries. 
This process of increasing Western control over local media is not new, but 
has been going on since the nineteenth- century spread of European and U.S. 
imperialism.
 As a result of contemporary globalization, U.S. media corporations 
are perhaps the most important force shaping the white- racist framing, 
including racist stereotyping and imaging, that has spread around the world. 
For example, one study of the impact of U.S. media on educated groups 
in Turkey has shown that powerful images of whiteness and blackness are 
brought to that country by U.S. movies and new magazines.  Antiblack 

implicit and explicit attitudinal tests to children and adults who had little or 
no contact with Americans and found significantly negative views of black 
Americans. In addition, a survey of Japanese students in the United States 
found that they too often held very negative views of African Americans, 
views influenced by whether they had seen positive or negative portrayals of 
African Americans in the U.S. media.119

 A study of 15 rural Taiwanese found that the respondents sometimes 
realized that the U.S. media they enjoyed watching did engage in racist 
stereotyping, yet most still held negative views of black Americans. 
They often thought black Americans were self- destructive, dirty, lazy, 
unintelligent, criminal, violent, or ugly. Negative images were usually 
gleaned from U.S. television shows, movies, and music videos the 
respondents had seen in Taiwan.120 In addition, a recent survey of 345 

use of U.S. print media, television, and movies, the more negative were 
their stereotypes of African Americans. In contrast, the greater their use 

positive images of African Americans, although this relationship was not 
as strong as for the negative effects of the U.S. media on their stereotyping. 
The researchers interpreted their findings as reflecting the reality of the 
U.S. media still portraying African Americans in disproportionately 

as impoverished citizens, as protesting for their rights, and as attractive 
sports figures.121

are creating negative views of black Americans in Latin America. “I have 
traveled to Guatemala and seen theaters showing the same violent, racist 
movies we show here,” he says. “When I asked one migrant in Houston 
why some migrants have antiblack attitudes, he responded that they first 
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learn about blacks from U.S. movies.”122 In part the result of the globalizing 
U.S. media, antiblack images and attitudes are often carried by Asian, 
Latino, and other immigrants coming into the United States. This negative 
racial framing frequently generates negative attitudes toward, and negative 
interactions with, black Americans, from the earliest days of interpersonal 
contact. From this experience, black Americans in their turn may develop 
negative views of certain immigrants. Thus, the negative attitudes of 
Asian or Latino immigrants toward African Americans—and the negative 
attitudes of African Americans toward Asian or Latino Americans—are 
frequently part of the much larger system of globally circulated, white-
 generated racial framing and other white- managed racism, which these 
particular groups had no role in initiating.
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5
Racial Oppression Today

Everyday Practice

Researchers at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) sent 
applications to an array of job ads made by Chicago and Boston employers. 
Using made- up names that sound (especially to whites) like typically white or 
black names, they found that applicants with “white- sounding” names were 
50 percent more likely to be contacted by employers than those with “black-
 sounding” names. When these researchers increased the job credentials of 
the tester- applicants, this was far more likely to get the whites a callback from 
employers than the blacks. Being black with eight years of job experience was 
necessary to get the same treatment as a white applicant with no experience.1

 To many white observers racial discrimination and other racial oppression 
no longer seem important because they are no longer matters of official 
discrimination and legal segregation. Racism is often asserted by whites 
to be gone or sharply declining in this “post- racial society” because there 
are at least a few African Americans or other people of color in numerous 
professional or managerial positions in historically white organizations. 
Yet, one can recognize social changes in whites’ racial domination in the 
United States without downplaying the still- strong relationship between 
being a black person or other person of color and being a target of serious 
racial discrimination, as from the employers in the study above. In one way 
or another, virtually all Americans of color continue to suffer significant 
discrimination today because white racial framing and domination of 
Americans of color remain major organizing features of our group life. The 
enduring racial hierarchy is still well supported by this racial framing, and it 
is perpetuated most centrally by the racial discrimination still carried out by 
a great many whites on a recurring basis in most areas of this society. In this 
and the next chapter we will examine many examples of persisting individual 
and institutional discrimination.

The Heart of Racism: Discriminatory Practices

Mainstream social scientists have often examined the paired ideas of 
racial prejudice and discrimination. A common perspective has been one 
of individual bigots acting out racial attitudes in discriminatory ways. 
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In recent decades, as we have seen, some critical analysts and researchers 
have argued for a different emphasis in looking at racial prejudice and 
discrimination. They accent the institutional and systemic racism that 
undergirds individual acts of discrimination. In its origin, this institutional 
racism viewpoint mostly stems from a long line of African American 
scholars and activists, going back centuries. As I underscored in Chapter 1, 
thinker- activists like Frederick Douglass and W. E. B. Du Bois long ago put 
white society and its societal institutions at the center of critical analysis 
of white racism. The 1960s civil rights movement brought a renewed 
emphasis among black intellectuals and activists on the institutional 
contexts of individual discrimination.2

 While in recent years numerous mainstream analysts have rejected a 
critical institutional- racism perspective, it remains the most important 
approach to understanding the depths of the U.S. system of racial 
hostility and discrimination. Today, Americans of color generally 
experience discrimination not just as the actions of individual whites in 
one social arena, but rather as the everyday, recurring actions of white 
actors across many of life’s arenas—actions backed by a multifaceted 
and powerful system of institutionalized white power and privilege. 
While all racial discrimination is carried out by individuals, the social 
context is very important, for that is where the framing, norms, and 
proclivities perpetuating discrimination are institutionalized. Individual 
discrimination activates the underlying hierarchical relations of power in 
which whites generally dominate Americans of color.3

discrimination has accelerated. The United Nations International 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, 
implemented in 1969, defines discrimination as:

any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, 
colour, descent or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose 
or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or 
exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms.

This broad view accents not only distinctions on the basis of racial grouping, 
but also institutionalized restrictions, preferences, and exclusion aimed at 
impairing human rights. It underscores the costs associated with being the 
target of discrimination. In another passage, the Convention adds that the 
“existence of racial barriers is repugnant to the ideals of any human society.” 
The U.S. government did not ratify this convention until 1994, although 
numerous nations had ratified long before.4 Governments that signed on 
agreed to adopt “all necessary measures for speedily eliminating racial dis-
crimination in all its forms and manifestations,” yet U.S. officials have not yet 
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undertaken such measures. Moreover, since the early 2000s the United 
Nations has had two important world conferences dealing with international 
racism, including issues of reparations for U.S. slavery and colonialism. Top 
U.S. officials have declined to participate in either conference.

The Social Context of Racist Practices

Contemporary patterns of discrimination are grounded in the benefits that 
whites have historically secured from four centuries of racial oppression 
in North America. Most contemporary forms of racial discrimination 
transmit the legacy of the oppressive past of slavery and Jim Crow. Today 
discriminatory practices reproduce the unjust impoverishment and 
enrichment of the past. Discrimination reflects and perpetuates the age-
 old racist frame, with its associated array of antiblack attitudes, images, 
and emotions. When black Americans encounter whites in contemporary 
settings, they often meet negative beliefs about and interpretations of their 
abilities, values, and orientations. Racial barriers persist because a substantial 
majority of whites still harbor some antiblack stereotypes, prejudices, images, 
and interpretations, and because a large minority are very negative in their 
perspectives. Research indicates that when most whites interact with black 
Americans at work, in restaurants, on the street, at school, or in the media 
they tend to think about the latter, either consciously or unconsciously, 
in terms of racist stereotypes or other racial framing inherited from the 
past and constantly reiterated and reinforced in the present. Such socially 
triggered framing often leads to some type of discrimination.
 As we observed previously, the translation of antiblack attitudes into 
actual discrimination is shaped not only by this racial framing but also by 
social norms, such as by what other people might think, and by perceived 
behavioral controls, such as what the other’s responses to discrimination 
might be. Routinized discrimination in housing, employment, politics, 
and public accommodations is carried out by whites acting alone or in 
groups. The social norms guiding racial discrimination can be formal or 
legal, but most norms today are unwritten and informal. Moreover, much 
antiblack action is not sporadic but is carried out repeatedly and routinely 
by numerous dominant- group members influenced by the important 
norms of their social networks. Whites have the power to discriminate as 
individuals, but much of their power to harm comes from their positions 
in traditionally white networks and white- controlled organizations.

Everyday Racism: Subtle, Covert, and Blatant

The character of everyday discrimination varies significantly. Whites 
may actively persecute people of color, or they may engage in an array of 
avoidance behaviors. Discrimination can be self- consciously motivated, or it 
can be half- conscious or unconscious and deeply imbedded in an actor’s core 
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beliefs. At the level of everyday interaction with black Americans and other 
Americans of color, most whites can create racial tensions and barriers even 
without conscious awareness they are doing so. Examples of this include 
when white men lock their car doors as a black man walks by on the street or 
when white women step out or pull their purses close to them when a black 
man comes into an elevator they are on. Stereotyped images of black men as 
criminals probably motivate this and similar types of defensive action.
 Experiencing white racism is not about one or two incidents, but 
rather it is a lifetime experience from which one cannot ordinarily escape. 
It involves discrimination in most areas of life and over lifetimes. In one 
recent California study researchers conducted six focus group interviews 
with 40 black working- class and middle- class women of childbearing age. 
Echoing previous studies, these women described numerous instances 
of discrimination from the time they were children to the present. They 
noted interpersonal and institutional racism: “Racism was experienced 
in . . . work and school settings, in everyday social interactions such 
as shopping and in other settings defined by public space, and when 
interacting with health care, justice, and housing systems.” The women 
discussed the impact whites’ racism had on them, the stress that it caused, 
as well as the ways in which they dealt with it daily:

The women maintained a pervasive sense of vigilance in anticipation 
of future racism events for themselves and their children, preparing 
themselves behaviorally, cognitively, and emotionally for potential 
racism encounters: “It’s the skin you’re in,” verbalized by one woman, 
seemed to capture the inescapable sense of pervasive awareness and 
vigilance that women in all the focus groups described experiencing 
on a chronic basis.5

Today, our system of racial oppression is sustained by thousands of every-
day acts of mistreatment of Americans of color by white Americans, inci-
dents that range from the subtle and hard to observe to the blatant and 
easy to notice. These acts can be non- verbal or verbal, non- violent or 
violent. Many racist actions that crash in on everyday life are, from the 
injured victim’s viewpoint, unpredictable. Such actions are commonplace, 
recurring, and cumulative in their negative impacts. They are, as one 
retired black teacher in her eighties put it, “little murders” that happen to 
her every day.6

 In a specific setting, such as a workplace, a white person in authority 
may select another white person over an equally or better qualified person 
of color because of a preconceived notion that whites are more competent 
or just because of discomfort with people perceived from the old white-
 racist frame as too different. This latter type of subtle discrimination 
includes, in John Calmore’s words, “the unconscious failure to extend to a 
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minority the same recognition of humanity, and hence the same sympathy 
and care, given as a matter of course to one’s own group.” The selectivity 
results “often unconsciously—from our tendency to sympathize most 
readily with those who seem most like ourselves.”7

 The racist system is made even more complex by its reinforcement in 
many other aspects of the everyday behavior of white Americans. When 
whites make racist comments to other whites, or when they think or say 
racist things when watching television by themselves or with their families, 
they also reinforce and maintain the white- racist system, even though no 
people of color are present.

Who Does the Discriminating?

Discrimination targeting African Americans and other Americans of 
color comes from all levels and categories of white Americans. Most are 
involved in some subtle, covert, or blatant way in creating, reinforcing, or 
maintaining the racist reality of U.S. society. Depending on the situation 
and opportunity to discriminate, large numbers of whites actively 
discriminate. Judging from housing audit studies, roughly half of all whites 
are inclined to discriminate in some fashion, whether subtly or blatantly, 
in situations where they have housing to rent or sell to black individuals 
or families. It may well be that whites discriminate at similarly high levels 
in other major institutional arenas, although this is an area where more 
research is needed.
 There are of course actively antiracist whites, who regularly speak out 
against white racism, even to the point of risking injury, friendships, or 
jobs. However, in regard to contemporary discriminatory practices, most 

large group of whites regularly engages in overtly discriminatory and other 
racist behavior. Some are greatly consumed by racist hatred, as can be seen 
in many hate crimes. A second, much larger, group of whites discriminate 
against black Americans and other Americans of color in various ways, as 
the occasion arises, but frequently discriminate in less overt or more subtle 
ways and may often not be consciously aware of their discrimination. A 
third group of whites are consistently bystanders, engaging in less direct 
discrimination but knowingly providing support for those who do. Whites 
in the latter two groups commonly reject the blatant discrimination 
in which some whites in the first group engage, even as they themselves 
engage in subtle or covert discrimination. In addition, most whites in these 
three latter groups routinely think in white- framed terms when choosing 
mates, neighborhoods, schools, or business partners. The racist system is 
thereby reinforced in daily interactions. Research studies also suggest that 
a sense of white superiority, however dim, is part of the consciousness of 
most whites, including those who are relatively liberal on racial matters.
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 In addition, much research suggests that a substantial majority of whites, 
including those who are liberal, typically do not see the overtly racist actions 
of other whites as serious enough for them to intervene—or as serious 
enough to deter their relationships with those who engage in overtly racist 

to a racist act. Recruited for a psychology study, the students faced an 
experimental set- up that, unknown to them, had a black actor and a white 
actor playing out a scenario in which the black person gently bumped the 
white person on leaving the room. The experimenters varied what the white 
actor said after the bump: (1) nothing; (2) blurted out, “I hate when black 
people do that”; (3) said “nigger.” After the incident the researcher came in 
to start the “study” and asked each white student to pick the white person or 
the black person as a partner. The fact that the white person had made racist 
comments did not upset most of the white students or deter most from 
picking the white actor as a partner.8 These researchers made an educated 
guess that such white reactions in choosing a white- racist partner over a 
black partner reflected unconscious racial biases. Apparently, many whites 
still react the way numerous white students did because they in fact think in 
consciously and blatantly racist terms about black people, or because they do 
not find the racist actions of other whites to be serious enough to intervene 
in or to risk losing a friend or acquaintance.
 Recall our research that involved gathering brief semester journals from 
626 white students at various colleges and universities. Recording racial events 
observed in their daily lives, these students reported thousands of clearly 
racist events. In these many accounts there is not one describing whites who 
are very assertively protesting racist actions by whites in a diverse frontstage 

observe white students or other whites engaging in assertive dissent to racist 
commentaries and actions by friends, acquaintances, and relatives even in all-
 white backstage settings. This lack of assertive confrontation was true for the 
journal writers, even when they later said that they should have intervened. 
Numerous students commented in their diaries that they recognized their 
friends and relatives were doing racist stuff, but added that they were still 
“nice people” to be with. These student journals indicate that even whites 
who make extremely racist comments or engage in highly racist actions are 
often viewed by other whites as doing something relatively harmless.9

 Interestingly, when issues of racism are discussed in the mainstream 
media, it is often working- class whites (sometimes stereotyped as “rednecks”) 
who get tagged as the most serious racists by media commentators. Blue-
 collar violence against black Americans or other Americans of color does 
get some news attention. Elite and middle- class whites are less frequently 
the focus of serious attention in media discussions of racial problems, and 
media discussions of discrimination that involve a few middle- class or 



149

elite discriminators usually avoid making connections to broader issues of 
systemic racism. In contrast, the portrait of discriminatory practice that 
emerges from much social science research is different. Judging from the 
college student diaries noted above and the many interviews that I and my 
colleagues have conducted with white Americans and Americans of color 
over the last two decades, as well as from numerous other field studies of 
discrimination in housing, employment, and public accommodations cited 
in this and other chapters, the majority of whites who do this more serious 
discriminating are those with significant power to bring harm, such as white 
employers, managers, teachers, social workers, real- estate agents, lenders, 
landlords and apartment managers, and police officers.10

 Middle- income and upper- income whites are heavily implicated in 
contemporary discrimination, although it is likely that in many major 
institutional areas, such as corporate promotions and urban policing, 
white men account for the lion’s share of the discrimination. Generally, 
middle- income and upper- income whites are the ones in a position to most 
significantly affect the lives of a great many black Americans and other 
Americans of color. Nonetheless, given the right circumstances, most whites 
in all income groups have the ability to put Americans of color “in their 
place,” to frustrate or sabotage their lives for an array of racist reasons.

Lifetimes of Racial Discrimination: The Harsh Reality

Whether subtle, covert, or blatant, discriminatory practices are 
commonplace and recurring in a great variety of social settings, ranging 
from public accommodations to educational facilities, business arenas, 
workplaces, and neighborhoods. How frequent is the discrimination 
faced by its targets? What forms does this discrimination take? As we have 
already observed, whites often play down these harsh racial realities.
 National opinion surveys reveal that black Americans face much 
discrimination, in the present and over their lives. In a 2012 Pew 
national survey some 43 percent of the black respondents indicated on a 
general question that black Americans still faced a lot of discrimination, 
while just 13 percent of the whites in the survey agreed. A very small 
percentage (14 percent) of the black respondents also reported that 
they had confidence that local police treated black residents as fairly as 
whites.11 An earlier Gallup survey on how black residents are treated 
in local communities found that the majority said that blacks were 
not treated equally, which contrasted with the three- quarters of whites 
who thought blacks were treated the same. More detailed questions 
revealed significant differences in how black and white respondents 
viewed blacks’ treatment by local police, employers, and store clerks. 
Another Gallup survey asked black respondents if they had experienced 
discrimination at work, dining out, shopping, with the police, or 
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in public transportation just during the last month. Nearly half (47 
percent) said that they had suffered discrimination in one or more of 
these areas in this short period.12 Yet another national survey of African 
Americans in 2013 found that many faced racially negative encounters 
several times a year. These included “being threatened or harassed, being 
treated as if they weren’t smart, receiving poorer service at restaurants 
or stores, having people act afraid of them, or being treated with less 
courtesy or respect than others.”13

 In addition, a Harvard survey of 202 black Bostonians found that 80 
percent viewed discrimination there as significant. The overwhelming 
majority felt that black Americans lose out on good housing in the 
area because of fear of how they will be received in white communities. 
Substantial percentages reported facing discrimination from the police or 
in workplaces, and nearly half felt they were unwelcome in shopping areas 
or restaurants in the metropolitan area.14

 We should note that most opinion survey questions on racial issues 
are quite brief and customarily deal with only a few of the many types of 
racial mistreatment that black Americans and other Americans of color 
face. More detailed questioning would likely reveal a more substantial 
portrait of discrimination. In addition, there are other reasons why the 
existing survey data do not adequately describe the reality of everyday 
racism found in more in- depth studies. For example, most Americans 
are taught by parents, peers, and clergy to focus on individual reasons for 
their personal barriers. The reasoning behind such socialization seems 

some Americans of color who suffer from much discrimination may feel 
that talking too much about these barriers suggests that they are incapable 
of dealing with everyday difficulties. In addition, the terminology used in 
most surveys likely leads to many underestimates. We have found in our 
research interviews with African Americans that the term “discrimination” 
itself is reserved by some only for very serious abuse by whites. Lesser 
forms of mistreatment, because they are so commonplace, may not be 
characterized as discrimination. For example, a black college professor 
explained to me that he does not ordinarily think of certain everyday 
examples of differential treatment—such as white cashiers not putting 
money in his hand because they do not want to touch a black person—as 
“racial discrimination.” It is only the more serious incidents that he would 
recall if asked a question by a pollster about having encountered racial 
discrimination recently.
 Racial obstacles are so much a part of most black lives that they 
generally become a part of the societal woodwork. This everydayness of 
racist barriers means that for many black Americans a researcher’s brief 
question about discrimination will bring quickly to mind primarily the 
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more serious incidents that stay at the front of the mind—and sometimes 
not the many intrusions of more subtle racism that occur in one’s life. Yet, 
not recalling some discriminatory incidents when questioned briefly does 
not mean these encounters are of little consequence. In order to survive 
in a racist society, Americans of color cannot attend consciously to all the 
racist incidents that intrude on their lives. The personal and family cost of 
too- close attention to much discrimination is too great.
 To my knowledge, there is no research on the frequency of the incidents 
and events of discrimination faced by individual black Americans over 
their lifetimes. In a few exploratory interviews with black respondents, I 
have asked them a question about frequency and gotten large estimates. 
I asked a retired printer from New York City how often he had faced 
discrimination over his eight decades of life. After reflection, he estimated 
that he confronts at least 250 significant incidents of discrimination 
from whites each year, if he only includes the incidents he consciously 
notices. Judging from my field studies and those of my students that have 
used in- depth interviews with African Americans, this man’s experience 

or woman likely faces thousands of instances of blatant, covert, or subtle 
discrimination at the hands of whites.

Patterns of Discrimination: Political and Legal Institutions

For centuries now, local, state, and federal governments have been 
proactive in protecting or expanding the system of racial discrimination. 
Most of these governments are undemocratic in the sense of not having 
major shaping input in regard to their major structures and operations 
from Americans of color, historically or currently. While some social 
science theories, including racial formation theory, play up the importance 
of “the state” as a relatively impersonal or unbiased terrain over which 
numerous racial groups compete for political and social power, that is not 
the empirical reality for the United States, in the past or in the present.15 
As we have seen in Chapter 1, from the beginning the U.S. government 
has been firmly shaped in terms of the racial interests and framing of the 
white (male) elite, and that government has mostly been run by a very 
disproportionately white elite to the present day.
 White government officials and programs have often favored 
the racial and political- economic interests of white Americans. 
Thus, government programs historically provided much access to 
homesteading land and numerous other valuable resources exclusively 
or very disproportionately to white Americans. Coupled with this age-
 old “affirmative action” for whites, governments created and reinforced 

centuries, white- dominated legislative, executive, and judicial branches 
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of local, state, and federal governments routinely upheld slavery and Jim 
Crow segregation.

Discrimination in Voting and Representation

Some 128 years of this country’s existence passed before the U.S. 
Supreme Court (in 1915) finally began to knock down a few state Jim 
Crow laws severely discriminating against black voters. Increases in 
political representation still came slowly. Finally, the 1960s civil rights 
movement forced legislative changes, including passage of the 1965 
Voting Rights Act. By the 1970s, in part because of this act, millions of 
black citizens were finally voting in the South. As a result, the number 
of black elected officials has increased from a few dozen in the 1960s to 
several thousand today. Nonetheless, in many areas black voters are still 
unable to elect black officials in representative numbers. Where they are 
able to elect some representatives, the latter are often unable to make 
their voices heeded in still white- dominated legislative bodies.
 Today, commonplace voter- restriction actions by political operatives, 
most of them white conservatives, signal intentional and continuing 
discrimination against voters of color. Until the 1960s most efforts 
aimed at reducing the number of voters of color were by operatives 
connected to the Democratic Party. Yet, in the 1960s’ Barry Goldwater 
and Richard Nixon campaigns voter- restriction activities were 
increasingly undertaken by Republican operatives. In recent decades 
these voter- restriction activities have continued to be part of local, 
state, and federal campaigns. Researchers have identified a disturbing 
array of blocking strategies used by some white officials to reduce 
black (and Latino) representation or voting: gerrymandering political 
districts, changing elective offices into appointive offices, adding new 
qualifications for office, purging voter- registration rolls, suddenly 
changing the location of polling places, creating difficult registration 
procedures, and using numerous other strategies to dilute the black 

intentionally setting up or continuing at- large electoral systems, instead 
of utilizing elections by smaller electoral districts. This enables white 
voters, who dominate a very large political unit, to determine who will 
be all the political representatives within that political unit, even if it 
includes a large minority of voters who are not white.16

 Among the most common of these voter- restriction efforts today are 

report explains that these security programs focus almost entirely on 
voters of color, usually with weak or no evidence of voter fraud to justify 
them. (Researchers have found very little intentional voter fraud across 
the country.)17 In recent elections these voter- restriction programs have 
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involved “intimidating Republican poll watchers or challengers who 
may slow down voting lines and embarrass potential voters by asking 
them humiliating questions,” “people in official- looking uniforms with 
badges and side arms who question voters about their citizenship or their 
registration,” “warning signs . . . posted near the polls,” and “radio ads . . . 
targeted to minority listeners containing dire threats of prison terms for 
people who are not properly registered—messages that seem designed 
to put minority voters on the defensive.” Some political operatives have 
mailed false information about voting qualifications to deter black and 
Latino voters.18

utilizes aggressive “vote caging,” a process in which operatives send letters 
to voters in an area with many Democratic voters just to find out if they 
will be returned unopened. The returned letters are assumed to be for 
people who have moved and are no longer living at their voter- registration 
addresses—people who are challenged by Republican poll watchers at 
election time. Excessive challenging for minor issues slows down voting for 
all voters, most of whom are assumed to be voting for the other party.19

 In recent decades numerous campaigns by members of the Republican 
and Democratic parties have made use of specific racial appeals to white 
voters. Recall Nixon’s so- called southern strategy, which used racist appeals 
to attract white southerners from the Democratic Party to the Republican 
Party. In recent years, some in the Republican Party (see Chapter 9, p. 272) 
seem to have decided that the party should become primarily one for 
whites, with mostly token appeals to Americans of color. Indeed, since the 
1960s the Republican Party has shown little interest in civil rights issues. 
While the Democratic Party has had far more participation by Americans 
of color in its deliberations, elections, and policies, since the 1980s its 
majority- white elected officials have often failed to increase the input of 
citizens of color in regard to important state and national policymaking to 
a truly representative level.
 Recently, the conservative Republican majority on the U.S. Supreme 
Court severely weakened the U.S. Voting Rights Act by, in effect, removing 
special federal surveillance over political jurisdictions with demonstrated 
histories of creating barriers for black voters and other voters of color.20 
Today, more than 140 years after African Americans officially gained 
access to the political process through the post- Civil War amendments 
to the Constitution, historic promises of truly representative political 
participation remain substantially unfulfilled. The election of an African 
American president has not changed most of that general pattern.

White Racism and the U.S. Supreme Court

We saw earlier the critical role of the U.S. Supreme Court in maintaining 
white dominance in such cases as Dred Scott v. Sandford, which upheld 
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slavery and the overwhelming degradation of black Americans, and Plessy 
v. Ferguson, which legitimated the new Jim Crow segregation after the Civil 
War. This is our historical legacy. Today, whites as a group still benefit greatly 
from a legal system of their own making, one that often favors the broad 
group interests of whites. It is not sufficient, as the white founders made very 
clear in their harsh criticisms of authoritarian British rule, for there only to 
be equality in access to the law. There must also be fair representation in the 
creation of all major laws. This is not yet a reality for all Americans. At the 
top of the legal system black Americans constitute a very small percentage of 
state attorney generals, district attorneys, leading civil and criminal lawyers, 

also greatly underrepresented in such powerful positions. Given the fact that 
a greatly disproportionate share of decisionmakers at the top of the judicial 
and political system are white, it is not surprising that white assumptions 
and group interests usually predominate. The assumptions of most whites 
in control of these institutions include: (1) the idea that racial inequality 
is no longer a serious societal problem needing significant government 
intervention; and (2) the notion that the legal system currently operates in a 
generally fair and non- racist fashion.
 Recall the white- framed Supreme Court case discussed in Chapter 3, City 
of Richmond, Virginia v. J. A. Croson Co. (1989). A white- run construction 
company argued that a Richmond program setting aside a little government 
business for formerly excluded minority companies was unconstitutional. 
Knocking down this modest set- aside program, a majority of the court 
ruled that city officials had not demonstrated the continuing reality of 
racial discrimination. However, city officials had shown that, in a city 
whose population was half black, less than 1 percent of city business went 
to black- owned firms. The court dismissed data and testimony from city 
officials that legal segregation had for decades been the rule in the city and 
that discrimination in construction contracting was still commonplace. 
Arguments that large- scale racial discrepancies in business development 
indicated a high probability of discriminatory practices by white businesses 
in the present were rejected by that court’s white majority.21

sorry history of both private and public discrimination in this country” and 
recognized the reality of “past societal discrimination.” Yet she accented the 
“past,” not the present, in her white- framed analysis and described societal 
discrimination as “amorphous” and having no clear link to the present- day 
reality of black business conditions in contemporary Richmond. As one 
critic put it, the use of “amorphous” here means that for the court’s majority 
societal discrimination is “something sporadic, erratic, and diffuse—
something that leaves no clearly demarcated traces and produces no readily 
ascertainable direct effects.”22 Yet the impacts of past discrimination in any 
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U.S. city, as the data in this book repeatedly demonstrate, are typically major, 
evident, systemic, and anything but sporadic.
 The white majority accented the old white- racist framing that the 
problems of black Americans are substantially the result of personal 
choices: “There are numerous explanations for this dearth of minority 
participation [in construction businesses], including . . . black and white 
career and entrepreneurial choices. Blacks may be disproportionately 
attracted to industries other than construction.”23 The majority suggested 
that black Americans—who have much experience as construction 
workers—do not go into construction contracting businesses just because 
of personal preferences. In making such an unreflective argument the 
judges provided no evidence of such black inclinations.24 In a stinging 
dissent, the court’s only black justice up to that point in U.S. history, 
Justice Thurgood Marshall, concluded that a

majority of this Court signals that it regards racial discrimination as 
largely a phenomenon of the past, and that government bodies need 
no longer preoccupy themselves with rectifying racial injustice. I, 
however, do not believe this Nation is anywhere close to eradicating 
racial discrimination or its vestiges.25

The legal scholar Jerome Culp has described white justices’ assumptions in 
cases like this as “white supremacist,” in that the “interests of black Amer-
icans are not considered important enough to be examined or put into the 
constitutional calculus—the interest blindness assumption.”26

 In recent years, mostly white federal judges and other federal officials 
have joined with local officials to end even voluntary desegregation 
and other antidiscrimination programs. President George W. Bush’s 
conservative white appointments to the Supreme Court, working with 
other conservatives, have regularly weakened local and federal civil rights 
and desegregation policies and efforts. For instance, in a 2007 decision 
the high court’s conservative majority greatly weakened the 1954 Brown 
v. Board of Education decision by deciding that the local school systems in 
Seattle and Louisville could not make use of any racial markers along with 
several other factors to increase the desegregation of de facto segregated 
high schools on a voluntary basis. Liberal Supreme Court Justice Stephen 
Breyer countered the majority’s white- framed ruling with this important 
point: The

school board plans before us resemble many others adopted in the 
last 50 years by primary and secondary schools throughout the 
Nation. All of those plans represent local efforts to bring about 
the kind of racially integrated education that Brown v. Board of 
Education . . . long ago promised.
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Breyer emphasized how school desegregation had stalled and how numer-
ous local white officials had often played a significant role in continuing 
racial segregation. The modest programs in Seattle and Louisville were, in 
his view, quite constitutional:

If one examines the context more specifically, one finds that the 
districts’ plans reflect efforts to overcome a history of segregation, 
embody the results of broad experience and community consultation, 
seek to expand student choice while reducing the need for mandatory 
busing, and use race- conscious criteria in highly limited ways that 
diminish the use of race compared to preceding integration efforts.

Breyer argued that these local plans were fully in line with the goals of the 
1954 Brown decision: “To invalidate the plans under review is to threaten 
the promise of Brown.”27 Indeed, since 1991 the conservative majority of 
the Supreme Court has effectively destroyed the promise of Brown by 
rejecting major school desegregation plans. Recent research reports from 
the prestigious UCLA Civil Rights Project have demonstrated that in most 
areas black and Latino children still experience great, if not increasing, 
school segregation.28

Police Malpractice

The persisting U.S. racial hierarchy is reproduced by numerous actions 
of an array of government agents. For instance, white police officers 
have historically played, and many still often play, a major role in the 
subordination of black Americans, including those who seek to protest. 
Data on police violence in U.S. history are chilling. During the years 

more than half of all African Americans killed by 
whites were killed by white officers. Police were regularly implicated in 
the estimated 6,000 bloody lynchings of black men and women from the 
1870s to the 1960s. In recent decades, police harassment and violence have 
continued, and have been openly resisted by black Americans. Analysis 

immediate precipitating event of many of these community uprisings 
was the killing or harassment of black urbanites by white officers. Black 
residents openly protested police malpractice. This community reaction to 
police harassment or killings has also been seen in more recent rebellions 
by black citizens in Los Angeles and Miami in the 1980s and 1990s, and 
since that time protests of various types against police malpractice have 
been engaged in by Americans of color in several other cities (for example, 
Cincinnati in 2001; Toledo in 2005).29

 In spite of periodic improvements in policing, police violence and 
other mistreatment have continued to oppress black Americans and 
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respondents reported that they had suffered discrimination at the hands 
of police officers, a proportion that has increased a little in surveys 
over recent years. Another Gallup poll found that 42 percent of black 
respondents (three- quarters of young men) indicated that they had 
experienced racial profiling by police officers over their lifetimes.30

 Since 1994 the federal government has been required to collect data on 
police brutality, but the Congresses in power after that date have failed to 

130 accounts of police brutality in several cities. In these cases the targets 
of police malpractice were almost always black or Latino. Yet more than 90 
percent of the officers involved were white.31 Police brutality still usually 
involves white- on-black or white- on-Latino violence. Moreover, some 
police harassment targeting Americans of color seems to be linked to 
maintaining certain aspects of residential segregation. Even today, if black 
or Latino men have to be in historically white residential areas, they often 
run the risk of pursuit or harassment by public police officers or private 
security personnel.
 In recent years many law- enforcement agencies have used a policy of 
screening and stopping motorists solely or primarily because of their 
racial characteristics—what black Americans call the offense of “driving 

has summarized racial- profiling studies involving numerous police 
departments as showing “large differences in the rate of stops and searches 
for African Americans and Latinos, and often, Indians (Native Americans) 
and Asians, even though these groups are less likely to have contraband.”32

 Recently, the Center for Constitutional Rights and two law firms have filed 
a class action lawsuit against the New York City police department’s racial 
profiling and suspicion- less stops- and-frisks. A research study for the lawsuit 

Blacks and Latinos are significantly more likely to be stopped than 
Whites . . . 84% of the stops, a far higher percentage than their 
proportion of the city’s population. Even after controlling for crime, 
local social conditions and the concentration of police officers in 
particular areas . . . [they] are significantly more likely to be stopped 
than Whites.33

A very small percentage (6 percent) resulted in arrests. This expert’s analy-
sis indicated that 95,000 of the stop- and-frisk reports by officers did not 
involve “reasonable, articulable suspicion,” a violation of the Fourth 

rates of arrest in New York City for marijuana use by black and Latino res-
idents, in comparison with that for the great many marijuana- using whites 
in the area.
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 State judges in California, Rhode Island, New Jersey, and Minnesota 

study showed that Latinos and African Americans were far more likely to 
be searched by highway patrol officers for no obvious reason than whites.34 
In 2008 the ACLU and other plaintiffs settled a class action lawsuit on 
racial profiling by Maryland State Police (MSP) officers in the Interstate 95 
corridor. Studies over a long period showed that motorists of color were 
disproportionately stopped and searched without good reason. An ACLU 
report notes that the settlement agreement includes a “requirement that 
the MSP retain an independent consultant to assess its progress towards 
eliminating the practice of racial profiling” and a statement “condemning 
racial profiling.”35

 Since many whites are predisposed to view blacks and Latinos out 
of the white racial frame as inherently criminal, the racial profiling and 
suspicion- less stop- and-frisk patterns, which often focus on illegal drugs, 
are unsurprising and have engendered little white protest. In spite of the 
popularity of racialized drug- courier profiling, no government agency has 
shown that drug profiles accenting people of color are valid. Such policing 
is sometimes defended as statistical, or rational, discrimination. But this is 
another erroneous rationalization for discrimination. Recall from Chapter 
4 that black youth use drugs and alcohol somewhat less often than white 
youth. In addition, whites make up about 70 percent of illegal drug- users. 
In addition, the majority of drug couriers are likely to be white, as are the 
majority of drug pushers.36 This extensive white drug- using and drug-
 dealing get far less police surveillance and prosecution, yet more evidence 
of discrimination in the policing and judicial systems.
 For several years, including again in 2013, some U.S. representatives and 
senators have periodically introduced the End Racial Profiling Act, which 
prohibits racial profiling and requires law- enforcement departments to 
have effective training procedures and ensure that those abused have a 
right to sue. This legislation has yet to be passed, although it is supported 
by 140 civil and legal rights organizations.37 In 2008 even the United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on racism spoke out against continuing racial 
inequality in the U.S. justice system and called on the Congress to pass 
racial profiling legislation.38

More Discrimination: The Criminal Justice System

Racial discrimination extends beyond policing to the numerous aspects 
of the criminal justice system. In many areas relatively few judges are 
black, and many white judges appear to have little understanding of the 
lives of the black Americans—mostly working- class people—that they 
often face. These judges generally do not come from the same community 
backgrounds as black defendants, and as a result some discriminate, in 
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subtle or blatant ways, against those in their courtrooms. For example, in 
the 1990s one New Haven study of more than 1,000 arrests did a statistical 
analysis of bail- related variables and found that “after controlling for 11 
variables relating to the severity of the alleged offense, bail amounts set for 
black male defendants [by judges] were 35 percent higher than those set for 
their white male counterparts.” In contrast, local bond dealers, operating 
more realistically, charged significantly lower bonding rates for black than 
white defendants. A more recent study in North Carolina has found a similar 
pattern of higher bail amounts being set for blacks than whites.39

 There is much recent evidence of racial discrimination. We noted 
previously the impact that the racist framing of black Americans as 
distinctive illegal drug- users has on how they are treated in the justice 
system. Consider the policing of marijuana laws. Between 2001 and 2010 
police made no fewer than 8.2 million arrests for marijuana crimes, about 

increase in arrests—which accounted for 46 percent of all drug arrests. 
Huge government expenditures are invested in enforcing the marijuana 
possession laws—about $3.6 billion in just one recent year.40

ACLU research study concluded that

A Black person is 3.73 times more likely to be arrested for 
marijuana possession than a white person, even though Blacks 
and whites use marijuana at similar rates. Such racial disparities in 
marijuana possession arrests exist . . . in counties large and small, 
urban and rural, wealthy and poor, and with large and small Black 
populations. . . . In the worst offending counties across the country, 
Blacks were over 10, 15, even 30 times more likely to be arrested than 
white residents in the same county. These glaring racial disparities in 
marijuana arrests are not a northern or southern phenomenon, nor 
a rural or urban phenomenon, but rather a national one.41

Research studies indicate that white and black Americans use marijuana at 
roughly equal rates, with some showing greater use for white youth. The 
impact of these arrests (and convictions) for marijuana possession are 
usually devastating, since those arrested and/or convicted often lose jobs 
and access to programs like student financial aid or public housing. 
Because of the extreme discrimination, this impact is much greater in 
black (and Latino) communities than in white communities, and it is an 
impact extending much beyond the individuals involved.
 Consider other drug use as well. In spite of congressional concern and 
minor tinkering with cocaine drug laws, there is still significant differential 

explained:
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Powder cocaine is a drug of the affluent suburbs, while crack is 
used and sold in the inner cities. Since 1986, people convicted in 
federal court of possessing just five grams of crack cocaine . . . face a 
mandatory sentence of at least five years in prison—and when you 
get five years of federal time, you do almost all of it. But those caught 
with powder cocaine must be in possession of 500 grams to get the 
same five- year sentence. . . . And day after day, black men are moved 
out of their homes and communities to serve stiffer sentences than 
their white, powder- using counterparts.42

The 2010 Fair Sentencing Act belatedly moved the minimum amount of 
crack cocaine to 28 grams, yet still far less than for powder cocaine. There 
has been only a little change in harsh mandatory sentencing laws in spite 
of evidence they are obviously discriminatory. (Pressures from the U.S. 
Sentencing Commission have gotten Congress to reduce possible court 
sentences, but not to eliminate the underlying cause of this racial differen-

-
nation in the sentencing guidelines, but they have not yet been changed. 
Some data show that only 9 percent of those arrested for crack cocaine use 
are white, while 82 percent are black. Yet whites account for a majority of 
those arrested for using powder cocaine. While illegal drug use is roughly 
as common among white men as among black men, black men are far 
more likely than white men to be arrested for illegal drug crimes. This is a 
major reason why there are disproportionately large numbers of black 
men in prisons.43

The Discriminatory Death Penalty

Institutional racism has long been evident in the application of the 
death penalty. A recent report of the Death Penalty Information Center 
revealed that since the 1988 reinstatement of the federal death penalty, 
federal authorities have “authorized seeking the death penalty against 382 

minority defendants.”44 Some 59 percent of those currently on the federal 
death row are people of color. In addition, a review of death penalty cases 
involving homicides in California found that those who had killed whites 
were much more likely to get the death penalty than those whose victims 
were not white. Apparently, many of those in control of the criminal 
justice system often value the lives of white Americans more highly than 
the lives of other Americans.45

defendants were four times as likely as white defendants to get the death 
penalty for murder, even when the severity of the crimes was considered. A 
2008 study of 500 capital punishment trials in Texas’s largest county, that 
surrounding Houston, found black defendants in capital cases were more 
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likely to get the death penalty than similar white defendants, even more 
so than whites who had committed more heinous murders.46 Moreover, 
the racial bias is linked to a regional bias, for 82 percent of death penalty 
convictions are in the South.

crimes, including murder, have been shown by DNA tests and other 
evidence to be innocent. Since the 1970s more than 140 people sentenced 
to death, mostly people of color, have been freed. Numerous examinations 
of murder cases across the country have revealed a significant racial bias 
directed against defendants of color. Because of racial and associated class 
bias in many court decisions, since 2000 several states have abolished 
the death penalty, and the total number of death sentences in the United 
States has dropped by half.47 The white framing of certain people of color 
as especially criminal can result in differential policing, unfair but deadly 
punishments for similar crimes, and false convictions of the innocent for 
major crimes.
 Significantly, in most areas those who decide on pursuing the death 
penalty and other major prosecution issues—district attorneys and similar 
state officials—are mostly white. In one study the overwhelming majority 
of the nearly 1,900 such government officials were white. About 98 
percent of prosecutors, nationally, are white. As of 2012, about 83 percent 
of federal judges are white. States with large black populations, such as 
Alabama, often have very few, or no, higher- level judges and prosecutors 
who are black. In addition, according to Amnesty International, a great 
many juries across the country that try defendants of color for death-
 penalty crimes are all white or nearly so.48

 District attorneys and other high- level justice officials control who gets 
tried, what the charge is, how the trial will proceed, and often what the 
punishment will be. In numerous areas black jurors are knocked out of 
jury pools by the racialized use of peremptory challenges by prosecutors, 
in clear violation of a Supreme Court decision requiring race- neutral 
reasons for exclusion. White district attorneys desire this exclusion for 
racial reasons, as one training video for Philadelphia prosecutors makes 
clear. “Let’s face it,” the video says, “the blacks from low- income areas 
are less likely to convict. There’s a resentment to law enforcement.”49 
In addition, surveys of public defenders and metropolitan judges in 
Minnesota found that about half of each group thought that the (mostly 
white) prosecutors there discriminate against potential jurors of color 
in their peremptory challenges. In this manner—and in spite of a weak 
Supreme Court decision (Batson v. Kentucky 1986) attempting to restrict 
such practices—potential jurors of color who might disagree with the 
interpretations of white authorities or who bring an unrepresented real-
 life perspective to court cases are often excluded from fair participation in 
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the workings of the criminal justice system. Clearly we do not actually have 
a criminal “justice” system in which all Americans are fairly represented in 
critical decisionmaking.50

Violence against African Americans

The Long History

For centuries whites used extensive violence—from chains and whippings 
to lynchings—to keep African Americans racially subordinated. Such 
violence was a recurring part of enslavement and Jim Crow subordination. 
Violent practices were perpetrated by elite and ordinary whites, including 
the founders Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, and James Madison. 
After the Civil War, whites were fearful of freed black Americans and 
engaged in large- scale violence to create legal segregation. The emerging 
system of Jim Crow segregation was enforced with private and police 
violence. Well into the 1990s some white southerners serving proudly 
in the U.S. Congress had earlier been outspoken advocates of violence-
 enforced segregation.
 Today, many whites exhibit naiveté or willing ignorance about this 

show assessing public reaction to a jury’s decision that black athlete 

should riot. The talk- show host concluded “white people don’t riot.”51 
However, these whites showed an ignorance of U.S. history. Virtually all 
U.S. racial riots from the 1840s to the 1930s—and there were many—were 
characterized by whites attacking black Americans or other Americans 
of color. In 1863, during the Civil War, white workers in New York City 
rioted for days over new draft laws and the use of black workers to break 
a strike. In that rioting more than 100 people, including numerous black 
Americans, were killed—the largest for any riot in U.S. history. The 
decades after the Civil War saw many killings of black men, women, and 
children by white mobs, including lynchings.
 In the early 1900s there were many more riots by whites targeting 
African Americans. There were several major riots by whites just in 
1919—in Longview, Texas; Phillips County, Arkansas; Washington, DC; 

competition between white and black workers was often an underlying factor 
in white rioting, and all- white police forces usually did nothing or took the 
side of white rioters. As late as the 1960s, white mob violence against non-
 violent civil rights demonstrators could be seen regularly on television.52

Recent Violence and Hate Crimes

White attacks and other hate crimes against black Americans and 
numerous other Americans of color are still part of the U.S. landscape. The 
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most recent (2012) FBI report on single- bias hate crimes noted there had 
been 3,645 victims of racially motivated crimes in the previous year. Seven 
in ten were targeted because of an apparent antiblack bias—with Native 
Americans, Asian Americans (and Pacific Islanders), and Latinos also being 
victims of significant racialized crimes. (The report states that “victim may 
refer to a person, business, institution,” but most are individuals.53) These 
numbers are serious underestimates because most of the more than 17,000 
police jurisdictions did not report their hate crimes, reported for only part 
of a year, or reported zero hate crimes. A 2013 report by the Southern 
Poverty Law Center (SPLC) noted that these hate crime “incidents include 
only a fraction of the approximately 195,000 reported and unreported hate 
crimes that a 2011 Bureau of Justice Statistics report estimated occurred 
annually between 2003 and 2009.”54 Although African Americans are still 
major targets, according to the SPLC much of the recent increase in hate-
 based crimes has involved immigrants of color, especially those from Latin 
America. The number of racist hate groups, such as Klan and neo- Nazi 
groups, has also grown dramatically in recent years.
 Some hate incidents have ranged from the placement of threatening 
nooses on doors and the scrawling of racist graffiti on homes and cars, to 
aggressive verbal harassment of pedestrians and coworkers, to more violent 
attacks including killings. In the late 1990s, a black man, James Byrd, Jr., was 
walking down a Jasper, Texas, road. Three white men, with ties to white-
 supremacist groups, tied him to a pickup and dragged him until his head 

The Turner 
Diaries early,” referring to large- scale violence against the U.S. government 
by white supremacists in that very racist novel. The Jasper lynching triggered 
copycat crimes in other cities.55 Violent hate crimes are still commonplace. 

woman was reportedly raped and tortured for days by six whites. According 
to press reports, these whites raped her and constantly called her “nigger.” 

56

 In recent decades many whites have engaged in using hangman’s nooses as 
a threat against Americans of color. A series of noose incidents were reported 
in Hempstead, New York, including a noose drawn on the locker of a black 
sanitation employee and nooses placed around the police department. Black 
employees filed complaints charging “intolerable work conditions.”57 The 
New York Times reported a rash of noose incidents a few months before 
the Hempstead events and also noted that an interracial couple in Suffolk 
County, New York, had a Klan- type cross burning on their lawn. Hanging 
nooses and burning crosses are serious because they conjure up images of 
mobs’ engaged in brutal lynchings, especially in the minds of many black 
Americans who themselves, or whose immediate ancestors, suffered such 
incidents under the legal segregation that only ended in the 1960s.58
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 Periodically, some whites in the growing number of white- supremacist 
and racial- nationalist groups have threatened large- scale violence against 
Americans of color or government agencies viewed as supporting people of 

by antigovernment terrorists, who were white supremacists, killed 169 
people. Somewhat later, other bomb plots were uncovered, one targeting the 
Southern Poverty Law Center in Montgomery, Alabama, and others targeting 
federal buildings. In recent years white militia and supremacy groups have 
stockpiled explosives and prepared bombing ventures.59

 For some years now, numerous human rights activists have researched 
the national and international growth of a renewed white- supremacist 
movement. In the United States there are many extreme white- nationalist 
groups, including Ku Klux Klan groups and a variety of neo- Nazi groups 
and armed white militias. Nationally, in 2013, the Southern Poverty Law 
Center counted 1,007 known hate groups operating actively across the U.S., 
a great many of them Klan and other white supremacists, neo- Nazis, racist 
skinheads, and border vigilante organizations, with at least 300,000 whites 
as active or passive supporters. This number has grown in recent years, in 
substantial part because of white extremists’ concerns over the increase 
in Latino and Asian immigration, the expanding racial diversity of the 
population, and the election of a black president.60

 Members of these white- nationalist groups, as well as thousands of 
others who read their literature, sometimes engage in racially motivated 
crimes. After the 2008 presidential election there were at least 200 
incidents of hate- based vandalism, as well as threats of violence against 

likely being racially motivated. White- supremacist leaders have viewed the 
election of an African American as a recruiting tool to bring new whites 
into their organizations. David Duke, former Klan leader, gave a press 
conference at which he reportedly asserted that the election is a “shock to 
me and it should be a shock to the community that European Americans 

whites have rights? . . . I don’t see him as our President.”61

White Racism and the Internet

Since the late twentieth century, white- supremacist and other hate-
 based organizations in the U.S. and overseas have grown significantly in 

about 4,000 hate- based websites worldwide, with 2,500 originating out 
of the U.S. Estimates of hate- based websites vary greatly, ranging from 
hundreds to thousands. Nonetheless, it is clear that there are at least 
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several hundred active websites originating from the United States which 
insistently spread a white- supremacist ideology and encourage violence 

for U.S. dominance in setting up the majority of influential white-
 supremacist websites is the way that the First Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution is usually interpreted to protect racist hate speech. Most 
other countries—including Austria, Brazil, Canada, France, Germany, 
Great Britain, Italy, and the Netherlands—significantly restrict white-
 supremacist and other hate- based speech, yet most U.S. policymakers 
stand behind the notion that extreme white- supremacist speech should 
be constitutionally protected. This position ensures that it is difficult to 
combat white- supremacist speech globally and makes the U.S. an easy 
place to print extremely racist materials and to create white- supremacist 
websites.62

 Researcher Jessie Daniels has shown there are two forms of racist- right 
and other hate- speech websites on the Internet, websites that many people 

“racist propaganda for those outside the organization, including youth; 

communication, command and control.” Even more sinister are “cloaked” 
websites, which present themselves as being about the “truth” of racial 
issues and may seem moderate or pro- civil rights, yet are working for 
“a hidden white- supremacist agenda. These sites use a combination of 
carefully chosen domain names, deceptive graphic user interfaces (GUI), 
and subtly racist rhetoric that pose a pernicious epistemological threat to 
racial equality.”63 This growth in racist websites is challenging for those 
seeking to reduce white- supremacist framing and extreme racist activities 
in the U.S. and other countries. More so than much other controversial 
speech, hate- based speech is likely to link to discriminatory action. 
Historical analyses reveal that the U.S. and other countries have long 
histories of this hate- based speech motivating much physical violence and 
other discrimination.64

 Daniels has further concluded that

old forms of racism have moved onto the Internet and exist 
alongside newer forms, such as cloaked websites that seek to disguise 
racist propaganda. The threat . . . is less one of potential recruitment 
to social movement organizations (although that is possible), but 
rather the shifting epistemological ground on which politically hard-
 won ideals of racial equality are based.65

These sites help to perpetuate and reinforce the old white- racist framing 
against which human rights movements have struggled very actively since 
at least the 1960s’ civil rights movements.
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 Note too that there is frequently significant overlapping in the way in 
which whites inside extremist groups and numerous other whites who are 
opposed to such extremist groups racially frame the social worlds in which 
they live. Whites of different backgrounds and politics periodically make 
use of similar racist stereotypes, images, or other features of the dominant 
white frame. In addition, occasionally, a member of a white- nationalist 
group becomes visible as a member of a mainstream organization. For 
example, an outspoken white supremacist became a member of the 
Republican Party’s Executive Committee in Palm Beach County, Florida.66

Racial Attacks on President Barack Obama

During both the 2008 and the 2012 presidential campaigns, many racist 

by those participating in various capacities in the Republican political 
campaign. Some attacks were similar to the hate crimes perpetrated by 
the white supremacists just discussed, while others were not hate crimes 
but reflected an aggressive white- racist framing that overlapped in some 
ways with the framing common in white extremist groups. In 2008 
numerous white supporters of Senator John McCain used racist epithets 
at presidential campaign events. At a Des Moines rally one woman yelled 

racist signs with messages like “Vote Right, Vote White” or held up racist 

them.67 At one conservative forum, activists bought boxes of waffle mix 

ribs. In Washington state a Republican Party official had to apologize for 

dress with a camel and mocking “black speech.”68 The former prominent 

called on McCain to end the hate- filled actions of some participants in his 
campaign.69

during his 2012 electoral campaign and thereafter. Recall from Chapter 4 

judge during the 2012 campaign. During the campaign, and often since, 
many white Tea Party and other conservatives have asserted the idea that 

faction’s email emphasized the end of the “White Anglo- Saxon Protestant” 
race because of growth in the population of color.70 During that campaign 

various Tea Party factions. Researchers at the Institute for Research and 
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Education on Human Rights examined the views of Tea Party activists, 
almost all white, and found that they frequently operated out of a harsh 
white framing and made use of racist epithets, distorted racist images of 

71 This Confederate 
battle flag, as political writer Ed Kilgore has sarcastically put it, is not 
problematical as a contemporary symbol for “southern pride” (or “white 
pride”) aside from its “association with a violent revolution against the 
United States in the cause of human bondage, and aside from its long 
association with Jim Crow, and aside from its twentieth- century revival as 
the emblem of hard- core resistance to measures of basic decency.”72

Conclusion

Being black in U.S. society means always having to be prepared for 
antiblack actions by whites—in most places and at many times of the day, 
week, month, or year. Being black means living with various types of racial 
discrimination and their often severe impacts, from cradle to grave. This 
lifetime reality is also true for most other Americans of color. We observe 
constantly in the examples of discrimination in this chapter the array of 
whites, from the elite to working- class whites, who perpetuate the aspects 
of racial oppression in its many forms—individual and institutional, 
informal and formal, unofficial and official.
 Throughout all these examples of discriminatory practices in the 
contemporary United States, we observe the great and persisting power of 
the centuries- old white racial frame. Today, as in the past, this dominant 
racial frame lies behind most of the recurring racial discrimination at all 
levels of this society. Some white discriminators act out of it consciously and 
openly, while others operate out of it half- consciously or unconsciously, for 
it has become normalized “common sense” for most whites. Clearly, until 
whites quit racially framing society and regularly acting out of it in racist 
ways—and thereby maintaining whites’ racial privilege and power—the 
centuries- old system of racial oppression will persist.
 In this chapter we have examined just some of the patterns of racial 
discrimination today—especially in politics, the courts, and policing. We will 
now turn to other examples of persisting racial discrimination in yet other 
areas, including housing, employment, business, education, and health care.
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6
More Racial Oppression

Other Institutional Sectors

The Spatial Basis of Systemic Racism: Housing Segregation

Today, black Americans often live separately from white Americans, 
and the latter are often significantly separated from other Americans 
of color as well. If we look closely at our town and city patterns, we see 
whites and blacks moving about their daily routines, but find that black 
residents are more likely to cross the major racial–territorial boundaries 
of towns and cities than are white residents. Typically, blacks spend 
proportionately more time interacting with whites than whites spend 
interacting with blacks. There is a strong racial topography to our towns 
and cities.
 Most metropolitan areas in the North and South continue to have a 
high degree of residential segregation. The last (2010) census revealed 
that cities remain very segregated, especially in regard to the segregation 
of whites from blacks. One statistical measure of residential segregation, 
the index of dissimilarity, has decreased slowly for white–black 
segregation over recent decades, though not for certain other groups. 
Nonetheless, an average black American still lives in a large urban census 
area that is only about 35 percent white, about the same as for the 1940s. 
Moreover, Asian and Latino Americans are less segregated from whites 
than blacks are, but their significant residential segregation from whites 
has not changed since the 1980s. Today, an average white American lives 
in a much less diverse neighborhood than an average African, Asian, or 
Latino American.1

 In a recent report demographers Logan and Stults underscored some 
persisting reasons for substantial levels of residential segregation:

Part of the answer is that systematic discrimination in the housing 
market has not ended, and for the most part it is not prosecuted. Fair 
housing laws by and large are enforced only when minority home 
seekers can document discrimination and pursue a civil court case 
without assistance from public officials. Yet studies that track the 
experience of minority persons in the rental or homeowner market 
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continue to find that they are treated differently than comparable 
whites. Another part of the answer is urban history. . . . Changes 
have been greater in metropolitan areas with historically fewer black 
residents, but very slow in the old Ghetto Belt—places like New York, 
Chicago, Newark and Detroit.2

Another major reason linked to systemic racism that they note is the 
inequality and discrimination in public services, such as poor public 
schools, that many communities of color must endure. Given this lack 
of good services, few white families, even those willing to live in a 
diverse area, will consider moving there. When black or Latino families 
move into historically white areas, white families frequently begin to 
flee, thereby increasing residential segregation there. Even more conse-
quential, of course, is the impact that inadequate public services and 
poor environmental conditions have on residents of color. One recent 
study concluded that the urban environments of whites and people of 
color are very unequal in numerous ways. Black and Latino urbanites, 
especially in more segregated larger cities, are much more likely than 
white urbanites there to have neighbors with meager socioeconomic 
resources, to endure inferior city services, and to deal with street crime 
on a recurring basis.3

 In addition, African Americans are almost as segregated within 
suburban areas now as a few decades back, and Latino and Asian 
American populations there are more segregated than in the recent past. 

 class African Americans often suffer significantly from racial and class 
segregation. Even when middle- class black Americans have some white 
residents in their neighborhoods, these whites tend to be less well off than 
middle- class blacks. Their middle- class neighborhoods tend to be more 
economically troubled and have weaker public services than typical white 
middle- class neighborhoods.4

Segregation as Slavery Unwilling to Die

Systemic racism has long involved white control of much rural and urban 
space and territory. Since the 1600s, being defined and treated as “black” 
has meant limitations on where one can work, live, and travel. During 
slavery, the majority of African Americans were separated from whites, 
often in slave quarters; spatial movements were greatly controlled by law 
and institutionalized violence. After slavery, southern and border state 
elites created an extensive system of Jim Crow segregation, following 
the lead of northern elites. Firmly in place by the early 1900s, the rigid 
segregation, by law or custom, of whites from blacks in housing and other 
institutional areas could be seen across the country.
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 Today, housing segregation provides empirical evidence of the impact 
of past and present racial oppression. In residential segregation we observe 
what the Supreme Court, in a 1968 decision, Jones et ux. v. Alfred H. Mayer 
Co.
Louis, the court majority argued that current discrimination is a long-
 term consequence of centuries of black enslavement:

This Court recognized long ago that, whatever else they may have 
encompassed, the badges and incidents of slavery—its “burdens and 
disabilities”—included restraints upon “those fundamental rights 
which are the essence of civil freedom, namely, the same right . . . to 
inherit, purchase, lease, sell and convey property, as is enjoyed by 
white citizens.”5

In a concurring opinion, Justice William O. Douglas used stronger lan-
guage, concluding that

the true curse of slavery is not what it did to the black man, but what 
it has done to the white man. For the existence of the institution 
produced the notion that the white man was of superior character, 
intelligence, and morality. . . . Some badges of slavery remain today. 
While the institution has been outlawed, it has remained in the 
minds and hearts of many white men. Cases which have come to this 
Court depict a spectacle of slavery unwilling to die.6

Douglas then listed the many types of discrimination faced by African 
Americans.
 As we have frequently seen, each generation of whites inherits an array 
of racialized privileges, including the ability to enter residential areas and 
job settings reserved more or less for whites—and thereby the ability to 
build up family assets in the form of access to buying a nice house, and 
thus a housing equity. In parallel with the intergenerational transmission 
of white privileges is the transmission of discriminatory barriers for black 
Americans and other Americans of color.
 Many areas that black families have moved into have had deteriorating 
housing and neighborhoods. Yet few whites are aware of the racial 
and other political- economic factors involved in such housing and 
neighborhood decay. Many African Americans have had to rent where 
the rents are relatively low, and thus where public and private services are 
typically quite inadequate. Those who have bought houses often have faced 
similarly serious transportation, economic, health care, educational, and 
other private and public services limitations. Many critics of black housing 
situations or communities have ignored the “fact that discrimination in 
employment, in money lending, and in choice of neighborhood often 
ensured that the only houses African Americans could afford would be 
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older properties in already declining areas.”7 Variable access to significant 
socioeconomic resources over centuries of systemic racism has long meant 
unjust enrichment for a majority of whites and unjust impoverishment for 
a majority of African Americans, generation after generation.

Patterns of Housing Discrimination Today

For the first 350 years of colonial and U.S. development, residential segregation 
was often legally or otherwise overtly imposed by whites. After the 1968 Civil 

unofficial and informal, as it remains today. One factor maintaining this 
segregation is the array of racist attitudes, images, and emotions still in many 
white minds. Negative views of African Americans as neighbors are usually 
grounded in age- old stereotypes, such as notions of black families being 
much more into drugs. Many whites get fearful when the black percentage 

has shown that, when a predominantly white area becomes more than about 
8 percent black, some whites consider moving out. As the percentage reaches 
about 20 percent in what was once an all- white or nearly all- white residential 
neighborhood, many whites will not consider moving in. Persisting residential 
segregation is frequently enforced by the hostility of white homeowners and 
by whites deciding not to move into already integrated areas, as well as by 
the racial steering and other, mostly subtle, discriminatory practices of many 
in the real- estate industry.8 Intentional discrimination is reinforced by the 
institutionalized reality of unequal assets and incomes across the color line, 
again stemming from centuries of unjust enrichment for white Americans and 
unjust impoverishment for black Americans.
 Today, housing discrimination cuts across a variety of institutions 
and includes a range of white discriminators—landlords, homeowners, 
bankers, realtors, and government officials. Numerous research studies 
indicate that many whites in each group will discriminate under certain 
circumstances. One major reason for racially segregated housing is the 
continuing discrimination by rental housing owners, managers, and 
real- estate salespeople. Since the 1990s numerous housing audit studies, 
using white and black testers (and sometimes Asian and Latino testers) 
have demonstrated that racial barriers in regard to rental housing and 
purchased housing are commonplace in metropolitan areas.9 For example, 
a study after Hurricane Katrina (2005) using black and white testers in 
southern states discovered much discrimination in rental housing. As one 
knowledgeable National Fair Housing Alliance official has explained, their 
researchers

measured what the apartment seekers were told about unit availability, 
. . . security deposit, rental rates, discounts for evacuees, and other terms 
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and conditions of apartment leasing. In 66 percent of these tests—43 
of 65 instances—White callers were favored over African- American 
callers. This is an extremely high rate of discrimination.10

A 2013 government report on housing discrimination also reported 
research using large- scale paired- testing (a white tester and a tester of 

Asian American homeseekers were more likely than similarly qualified 
white homeseekers to be shown fewer rental units and houses. One finding 
was revealing about the impact of perceived identity on housing experi-
ences: 

Specifically, black and Asian renters whose race is readily identifiable 
based on name and speech are significantly more likely to be denied 
an appointment than minorities perceived to be white. During an in-
 person visit, renters who are identifiably black, Hispanic, or Asian are 
shown fewer units than minorities who are perceived to be white.11

In addition, an innovative research project in Los Angeles found substan-
tial discrimination in initial responses of landlords to rental housing 

vacant rental housing. To each message they randomly assigned what the 
researchers viewed as a distinctive African American, Arab American, or 
white American name. Inquiries using African American and Arab Ameri-
can names got significantly fewer positive responses than white names, 
with African American names getting the worst response. Landlords were 
discriminating against African Americans and Arab Americans even before 
they gained information about the potential renters’ incomes, credit, or 
references.12

 Another study of rental and home- buying discrimination examined 

Commission. Some 80 percent of these involved African Americans, 
even though they make up only 18 percent of the population. Black 
women were the most likely to report discrimination, with half of 
the mistreatment occurring up front as exclusionary discrimination 
and half coming after black individuals or families had moved in. 
The exclusionary cases mostly cited landlords and owners as the 
discriminators. These cases usually involved a direct refusal to rent or 
sell (including use of racist slurs) or covert discrimination in the form 
of lying about housing availability or of using racially differential 

and insurance companies played a discriminatory role in some cases. 
Once housed, some African American renters and homebuyers faced 
racially differential treatment in regard to pets or rental conditions, 
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or they faced racial harassment by whites. Most discrimination was 
perpetrated by white landlords and owners, but some was done by white 
agents at banks and insurance agencies or by white neighbors.13

 While the very blatant door- slamming discrimination of a few decades 
back is less often reported, more subtle and covert discriminatory practices 
limit housing options and significantly increase the personal costs involved 
in finding adequate housing. Gaining evidence of such discrimination 
often necessitates looking at the pattern of housing decisions, what is 
termed the racially “discriminatory impact.” As Tanya House, with the 

Blatant bigoted behavior has been reduced over the years because 
those who discriminate act more discreetly, making evidence of 
discriminatory intent harder to find. But this does not mean that 
racial discrimination has disappeared and this is a key reason why 
courts have consistently found discrimination can be proved through 
a discriminatory impact standard that does not require a finding of 
intent to discriminate.14

Note too that several studies show that white homeowners play an impor-
tant role in housing discrimination. A significant percentage openly assert 
that they should still be allowed to discriminate. One survey found that 27 
percent of white respondents were willing to publicly admit that they felt 
there should be a law that allows a (white) homeowner to discriminate 
against African Americans in the sale of a house. Many others may have 
felt the same way, but were unwilling to say so to a pollster.15

 Many whites, including conservative scholars, argue that African 
Americans are segregated because they choose to be segregated—that is, 
“blacks prefer to live with their kind.”16 Yet, black families often do try 
to improve housing situations and services by seeking an apartment or 
home in predominantly white or racially integrated areas, yet frequently 

Farley examined responses of 2,000 black respondents in several cities 
to questions about neighborhood- mix preferences. The average black 
respondent was open to living in a diverse neighborhood, indeed 
preferring a 50–50 black–white mix, but willing to consider any residential 
mix with a visible black presence. Most did not prefer living in mostly 
black communities.17 Certainly, many African Americans do not wish 
to be among the first families in a predominantly white area. Because of 
continuing white acts of overt antiblack hostility and some violence—with 
periodic violent acts against black homeowners and renters, including 
cross- burnings, recorded in the last few decades—black Americans are 
often unwilling to be pioneers in moving into historically white areas.18
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Insurance Agents and Lenders

For many years federal regulations openly fostered racial discrimination 
in lending. Only since the 1960s have federal regulations sought to 

Credit Opportunity Act officially prohibit mortgage and other lending 
discrimination. Nonetheless, research shows continuing and significant 
discrimination by lending institutions against black Americans and other 
Americans of color who seek housing mortgages and loans. Many white- run 
insurance companies also create housing barriers for Americans of color. 
One study used black, Latino, and white testers, who presented themselves as 
homeowners seeking insurance to three major insurance companies’ offices 

be 53 percent in regard to such things as insurance coverage and price. Being 
white increased insurance options and saved money.19

 Some lending discrimination appears to be motivated by a concern for 
what are termed “sound business practices,” and thus does not appear to 
be intentionally discriminatory. Numerous lenders and property insurers 
frequently refuse to provide services, or do provide services but on 
unfavorable terms, for people seeking to buy older homes in residential 
areas where home valuations are lower. Such lending practices can have a 
negative impact on homebuyers from groups with long histories of facing 
institutional racism. As housing expert Gregory Squires has noted:

many of those underwriters and sales agents who follow these 
rules really do believe they are acting on the basis of sound 
business practice. . . . Obviously, racism went into the formulation 
of such rules, and these industries no doubt have as many racists 
as any other. But such institutionalized practices, with severely 
discriminatory effects, are often carried out by people who simply 
are not thinking about race.20

The routinization of racially oriented decisions in the housing industry is 
such that some whites who practice it may not be consciously aware of it. 
Americans of color have seldom been consulted by white- run insurance 
companies and banking organizations that determine the rules often 
favoring white homeseekers.
 A significant aspect of the major recession of 2008–2010 involved white 
lending officials’ discriminatory lending practices. One of these practices 
was to regularly channel black and Latino homeowners into subprime 
(high- interest) home loans when they would have qualified for regular-
 interest, less risky loans. Some Federal Home Mortgage Disclosure Act 
reports indicate black and Latino homebuyers were more than twice as 
likely as white homebuyers to receive expensive subprime mortgages from 
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lenders—even after loan amounts and household incomes were taken into 
account. This was true when residential areas were otherwise economically 
similar. One study of a 97 percent white working- class suburb and a 97 
percent black working- class suburb in the Detroit area, with similar family 
income distributions, found that a substantial majority of home loans in 
the black suburb had high interest rates, compared to just 17 percent in 
the comparable white suburb.21

 One investigative report has described how mostly white bankers, 
who were often not at the time making much money on conventional 
home loans, worked with officials in the George W. Bush administration 
to expand loans to families of color whom lenders knew would have 
trouble repaying, and in the process making substantial profits. Although 
the official rationale was that subprime mortgages would “increase 
homeownership,” most of these high- interest loans were not for first 
mortgages, but for second mortgages insistently peddled by lenders to 
unsuspecting customers with the argument that the latter could use their 
home equities for important needs such as paying medical bills. A majority 
of families of color conned into these problematical loans had credit scores 
that should have enabled them to get loans with more favorable interest 
rates and conditions, which they did not receive from the mostly white 
lenders. Significant racialized thinking appears to lie behind many such 
discriminatory loans. As a result, the NAACP filed a lawsuit against several 
firms that made these racially predatory loans.22

 In February 2013, as the economy was beginning to rebound with 
some people buying and selling foreclosed properties and other urban real 
estate, the influential magazine Bloomberg Businessweek, associated with 
New York City’s mayor, ran a cover with racist caricatures of black and 
Latino homeowners flush with money in association with a feature story 
on this housing rebound. The National Fair Housing Alliance reacted to 
the cover in this way:

We were shocked and dismayed by a Jim Crow era cover and its 
depiction of homeowners of color. It is . . . difficult to know what this 
newsmagazine was trying to convey. A more accurate cover would 
have depicted Big Bank CEOs and Wall Street moguls who provided 
monetary incentives to push predatory loans.23

These cover caricatures were drawn from old and blatantly racist framing 
of black and Latino urbanites.
 Actually, the results of these racially predatory loan decisions have been 
catastrophic for many families and communities of color. Because of the loss 
of jobs and other negative impacts of the 2008–2010 recession, many black 
and Latino homeowners lost their homes to foreclosures. That meant a loss 
of many billions of dollars in assets. Most families of color have their modest 
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assets, if any, in home equities, so this economic loss has been devastating 
for many communities.24 In addition, during and after the recession another 
problem of racial discrimination has arisen. Lenders and investors holding 
these repossessed houses have let many of them deteriorate in communities 
of color, while usually maintaining those in white areas. As the National 
Fair Housing Alliance points out, the Fair Housing Act “requires banks, 
investors, servicers . . . to maintain and market properties that are for sale 
or rent without regard to the race or national origin of the residents of a 
neighborhood.”25 Clearly, because predatory subprime lending and the 
associated foreclosure crisis have hit communities of color much harder than 
white communities, there has also been a disproportionately negative impact 
in the form of illegally deteriorating houses—which have had, in turn, a 
major impact on the quality of life in the former communities.
 Moreover, for decades, using a variety of urban redevelopment 
approaches, white politicians and business leaders across the country have 
tried to rebuild central cities, and in the process have frequently further 
segregated black families and destroyed older black communities. Private 
and public urban redevelopment projects have often taken neighborhoods 
inhabited by working- class or poor Americans of color and converted 
them into business districts or gentrified residential areas, many of them 
mostly for affluent whites.26

 Today in the United States there is no national watchdog organization that 
proactively and persistently seeks out and punishes the still commonplace 
housing discrimination. The federal Department of Housing and Urban 
Development is doing a better job these days in handling individual 
complaints, although its enforcement program is very underfunded. State 
housing agencies vary greatly in processing of complaints; when complaints 
are brought by victims of discrimination, they often get no redress. A recent 
report of the National Commission on Fair Housing found that federal and 
state laws banning racial discrimination in rental and sales housing are at 
best weakly enforced in many areas.27 Moreover, two- thirds of the housing 
discrimination complaints (fewer than 30,000 annually for all protected 
classes) are in fact investigated by private fair housing organizations. (They 
also do most of the education of consumers and businesses on fair housing 
laws.) One housing expert has estimated that less than one- third of the 
housing discrimination complaints filed annually are actually resolved in a 
way that is satisfactory for the complainant. Even these resolutions usually 
do not involve stiff penalties for the discriminators, penalties that might 
discourage further discrimination. Thus, if one considers the estimated four 
million acts of housing discrimination each year (for all protected classes), 
less than 1 percent are actually processed to the satisfaction of the targets of 
that discrimination.28
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Discrimination in Employment

Spatial Mismatch—Exclusion from Jobs

other types of racial exclusion, discrimination, and subordination. In the 
decades after World War II racial polarization across the geographical 
expanse of metropolitan areas increased with the government- subsidized 
movement of white middle- income families to suburbs, often leaving 
behind a mostly working- class and poor population of color in central 
cities. Over the decades this large- scale suburban migration has been 
greatly stimulated by investment decisions of corporations, banks, and 
developers, and has been greatly assisted by federal government subsidies 
for home mortgages and for public services such as highways. (In contrast, 
many white- controlled suburban communities have laws or regulations 
designed to restrict housing developments for moderate- income residents, 
especially those of color.) Much employment has decentralized, and many 
suburbs have seen growing numbers of jobs for their often predominantly 
white populations. While the numbers of blacks and Latinos moving to 
suburban areas has increased in the last few decades, the decades- old 
creation of better- paying jobs away from central cities has made it difficult 
for the majority of blacks and Latinos still in central cities to have as 
reasonable access to much good- paying employment as whites.29

research demonstrates that this spatial mismatch accounts for at least one-
 third, and perhaps half, of the significant differences in employment and 
unemployment between white workers and black or Latino workers in 
various urban areas.30

 Some of this exclusion from good jobs results from intentional 
discrimination by business executives. One major study examined the 
situation of workers of color in Atlanta, Boston, Detroit, and Los Angeles. 

suburban areas by employers had a serious impact on black employment 
opportunities. Significantly, numerous employers admitted that their 
job- creation decisions and/or hiring decisions involved racist stereotypes 
about the personality traits, attitudes, and behaviors of black workers and 
other workers of color.31

 What many people do not realize is that the economy generally loses 
from continuing residential segregation and the spatial mismatch between 
jobs and residents. One recent longitudinal study of metropolitan areas 
again demonstrated the serious impact of this spatial mismatch in jobs 
and residence for workers of color. Interestingly, this study showed too that 
there was a major negative impact from persisting segregation in housing on 
overall metropolitan economic growth—for white residents in suburbs and 
residents of color in central cities—in the short run and long run.32
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 In addition, many U.S. jobs, especially the less- skilled, have been moved 
overseas by capitalistic employers seeking lower- wage labor, less regulation, 
and higher profits. These overseas investment strategies have contributed 
to higher unemployment and underemployment for workers of color 
within the United States. One study examined outsourcing of blue- collar 
and white- collar jobs overseas and found that black workers were especially 
hard hit by the loss of blue- collar jobs, even more so than Latino or white 
workers. More than five million U.S. manufacturing jobs have been lost since 
1979, about half of these so far in the twenty- first century. Black workers 
were more concentrated in these jobs, and these employment losses help 
to explain why in recent years the unemployment rate for blacks, especially 
black men, has often risen faster than for whites and certain other groups. 
Today, moreover, some lower- paying white- collar (for example, clerical) 
jobs disproportionately held by black female and male workers are similarly 
endangered by the increasing export of jobs by U.S. employers.33

Racial Discrimination in Hiring

Today, subtle, covert, and blatant discrimination in employment 
remains an important aspect of the everyday reality for Americans of 
color. Many experience differential treatment in attempts to secure 
their families’ needs. Each year numerous lawsuits are filed charging 
racial discrimination against employers, and thousands of employment 
discrimination complaints are filed annually with state agencies and the 
federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Over 
the last ten years the number of race- based complaints filed annually 
with the EEOC has been in the 28,000–36,000 range. This is only 
the tip of the iceberg, however. In periodic national surveys African 
Americans report significant personal and group discrimination, which 
data suggest the reality of a much higher level of actual employment 
discrimination just for African Americans each year.34 Some of this 
discriminatory treatment occurs at the point of hiring, while other 
mistreatment is encountered later on. Many corporate executives 
and their subordinate managers make little effort to recruit and hire 
black employees or other employees of color, especially for higher-
 level positions. There is significant variability, however. Studies using 
government records have found that many U.S. companies hire far 
fewer workers of color than other comparable companies drawing from 
the same labor pools, a result suggesting some routinized discrimination 
in the former companies.35

with “white- sounding” names were much more likely to be contacted 
by employers than those with “black- sounding” names (see p. 143). 
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Another recent study used a similar naming procedure, but for two sets 
of black applicants for sales positions whose employment credentials 
were evaluated by a national panel of 192 white sales professionals. 
The researchers found that the black applicants with white- Anglicized 
names got more favorable pre- interview evaluations from these white 
professionals than did black applicants with black “ethnic names,” 
and also that this differential was greater for outside- sales jobs than 
inside- sales jobs. They concluded that the findings show “how job-
 irrelevant factors or characteristics associated with racial cues can affect 
the employment prospects of Black applicants. . . . When faced with 
limited information . . . it appears that White sales professionals may 
subconsciously stereotype ethnic- named Black job applicants.”36

 In addition, a Milwaukee study matched pairs of black and white 
male applicants, with similar job credentials and self- presentations, and 
had them apply for 350 less- skilled jobs. Some 34 percent of the white 
applicants were called back, but just 14 percent of the equally qualified 
black applicants. A subgroup of the white applicants who indicated to 
employers they had been in prison were more likely to be called back 
than the black applicants with no criminal record. Employers likely 
drew on negative stereotypes of black men in screening them out 
of their hiring pools. A survey of these employers a few months later 
actually found them saying that they would not discriminate between 
white and black ex- offenders, leading the researchers to conclude 
that such employer surveys are probably not good ways to assess 
discrimination.37

involving racial and national- origin discrimination in employment. In 
research using white testers and testers of color, white applicants have 
been found to be favored over applicants of color (African Americans 
or Latinos) at net rates of discrimination averaging about 20 percent 
of the time. Note that black and Latino employees typically face 
such discrimination not just once, but repeatedly over many years of 
work. There is a significant cumulative racial differential over time, as 
whites use earlier job advantages to build on and move up later on. In 
addition, employees of color, unlike their white peers, usually face much 
discrimination in other areas of their lives, which makes dealing with 
employment discrimination even more difficult.38

 As we have seen, research shows that in the hiring process African 
American workers are less likely to obtain jobs than whites with equivalent 
credentials. This has been found to be true for a few other competitions 
among groups for certain jobs. One study of Los Angeles hotel employers 
found that almost all preferred immigrant Latino workers to native- born 
black workers for maid jobs. These mostly white employers, accenting 
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what many call “soft skills,” insisted that immigrant workers had a better 
work ethic, attitude, and communication skills. However, the researchers 
found that these racially stereotyped codewords covered up the major 
reason for employers’ preference for immigrants—they were less likely 
to protest exploitative work conditions and thus were more controllable. 
Employers also provided little evidence for their contentions about soft 
skills.39

 Discrimination has also been found for an array of better- paying 
jobs. One study of hiring at upscale restaurants in New York City found 
a relatively high rate of discrimination against applicants. Using pairs 
of applicants involving a white tester and a black, Asian American, or 
Latino tester—matched for age, appearance, gender, and mannerisms—
the researchers sent them to more than 100 restaurants offering jobs. 
The applicants of color were less likely than their white partners to be 
interviewed for the open position, and were a little more than half as likely 
to get an offer of employment as the white tester. In addition, employers 
did not examine the previous employment experience of white testers as 
carefully as they did for the testers of color.40

 Clearly, much field research shows that many white (and some other) 
employers view certain groups of workers as much more acceptable than 
others, and individual applicants are periodically judged by perceived 
racial characteristics. Yet white employers often argue that they choose 
white over black workers only because they know whites as a group 
are better qualified, and they may defend such choices by recourse to 
the notion that this is really “rational” discrimination. However, the 
workers they deem unacceptable, such as black workers, are often just as 
qualified as, or better qualified than, whites who are chosen, as we observe 
repeatedly in employment testing studies.

More Discrimination in Hiring: Major Sports Teams

In major professional sports, where in recent decades there have been many 
black players, there is also much subtle, covert, and blatant discrimination in 
hiring, recruitment, and workplace conditions. The number of black players 
and other players of color is often taken, by white sports commentators and 
fans, as a sign that racism is no longer a problem in certain professional and 
college sports. Yet, numerous recent studies have demonstrated continuing 
discrimination against well- qualified black (and often Latino) athletes 
and other applicants when it comes to entry into coaching and other 
management ranks in Major League Baseball (MLB), the National Football 
League (NFL), and National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) major 
sports divisions.41 For instance, one recent analysis summed up the situation 
for the major college football division, where black players are about half of 
all players but there are few black head coaches:
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whereas athletic directors, boosters, and other persons of decision-
 making authority implicitly acknowledge Black student- athletes’ 
athletic prowess, the institution of college athletics has historically 
devalued Black coaches’ capacity to guide a team. . . . Due to this 
conceived incapableness, Black coaches are analogous to individuals 
in lower stratums of caste- like societies.42

Professional sports are receiving much more attention these days from 
researchers. For example, recent research has demonstrated that subtle 
and overt discriminatory processes have led to a significant underrepre-
sentation of black Americans among athletic agents in the professional 
sports industry.43 In addition, a social science study of the NFL’s hiring 
practices utilized field observations and interviews with college players 
who had been through the NFL screening and hiring process. The 
researchers found that players of color experienced a number of types of 
discrimination, including significantly greater scrutiny of their individual 
and family histories than whites faced. Most athletes applying for NFL 
positions are young people of color, yet “older white men make up most 
of the primary decision- makers in terms of hiring.” The researchers 
suggest that these and other data indicate that professional sports are “not 
the bastion of racial equality popular accounts would suggest; instead, the 
overt racism reported in many previous examinations of sport may have 
‘gone underground.’ ”44 In addition, the New York Times sports columnist 

the recruitment and treatment of black football, baseball, and basketball 
athletes by owners of major sports teams. He demonstrates how a 
national white- run “conveyor belt” brings talented black youngsters “from 
inner cities and small towns to big- time programs, where they’re cut off 
from their roots and exploited by team owners, sports agents, and the 
media.”45

 Not surprisingly, employment discrimination in the hiring stages results 
in significant underrepresentation for people of color in numerous white-
 collar workplaces, including those that are sports- related. In recent years, 
for instance, the number and percentage of journalists and editors who are 
black or other people of color in the major news media—including in the 
area of sports media—has declined. Today there are very few black sports 
editors at news corporations.46 This is one likely reason for the persistence 
of more negative framing of black athletes than of white athletes in much 
of the mainstream media (see Chapter 4). In general, too, the mainstream 
media have a problem with underrepresentation of people of color in 
numerous other employment areas.47
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White Networking and Employment Discrimination

As the aforementioned studies suggest, an array of racial barriers face 
black workers and other workers of color seeking employment. A number 
of these barriers are rarely discussed in the mainstream media, but are 
very important in today’s job markets. For example, private employment 
agencies control a significant part of the applicant flow into white-
 collar jobs. One study found that “screening out ‘undesirable’ applicants 
is one of the services many employment agencies provide to their client 
firms.”48 These include certain applicants of color. In addition to such 
direct discrimination against workers of color, there are other screening 
mechanisms that involve well- institutionalized favoritism for many white 
employees. Because of centuries of systemic racism, job information and 
hiring networks are commonly segregated along racial lines, and such 
network segregation frequently has a serious impact on workers of color. A 
major reason for the job mismatch problem mentioned previously is that 
workers of color are often segregated away from critical social networks 
that are essential to finding good jobs.49

 Conducting hundreds of interviews, Nancy DiTomaso has recently 
demonstrated important networking patterns that reproduce systemic 
racial inequalities in employment. Her white respondents reported that 
they have long used acquaintances, friends, and family—their personal 
networks—to find most of the jobs secured over lifetimes of job hunting. 
These findings contradict the colorblind view of the employment world 
held by many Americans, including most white Americans—that is, that 
in U.S. employment sectors jobs are secured mainly or only because of 
personal “skills, qualifications, and merit.” However, wherever they can, 
most white job- seekers tend to avoid real market competition and secure 
jobs by using their racially segregated social relationships and networks. 
Indeed, not one white respondent ever openly expressed concern about 
their use of this unjust system, which system DiTomaso calls “opportunity 
hoarding” and “unequal opportunity.”50

 Over several centuries white Americans have controlled most of 
this country’s important job markets, and thereby have been unjustly 
privileged and enriched in their “socio- racial capital,” including important 
employment- related social networks. As a result, they are much more likely 
to have access to many better- paying and more attractive jobs today—
including those with better benefits and advancement opportunities. Even 
new white immigrants to the United States generally get at least some of 
the significant privileges of whiteness, which include access to these white-
 controlled networks. In contrast, lack of access to these networks typically 
has a very negative impact for workers of color when it comes to finding 
good jobs. For example, one research study demonstrated that, compared 
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to comparable white male workers, black male workers must spend 
significantly more time and effort looking for work.51

 In addition to DiTomaso’s general research on networks, other 
researchers have found patterns of institutionalized favoritism in specific 

at a technical college and found that, even though on average they worked 
harder and did better in their training, the black graduates of the program 
had much more difficulty in finding decent jobs than did the white 
students. Pre- existing white social networks very often gave white students 
much better job opportunities than the black students.52 Additionally, a 
recent study by Christopher Boulton of the advertising industry involved 
observational studies and interviews with interns and practitioners at 
major advertising agencies. He found much favoritism for white applicants 
and employees, including the use of established and exclusionary white 
networks to secure employment in the industry. He also found a strong 
concern among those doing the hiring about how a new employee might fit 
into existing white work groups.53 Not surprisingly, another research study 
of advertising agencies, many of them part of large global firms, found that 
African Americans made up just 5.3 percent of all advertising managers 
and professionals. The relevant Census Bureau and EEOC data suggest this 
percentage should reasonably be in the neighborhood of 9.6 percent.54

 One important finding from this study of black white- collar 
employees in advertising agencies applies to numerous other employers. 
Many employers, in both the private and the public sectors, complain 
they cannot find enough “qualified” employees of color. If they take 
any remedial action in this regard, they tend to emphasize educational 
strategies to improve future job situations for workers of color. 
However, as Bendick and Egan point out, this is not the main reason 
for low percentages of black employees in advertising and many 
other employment settings. One more important reason is “persistent 
unwillingness by mainstream advertising agencies to hire, assign, 
advance, and retain already- available Black talent.”55 There is indeed 
much well- educated black talent available. This unwillingness to hire, and 
its associated practices of white favoritism, are usually rooted in a racist 
framing of black Americans in general and as employees, as well as in the 
positive preferences of white employers for employees who look like they 
do. Not just in the advertising industry, but in many other employment 
sectors, a central problem is the common practice of white managers 
operating out of the traditional white frame and using predominantly 
white networks to hire or advance white managers and professionals 
like themselves. They thereby “ignore the availability of tens of thousands 
of African Americans with educational and experience backgrounds 
comparable to whites routinely hired in their industry.”56
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Discrimination within the Workplace

Once hired, employees of color continue to face much discrimination, 
some of it subtle and some of it blatant or covert. The overwhelming 
majority of employment complaints made to the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) on racial–ethnic grounds are for 
barriers beyond the hiring stage. In some cases, white workers are 
given better access than black workers or other workers of color to 
job assignments and training programs enabling them to climb the 
employment ladder. In other cases white employees get better mentoring 
and continued access to important white networking. In yet other 
situations employees of color face significant discrimination when seeking 
promotions and job mobility.57

 A number of studies have recently assessed the overall level of 
discrimination faced by black employees and other employees of color 
in different workplaces. For example, one research study examined 
problems of discrimination in the U.S. military. A representative survey 
of active- duty service members of the U.S. Army found substantial 
reports of racial discrimination. Some 27 percent of black and Latino 
officers had faced discrimination in their military units, and among 
enlisted personnel surveyed 24 percent of blacks and 19 percent of 
Latinos had faced discrimination too. In addition, a majority of white 
officers and enlisted personnel thought there was less discrimination in 
the military than in the civilian sector, but less than a majority of black 
and Latino enlisted personnel agreed with this view. Not surprisingly, 
given that the overwhelming majority of senior officers are white, the 
senior leadership

may not recognize the frequency with which minorities encounter 
discrimination. In sum, they are comfortably colorblind—unaware 
of the true prevalence of discrimination and therefore of the belief 
that the challenges minorities face in the military are because of their 
own inability to survive in an egalitarian environment.58

Those employees who are well educated are at least as likely as the less well 
educated to report workplace discrimination. One Los Angeles study of 
1,000 black workers found that about 80 percent of those with a college 
degree and almost all of those with a graduate- level education reported 
workplace discrimination, compared to just under half of those with less 
than a high school education. A majority of highly educated Asian and 
Latino workers also reported workplace discrimination.59 Then there is the 
recent survey of 366 professionals of color who had gone through the 
National Urban Fellows (NUF ) leadership program at the City University 
of New York and were now working in important professional and 



186

 managerial positions in government agencies or other non- profit organiza-
tions. When asked about workplace discrimination, a substantial majority 
replied that they had experienced some type of racial, gender, or other dis-

percent of the black men and 78 percent of the black women replied that 
they had faced workplace discrimination. Significant proportions of the 
Asian and Hispanic American professionals also reported discrimination: 
Hispanic men, 66 percent; Hispanic women, 71 percent; Asian American 
men, 57 percent; Asian American women, 46 percent. These respondents 
noted that this racial discrimination included blocked promotions, racially 
biased comments, lack of professional opportunities, unequal pay, and a 
lack of proper acknowledgment of them or their work.60

Negative Workplace Climates

Numerous research and legal reports indicate a negative work climate 
at many government and corporate workplaces. One recent review of 
complaints of racial harassment in the workplace that were filed with the 
EEOC found that the number has sharply increased since about 1990. 
Most of these complaints of workplace harassment—including such 
things as racist slurs, hangman’s nooses, blocked access to job resources, 
and physical threats—have been filed by African American workers. The 
study also examined data for 245 employees in several workplaces and 
found that African American workers were more likely to be aware of 
racial harassment in the workplace than white workers, including those 
in the same workplaces. African American employees who saw the racial 
climate at work as negative had more job turnover, less work satisfaction, 
and more work- related health problems.61

 Moreover, in an array of contemporary employment settings white 
senior executives, middle- level managers, and other supervisory employees 
make use of overtly marginalizing language. Black employees and other 
employees of color may periodically or routinely be categorized and 
marginalized as “you people” or “one of them,” especially in mostly or 
all- white decisionmaking settings.62 Even when employees of color are a 
small or token presence in such settings, the still- dominant privileges of 
white men may reveal themselves. One black professional in the National 
Urban Fellows program recently described the way this privilege affected 
her current workplace:

There is this thing about white male privilege, like who gets paid 
attention to. Let’s say we are [in a meeting]. We are all key players, 
but in terms of who is listened to, whose idea is taken . . . it is going 
to go to the white males around the table. I can’t believe that . . . is 
still happening.63



187

Lack of Promotions and Issues of Tracking

Managerial employees of color, female and male, in corporate and 
educational workplaces frequently find their promotion avenues restricted. 
One review of the research literature summed up the contemporary 
employment situation this way:

In the corporate and academic worlds, whites are promoted in due 
course, sometimes . . . even when they do not fully meet the standard. 
Blacks must be twice as qualified to demonstrate that they are only 
as qualified as whites for the same promotion.64

 Some research on corporate advancement shows that women of color 
have not done well in terms of being promoted to the upper ranks of corpor-
ate executives. One large- scale study found that barely 1 percent of senior 
corporate executives were black women, compared to about 3 percent for 
black men and 77 percent for white men. Interviews with many senior exec-
utives by the Executive Leadership Council found that they said they valued 
having racial diversity among the managers of their companies. However, 
when asked for reasons for this serious underrepresentation of black women 
among senior managers, they cited poor efforts by the women involved, a 
perception gap, and other vague factors. Only 15 percent cited actual dis-
crimination. Most tended to blame black employees themselves and sug-
gested that they should take on more challenging assignments, plan careers 
better, or take better advantage of job feedback.65 Apparently, they rarely 
blamed higher- level white executives for poor mentoring and other subtle or 
overt discrimination. Indeed, other research has shown that in various 
corporate workplaces, the white executives and managers who make hiring 
and promotion decisions often harbor a conventional white racial framing 
of employees of color (for example, “blacks are not as hardworking”), a 
framing that makes these executives and managers less comfortable with, 
and less likely to promote, employees of color.66

 Many Americans seem to assume that high educational achievement 
makes for a secure American- dream life of respect and satisfying 
achievement. However, a recent interview study of 43 black, Hispanic, 
Asian American, and other administrators at major public and private 
universities found that most have not achieved this heralded American 
dream. Most still face subtle and overt discriminatory barriers. Among the 
barriers is a recurring tracking of administrators of color into a limited 
number of administrative (often “diversity”) staff positions at universities. 
(In contrast, national data on top administrative positions in such 
universities reveal them to be very disproportionately white and male.) 
Compared with comparable white administrators, the administrators of 
color reported a significant lack of decisionmaking authority with regard 
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to the scope of their administrative authority and control over their 
budgeting and staffing. Overall, administrators of color often pay a high 
price in terms of personal stress and health problems for these subtle and 
overt barriers they face.67

 Moreover, in other recent research Chun and Evans interviewed chief 
diversity officers (CDOs) in numerous private and public organizations. 
Most CDOs were African Americans, other Americans of color, or white 
women. These senior administrators often face serious workplace climate 
problems, including a racialization or gendering of these positions. One 
respondent noted how impatient top executives frequently identify 
a convenient manager of color or a white female manager to place into 
diversity positions just because they seem available, not because they wish 
to serve in such positions. Given often negative workplace climates, there is 
a high level of turnover among these CDOs—from layoffs, organizational 
downsizing, and internal political pressures. One respondent noted that 
nearly three- quarters of diversity officers in the top 50 major companies 
cited for their diversity in a leading journal had moved out of their 
positions in a recent two- year period. The researchers conclude that the 
“suddenness of these changes suggests a lack of value accorded to the 
diversity function as well as the commodification of individuals in these 
roles.”68 The turnover also suggests inadequate mentoring and support, 
especially from the typically white and male senior executives who do 
most hiring for diversity positions. We might note that a few other studies 
have demonstrated that people of color in professional and managerial 
positions who do get good mentoring from whites in their workplaces tend 
to do better in their careers than those who do not get such supportive 
mentoring.69

Profiting from Discrimination: White Benefits, Black Losses

The prominent Harvard law professor, Derrick Bell, once concluded 
that a major function of antiblack discrimination is “to facilitate the 
exploitation of black labor, to deny us access to benefits and opportunities 
that otherwise would be available, and to blame all the manifestations 
of exclusion- bred despair on the asserted inferiority of the victims.”70 

relationship that enables white employers to take more of the value of 
the labor of workers of color than of comparable white workers. Today, 
as in the past, some employers pay black workers less because they are 
black. They do this directly, or they do it by segregating black workers into 
certain job categories and setting the pay for these categories lower than 
for predominantly white job classifications. The Marxist tradition has 
accented the way in which capitalist employers routinely take part of the 
value of workers’ labor for their own purposes—thus not paying workers 
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for the full value of that work. Similarly, in numerous situations white 
employers have the power, because of subtly or blatantly institutionalized 
discrimination, to take additional value from the labor of black workers 
and other workers of color, such as in the form of paying lower wages.

today lose more than $120 billion in wages each year because of the overt 
and subtle employment discrimination they face, dollars that substantially 
remain in employers’ hands.71 Employers benefit from lower wages they 
sometimes pay to black workers for the same work as white workers, as 
well as from the job divisions they have created between workers that 
reduce cross- racial worker organization. These divisions include job 
tracking and job segregation. Thus, today a majority of black men still are 
employed in unskilled, semi- skilled, service, or other relatively low- paid 
blue- collar jobs or in professional and managerial jobs disproportionately 
servicing black clients or consumers; or they are unemployed or in 
part- time employment. Bureau of Labor Statistics data indicate that 
substantially fewer black men than white men aged 20 and older have 
jobs (62 percent versus 72 percent), with a black male unemployment rate 
more than twice that for white men.72 In addition, black women tend to be 
concentrated in service jobs, other unskilled blue- collar jobs, professional 
and managerial jobs substantially oriented to black clients or consumers, 
or moderate- wage clerical jobs. They often face serious unemployment 
and underemployment problems as well.
 Even when politicians and media analysts describe the economy 
as “very good,” a great many workers are unemployed or are 
underemployed in low- wage or part- time jobs. If the U.S. economy turns 
sour, as it periodically does, black workers typically face even worse 
conditions than white workers. When no longer needed, many less-
 skilled black workers are often utilized as a “reserve army” of workers—
in a condition of painful poverty and unemployment, or unfairly in 
the prison–industrial complex—until they may be needed again. As a 
result of these recurring job barriers and lesser job opportunities, black 
workers frequently have less work experience and less stable employment 
careers than whites.73

Persisting Racial Barriers in Business

Some mainstream media and economic analysts have suggested that the 
solution to black employment problems is more “black enterprise,” that 
is, the development of more small businesses in the so- called free market 
system. This often uninformed approach has not only ignored the fact that 
African Americans are already more likely to seek to be entrepreneurs than 
whites, but also typically disregarded the structural barriers faced by African 
Americans and many other Americans of color in creating new businesses. 
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Entrepreneurship efforts by black Americans and other Americans of color 
are often met by the stern realities of persisting systemic racism.74

 Building a successful business requires access to the necessary economic 
resources. Unjust impoverishment of black Americans in the past continues 
as unjust impoverishment for their descendants in the present. Much 
research has shown how difficult it has been for African Americans to build 
up much in the way of family assets and resources because of centuries of 
far- reaching slavery, legal segregation, and informal discrimination in the 
present. Until the late 1960s, government- sanctioned slavery and Jim Crow 
segregation generally kept African Americans out of lucrative business 
sectors serving white consumers and communities. This extensive racial 
oppression has kept their descendants today from inheriting the economic 
resources necessary (for example, substantial home equities) to develop a 
significant share of business in the economy under present- day conditions 
of official desegregation. Until relatively recently in this country’s 400-year 
history, African Americans were forced by blatant discrimination and overt 
segregation into a major economic detour away from the usually more 
profitable business opportunities outside their communities.75

 Today, how well black businesspeople succeed depends substantially 
on certain distinctive costs of doing business, some of which are closely 
linked to past discrimination they or their ancestors have suffered. Not 
only are members of a racially subordinated group like African Americans 
likely to have less in the way of socioeconomic assets because of past and 
present discrimination, but they often lack access to important “good 
old boy” networks or to the business knowledge necessary to compete 
effectively with more privileged whites. Comparing a black and a white 
businessperson, Martin Katz has emphasized that “Financial advantage—
and hence disadvantage—is transferable across generations” and thus that 
“discrimination is likely to result in racial cost disparities which can persist 
long after the discrimination has ceased.”76

 With a less- developed or more segregated work or business history, 
because of past or present racial hostility and discrimination, black 
businesspeople will have more trouble starting a new business venture. 
Even less- prejudiced white lenders will be less willing to loan to black 
entrepreneurs with fewer resources or a less- developed work or business 
history. The abolition of some blatant discrimination, which was attempted 
through the 1960s civil rights movement and laws, has not dramatically 
restructured the economic resources and business inheritances that have 
unjustly favored whites for centuries, and still persist today. Institutionalized 
racism remains a continuing business reality.
 If a black entrepreneur manages to start a business, he or she is likely 
to face an array of racial hurdles. One review of many studies found that 
black contractors and other contractors of color face problems getting 
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government contracts and that, if they get contracts, they may often 
face much hostility from white competitors, such as sabotage at their 
work sites. They may also endure hostile racist comments in carrying 
out business contracts, and many often face racial barriers in securing 

including venture capital, clearly reduces the viability and potential of new 
businesses.77

 Very important too is the problem of being excluded from pre- existing 
white business networks. Most business sectors have critical networks of 
interrelated white businesses, often termed “good old boy networks.” This 
term signals that many white businesspeople are at least dimly aware of this 
non- meritocratic way in which the vested interests of whites are commonly 
protected and extended, to the disadvantage of businesspeople who are 
not white. Without fair access to these established business networks it is 
hard to get a viable share of local contracts in various business sectors.78 
Even those operating with mostly black customers frequently encounter 
serious difficulties with certain elements of systemic racism. Adia Harvey 
Wingfield studied black entrepreneurs who had started beauty salons and 
found that they faced very significant discriminatory barriers. “Because 
of lenders’ discriminatory practices, owners’ limited social networks, and 
white patrons’ unwillingness to patronize some of these establishments, 
black entrepreneurs find themselves limited in the types of business 
ventures they are able to develop.” These women have had to work very 
hard “to develop viable businesses in part by capitalizing on the beauty 
concerns that have their origins in the gendered racist ideals which abound 
in the larger society.”79 Wingfield suggests the concept of systemic gendered 
racism for the complexity of societal pressures and discriminatory 
conditions that black female entrepreneurs routinely face.
 Over the last century the overwhelming dominance of whites, and 
especially white men, in executive and other leadership positions in 
most major business organizations and many other important societal 
organizations has created what some researchers call the “white standard” 
or “white prototype,” that is, the deeply held framing in most people’s 
minds of effective leaders necessarily being white (or white male).80 This 
framing is very powerful and inclines a great many people to automatically 
attribute leadership strengths to whites or white men—another core 
feature of the dominant racial frame that unfairly assists the latter in 
creating successful business enterprises.

Racial Barriers in Education

Segregation and Resegregation in the Public Schools

Opinion polls indicate that the overwhelming majority of whites believe 
black Americans have as good a chance to get a good education as white 
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Americans. Less than half of black Americans feel the same. Social science 
data show that this majority- white view is quite misinformed. One reason 
for continuing racial inequalities and segregation in education lies in 
pervasive housing segregation documented earlier in this chapter. Whether 
in a central city, the suburbs, or rural areas, persisting housing segregation 
generally sets significant limits on the amount of school desegregation 
possible without substantial pupil transportation.

experience great, and often increasing, school segregation. Three- quarters of 
black students and 80 percent of Latino students currently attend a school 
that has a majority (50–100 percent) of students of color; about 40 percent 
of both groups attend schools where whites are 0–10 percent of students.81 
These highly segregated schools generally have more children from low-
 income families and far fewer educational and economic resources, including 
relatively fewer dollars spent for each pupil and less- experienced teachers, 
than predominantly white public schools. Millions of children of color 
remain “locked into ‘dropout factory’ high schools, where huge percentages 
do not graduate, have little future in the American economy, and almost none 
are well prepared for college.”82 Note that, although they too are supported 
by federal government money, public charter schools are on average more 
racially segregated than other public schools, and thus do not provide a way 
out of the harsh contemporary reality of school segregation.
 At least since the 1970s the executive and judicial branches of the federal 
government have often allowed, and sometimes encouraged, resegregation 
of public school systems that had in the 1950s and 1960s been under 
pressure or court orders to desegregate. By the 1970s conservative 
appointments to the Supreme Court presaged a long- term movement, 
lasting to the present, away from eradicating the burdens of “slavery 
still unwilling to die” in public schools. By the 1990s federal courts were 
allowing public school systems to abandon desegregation. In cases such 
as Freeman v. Pitts (1992), a conservative Court made it clear that they 
viewed large- scale resegregation of public schools to be constitutional, so 
long as it was not done with overtly expressed racist motivation.83

 Public schools are resegregating across the country, substantially 
because of decisions of conservative, mostly white judges and other 
government officials. During the George W. Bush era (2001–2009), 
numerous federal judges and other federal officials worked with local 
officials to end even voluntary school desegregation, as well as other 
antidiscrimination programs. In 2007, as noted previously, a conservative 
Supreme Court majority knocked down even modest voluntary 
desegregation programs in Seattle and Louisville. In addition, the Bush 
administration’s “No Child Left Behind” (NCLB) law put increased 
pressure for change in pupil achievements on segregated public schools 
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and teachers in low- income communities, yet did not provide them with 
the necessary resources to bring such significant changes in educational 
achievements for low- income students. In effect, this NCLB approach 
represents a type of colorblind racist thinking that “names the symptoms, 
rather than the causes, of racial inequality.”84

most children of color is not because their parents are not supportive of 
education—a view sometimes argued by whites and others to explain 
persisting differences in educational outcomes. One Department of 
Education report showed that 94 percent of black parents checked on 
their children having completed homework, as compared to 82 percent of 
white parents. In surveys and other studies the overwhelming majority of 
black parents and other parents of color reveal themselves to be strongly 
committed to better educations for their children.85

 The continuing racial segregation of public schools is not accidental, 
nor is it the fault of communities of color. Over several decades a great 
many white parents, politicians, and school officials have worked hard 
to keep their public schools as white as possible. There are various 
mechanisms to implement such goals. For example, one research report 
on New York City schools found widespread racial steering and channeling 
of students. The system’s personnel tended to channel white students 
disproportionately into certain schools and programs, and students of 
color disproportionately into other schools and programs. The report 
describes this as a type of institutional racism rooted in conscious racial 
prejudices, malign neglect by officials, and a lack of representation in 
decisionmaking by families of color served by the public schools.86 In 
addition, a recent New York City study interviewed 39 upper- middle-
class white parents about their school choices for their young children 
beginning public education in the city. Most indicated they did want a 
racially diverse education for their children, with an awareness of the more 
diverse and globalizing U.S. society. Yet they chose predominantly white 
schools and programs in their school district. The researchers suggest that

school choice policies allowing for the creation of more diverse 
public schools would be welcome by many of the parents who tend 
to have the most choice in the educational system. Lacking such 
options, and faced with the choice between classrooms filled with 
mostly white and relatively affluent students versus those enrolling 
mostly black and Latino lower- income students, the parents we 
interviewed opted for the former, all the while lamenting the 
distinctions between the choices.87

Most clearly indicated that they did not want their children to be in a 
mostly white school or one with a small minority of whites among a 
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majority of low- income children of color, yet almost all schools fit into 
one of these categories. The ongoing and well- institutionalized racism of 
the larger society shapes not only broad patterns of housing segregation, 
and thus much of the distribution of students in public schools, but also 
the great inequality of educational resources and opportunities among 
schools even across a particular urban school district.
 Once inside public schools, many students of color face discrimination 
by some teachers and administrators. A Florida study by David Figlio 
examined records for 55,000 students from families with two or more 
children in a major district’s schools and found that black students with 
supposedly black- sounding names averaged lower scores on reading and 
math tests, and got fewer recommendations for gifted classes, than their 
own brothers or sisters without such names. “The estimated relationship 
between names and test scores suggests that a reasonably large fraction 
of the Black–White test score gap can be explained by children’s naming 
patterns.”88 According to this study, black children with exotic- to-whites 
names probably get less attention from white teachers who assume their 
names indicate they will not do well.
 Even at relatively desegregated and diverse high schools, the orientation 

of white students at a New Jersey high school created a “White Girls Club.” 
They posted racist commentaries and photos of racist performances in 
social media and wore T- shirts with “White Girls Club” on them to school. 
When critically questioned by other students, they took great offense and 
insisted they were right, as in this comment from a member of the club: 
“Sometimes I wonder if I crossed a line, but then I remember I’m white 
and I can do whatever the (expletive) I want.”89 One black high school 
student commented about the impact: 

This is probably one of the most hurtful things I have ever 
experienced in my life. I have been friends with these girls, and it 
makes me feel as if I’ve done something personally wrong as a black 
woman. I also see that these girls are not remorseful.90

Note again the arrogance and sense of privilege that is at the center of the 
white racial frame, including among younger whites in school settings that 
are racially diverse.

Racial Barriers at Colleges and Universities

In spite of the numerous obstacles that many black children and other 
children of color face in getting equal and first- rate K–12 educational 
opportunities, their educational achievements have been significant. Today, 
younger black Americans are only a little less likely to have completed high 
school than comparable whites. Among those aged 18–24 in one recent 
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year, nearly 94 percent of whites had completed high school, compared 
to about 87 percent of similar African Americans (and 77 percent of 
Latinos).91 By this age most African Americans have gotten at least a high 
school diploma, albeit often one from a high school that did not have the 
more substantial educational resources and college- oriented programs 
available to a majority of white students. Still, their personal achievements 
have closed much of the racial gap in educational attainment. However, 
this closing of the educational gap has not translated into an end of 
discrimination in education or in job markets.
 African Americans and other Americans of color face many difficulties 
in getting a good college education, which is increasingly necessary for 
decent- paying jobs. Discrimination, whether blatant, covert, or subtle, 
is still commonplace at most stages of education at historically white 
colleges and universities. For example, subtle discrimination persists 
in some of the standard screening measures used for admissions at 
undergraduate and graduate levels. How educational merit is measured, 
usually by standardized tests, has largely been mostly determined by white 
educators. Historically, college entrance tests and related screening devices 
have been designed by whites from middle- class backgrounds. Indeed, 
leading social scientists of the 1910s and 1920s who helped to develop 
the forerunners or early versions of today’s college entrance tests, such as 
Princeton University’s Carl Brigham, were outspoken white supremacists. 
Sociologists Zuberi and Bonilla- Silva have demonstrated that some 
important psychometric and other statistical approaches developed by 
the social sciences have roots in early attempts to demonstrate white racial 
superiority.92

 College entrance tests and similar diagnostic tests have often been 
designed, consciously or unconsciously, to measure the things that white 
middle- class people know or do well. For example, college entrance tests 
have used questions about such things as sailing, toboggans, and polo, 
topics more familiar to middle- and upper- class whites than to most 
working- class people, including many people of color. In addition, most 
tests are written in the variant of the English language most accessible to 
white middle- class people.93 White middle- class youth often do better than 
those from certain other racial groups on such tests because they mostly 
come from families with substantial economic and cultural resources 
(such as numerous computers, substantial libraries, and test tutoring), 
resources often linked to the unjust enrichment of their white ancestors 
during the slavery or Jim Crow eras, as well as to racial privileges they and 
their parents have in society today.
 Students of color are also less likely to have families that can 
support their college attendance, substantially because of the negative 
socioeconomic impacts on their families of past and present racial 
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barriers. One Department of Education study showed that the percentage 
of all black students who started college coming from families with yearly 
incomes less than $32,000 was nearly half, which compared to about 16 
percent of white beginning students.94 Better family incomes usually mean 
access to better- resourced high schools, and subsequently to colleges 
and universities. Generally speaking, white middle- class students tend to 
have a better- resourced pre- college education, which gives them an edge 
in scoring well on entrance tests, enrolling in higher- status colleges and 
universities, and completing college programs. Their typically better 
family socioeconomic resources mean advantages in financing a college 
education and, later on, in competing for jobs.
 Indeed, one 2011 study documented the great impact that income 
inequality and other aspects of systemic racism have on enrollment in 
elite colleges and universities, those whose degrees often count the most in 
current job markets. Black and Latino students

are dramatically underrepresented in the most selective colleges. . . . 
The probability of enrolling in a highly selective college is five times 
greater for white students than black students. Even after controlling 
for income, white students are two to three times as likely as black 
students to gain admission to highly selective colleges.

This racial inequality in enrollment in more selective colleges has likely 
increased over recent decades.95

Negative Campus Climates

If they get past the entrance barriers, black students and many other 
students of color commonly confront a range of discriminatory barriers 
on and around historically white college campuses. For example, at 
Dartmouth College there have been a number of recent racist and anti-
 gay incidents, and college students who organized protests against them 

black and Latino students reported an array of racial harassment 
incidents, including being called racist names by whites, racist stares or 
racist commentaries when they enter certain campus areas, racist graffiti 
in dorms, and extra surveillance and identification not required of white 
students. Some faculty of color there also reported racial framing and 
harassment from security personnel, as well as hate emails when they 
protested racism issues.96

 White students at numerous universities have held parties mocking 
Martin Luther King, Jr. and the civil rights movement. Students at 
University of Connecticut law school had a Martin Luther King, Jr. “Bullets 
and Bubbly” party. Whites wore baggy clothes, had fake gold teeth, and 
held machine guns. Clemson University students mocked the King holiday 
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Leonard report that white students there dressed up “in blackface, drank 
40s, wore fake teeth grills, and flashed gang signs.” They report that, a few 
weeks later, white students at Santa Clara University had a “Latino- themed 
party” at which “young women feigned pregnancy, the young men played 
at being cholo and everyone reveled in the symbols and spectacle they 
associate with Latinos.”97

 Over the last decade or so, a great array of racist events—including a 
variety of these “ghetto” and blackface parties, bake sales, and skits—have 
taken place at many other colleges and universities. The list includes, 
among numerous others, Washington University, New College, University 
of Tennessee, University of Texas, Trinity College, Whitman College, 
Willamette College, Texas A&M University, University of Connecticut, 
Emory University, University of Mississippi, Stetson University, University 
of Chicago, Cornell University, Swarthmore College, Tufts University, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Macalester College, Johns Hopkins 
University, Oberlin College, Dartmouth College, Syracuse University, 
Tarleton State University, University of Colorado, University of Arizona, 
University of Alabama, University of Illinois, University of Delaware, and 
several University of California campuses.98

 One sociological study of Halloween events drew on 663 observation 
journals by college students in several regions. These students recorded 
many examples of white students engaging in racist costuming—that 
is, dressing in costumes mocking and stereotyping Americans of 
color. Halloween thus provides a convenient context in which whites 
can “trivialize and reproduce racial stereotypes while supporting the 
racial hierarchy.”99 Developing classroom exercises in connection with 

southwestern university, asked students in two courses to recount what 
they saw at Halloween, including costumes and events at parties or while 
trick- or-treating. In both cases the number of racist costumes reported 
was relatively large. In Mueller’s case her 32 students reported seeing 20 
Indian costumes, four Middle Eastern (for example, terrorist) costumes, 19 
Mexican/Latino costumes, 19 blackface costumes, and 40 other costumed 
portrayals of African Americans. In Chou’s class the 33 students reported 
seeing five Indian costumes, six Middle Eastern/Asian–Indian (for 
example, terrorist) costumes, eight Mexican (for example, migrant worker) 
costumes, ten blackface costumes, and 22 other costumed portrayals of 
black Americans. The latter included “ghetto- fabulous” images, gangsters, 
pimps, prostitutes, crack babies, crack mothers, athletes, large- bottomed 
women, jungle tribesmen, and welfare mothers. In both classes almost 
all of the costumed events involved whites donning the costumes, and 
almost all were negative and mocking portrayals of people of color, with 
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African Americans getting the most such attacks. Students observed 
racialized costumes in many different settings, including student parties, 
restaurants, bars, neighborhoods, and church parties. These extensive 
racist performances by mostly well- educated whites at Halloween again 
reveal the deep realities of a society that is not remotely “post- racial.”100

 The various student parties with racist themes and racist participants 
provide social contexts that apparently seem to the students to be private 
backstage areas—that is, areas where they can openly enjoy blatantly 
racist performances. In this recurring process they propagate and extend 

makes it clear that today the white racial frame still has an array of 
anti- others subframes, out of which whites of various ages can act. In 
addition, hundreds of thousands of examples of these racist subframes 
can be observed in the many racist photos, often of white partying, and 
commentaries on the now extensive Internet social media. Significantly, 
when defending these recurring racist performances, most whites say that 
they are only “good fun” and therefore “not racist.” That is, they insist they 
are “colorblind.” One recent research study had white and black college 
students look at racist- themed party photos and evaluate them like they 
would on a friend’s “wall” on a social media site. White students and others 
who exhibited strong colorblind (“I don’t see racism”) racial views were 
the least likely to see the racist- themed party photos as problematical. In 
addition, these students were “more likely to condone and even encourage 
the racial theme party practice by laughing at the photos and affirming the 
party goers.”101 In contrast, students scoring low in their level of colorblind 
racist views were more likely to oppose such party photos. Facebook alone 
now has more than a billion active users, so the huge number of racist-
 themed party photos and other racism- themed social media postings 
likely has a very significant impact on the millions of people who regularly 
view them—and especially on younger users of these media who are just 
learning the many elements of the dominant white racial frame.
 The impact of whites’ racist actions on students of color is often 
devastating. Leslie Houts Picca and I had 308 students of color at more 
than two dozen colleges and universities keep diaries of racial events they 
encountered for a few weeks during one semester. One typical example 
of blatant discrimination still found on and around many campuses can 
be observed in this diary account from an African American student 
attending a historically white college. He notes a recurring problem:

This is one of those sad and angry nights for me. Tonight marks the 
third time since the beginning of the school year that I’ve been called a 
nigger by a bunch of white students on a . . . weekend. . . . At first I used 
to wonder where they actually take the time in their heads to separate 
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me from everyone else by the color of my skin. I used to just blame 
alcohol consumption for their obvious ignorance and racist attitudes, 
but I have since stopped trying to make excuses for them. I have to 
admit that at times like this . . . I don’t understand how such a system 
of hate could exist. . . . Sometimes it seems that if I am around all white 
people, then I become nothing more than a token Black “exhibit” for 
their amusement. I guess that even I have to be careful not to judge all 
based on a few bad examples, which more often than not is the fate of 
many in the black community today. The saddest thing however, is that 
these people, these college students are supposed to be the supposed 
crème de la crème, the future business and political leaders.102

This savvy student discusses racist attacks and commentaries endured in 
diverse campus area settings. He has faced epithets hurled by presumably 
well- educated whites. Note too that he is encountering the racist actions of 
“future business and political leaders.” These are not isolated incidents 
affecting just this one black student, for the 308 student diarists of color 
recorded hundreds of racist events, most involving whites negatively tar-
geting people of color.
 One part of the problem in these many cases of racist incidents likely 
lies in the fact that many white high school students come to historically 
white colleges and universities, with their currently diversifying college 
populations, unprepared for this diverse reality. Their high schools are 
often overwhelmingly white, and their neighborhoods are often isolated 
from larger populations of color. A few recent studies have examined 
white first- year college students who were randomly paired with 
nonwhite roommates and found that these interracial relationships were 
different from those between randomly paired white first- year students. 
The interracial roommate pairs resulted in less extensive joint activities 
and more breakups than the all- white pairs. One study found that the 
unobtrusively measured racial attitudes of white first- year students 
predicted the longevity of these interracial roommate relationships. Those 
who expressed the most negative racial attitudes were the most likely to 
have difficulty in relating to roommates who were not white.103

 Today as in the past, campus cultures at most historically white 
institutions are still strongly white- oriented and resistant to changes in 
their practices that involve a conventional white framing. At most such 
institutions the majority of white trustees, administrators, advisors, 
faculty members, and students have shown little desire to remake their 
campuses to fully integrate the interests and concerns of students of color 
into the mainstream of campus life and culture. One recent Chronicle 
of Higher Education survey of major private universities assessed the 
racial diversity of their administrative positions above the dean level. 
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The universities they secured data on reported only 1–5 administrators 
of color among their 8–42 top administrators. In addition, as we 
discussed previously, a disproportionate percentage of the relatively few 
senior administrators are in diversity and student- affairs positions at 
these private and public universities, a type of academic tracking and 
segregation away from more powerful administrative positions. The 
reasons for this often relate to top white administrators’ racial framing of 
these professionals. A former top administrator at Harvard commented 
in an recent interview that in college settings professionals of color often 
have to signal to powerful whites there that they are “dominant- culture-
friendly” and, if they are hired or promoted, that they will not make “life 
miserable by coming in here” and diversifying the organizational setting 
too much with people who are not white.104

Discrimination in Public Places

As we have already seen, racial discrimination often has a spatial 
dimension, and its character can vary as a person of color travels from 
their home space to public spaces. In one conversation I had with a black 
professor, he listed a substantial array of everyday discrimination he still 
faces in public places, including the unwillingness of white clerks to touch 
his hand, probably out of some stereotype of “dirtiness” or “danger.” 
He reported white clerks treating him with substantial discourtesy in 
comparison with nearby white shoppers and the obsession white clerks 
have with the possibility of him being a shoplifter. He has periodically 
faced whites who stereotyped him as unintelligent at his gym and in his 
workplace, and whites who stared when he was walking with a white 
woman on the street. Much racist action still takes place in public places 
and public accommodations.105

respondents said they had recently experienced discrimination while dining 
out, shopping, in public transportation, in encounters with police, or at 

survey of 131 African Americans found three- quarters had encountered 
racial discrimination—ranging from rejection to verbal or physical 
harassment—in a hotel, motel, or fast- food restaurant.106 Discrimination 
in restaurants includes poor service that seems racially motivated and often 
being seated at an undesirable table, such as at the back near the kitchen. A 
2012 research study of 200 mostly white restaurant servers found that they 
were often negative in their views of black customers, including their views 
of black dining and tipping behavior. Nearly three- fifths admitted that they 
had treated black patrons or those who they suspected of not tipping well 
in a discriminatory way. Over half reported that they had seen coworkers 
discriminate against black customers. Some 63 percent also indicated 
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that they had periodically heard racist comments and racist code words 
from coworkers, often about customers.107 One of the ironies of current 
discriminatory behavior by white servers is that one of the triggers for the 
civil rights movement a half century ago was significant discrimination in 
the area of public accommodations, including in restaurants.
 Significant discrimination also occurs in retail stores, in spite of the 
significant use of such stores by customers of color. One Gallup poll found 
that 46 percent of black shoppers felt they were not treated as well as whites 
in downtown or mall stores. A number of recent lawsuits have charged 
major retailers with discrimination against black customers needing to write 
checks and with discriminatory overcharging.108 A report by the New Jersey 
Citizen Action group cited data for that state, and nationally, that showed 
a pattern of black and Latino car buyers being quoted substantially higher 
financing rates than comparable white buyers. Financing mark- up charges 
for black buyers averaged as much as 60–70 percent higher than for white 
buyers.109 Moreover, a field audit study examined the treatment of black and 
white customers in retail establishments and found black customers were 
often not served as quickly as comparable whites. Additional discrimination 
takes the form of extra surveillance from sales clerks. There is a pervasive 
type of “consumer racial profiling,” which includes “slow or rude service, 
required pre- payment, surveillance, searches of belongings, and neglect, 
such as refusing to serve African- American customers.”110 Indeed, a majority 
of African Americans report being followed around in stores by clerks. We 
observe in numerous retail settings the high cost of shopping for many black 
customers, as well as many other customers of color, especially the time lost 
and the less- than-equal shopping opportunities.
 Interestingly, since its emergence in the 1990s, the Internet has become a 
type of public space. It has played an important role in the perpetuation of 
white- racist framing and associated discrimination. While the technologies 
of the Internet and of the related computer and mobile communications 
revolutions are thought to be nonracial, even the construction of these 
technologies has sometimes been shaped by an implicit or explicit white 
framing. For example, there is the pervasive and very insensitive use of 
“master” and “slave” language in regard to hard disks and other aspects of 
computer programming, as well as the routine use of white- hand pointer 
icons. Such unreflective usage signals, at the least, that the creators of the 
computer and Internet infrastructure are often racially insensitive whites.111

 In addition, and contrary to much commentary that the growing 
Internet will be non- racist and facilitate antiracism, the Internet’s chat and 
discussion forums and social media—including Facebook, Twitter, and 
MySpace—and other new media such as text- messaging have frequently 
been used to spread and reinforce a white- racist framing of society. 
This has, in turn, brought recurring episodes of discrimination. One 
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recent study of a diverse group of 264 teenagers found that 29 percent 
of the black youth and 42 percent of other youth of color had directly 
experienced racial hostility and racialized mistreatment online—on social 
network sites, in chat and discussion forums, in online gaming, in other 
online settings, or in text- messaging. In addition, 71 percent of the black 
youth and 67 percent of the other youth of color reported that they had 
seen online hostility and racialization being experienced by others. This 
study also found that the individual discrimination experienced by these 
adolescents had a significant negative impact on them, in such areas as 
increasing anxiety or depression.112

 We should note, on a more positive note, that many black, Latino, and 
Asian American posters and bloggers have used their websites and the social 
media to build up an active community among members of their groups 
and, often, to engage in discourse that reinforces a counter- framing response 
to, and set of strategies for dealing with, various types of white racism.113

Discrimination in Health Care

Data on infant mortality provide a dramatic indication of the severe impact 
of accumulating racism on African Americans. The most recent black infant 
mortality rate of 13.1 deaths per 1,000 live births is very high for Western 
countries and more than twice the white infant mortality rate (5.6). Much 
research makes clear that this serious inequality is substantially the result 
of the multi- dimensional impacts of systemic racism. For black mothers 
these immediate and cumulative impacts include having substantially fewer 
economic resources on average than white mothers, as well as having less 
adequate access to pre- natal and post- natal health care in a country that 
rations much health care according to racial and class characteristics. These 
factors affect not only health care options but also the psychosocial stress on 
black women. Ongoing stress has been associated with negative effects on 
health, including on birth weights of babies.114

 Black women, men, and children frequently face recurring 
discrimination when they try to make use of numerous professional 
services, including health care services. Black patients being treated for 
physical or mental illness are, depending on the illness, less likely or far 
less likely than otherwise comparable white patients to get standard and 
adequate care for their medical conditions. For example, one review of 
the medical literature on pain found that patients of color were “more 
likely to have their pain underestimated by providers and less likely 
to have pain scores documented in the medical record compared to 
whites.”115

 One significant issue is the negative racial framing in the minds of 
many white (and white- oriented) medical personnel. One recent research 
study of racial attitudes using the online implicit association test examined 
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the responses of 2,500 people who self- identified as physicians. Some 70 
percent of these showed that they implicitly preferred whites to blacks, 
with men having a stronger preference than women. White physicians, 
the majority of the sample, had the strongest implicit white preference, 
while black physicians showed no implicit white or black preference.116 
Moreover, a Harvard study examined the connection between explicit 
and unconscious racial bias of 287 Boston and Atlanta physicians and 
their thrombolysis recommendations for white and black patients. These 
mostly white physicians showed no overt bias for white or black patients 
on explicit questions about racial matters, yet they did show a pro- white, 
antiblack bias on the implicit association tests given to them. As their 
pro- white bias increased, so did their likelihood of treating white and 
black patients differently in regard to medical procedures. Yet another 
recent study of mostly white and Asian inner- city physicians discovered 
that those who viewed black patient compliance with greater implicit 
racial bias and stereotyping were more likely to dominate dialogues 
with these patients and to receive more negative patient ratings.117 The 
reasons for differential medical treatment along racial lines are yet to 
be fully explored, but clearly include the antiblack stereotypes of the 
white frame, as well as specific health- related stereotypes likely shared 
by numerous white and white- oriented health care practitioners about 
patients of color,

Health and Environmental Racism

Another area of discrimination faced by African Americans and other 
Americans of color today involves issues that are also linked closely to 

and his associates continues to demonstrate widespread problems with 
toxic wastes for communities of color, from San Francisco to Houston 
to New York City. Toxic waste dumps and other garbage dumps have 
often been disproportionately located, usually by white officials, in or 
near communities of color. Citizens of color thus disproportionately 
bear the social and health costs of these facilities. For example, one 
family in Tennessee filed a personal injury lawsuit against local city and 
country officials after discovering that the white officials and other 
white residents had known for a decade that well water in their area was 
seriously contaminated, but had not fully informed them of the dangers. 
Although the lead plaintiff is very physically fit, she got breast cancer, as 
did her mother. Her father died of cancer, and three other relatives have 

landfill had allowed dumping of toxic wastes for years, with toxins getting 
into nearby water sources for a community of color. Bullard has noted 
that this is another example of institutionalized environmental racism. 
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Their nine- year lawsuit was finally settled in 2011, and the family belatedly 
received some compensation for the harm the toxic waste had caused 
them.118

shown that the distribution of hazardous waste treatment and storage 
facilities in towns and cities across the country often is likely to reflect 
extensive discrimination. Using GIS techniques, one study examined racial 
differences in the location of this country’s hazardous waste facilities, 
comparing what they found with findings in previous studies that did not 
use these advanced techniques. They found that the extent of these “racial 
disparities around hazardous waste facilities is much greater than what 
previous national studies have reported.” This was true even when they 
controlled for various economic and political variables that might have 
affected the location of waste facilities. Their data strongly suggested that 
“racial targeting, housing discrimination, or other race- related factors are 
associated with the location of the nation’s hazardous waste facilities.”119

 In 2012 Bullard and his associate Beverly Wright analyzed progress in 
regard to environmental protection for the U.S. citizenry. They note that 
today the main government environmental protection approach is racially 
inegalitarian, for it

institutionalizes unequal enforcement; trades human health for 
profit; places the burden of proof on the “victims” and not on 
the polluting industry; legitimates human exposure to harmful 
chemicals, pesticides, and hazardous substances; promotes “risky” 
technologies; exploits the vulnerability of economically and 
politically disenfranchised communities; . . . delays cleanup actions; 
and fails to develop pollution prevention as the overarching and 
dominant strategy. The dominant paradigm seldom challenges 
environmental racism and other forms of environmental injustice.120

Conclusion

In the last two chapters we have only begun to delineate the extensive 
patterns of everyday discrimination faced by black Americans and other 
Americans of color. Study after study uncovers more evidence that this 
society is very far from the post- racial society that many people claim for it.
 In the 1960s, in a national address, President John F. Kennedy explained 
why he had called out the National Guard—against the wishes of the 
governor of Alabama, George Wallace—in order to enforce a court order 
allowing two African American students to enroll at the then all- white 
University of Alabama. He said:

This nation was . . . founded on the principle that all men are created 
equal, and that the rights of every man are diminished when the 
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rights of one man are threatened. . . . One hundred years of delay 
have passed since President Lincoln freed the slaves, yet their heirs, 
their grandsons, are not fully free. They are not yet freed . . . from 
social and economic oppression.121

After accenting this theme of slavery unwilling to die, Kennedy continued 
by positioning racial equality as a serious moral question for the country. 
Kennedy then sent to the U.S. Congress proposals that would become the 

racial discrimination and officially abolished legal segregation in employ-
ment, schools, federally assisted programs, and public accommodations. 

-
tices and in housing. However, as we have already seen, these important 
laws banning discrimination are often weakly enforced or unenforced. 

-
lican majority on that court essentially blocked much enforcement of the 

officials immediately took advantage of this decision to make voting more 
difficult for voters of color. As a result of official backtracking like this in 
many civil rights areas, African Americans and other Americans of color 
today still do not have the full and equal opportunities in major institu-
tions that have been promised in the official liberty- and-justice rhetoric 
since at least the 1960s.
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7
White Privileges and Black Burdens

Still Systemic Racism

In an interview project that I conducted, a distinguished black professor 
who taught for many years at a historically white university explained well 
the cost of dealing with racism:

If you can think of the mind as having one hundred ergs of energy, 
and the average man uses 50 percent of his energy dealing with the 
everyday problems of the world . . . then he has 50 percent more to 
do creative kinds of things that he wants to do. Now that’s a white 
person. Now a black person also has one hundred ergs; he uses 50 
percent the same way a white man does, dealing with what the white 
man has [to deal with], so he has 50 percent left. But he uses 25 
percent fighting being black, [with] all the problems being black and 
what it means.1

By virtue of an accident of birth, African Americans must typically expend 
an enormous amount of energy defending themselves and their families 
from the recurring assaults of white racism. In contrast, over lifetimes, 
white Americans on average have a major life- energy advantage, for they 
do not waste large amounts of time dealing with the impositions of anti-
white discrimination.
 More generally, white privilege includes the large set of advantages and 
benefits inherited by each generation of those routinely defined as “white” 
in the social structure and processes of U.S. society. White privileges, and 
the sense that one is entitled to them, are inseparable parts of a greater 
whole. These advantages are material, symbolic, and psychological. Let us 
briefly review some of these advantages and privileges.

Privileging White Experiences and Interpretations

Much research indicates that a majority of whites still have an uncritical 
habit of mind that accepts the existing racial order with little questioning. 
In this research most whites, including white youth, tend to explain 
persisting racial inequalities without connecting them to the larger system 
of white power and privilege. A majority even deny that they as a group 
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have benefited significantly from past or present racial discrimination (see 
Chapter 4, pp. 126–129).2

 Karyn McKinney collected the racial autobiographies of white college 
students. These autobiographies reveal that most of these whites do 
not understand their white privilege, largely because they do not face 
discrimination and do not have significant equal- status contacts with people 
of color. Still, this and similar research has revealed that some whites, albeit a 
modest number, have come to better understand racial privilege. At a certain 
turning point, whites who have had significant and sustained contacts with 
people of color often come to understand more about how everyday racism 
operates and about their privileged racial place. Today, as in the past, a central 
difficulty in bringing more racial change lies in the fact that a majority of 
whites do not have close and equal- status relationships with black Americans 
or most other Americans of color. Indeed, most have the option to stay 
relatively isolated in socio- racial terms and to avoid encountering the critical 
views and painful experiences of Americans of color.3

 White privilege also includes an entitlement to decipher a person of 
color’s everyday reality. For example, the mother of one newborn reported 
a white nurse’s comment on seeing her infant: “Oh, this one’s a militant, 

4 The newborn was immediately constructed 
as “black” (in this case, the mother was white, the father black), and 
downgraded, humorously, in white eyes as an alien racial other. Whites 
often take it for granted that they are entitled to their interpretation of 
conditions of people of color without consulting them.
 In addition, a majority of whites are defensive when reminded of their 
white privilege and position in society’s racial hierarchy. In one study 
researchers asked groups of white college students to write an essay about 
the ways in which they had been privileged or had been disadvantaged 
because they were white. Those who were asked to write about their racial 
privileges later scored higher on a modern racism scale with antiblack 
items (for example, “Blacks are getting too demanding in their push for 
equal rights”) than did those students who had been asked to write about 
the disadvantages of being white or about a race- irrelevant topic. When 
these educated whites had to consider racial privilege and inequality, 
most “justified their privileged status by denying the existence of 
discrimination” and accenting the white frame’s antiblack stereotypes. Like 
other research, this study suggests whites’ racial understandings typically 
involve a strong sense of their position on the racial ladder and a need to 
defend that unjustly derived position.5

Social Transmission of White Privilege

From the beginning, the North American system of racial oppression was 
designed to bring many benefits for whites. Slavery, Jim Crow segregation, 
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and contemporary discrimination have all provided whites with many 
social, economic, and political advantages. For that reason whites, as 
individuals and as a group, have a vested interest in actively maintaining 
this system. Systemic racism ensures whites “greater resources, a wider 
range of personal choice, more power, and more self- esteem than they 
would have if they were . . . forced to share the above with people of color.”6

 Today, most whites underestimate not only the level of their privileges 
but the degree to which these privileges exist because they have, to a 
substantial degree, been passed down from white ancestors. Consider 
the principle of unjust enrichment. The coercive taking of one’s personal 
possessions by an individual criminal has some similarities to the coercive 
taking of one’s labor or earned assets by a white slaveholder or, later on, 
by an array of white discriminators.7 Such unjustly gained advantages 
often have a strong societal inertia. When large groups of whites gained 
jobs, income, property, status, or wealth unjustly under slavery and Jim 
Crow segregation, and then passed these advantages and wealth to later 
generations, that did not make the advantages and wealth inherited (and 
enhanced today) by their white descendants to be justly held.
 Each white generation’s discriminatory actions not only create new 
opportunities for unjust enrichment but also provide social processes 
of transmission that pass earlier unjustly gained economic and cultural 
capital to later white generations. For centuries, the system of oppression 
has created extensive inequalities in life chances between whites and blacks 
(as well as between whites and other Americans of color), and the cross-
 generational transmission of these great inequalities remains critical to the 
continuing reproduction of that racial oppression.

Racial Consciousness: Elites and Ordinary Whites

Over the course of our history, white elites have intentionally tried to 
divide ordinary white and black Americans in order to reduce or eliminate 
the possibility of joint protests over difficult working conditions and other 
inegalitarian economic or political conditions. However, while there have 
been historical periods when some white farmers and workers have joined 
with their black counterparts, for most of our history the overwhelming 
majority of white farmers and workers have been active players in 
maintaining systemic racism.8 Over the last century, a majority of white 
workers have usually rejected social- class solidarity with black workers, 
accepting the “public and psychological wage of whiteness” we have 
previously discussed. By doing that, they have regularly weakened their 
own consciousness of social class and of themselves as exploited workers 
under an inegalitarian capitalistic system.
 Today, as in the past, white workers living in modest circumstances may 
not feel privileged, especially relative to elite whites. They certainly sense 
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the need for significant economic improvements in their lives. However, 
because most accept the white racial frame and its racial myths and 
misconceptions, they seem unable to see deeply into the real sources of 
their class oppression under modern capitalism. Their racial framing likely 
makes it hard for most to understand not only the situation of the racially 
oppressed, but also their own situation of class oppression. Nonetheless, 
this lack of understanding does not mean that class oppression is not still 
a major part of this country’s social fabric. In the U.S. today, as in the 
past, racial structure and class structure constantly co- exist, overlap, and 
interrelate. Being white includes not only a higher racial status in society 
no matter what one’s social class is, but also on average having a higher 
social- class position and greater income and resources than if one were 
black. More often than not, a somewhat higher or much higher position in 
the class system comes with birth into the top rank in the system of racial 
categorization. Unmistakably, the U.S. systems of racial oppression and of 
class oppression routinely co- reproduce each other.

Benefits of Whiteness: A Brief Overview

Privileged Access to Societal Resources

From the mid- 1600s to the 1960s this country’s economy was openly run 
as a racist system often using black labor and Native American lands to 
create resources and prosperity for whites. Historically, whites have also 
been the direct beneficiaries of much government assistance intended to 
create more white prosperity and upward mobility. These “affirmative 
action” programs for whites have long provided a substantial basis for 
that prosperity and mobility. For example, in the 1600s several colonies 
provided significant land grants to white colonists, land unavailable 
to those enslaved. As we noted in Chapter 2, from 1860s to the 1930s 
the federal government, operating under the homestead acts, gave 
away millions of acres of government land for little or no cost to white 
families homesteading midwestern and western areas. African Americans 
were generally excluded from access to this land because they were then 
enslaved (in the 1860s) or, later during the Jim Crow era, because they 
were locked into the near- slavery of debt peonage in southern agriculture. 
Overt violence was used by Klan- type groups to drive out many black 
families that did manage to gain a little land on their own. The federal 
homestead program created many billions of dollars of wealth for white 
homesteaders and their descendants, with the latter often benefiting to the 
present day.9

 Numerous large- scale preferential programs for whites have been 
implemented for centuries. Later white entrants into the U.S., such as 
millions of immigrants from southern and eastern Europe, benefited 
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greatly from antiblack discrimination during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Some conservative scholars have tried to argue 
that the societal situation of African Americans since desegregation in 
the 1960s is essentially similar to the harsh societal conditions faced by 
the hardworking white European immigrants in the decades just before 
and after 1900.10 However, this historically naive view ignores the huge 
advantages that white immigrant groups generally had over the black 
Americans who were already in the cities into which these immigrants 
settled. The European newcomers were able to move up the economic 
ladder because most arrived when the economy was expanding greatly 
and jobs were relatively abundant; because many had some skills or 
money resources; because most faced much less discrimination than black 
urbanites; because they were not excluded from residential areas near 
workplaces as black urbanites often were; and because cities were then 
increasingly under control of political machines oriented to the immigrant 
voters. As a result, these immigrants and their descendants were generally 
able to do much better economically, politically, and residentially than 
the black Americans who had already resided in the country for centuries 
before these immigrants arrived.11

 Moreover, until the 1960s most unions discriminated openly against 
black workers, reinforcing racial segregation in the labor market and 
increasing white workers’ incomes relative to those of black workers.12 
Not surprisingly, this long history of white workers’ racial privilege is the 
backdrop for present- day privilege. In recent years many black workers 
have still confronted informal job tracking favoring white workers, as well 
as informal discrimination in unionized and other blue- collar workplaces 
created or collaborated in by white workers. In examining such workplaces, 
numerous researchers have found that these discriminatory practices 
range from subtle to blatant harassment—such as putting hangman’s 
nooses or racist effigies at black workers’ job positions—and that white 
managers often ignore these actions. By means of everyday discrimination, 
white workers maintain their dominance of certain desirable jobs in 
many settings. As a result, black workers and other workers of color are 
frequently kept in a state of stress that may keep them from performing 
as well as they might otherwise, or that forces them to quit—responses 
that mean more job opportunities, promotions, or other benefits for white 
workers.13

More Government “Handouts” for Whites

In the first decades of the twentieth century yet other major government-
 controlled resources were given away, or made available on reasonable 
terms, almost exclusively to white Americans. The Air Commerce Act gave 
U.S. air routes to new companies, mainly those started by aviators who 
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had been trained during World War I. African Americans were not allowed 
into the Army Air Corps and had no opportunity to participate in this 
giveaway of major resources that over time generated significant wealth. 
Numerous other economic resources and opportunities, such as access 
to government- controlled mineral resources and the radio and television 
airwaves, were similarly kept from African Americans, especially in the 
early twentieth century, by means of overt racial discrimination.14

 Similarly, during the 1930s and 1940s, numerous federal New Deal 
programs provided very discriminatory access to yet more important 
resources. As noted in Chapter 2, key government programs heavily 
favored whites. One of the most important subsidy programs was the 
Federal Housing Administration’s (FHA’s) loan insurance and related 
programs, later buttressed by veterans’ housing programs. These enabled 
millions of whites to buy their first homes. Many whites accumulated 
enough home equity to use later on for start- up capital for businesses 
or funding education for children and grandchildren. Other 1930s 
New Deal programs provided much important aid to white farmers, 
bankers, and business executives, enabling them to survive the Great 
Depression and to thrive during World War II and the post- war years. 
Their white descendants have greatly benefited, to the present, from these 
discriminatory federal programs.15

 While many relief programs of the Great Depression and most post-
 war housing and veterans’ programs looked nondiscriminatory on their 
face, and sometimes African Americans did benefit from them, their 
routine administration was usually left in the hands of local white officials. 
These officials generally privileged white individuals and families in need, 
and black individuals and families got far less government assistance than 
they deserved. Some major programs such as Social Security intentionally 
excluded lower- paid categories of workers, such as household workers 
and farm workers, categories where many black Americans and other 
Americans of color worked. As Katznelson has put it, the era of aggressive 
public assistance programs from the 1930s to the 1960s was one when 
government “affirmative action was white.”16

 The growing number of federal government contracting programs after 
1940 made contracts available more or less exclusively to white businesses. 
Firms owned by Americans of color were not allowed significant access to 
these contracts until the 1970s. In the decades just before and after World 
War II many government programs helped white builders, contractors, and 
other businesspeople to get a start and often to thrive. Over the decades 
since, these and other multibillion- dollar federal aid programs have helped 
to build up prosperity for many white businesses.17 Recall again the recent 
research by Mueller cited in Chapter 1, which showed that the histories of 
contemporary white families reveal five times more access to an array of 
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these government- derived assets as the histories of contemporary families 
of color.

Cultural, Legal, and Political Advantages for Whites

Whites have profited not only economically but also educationally, 
politically, legally, and aesthetically from centuries of systemic racism. 
Whites have, on the whole, had much greater access to good educational 
programs than have black Americans. Until the 1960s, most colleges 
and universities—except historically black colleges—were all white or 
nearly so. Today, white students’ access to first- rate college programs is 
significantly greater than for black students—and unencumbered by the 
racist barriers black students currently face. For most of the years since 
public elementary and secondary schools were first created on a significant 
scale in the nineteenth century, they have been overtly segregated along 
racial lines. The period of active school desegregation was brief, and 
resegregation is increasingly the trend (see Chapter 6, pp. 191–194). 
Typically, all- white or mostly white public schools have better educational 
resources and facilities than schools composed predominantly of students 
of color. Once a family’s children have access to good educational capital, 
they are more likely to be successful in securing good jobs and housing, 
and thus to pass along substantial economic and cultural benefits to their 
descendants.
 Generally speaking, much contemporary U.S. culture is still 
substantially shaped by the white population’s European heritage. White 

determinative in U.S. political–economic and legal development. From 
the 1600s forward, European- origin whiteness has been the normative 
standard for much of what is valued in society. The dominant language 
has long been English, with the most privileged variant and accent being 
that of middle- class whites. (All people speak English with an accent.) 
Those not from Europe have had to adopt the language of the dominant 
white group. In addition, the core legal system is rooted substantially in 
the English legal system, and the capitalistic economy is heavily European 
in its values. The U.S. political system was also crafted using European 
political ideas. Today this political system often does little to implement 
real democracy in its operations at state, local, and federal levels. Indeed, 
from the beginning the U.S. political system has allowed those with 
substantial money, usually well- off whites, to generally control the major 
political institutions.18

 In recent analyses of U.S. society, there is a tendency to play down this 
white- European dominance in favor of a “melting pot” perspective that 
sees the central U.S. culture as a grand mixture with substantial input 
from many and diverse immigrant groups over several centuries, including 
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Africans and other immigrants of color. However, apart from a few matters 
such as popular entertainment, music, certain sports, and, to some degree, 
religion, most of the U.S. culture and political economy is still heavily 
shaped by white Anglo- European values, practices, and arrangements.

Controlling Institutions: The Dominant Role of White Men

Not only have whites dominated the economic, political, legal, and 
educational values of this society, they have also been in firm control of 
most of the key roles and top positions in all the powerful institutions 
for centuries. In earlier chapters we have seen how this dominance was 
established, and then transmitted over generations. Today, all major large-
 scale institutions remain white- normed and white- framed in their internal 
sociocultural structures, and white individuals are mostly in command at 
and near the top.
 Even after decades of affirmative action efforts for Americans of color 
and white women, the overwhelming majority of those who run most of 
the more powerful political, economic, and legal organizations in society 
are still white men. One exception is the current U.S. president, the first 
American of color there. Research shows that there is a concrete ceiling 
that generally blocks black Americans, many other Americans of color, and 
white women from many higher- level institutional positions. White men 
disproportionately control most powerful U.S. institutions. For example, 
most higher- level executives in various business sectors are white men. 
Clear evidence of the corporate world’s failure to promote meritorious 
black employees is the fact that so few Fortune 500 companies have ever 
had a black executive as the very top. In the most recent count there are 
only four black CEOs (0.8 percent). There are also only six Latino and nine 
Asian CEOs. Whites thus make up 96 percent of CEOs, and 93 percent are 
white men. In contrast, the U.S. workforce is about 64 percent white, and 
just 33 percent white male.19

 In recent years numerous white commentators have made increasing 
use of the idea that whites have labeled “reverse discrimination.” Surveys 
indicate that many whites believe that discrimination against people of 
color has disappeared or declined dramatically and that whites, especially 
white men, are now major victims of discrimination. However, recent 
research shows that this is a convenient fiction. Drawing on interviews 
with many whites, Nancy DiTomaso has found that the persisting 
opposition by most of them to affirmative action is not so much about 
fear of “reverse discrimination,” but much more about the way in which 
effective affirmative action programs have sought to weaken old patterns 
of institutionalized favoritism for whites—for example, the often 
institutionalized bias favoring whites in competition for most of society’s 
better- paying jobs. In the nearly 1,500 job situations that her respondents 
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talked about in detailed interviews, she found only two situations where a 
white person might have lost a job because of an affirmative action effort 
on behalf of black Americans.20

 While an isolated few white men in historically white institutions have 
occasionally lost one opportunity for hiring or advancement because of 
a modest affirmative action program—usually to well- qualified white 
women or people of color—societal statistics also contradict the notion of 
widespread reverse discrimination affecting white men. We have examined 
numerous data on white male dominance previously, such as their 
overwhelming dominance at the top of hundreds of major corporations. 
Indeed, the most successful “quota” program in U.S. history appears to be 
the one that sees to it that well- off white men dominate exclusively or very 
disproportionately most of our powerful institutions.
 Note too that white men still dominate among those Americans with 
the greatest amounts of wealth. A recent Forbes study of the wealthiest 
400 Americans found that almost all (96 percent) are white. Only one 
(Oprah Winfrey) is black, and women of all backgrounds make up just 
10 percent. The overwhelming majority again are white men. Most have 
inherited substantial money capital and/or significant cultural capital—
such as access to a very good education and important networks—that has 
enabled them to move up economically over their lifetimes. Contrary to 
much public discussion, the majority of these are not “self- made men.”21

White Women: Second- Class Citizens in White America

What scholars call intersectionality is again important here—the 
reality of being white and female. White women are also significantly 
underrepresented at the top of major corporations and other powerful 
organizations, as we see in the 2012 figure of just 14 white women serving 
as Fortune 500 CEOs. Although they are a majority of all U.S. workers, 
these 14 women, plus four women of color, make up less than 4 percent 
of the top CEOs. These modest numbers of white women at the top in 
business and numerous other organizational sectors make it clear that 
white women have not penetrated these decisionmaking heights in 
anything akin to proportionate numbers. Gender discrimination remains 
central, and changes have come slowly. As we have seen in previous 
chapters, white women have historically played a much less central role 
than white men in creating and maintaining our ongoing system of racial 
oppression. No women were among the prominent founders. While white 
women were not explicitly singled out for gender oppression in the new 
U.S. Constitution, they were seen by most male founders as unequal by 
nature and in need of male control. State and federal laws made sure that 
they were second- class citizens under a father’s or other male’s control. In 
the early United States white women had certain important legal rights, in 
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contrast to the situations of black women and men. Constitutionally, they 
were “free persons” and thus had limited rights, albeit those allowed by 
white men who made the laws. In contrast, as the Dred Scott case (1857) 
made clear, black Americans “had no rights that the white man were bound 
to respect.”22

 Moreover, from the late 1600s to the 1860s white women in the middle-
 income and upper- income groups sometimes inherited significant 
socioeconomic resources, including on occasion enslaved African 
Americans gained under inheritance laws. In subsequent decades, 
many white women at these class levels have benefited from the labor 
of exploited black servants (usually women) working in their homes. 
Over several generations, many white women have also benefited to a 
significant degree from the undeserved enrichment of their families 
through the discriminatory arrangements of slavery, legal segregation, and 
contemporary racial discrimination. For centuries white women’s access to 
economic and cultural resources, privileges, and opportunities—though 
significantly restricted by patriarchy and sexism—has on the average 
been significantly greater than that of black women or men. Still, we 
should keep in mind that it is white men (especially elite men) who have 
played the most central role, to the present day, in creating, shaping, and 
maintaining the ongoing system of racial oppression.23

The Many Costs of Racial Oppression

Unjust impoverishment and the struggle against racism for Americans 
of color are the other side of the unjust enrichment and enhanced 
opportunities for whites. In earlier discussions we examined many 
burdens and barriers that constitute racial oppression, including 
discriminatory barriers in employment, housing, education, law, politics, 
and public accommodations. For African Americans and other Americans 
of color this recurring and widespread discrimination has many costs and 
consequences—not only economic costs but also psychological, physical, 
family, and community costs.

Substantial Economic Costs

In recent decades census data have shown the median family income of 
black families to be consistently in the range of 55 to 62 percent of the 
median family income of white families. During the late 1980s and into 
the 1990s this percentage declined. In the late 1990s black median income 
was still about 60 percent of white median income, and today it is just 
under 60 percent. Current data indicate that black households still have a 
much lower median household income ($32,229) than white households 
($55,412). Consider too the cumulative impact of such family inequality. 
Examining data for the generation of Americans now entering retirement 
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years, researchers have estimated that the average white baby- boom family 
will earn $450,000 more than the average black baby- boom family over 
their respective lifetimes of work, assuming about 45-year work lives. This 
is one major economic cost of being black.24

 In addition, the percentage of Americans in poverty remains high, 
about 15 percent in the most recent (2011) data. Additionally, black 
Americans face poverty at a much greater rate (27.6 percent) than white 
Americans (9.8 percent), and also an unemployment rate much higher 
than for whites. Black workers are often among the first laid off during 
economic downturns and among the last to be recalled. Coupled with a 
high unemployment rate is a depression- like underemployment rate. In 
recent decades this rate has been one- third or more of black workers in 
many areas, much greater than for whites. Underemployment includes 
workers without jobs and those who can only find part- time work or who 
make very low wages.25

 One dramatic indicator of generations of accumulating and privileged 
white access to material and educational resources is seen in measures of 
family wealth. Recent government data indicate that the median wealth 
(total assets minus total liabilities) of white families is far greater than that 
of black and Latino families. In the 2010 Survey of Consumer Finances the 
median wealth of white families was $124,000, nearly eight times that of 
black families ($16,000) and Latino families ($15,000). (Earlier 2007 and 
2009 surveys showed even greater wealth gaps.) This wealth inequality has 
stayed very high for many decades. In addition, over the life cycle—that is, 
as the adults in families age—these racial inequalities in family wealth tend 
to increase. The wealth of white families is much higher than that of black 
(and Latino) families substantially because of the housing equities built 
up over generations of discrimination limiting black access to housing 
and other socioeconomic resources.26 White families tend to have higher 
average income and less unemployment, and they are far more likely than 
black (and Latino) families to have significant wealth in such important 
things as interest- bearing bank accounts and stock in companies. Even 
white families in the lowest income fifth of white families have greater 
net worth than black families with substantially higher incomes. Wealth is 
more than just money, for “it’s insurance against tough times, tuition to get 
a better education and a better job, savings to retire on, and a springboard 
into the middle class. In short, wealth translates into opportunity.”27

 A recent National Urban League State of Black America report has 
summarized the current state of the socioeconomic and criminal justice 
conditions faced by black Americans. Today black Americans are much 
more likely than whites to be unemployed, to live in poverty, and to be 
imprisoned. This report uses an Equality Index, a statistical summary 
measure of white–black inequalities in the economy, education, health, 
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community engagement, and the criminal justice system. Their 2013 
summary Equality Index shows a little decline in the overall societal 
position of African Americans relative to whites—72.6 percent in 2007 to 
71.7 percent in 2013. (Equality with whites would be 100 percent.) The 
economic area shows the most relative inequality, and the data reveal 
a little increase in economic inequality from 2007 to 2013. Their data 
also show much relative inequality and some decline over this period 
on a composite social- criminal justice measure (from 65.4 percent to 
57.1 percent). Their calculations also indicate significant inequality on 
a composite health measure (from 75.3 percent to 76.9 percent) and a 
composite education measure (from 78.8 percent to 79.6 percent) relative 
to whites, although on both of these there was a little improvement over 
this period.28

 Recent research reports have made clear that wealth inequality is true 
for black Americans in all income classes, including the middle class. They 
reveal the serious to devastating economic losses many black middle-
 class families took as a result of the great recession of the 2000s. The 
black (mostly lower) middle class was hit hard by rising unemployment, 
declining home values, and less money in retirement plans. A substantial 
majority of black Americans who grew up in the middle- income group 
will likely not be as economically advantaged as their parents’ generation.29

 Some of these income and wealth- inequality data do briefly appear in 
the mainstream media, but there is usually no attempt to understand the 
role of centuries of systemic racism in creating much of this inequality. 
Instead, many public commentators repeatedly suggest that black workers 
and their families are mostly to blame.

The Value of Stolen Black Labor

Gaining an adequate explanation for such large racial inequalities 
requires much deeper probing. Undeserved impoverishment for blacks 
and undeserved advantages for whites began at a very early point in this 
country’s history. Much of the economic advantage and prosperity of 
whites in earlier centuries came directly or indirectly from the labor of 
enslaved Africans and African Americans, or from the country’s economic 
development spurred by profits from slave farms, slave plantations, and 
the slave trade.
 James Marketti once estimated the dollar value of the labor taken from 
enslaved African Americans from 1790 to 1860 at, depending on historical 
assumptions, from at least $0.7 billion to as much as $40 billion (in 1983 
dollars). This is what black individuals and families lost in income because 
they did not have control of their own labor. Taking into account lost 
interest on this stolen wealth from then to the present, the economic loss 
for black Americans is put at from $2.1 to $4.7 trillion (in 1983 dollars). 
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Extending this calculation for the entire period from the beginning of 
enslavement in the 1600s, and calculating it in terms of current- year 
dollars, would increase the dollar value of this lost wealth to a much higher 
figure.30

 After the Civil War, newly freed black Americans faced continuing 
economic oppression. There were proposals in Congress to give those 
recently freed some land—the famous “forty acres and a mule”—to begin 
new lives. Yet relatively few black families got access to the land promised, 
and inequality in agricultural land was a major cause of persisting 
racial inequalities after the war. Using antiblack violence, as well as Jim 
Crow laws, whites in southern and border states denied blacks access to 
good land, fair credit arrangements, political power, and educational 
capital. The costs of Jim Crow for black workers included little access to 
economic capital over the next several generations—even in the form of 
small businesses or farms—and lower wages stemming from widespread 
white discrimination. Economic losses were again high. Researchers have 
estimated the costs of the labor market discrimination against black 
Americans for the years 1929 to 1969 (in 1983 dollars) at $1.6 trillion.31 
Calculating the cost of discrimination for a longer period, from the end 
of slavery in 1865 to 1968, the end of legal segregation, and putting it 
into current- year dollars would increase the cost estimate to far more. 
Moreover, since the end of official segregation black Americans have 
suffered additional economic losses from discrimination. For the year 1979 
alone, one estimate of the cost of discrimination in employment was $123 
billion for black workers. In addition, recall the Urban Institute estimate 
that today black workers lose more than $120 billion annually because of 
employment discrimination.32

 A simple total of the current economic worth of all black labor stolen 
by whites through the means of slavery, segregation, and contemporary 
discrimination is huge—perhaps six to ten trillion dollars. This latter 
figure is exceedingly high, indeed nearly two- thirds of the gross domestic 

these monetary figures do not include other major costs—the great pain 
and suffering inflicted, the physical abuse, or the many untimely deaths. 
Consideration of this massive non- economic damage needs to be figured 
into the ultimate social cost accounting for this country’s white oppression 
targeting African Americans. Adding in the economic and non- economic 
costs inflicted on other Americans of color would raise the total social cost 
of systemic racism to a staggeringly high figure.

Economic Consequences of Racial Barriers

In order to build up successful families and provide for children, parents 
need access to significant economic, educational, and other social 
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resources. Exclusion from even one major opportunity to secure resources 
can have immediate and long- term consequences for families. Stephen 
DeCanio has developed an economic model that suggests that African 
Americans who had no significant material property because of slavery 
and who were emancipated without the promised arable land were as a 
group fated to endure major long- term economic inequality compared 
to whites even if they had experienced favorable employment conditions, 
which they did not. The initial gap in land access “would have produced 
by itself most of the gap in income between blacks and white Americans 
throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.”33 This huge 
racial disparity has passed along to subsequent generations, to the present. 
The long- term impact of initial inequality in agricultural resources would 
“prevent attainment of racial equality even if current discrimination ended 
and blacks and whites had identical tastes and preferences.”34 Not only 
were black families substantially excluded from homestead lands by law 
or violence, they were forced into racially segregated schools, workplaces, 
and residential areas. Legal segregation in the South and de facto 
segregation in the North generally kept black families from generating the 
socioeconomic resources necessary to compete effectively with whites over 
many generations.
 The impact continues into the present. Consider a black person and a 
white person trying to set up a new business. Often such entrepreneurs 
must draw on family savings, such as a house equity, or borrow from 
relatives and banks. The black entrepreneur is much less likely than a white 
entrepreneur to have significant personal or family resources to draw on 
because his or her family has been unable to build up economic resources 
over generations of systemic racism. A black entrepreneur is more likely to 
face discrimination today in getting bank loans. Once white families garner 
economic resources, they may invest those assets and profit from what 
might be called the “money value of time.” Having significant economic 
and other family resources, often unjustly gained because of systemic 
racism, over some period of time allows for the further enhancement of 
family resources. In the past, however, the black businessperson’s parents 
and grandparents likely faced extreme racial segregation, which cut down 
sharply on what they could earn, save, and pass on to later generations.
 Even if the black entrepreneur’s predecessors had been able to start 
a small business, they would very likely have been limited to black 
customers and a black community. Such a business would have had no 
name recognition outside that community. Jim Crow segregation reduced 
business visibility and the effects would persist into later generations 
of business operation. This has not been a problem confronting most 
white businesses. Lack of capital or name recognition stemming from 
past discrimination means that today the black business may well have 
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much more trouble than an otherwise comparable white firm in getting 
new customers and employees. The removal of legal segregation in the 
1960s did not get rid of its substantial and lasting impact in the current 
economy.35

 Today, as we have seen previously, there is relatively little monetary 
inheritance across the generations for most black families. The majority of 
those securely in the middle class today are first generation, so they have 
not had the time to accumulate substantial assets for several generations 
like the majority of white middle- class families. Historically, a great 
many whites have gotten some advantages in terms of the transmission 
of material assets in the form of homes, savings, land, securities, or small 
businesses. Many have gotten other significant advantages, such as access 
to quality education, that translate into material advantages. Centuries of 
discrimination in employment and housing mean that today black families 
are significantly less likely to own their homes than whites. Discriminatory 
practices in home sales, loans, and insurance have long limited the 
ability of black Americans to build up housing equities that whites have 
often used to start a business or help the next generation to get a better 
education.36

 Recent research has also shown that the current white–black differential 
in wealth is not the result of differences in savings rates, but exists because 
black individuals generally inherit little from their families. Whites 
are much more likely to inherit significant wealth. Oliver and Shapiro 
summarize the impact of various affirmative- action programs for whites:

There is a long and rich history that includes the homestead act 
of 1862 and the land- grant colleges of the 19th century, Federal 
Housing Administration loans, Social Security, and the GI Bill, 
as well as the continuous benefits of tax codes that subsidize 
homeownership, property, and wealth. America’s broad middle 
class accumulates two thirds of its wealth through homeownership 
enabled more by federal actions than private thrift, savings, and 
investments. The reach of these social- investment actions, however, 
by both intent and omission, has not been extended to low and 
moderate- income families, and only barely to Hispanics and African 
Americans.37

Interestingly, in recent opinion polls whites often say that black Americans 
are now roughly equal with them, responding as though they do not see 
the many barriers and costs of racism faced today by black Americans (see 
Chapter 4). However, at some level or in some settings, most whites seem 
aware that being black in America does involve major personal, family, and 

white college students how much they would seek in compensation if they 
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were suddenly changed from white to black. Most white students indicated 
that “it would not be out of place to ask for $50 million, or $1 million for 
each coming black year.”38

Additional Cultural Costs

From the colonial period to the present, African Americans have taken 
much strength from their social and cultural heritage, one rooted in 
extended families and friendship networks. The knowledge carried in 
these networks includes positive values and perspectives on life, as well 
as portraits of role models that buttress identity and self- respect. Black 
Americans have had to be like experienced anthropologists and know 
white society well in order to survive or thrive; they have had to be experts 
on how to respond to hostile white actions. Black American culture has not 
arisen freely but under conditions of oppressive slavery, segregation, and 
contemporary discrimination. It thus has important elements of cultural 
resistance and counter- framing to white racism. While this black culture 
has many strengths, and draws on its African heritage, it also reflects the 
past and present exclusion of black Americans from the many privileges 
and resources available to whites, as well as the forced assimilation 
into Anglo- American ways pressed on black Americans. Reflecting on 

enslavement “was that of lost languages, cultures, tribal ties, kinship bonds, 
and even of the power to procreate in the image of oneself and not that of 
an alien master.”39

 In recent years some analysts have tried to counter arguments 
that racism is still systemic with the contention that the U.S. now has 
very much of a “rainbow culture.” The suggestion is that many whites 
accept much of the music (for example, jazz and rap) and some other 
entertainment that has emerged from black communities. However, 
whites in decisionmaking positions, such as at the head of powerful media 
corporations, generally control the way in which even black music and 
entertainment elements move into the white- dominated culture. In its 
early stages after the 1960s civil rights movement rap (hip- hop) emerged 
as protest music and commentary, as a type of resistance against a white-
 racist society. However, as it came under the control of these media 
corporations, much of this black cultural assertiveness against racism has 
been significantly channeled or watered down. As Ellis Cashmore has put 
it, whites have converted much of this black culture “into a commodity, 
usually in the interests of white- owned corporations” and “blacks have 
been permitted to excel in entertainment only on the condition that they 
conform to whites’ images of blacks.”40

 This apparently respectful acknowledgment of black cultural 
achievements conceals, just below the surface, old white- framed 
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stereotypes of black Americans as entertaining, hypersexualized, thug-
 like, or marginal to the mainstream. In addition, much of what was once a 
protest music form, rap and hip- hop, is substantially altered, and no longer 
has the power of antiracist resistance that it once had. The absorption of 
a few elements of a subordinated culture into the dominant culture does 
not mean much if there is little change in the fundamental aspects of the 
dominant culture and society, such as in its prevailing legal practices, 
discriminatory ways of employment, and discriminatory political and 
business practices.41

The Broad Psychological Impact

Writing at a time when efforts at racial desegregation were starting to be 
reduced in the 1960s, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. contended that, if racism 
is to be eradicated, then whites “must begin to walk in the pathways 
of [their] black brothers and feel some of the pain and hurt that throb 
without letup in their daily lives.”42 In much recent research many black 
Americans have indicated that they still feel like “outsiders” in the United 
States. The omnipresent reality of white hostility and discrimination 
generates this distressed feeling. Racism is constructed not just in racist 
framing in white minds, but also in the ways that whites interact with 
black men, women, and children. Thus, when a black person enters an 
organization that is predominantly white or walks down a street where 
whites are numerous, “race” is seen and created in those specific places 
by recurring white framing, animosities, and actions. In important 
interactions with whites, blacks are often excluded from full human 
recognition, important social positions, and significant societal rewards.43

 Recurring discrimination can bring a significant psychological toll. 
Frequently when a black man is near, white women will tightly clutch 
their purses and white women and men will take such defensive actions 
as getting out of elevators, crossing the street, or locking car doors. If such 
actions come to whites’ attention, they tend to view them as “minimal 
slights.” Yet these actions can have a negative and lasting impact, for 
the targeted black man will probably feel like an outcast or alien. At a 
minimum, every black person has to develop some strategies to counter 
this psychological warfare by whites. Contemporary social science has 
documented the severe negative effects that such dehumanization has on 
physical and emotional health.44

Recurring Challenges to Self- Confidence and Identity

The impact of everyday racism includes a range of psychological 
reactions—from anxiety and worry to depression, anger, and rage. In 
interviews with many African Americans, my colleagues and I have found 
that they speak poignantly about the recurring impact of blatant and 
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subtle discrimination on the self- esteem and self- confidence of themselves 
and of friends and relatives. In recent research we have found that a great 
many African Americans, especially older women and men who had 
significant experience with Jim Crow, today suffer from something like the 
post- traumatic stress syndrome—with its pain, depression, and anxiety—
that has been documented for military veterans of some U.S. wars.45

 Many African Americans are especially concerned about the negative 

examined the impact of racist stereotypes on student performance. In 
numerous studies by Claude Steele and his colleagues, black and white 
students have been given skills tests similar to the Graduate Record 
Examination (GRE). When this examination was presented to black 
students as a test of their “intellectual ability,” they did less well on the tests 
than white students of comparable ability. In contrast, when the test was 
presented to the black students without the suggestion that it was a type 
of intelligence testing, they performed at a level similar to that of the white 
students. This is a situation of “stereotype threat,” one where commonplace 
stereotypes are brought to the front of black students’ minds. Stereotype 
threat can distract and create anxiety and self- consciousness that hurt 
test performance. The stereotype threat in research settings has a short-
 run impact on performance, yet in the longer term, recurring stereotype 
threats in society can seriously “undermine the identity” of those greatly 
affected.46

 Indeed, ours is still a society where the lack- of-intelligence stereotype 
is regularly pressed on black Americans and some other Americans of 
color in schools and through the mainstream media. Discussion of white–
black “IQ” differentials reappears every few years, usually resurrected by 
conservative or uninformed whites. Spoken or written stereotypes, when 
repeated, can have a negative impact, perhaps reducing a person’s effort 
to achieve important personal or family goals. From cradle to grave, 
whites force black Americans to live out their lives under a constant 
bombardment of racist- stereotype threats and, as a result, to create an 
important repertoire of psyche- saving measures to counter them.

Rage and Energy Loss

the extent to which anger and rage among black Americans are created by 
the pervasiveness and complexities of everyday discrimination. Drawing 
on clinical interviews, they concluded that successful psychological 
counseling with black Americans must deal directly with this omnipresent 
discrimination. They concluded that black Americans “have been asked to 
shoulder too much. They have had all they can stand. They will be harried 
no more. Turning from their tormentors, they are filled with rage.”47 Today, 
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anger and rage over white racism are still commonplace. Overtly expressed 
or silent, this rage can lead to inner turmoil, emotional withdrawal, and 
physical problems.
 The seriousness of black anger over discrimination is made clear in 
the following comments from an interview with the distinguished black 
professor whose quote opened this chapter. Replying to a question about 
the level of his anger (on a scale from one to ten) toward white racism, he 
answered:

Mine has had time to grow over the years more and more and 
more until now I feel that my grasp on handling myself is tenuous. 
I think that now I would strike out to the point of killing, and not 
think anything about it. I really wouldn’t care. Like many blacks you 
get tired, and you don’t know which straw would break the camel’s 
back.48

In his interview he made it clear that he gets most angry from observing 
the discrimination that white Americans constantly inflict on black youth.
 Dealing with racism regularly entails an array of other psychological 
costs as well. For example, a rather vigilant, cautious, and/or defensive 
approach to life is usually necessary. Some psychologists have pointed out 
that to survive everyday racism a black person has to view every white 
person as “a potential enemy unless he personally finds out differently.”49 
Recall too the opening chapter quote from the distinguished black 
professor that noted the energy loss imposed on African Americans. The 
latter must expend an enormous amount of energy defending themselves 
and their families from the assaults of racism on a recurring basis and over 
lifetimes. As a consequence, black men, women, and children may not be 
able to achieve what they might otherwise have achieved. This energy 
drain may also mean they do not have as much energy to put into their 
families, organizations, and communities as they might otherwise have 
had. In contrast, over lifetimes white Americans on average have a major 
life- energy advantage, for they do not waste large amounts of energy 
dealing with antiwhite discrimination.

The Negative Impact on Physical Health

The stress, anger, and rage created by everyday racism can generate serious 
physical health consequences. When asked in interview studies about 
the costs of the discrimination they face, African American respondents 
frequently cite a broad range of health problems—from hypertension 
and stress diabetes to stress- related heart and stomach conditions. 
Several studies have examined the relationship between experiences with 
discrimination and various diseases, especially stress- related diseases. 
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For example, one study of a large sample of black women found modest 
statistical associations between breast cancer incidence and level of 
reported experience with discrimination. This relationship between cancer 
incidence and discrimination experience held true when other factors 
affecting cancer risk were controlled for.50

 One qualitative field study that my colleagues and I conducted involved 
focus group interviews with middle- class African Americans. Several 
participants gave details on how high blood pressure and other health 
problems were linked, at least in part, to everyday discrimination. One 
nurse in the Midwest commented on her body’s reactions to a workplace 
with a hostile racial climate:

That’s when I got high blood pressure. And my doctor  . . . I told him 
what my reaction, my body’s reaction would be when I would go 
to this place of employment . . . which was a nursing home. When 
I turned into the drive- way I got a major headache. I had this 
headache eight hours until I walked out that door leaving there. I 
went to the doctor because the headaches had been so continuously. 
And he said . . . “You need to find a job because you do not like where 
you work.” And within myself I knew that was true. But also within 
myself I knew I had to have a job because I had children to take 
care of. But going through what I was going through wasn’t really 
worth it because I was breaking my own self down . . . it was constant 
intimidation. Constant racism, but in a subtle way. You know, but 
enough whereas you were never comfortable. . . . And then I finally 
ended up on high blood pressure pills because for the longest, I tried 
to keep low. I tried not to make waves. It didn’t work. I hurt me.51

Contemporary racism literally makes people sick. Like other research 
studies using in- depth interviews with black Americans, we found that 
they often associate the discrimination they encounter over a lifetime with 
such physical problems as chronic fatigue, back pain, insomnia, and recur-
ring stomach problems and headaches. Discrimination has physical and 
psychological impacts.
 Much health research has focused on high blood pressure. In these 
studies most black respondents report significant problems with 
discrimination. However, the statistical relationship between reported 
discrimination and high blood pressure has varied, with some studies 
reporting a clear relationship between reported level of discrimination and 
high blood pressure, while others have not. One reason for the variability 
may be the way in which African Americans deal personally with and 
recall everyday discrimination. For example, one study found the highest 
blood pressure levels in older black adults who verbally reported the least 
discrimination. These researchers suggested that in this reporting of less 
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discrimination there may be some internalized oppression going on—that 
is, some older respondents blame themselves and view unfair treatment by 
whites as deserved or may use denial of the discrimination they have faced 
as a coping strategy.52

 Numerous studies document the often severe impact of everyday racism 
on various other diseases for African Americans and other Americans of 
color. One review article examined various links between discrimination 
and the disparity in rates of heart disease for black and white Americans, 
with the former having substantially more heart problems than the latter. 
The researchers conclude that institutional racism “can lead to limited 
opportunities for socioeconomic mobility, differential access to goods and 
resources, and poor living conditions,” all of which have negative impacts 
on cardiovascular health. Another impact on health comes from stress 
that racism causes, which “can induce psycho- physiological reactions 
that negatively affect cardiovascular health.” A third impact lies in the 
“negative self- evaluations of accepting negative cultural stereotypes as true 
(internalized racism).”53 This study might also have added a note on the 
impact of the frequent discrimination that African Americans and other 
Americans of color face in dealing with white medical personnel (see 
Chapter 6, pp. 202–203).
 Demographic data on longevity indicate the physical harshness of 
racism in cold statistical terms. African Americans average significantly 
shorter lives than white Americans, which has been true for centuries. 
Historical studies indicate that most enslaved black Americans died by the 
age of 40, while on average white slaveholders lived more than 40 years. 
By 1900 the life expectancy for an average black person was only 32–35 
years, about 16 years less than that for the average white person. Today, 
this black/white gap has closed significantly but is still large. As I noted 
in Chapter 1, today the average black person has a life expectancy three 
to five years (female/male) less than the average white person. Among 
major racial groups, African Americans have the lowest life expectancy 
and highest death rates in numerous death categories. For many deceased 
African Americans, everyday racism could indeed be listed on their death 
certificates as a major cause of death.54

A Complex and Accumulating Burden

Thinking in terms of the complex and cumulative impacts, Rodney Coates 
describes everyday racism as a cage:

To the casual observer, each wire does not appear to be sufficient in 
and of itself to retain the bird. But when viewed from either within 
or as a whole we see a finely constructed cage. The problem, from a 
pedagogical, policy, research, or activist perspective, is that we tend 
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to concentrate on only one wire or phenomenon, removal of which 
leads to great anticipation that the war has been won. Unfortunately, 
while even more insidious wires are being constructed, the others are 
left intact.55

Repeated encounters with white- racist framing and racial mistreatment 
accumulate across many institutional arenas and over long periods of 
time. The lifetime number of such encounters for the average black adult 
is undoubtedly in the thousands. Moreover, the impact on an individual is 
usually much greater than what a simple summing of her or his experi-
ences might suggest. The cumulative impact of psychological and physical 
problems directly or indirectly linked to everyday racism can likely be seen 
in the significant differentials in health and in life expectancy noted previ-
ously.
 For many white commentators, what they view as the little 
discrimination remaining in society is only a problem of individual bigots 
and localized impacts. This view is way off the mark. Today, as in the past, 
the recurring assaults of blatant, covert, and subtle racism have strong 
effects not only on individual African Americans and other Americans 
of color, but also on their larger social circles, for the reality and pain of 
repeated discriminatory acts are usually shared with relatives and friends 
as a way of coping with such inhumanity. Over time the long- term pain 
and memory of one individual becomes part of the pain and collective 
memories of larger networks, extended families, and communities. This 
negative impact requires the expenditure of much individual, family, and 
community energy to endure the oppression and to develop important 
counter- framing and active strategies for fighting back.56

The Price Whites Pay for Racism

Recall the 1960s Supreme Court decision where Justice William O. 
Douglas argued that the “true curse of slavery is not what it did to the 
black man, but what it has done to the white man. For the existence of 
the institution produced the notion that the white man was of superior 
character, intelligence, and morality.”57 Such white- racist thinking entails 
living a lie, for whites are not in fact superior in character, intelligence, or 
morality.
 According to surveys cited previously, a majority of whites do not have 
much empathy for the suffering of those who face racial discrimination. 
For a great many, participation in racial discrimination, or winking at its 
practice by other whites, feeds a distancing of the racialized others. This 
distancing feeds further discrimination, social alexithymia, or insensitivity. 
Not surprisingly, analyses of corporate workplaces have concluded that 
discrimination by many white male executives and managers often lies in 
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their inability to deal well with any group—be it black or female—that is 
quite different socially from themselves. As a result of this difference, there 
is an often unconscious failure to extend to the racialized others the same 
recognition of humanity they enjoy themselves.58

Living a Rhetorical and Hypocritical Ethic

Traditionally optimistic approaches to U.S. racial matters have accented 
the egalitarian values supposedly held by the majority of white Americans. 
Some decades back, Gunnar Myrdal, a Swedish social scientist, and his U.S. 
colleagues conducted a major study of Jim Crow segregation, reported in 
the influential 1944 book, An American Dilemma. Representing the small 
liberal wing of the U.S. elite, these researchers argued that whites were 
under the spell of the American creed. This creed encompassed the “ideals 
of the essential dignity of the individual human being, of the fundamental 
equality of all men, and of certain inalienable rights to freedom, justice, 
and a fair opportunity.”59 As they saw it, this abstract equality ethic, as 
stated prominently in U.S. law and public rhetoric, was in great tension 
with the society’s legal segregation—thus the phrase “an American 
dilemma.”
 However, as sociologist Oliver C. Cox pointed out in a review at the 
time, they failed to fully understand that the problem of U.S. racism is 
not at base a problem of failed ideals, but rather of the social, economic, 
and political interests of whites as a racially privileged group. The vested 
interests of whites orient them to keeping in place an extensive system 
of racial privilege and hierarchy that works to their advantage; for most, 
this outweighs their mostly rhetorical commitments to equality and 
justice values. Today, the majority of whites still have at best a limited 
commitment to equality and justice ideals in their everyday practices. The 
evidence in this book strongly suggests that most do not yet wish to see 
such principles actively incorporated into a thoroughly reconstructed, 
fully egalitarian U.S. society.60

Suffering for the Racist System

Some of the price that systemic racism has demanded from whites can be 
calculated in lives. For example, the slavery system not only cost millions of 
African and African American lives over the course of its bloody existence, 
but it also took some white lives. Being a white sailor on slave ships or a 
white slaveholder or overseer on slave plantations was often a dangerous 
job, as those enslaved sometimes lashed out at or killed their immediate 
oppressors. The 1860s Civil War took 620,000 lives on both sides. African 
American soldiers died in significant numbers fighting against slavery and 
for the Union, but most of those soldiers killed and maimed were ordinary 
white farmers and workers.61
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 In the past and the present, ordinary white farmers and workers who 
accepted the psychological wage of white superiority have been much 
less likely to organize effectively with farmers and workers of color. For 
centuries, this lack of united organization has meant less desirable working 
and living conditions for ordinary Americans, including white Americans. 
Today, the impact of historical Jim Crow segregation can still be seen in 
continuing divisions between many white workers and workers of color. 
When white workers have refused to organize effectively with workers of 
color against exploitative employers, they have often received less in the 
way of wage and workplace improvements than they might have secured.
 Before and after the Civil War, ordinary whites paid a heavy political 
price for systemic racism. In creating an undemocratic society where 
barbaric violence against African Americans was enshrined in many 
laws, such as fugitive slave laws, or legitimated by informal practice, such 
as thousands of brutal lynchings, whites lost some liberty as well. This 
was especially true for southern and border states with large numbers of 
enslaved black Americans where the system of social control for enslaved 
blacks spilled over into greater political inequality for less- powerful whites 
than in the North. The dominant political arrangements, for whites as well 
as blacks, were authoritarian—with elite- dominated, one- party political 
systems the general rule. Autocratic white elites dominating local and state 
governments were typically uninterested in providing adequate public 
health programs, schools, and colleges, for ordinary whites or for blacks.62

 Today, southern states still reflect this heritage. As a group, these 
states have larger proportions of poverty- stricken citizens and generally 
weaker public schools and universities, public health programs, and 
other programs providing for the general welfare of citizens than do 
the northern states as a group. Inferiority in public services affects the 
white, black, and other citizens of these states in very significant ways. In 
addition, the intense political conservatism of the substantial majority of 
southern white voters today is in significant part a lingering consequence 
of the South’s extraordinarily racist past.63

Some Costs of Social Isolation

Today white and black Americans are substantially segregated in terms 
of residence and neighborhood. As we have seen, such segregation has 
had severe consequences for black Americans, limiting access to jobs and 
services. It has also had some negative consequences for whites who have 
fled the central cities and moved to distant suburbs, directly or indirectly 
for racist reasons. In the process white families have generally paid a price 
in terms of higher housing costs, long- distance commuting, pollution 
from automobiles, and problems associated with central city decline. 
This suburban expansion is costly in terms of infrastructural costs—for 
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transportation, water, and sewage systems—that increase greatly with 
sprawling suburban and exurban development. Residential segregation 
and residence/job mismatch have also been shown to affect overall 
metropolitan economic growth.64

 Whites pay for continuing racism in elevated levels of racialized fear 
and ignorance. Recall the Chicago study of two adjacent suburbs, one 
white and one black (Chapter 4, p. 137). Whites there were found to reside 
in an isolated bubble where they were generally able to live out their lives 
with few experiences that enabled them to get to know black Chicagoans. 
They were often fearful of their black counterparts because they had 
few contacts. Such isolation is serious because it means that whites with 
greater privileges and power do not have the experience necessary to view 
other Americans with accuracy and sensitivity. Most do not understand 
the oppressive reality faced by African Americans and other Americans of 
color. Thus, social scientist Gary Orfield suggests that whites growing up 
in heavily white suburban enclaves typically have “no skills in relating to or 
communicating with minorities.”65 In the future, as the country becomes 
more diverse, this white orientation will become a major disadvantage. In 
addition, such white isolation will be more of a handicap as the United 
States becomes yet more involved in international trade and diplomacy in 
a world where the political and economic leadership is becoming diverse 
and where non- European countries are becoming ever- more powerful 
politically and economically.

Conclusion

Systemic racism has had, and currently has, profound human 
consequences. This is regularly recognized by international agencies. 
United Nations reports calculate a Human Development Index (HDI). 
The HDI is an evaluation of quality of life and incorporates data on 
income, health, and education indicators for various countries and for 
subgroups within these countries. For 186 countries examined in the most 
recent (2012) index, the United States ranked just fourth in terms of its 
overall quality of life. A similar index, the American Human Development 
Index, rated quality- of-life statistics for black Americans, Latinos, Native 
Americans, Asian Americans, and whites. White Americans and Asian 
Americans ranked at the top on this quality- of-life index, while African 
Americans, Native Americans, and Latinos ranked significantly lower. The 
quality of life for African Americans as a group remains relatively low, 
and that of white Americans relatively high, by national and international 
standards.66 These figures for African, Native, and Latino Americans 
underscore some of the long- term costs of systemic racism.
 To these statistics should be added centuries of uncounted suffering, 
health damage, and rage over injustice. Only by adding all these important 
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factors together can one assess accurately the long- term impact of slavery, 
segregation, and continuing racism. The total cost of four centuries of 
systemic racism has been extraordinarily high. While whites as a group do 
pay some price for the centuries- old system of U.S. racism, that price pales 
when put up against that paid by African Americans and numerous other 
groups of color.
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8
Systemic Racism

Other Americans of Color

Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) researchers interviewed 500 
working- class Latino Americans in towns and cities in Tennessee, North 
Carolina, Louisiana, Georgia, and Alabama. More than two- thirds reported 
that they had regularly been the victims of racism. Anti- Latino hostility 
and discrimination ranged across an array of incidents mostly perpetrated 
by whites:

[Latinos] are routinely cheated out of their earnings and denied 
basic health and safety protections. They are regularly subjected to 
racial profiling and harassment by law enforcement. . . . And they 
are frequently forced to prove themselves innocent of immigration 
violations, regardless of their legal status. This treatment—which 
many Latinos liken to the oppressive climate of racial subordination 
that blacks endured during the Jim Crow era—is encouraged by 
politicians and media figures who scapegoat immigrants and spread 
false propaganda.1

While the West and Southwest have traditionally been the home for most 
Latinos, the Latino population in the South has grown rapidly in recent 
years.
 In the twenty- first century Latino Americans in various regions still face 
much racial hostility and discrimination, mostly from whites acting out 
of an anti- Latino subframe of the white racial frame. That centuries- old 
white frame, central to antiblack thinking from the days of slavery to the 
present, has been expanded by whites since the mid- nineteenth century to 
cover Latino, Asian, and other immigrants of color, as well as their many 
descendants.

Foundational and Systemic Racism: A Brief Review

In recent years some scholars and other analysts have argued that social 
science researchers, government agencies, and the media give (1) too little 
attention to the racial histories and discriminatory situations of groups 
such as Latino, Asian, and Native Americans and (2) too much attention to 
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the racial history and current situation of African Americans.2

point, they are quite correct, for a review of current research and policy 
literatures reveals that these Americans of color have not received nearly 
the research or public policy analysis and attention that they deserve, 
especially given their long struggles with white racism in this society.
 However, on the second point, they are generally incorrect. Much more 
in- depth attention needs to be given by researchers and policymakers to the 
history and contemporary situation of African Americans. A comprehensive 
understanding of the racial situations of all Americans of color, those 
who are black and those who are not, requires digging deeply into U.S. 
history to uncover the system of racial oppression in the foundation of the 
nation created by Europeans and European Americans in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. White elites and the white rank- and-file were 
central to an extensive land theft and enslavement process from the first 
decades of European colonization. By the mid- seventeenth century those 
enslaved, mostly African Americans, were positioned and viewed by 
European Americans and their new legal system as chattel property. This 
white- on-black enslavement, coupled with the genocidal seizure of Native 
American lands, was well institutionalized and rationalized in an evolving 
white racial framing of society. Thus, white- on-black oppression has been 
a central reality of this society from its first century. Antiblack oppression, 
for centuries, has penetrated every major area of this society, and thus has 
shaped the lives of Americans of all racial backgrounds.
 African Americans have played no role in creating the dominant system 
of oppression, except to be its targets and resisters. They have had no 
role in creating the dominant racial frame rationalizing this oppression, 
although they had actively resisted that framing and the systemic racism of 
which it is part. Today, as in the past, how most of these racial patterns are 
implemented and discussed is largely controlled by white elites, including 
those in the U.S. media and higher education.
 Viewed historically, African Americans have been oppressed much 
longer by white Americans than any other group except Native Americans. 

labor under slavery, segregation, and contemporary discrimination. The 
extremely large number of black Americans who were, and are, oppressed 
underscores the central significance of white- on-black oppression. 
Between 1619 and 1865 approximately six to seven million black 
Americans lived under conditions of slavery in North America.3 Moreover, 
between 1619 and today tens of millions of black Americans have lived in 
this country—and thus have had their labor taken and their lives burdened 
and truncated by slavery, segregation, and contemporary discrimination. 
The total number historically is larger than for any of the other groups 
that have suffered racialized oppression in this country.4
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of energy to oppressing black Americans—initially for labor reasons and 
later for a range of economic, social, and ideological reasons. To this point 
in U.S. history, whites as a group have put less time and physical and 
mental energy into exploiting and oppressing groups such as Asian and 
Latino Americans, if only because the latter have been in this country in 
very large numbers for shorter periods of time.5

established in the seventeenth century, substantial individual and collective 
resistance by black Americans forced whites to put even more effort into 
maintaining white- on-black oppression. For the first 200 years of colonial 
development, the only other non- European groups of great concern to 
European Americans were Native American societies, which were often 
seen as enemies to be destroyed or driven far from white borders. Until 
the 1870s these indigenous societies usually rimmed the boundaries of 

societies were generally able to confront whites on their turf and draw 
on strong indigenous resources. Whites were intent on the destruction 
or displacement of the indigenous societies by whatever means were 
necessary. However, by the 1870s Native Americans had lost the ability 
to make treaties as separate nations, and those surviving white expansion 
were usually forced into isolated reservations, where they have periodically 
been targets of private and government intervention intending to steal 
more land or other resources, destroy community solidarity, or force 
acculturation to white culture.6

 While they have been the recurring targets of extreme white brutality 
and recurring genocide, Native Americans have not played as central a 
role in the internal socio- racial reality of the colonies or the United States 
as have African Americans. Native American labor never became integral 
to the booming eighteenth- and nineteenth- century economy of the new 
white- controlled country, nor were Native Americans integrated as a 
group into the new country’s core socioeconomic institutions. Still, the 
ideological notions of white supremacy and superiority over those viewed 
as “inferior” peoples were early honed by white colonizers in regard to 
both Native Americans and African Americans. Whites mostly viewed 
Native Americans as uncivilized “savages” to be driven away or killed off in 
genocidal invasions. Early on, anti- Indian ideas and imagery became part 
of the developing white racial frame.
 During the first century of development a sense of white identity was 
brought about both in regard to the Native Americans on the borders of 
white territory and in regard to African Americans within the midst of 
the white colonists. By the late 1700s, however, this sense of whiteness was 
increasingly asserted mostly in terms of white views of a contrasting and 
undesirable blackness. This orientation has persisted. For centuries now, 
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a majority of whites have viewed the country in substantially white–black 
terms. Numerous research studies of whites strongly suggest that the racist 
socialization of whites in regard to Americans of color other than black 
Americans is usually less systematic and basic to white identity, emotions, 
and practices.7

Implementing the Racial Status Continuum: Immigrants of Color 
and Their Descendants

The longstanding structure of white- on-black oppression has regularly been 
extended by whites for each new non- European group, including those 
who have mostly come into the U.S. sphere of direct domination since the 
nineteenth century. U.S. society is not a multiplicity of disconnected racisms 
directed at various peoples of color. The structure of racial domination 
developed for enslaving African Americans and killing off or driving 
away Native Americans was extended by descendants of the early white 
colonists and founders for the oppression of other non- European groups. 
From the mid- nineteenth century to the present, numerous groups of 

Americans—have been brought into this highly racialized U.S. system, often 
to be exploited for their labor. White elites and the white public have long 
dominated and evaluated later non- European entrants coming into the 
United States from within the previously established and highly imbedded 
system of antiblack oppression and its centuries- old white racial framing.8

 Each new immigrant group is placed, principally by dominant whites, 
somewhere on a white- to-black status continuum, the still commonplace 
measuring stick of social acceptability. This socio- racial continuum has long 
been imbedded in white framing and practices, as well as in the developing 
consciousness of Americans of color. Generally, the white- imposed racial 
continuum runs from white to black, from “civilized” whites to “uncivilized” 
blacks, from high intelligence to low intelligence, from privilege and 
desirability to lack of privilege and undesirability. Since the seventeenth 
century, blackness has been conceptualized as the opposite of whiteness 
and European- ness.9 Central to U.S. society is a comprehensive white-
 superiority framing imbedded in an underlying social- structural reality. 
“White” and “black” are socially constructed categories riveted to a white-
 dominated structure of racial oppression, and it is those with the greatest 
power, white Americans, who substantially control who gets placed where 
in the continuum’s racial categories. This longstanding continuum accents 
physical characteristics, color coding, and other elements in which European 
American features and cultural norms are highly privileged.

privileged white end of the racial spectrum. Thus, some Latinos and Asian 
Americans have from time to time been classified as “honorary whites” or 
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“near whites,” such as in white- led, anti- affirmative-action efforts where 
Asian Americans are praised as being the equals of whites who supposedly 
need no antidiscrimination protection or affirmative action. In addition, 
legal scholar Frank Wu has accented the opposite phenomenon in which 
some people of color are defined as “constructive blacks,” as being near or 
at the black end of the racist continuum.10

 The treatment of Americans of color has varied according to their 
time of entry, size, culture, physical characteristics, and economic 
resources. In the case of Asian and Latino groups, for instance, whites 
have often emphasized a key dimension to the placement equation, that 
of “foreignness.” In every case it is the dominant group that has set the 
major terms for a new group’s incorporation, framing, and continuing 

Asian, Native, and African American groups did not develop there in the 
same way, yet each was shaped by the pre- existing framework of white 
supremacy, the central organizing principle of society brought by white 
migrants from eastern U.S. states. These whites brought a well- developed 
white- racist frame rationalizing black subordination and applied their 
racist ideas, with embellishments, to other groups also seen as biologically, 
intellectually, and culturally inferior.11

 For later groups of non- European immigrants, whites’ racist framing 
and practices targeting them have been tailored to the particular entry 
or mobility conditions of these immigrants. When, for instance, Asian or 
Latino groups have become important for white employers seeking their 
labor or brought into the country for other reasons, whites have ranked 
and categorized them along the light- to-dark (and close/not close to 

the lighter- skinned a group is, and/or the more Anglicized it seems to 
whites, the better it will be treated and viewed.

Some Later Entrants into the Racist System: Chinese and Mexican 
Immigrants

into the ever- expanding, white- controlled land area of the United States. 
The racist system developed for African Americans in relation to white 
communities was extended to Asian, Native American, and Mexican 
groups. Historical circumstances, particularly timing and mode of entry 
into the sphere of white domination and the group’s size and prior 
resources, have usually meant a significant difference in experiences with 
whites. Let us examine briefly the experiences of important immigrant 
groups from China and Mexico.
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Chinese Immigrants

By the late nineteenth century the United States was involved in major 
imperialistic pursuits in Asia and elsewhere around the globe. U.S. and 
European missionaries and businesspeople moved across the world. Western 
incursions disrupted numerous Asian economies and sometimes stimulated 
out- migration. For example, in the mid- nineteenth century various white-
 run enterprises in Hawaii and on the Pacific Coast were seeking low- wage 
workers. U.S. labor recruiters secured 200,000 Chinese workers between 
1848 and 1882 to work on railroads, in mines, and in personal service jobs. 
Chinese immigrants were sought as low- wage workers who would set a 
model of hard work for other workers. When Chinese labor was imported 
in the 1850s, whites already had in place a well- developed system of black 
oppression and racist framing. This white- supremacist system was adapted 
and expanded to encompass these Asian immigrants. Anti- Chinese images 
and stereotypes took root not only in the views of the white elites seeking 
to justify exploitation of Chinese laborers, but also in the views of ordinary 
white workers facing competition from these immigrants.12

immigrants were often associated “with blacks in the racial imagination 
of white society.”13 They were grouped with African Americans, with both 
groups being seen as dangerous to the health of U.S. politics and society 
by many whites who framed the society in aggressively white- supremacist 
terms. Even into the late 1920s, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld state 
laws placing Chinese Americans in racially segregated black (not white) 
schools. Early on, the San Francisco Chronicle compared Chinese workers 
to African slaves: “When the coolie arrives here he is as rigidly under the 
control of the contractor who brought him as an African slave was under 
his master in South Carolina or Louisiana.”14 These Asian immigrants 

“coolie” became part of the expanding white racial frame.

another threat to whites’ racial purity. In 1880 the California legislature 
passed a law prohibiting whites from marrying a “negro, mulatto, or 
Mongolian.” The racial slur “mulatto” referred to someone with black and 
white ancestors, while the racial slur “Mongolian” meant Asian. Earlier, 
in 1854, the California Supreme Court overturned a lower court’s ruling 
convicting a white man of murder on the basis of testimony by Chinese 
Americans. A California law declaring that “no black or mulatto person, 
or Indian, shall be permitted to give evidence” against a white person was 
said by this court to include the Chinese because they fell under the term 
“black person.” The court explicitly said that the term “black” includes “all 
races other than Caucasian.”15
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 In the 1840s, thousands of whites began to migrate to California. 
Chinese and other Asian workers were intentionally used by white 
employers to displace better- paid white workers. With increasing 
competition between white and Chinese laborers came the adaptation 
and application by these white workers and their allies of negative 
racist stereotypes, images, and epithets already used to defame black 
Americans. Chinese immigrants were called “niggers” or similar epithets 
and characterized in racist imagery as savage, deviant, criminal, or child-
 like. In cartoons Chinese Americans were often portrayed as having 
what were thought of as African features such as darker skin and big 

aesthetically incomparable, and highly civilized group. Instead of working 
to build alliances with Asian American workers against exploitative 
employers, white workers persisted in their commitment to a white racial 
consciousness, and whites- only unions frequently led the growing anti-
 Asian agitation.16

 Together with other leading newspapers, the New York Times compared 
“millions of degraded negroes in the South” with a “flood- tide of 
Chinese . . . with all the social vices.”17 The country’s media spread the 
racist imagery of an inassimilable and dangerous foreign “flood” of 
immigrants—a theme still common in some anti- Asian and anti- Latino 
framing today. This white fear of being overwhelmed by those who are not 
white and do not fit well into established white culture is an old theme 
that began in eighteenth- century antiblack racism—in, for example, the 
intellectualized racism of Thomas Jefferson (see Chapter 3).

Americans. While both groups were often framed as lazy, devious, or 
criminal, Chinese Americans were additionally stereotyped as culturally 
alien and undesirable immigrants. A racist law excluding “undesirable” 

War II, when China was a U.S. military ally, were Chinese immigrants—
and then only 105 a year—again allowed to legally enter the United States. 
In the intervening decades, the overwhelming majority of whites viewed 
these Chinese Americans not as “real” Americans but rather as an alien 
and excludable “race.” For example, in 1896, even as he defended some 
rights for blacks as the lone dissenter in the Plessy v. Ferguson antiblack 
segregation case, Supreme Court Justice John Marshall Harlan added this 
negative comment: “There is a race so different from our own that we do 
not permit those belonging to it to become citizens of the United States. 
Persons belonging to it are, with few exceptions, absolutely excluded from 
our country. I allude to the Chinese race.”18

been triangulated between whites and blacks, with a negative evaluation 
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on the two axes of superior/inferior and of insider/foreigner. Initially, 
the white view of Chinese immigrants stressed their similarity to African 
Americans in inferior racial status, but over time the dimension of 
foreignness was given ever- greater emphasis.19 The established U.S. system 
of white supremacy, with its ingrained racist framing and discriminatory 
practices in all major institutions, was again extended and adapted, this 

and Africans share a subordinate position to the master class, yellow is a 
shade of black, and black, a shade of yellow.” The two groups are kindred 
peoples “forged in the fire of white supremacy.”20

Other Asian Immigrants

After the Chinese were excluded in the 1882 law, there was a division 
among whites regarding more Asian immigration. Needing labor, some 
West Coast employers pressed hard for new workers from Asia. Soon, 
modest numbers of Japanese and Filipino workers were imported to fill 
low- wage jobs in Hawaii and on the West Coast. However, many whites—
including some powerful members of the elite—were still opposed to the 
presence of more Asian immigrants, typically on blatantly racist grounds.
 Initially, Japanese and Filipino immigrants had to endure white-
 supremacist attacks that characterized them, like African and Chinese 
Americans, as unintelligent, physically ugly, lazy, or unmanageable. In 
chorus with other white supremacists, James Phelan, a U.S. senator from 
California, claimed that Japanese immigrants were a threat to the “future 
of the white race, American institutions, and Western civilization.”21 
Aspects of antiblack imagery were applied to these Asian immigrants, 
but whites especially emphasized their “foreign” character. Like the 
Chinese, the Japanese faced anti- foreign stereotypes portraying them 
as unassimilable and threatening to the dominance of the “white race.” 

Agreement” between the United States and Japan, whereby under U.S. 
government pressure the Japanese government cut off most immigration. 
Similarly, the modest numbers of Filipino immigrants permitted in the 
1900 to 1930 period were cut sharply to just 50 a year by the 1930s.
 Interestingly, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
some whites were opposed to overseas imperialism in Asia and Latin 
America because they feared such involvement would bring immigrants 
of “inferior” blood into the U.S. mix. However, other white supremacists 
lauded U.S. and European imperialism because it meant that whites 
brought “civilization” to their “little brown brothers” overseas. Many 

the time: “Take up the White Man’s burden / Send forth the best ye breed.” 
In this view superior whites had a missionary obligation to civilize the 



241

world’s peoples of color. This latter view won out in the United States. 
When the U.S. military defeated Spain in the 1890s Spanish–American 
War, the Philippines and Cuba became colonies in the U.S. empire.22

continuum means consignment to extreme oppression, Asian immigrants 
and their descendants have often tried to break out of this white-
 determined racial classification. The Naturalization Act of 1790 explicitly 
limited the privilege of naturalized citizenship to “white” immigrants. This 
designation of white was created in opposition to black, and for decades 
being non- European meant being classified politically and legally as 
more or less black in the minds and practices of whites in power. Between 
1878 and the 1920s numerous U.S. courts examined applications for 
naturalization from members of Asian groups. In an 1878 case, In re Ah 
Yup, a federal judge decided that a Chinese immigrant could not become 
a naturalized citizen because he was not white. This decision explicitly 
cited the classification of races by the European racist thinker Johann 
Blumenbach in arguing that the meaning of “white person” was generally 
viewed as not including Asians. These court cases decided that those who 
were partially or totally Asian were not white and were thus ineligible for 
citizenship. This explicitly racist criterion for U.S. citizenship was not 
eliminated until the 1952 Immigration and Nationality Act.23

The Incorporation of Mexican Immigrants

The first Mexican residents of the United States did not immigrate, but 
were brought into the United States as a result of the Mexican–American 
War of the 1840s. Mexicans were incorporated into the expanding U.S. 
empire by the conquering whites. Whites who invaded northern Mexico in 
the early nineteenth century were often from the slaveholding South, and 
some brought in enslaved African Americans.
 Whites who migrated to these southwestern areas usually carried the 
system of white racism in their minds, propensities, and practices. They 
applied their white- supremacist, antiblack framing to Mexicans, who were 
viewed as intellectually, physically, and culturally inferior. At the time of 
the Anglo- American invasion of Texas and California numerous Mexicans, 
including in leading families, had some African ancestry. This multiracial 
heritage fueled racist reactions to Mexicans by whites immigrating there. 
They called Mexicans “niggers” or other racist epithets and treated them in 
the discriminatory ways they did African and Native Americans. Stephen 
F. Austin, a white adventurer who founded new Texas communities, 
viewed Mexicans as a “mongrel Spanish- Indian and negro race.”24 In 
the congressional debate over annexing northern Mexico, a leading U.S. 
senator, John C. Calhoun, opposed such annexation. The United States 
had never 
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a government of the white man. . . . [T]here is no instance whatever 
of any civilized colored race, of any shade, being found equal to the 
establishment and maintenance of free government.25

Nonetheless, annexation took place. Whites had no trouble moving from 
malevolent conceptualizations of the “black race” to similarly venomous 
views of other “colored races.” Such views became part of an expanding 
white- racist framing of society.
 By the early 1900s, agricultural and industrial expansion created an 
increased demand for low- wage labor in the Southwest. White employers 
recruited large numbers of Mexican laborers for farms and factories, with 
federal assistance. After a decline in Mexican labor importation during 
the 1930s Great Depression, throughout World War II white employers 
again sought Mexican workers for low- wage jobs. Periodically since then, 
employers and their allies in government have sought Mexican workers 
to do low- wage agricultural and manufacturing jobs, even as growing 
numbers of political groups have agitated against such immigration. By 
bringing in large numbers of Mexican workers, employers have helped to 
change the U.S. demographic and political landscape in often dramatic 
ways.
 Like black Americans, Mexican Americans have been recurring targets 
of white- supremacist actions. In fact, the first extensive discrimination 
targeting U.S. Latinos was aimed at Mexican Americans in the mid-
 nineteenth century. After the Mexican–American War, many Mexican 
families lost their lands by force or chicanery to white newcomers. Those 
who lost lands often became landless laborers or sharecroppers on land 
formerly owned by Mexicans or Mexican Americans.26

 In the century after the war with Mexico, Mexican Americans in 
numerous areas faced blatant discrimination and overt segregation in 
employment, housing, schools, and public accommodations. Blatant 
discrimination was often backed by white violence and lasted into the 
1960s—with some continuing to the present. In the Sunbelt states this 
usually informal discrimination was a logical extension of, and often 
patterned on, that developed for black Americans, but whites added 
embellishments—such as hostility to many uses of the Spanish language—
to their racist framing and discriminatory practices. For decades Mexican 
American children, to take just one example, were punished for speaking 
Spanish in schools and their names were Anglicized.27

 In 1897 a white federal judge ruled that a Mexican American petitioner 
could become a naturalized U.S. citizen only because of treaty agreements 
associated with the 1840s war with Mexico. The racist judge declared that 
if a “strict scientific classification of the anthropologist should be adopted, 
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he would probably not be classed as white.”28

a matter of government action. Well into the middle of the twentieth 
century prominent whites, in state legislatures and the Congress, publicly 
described Mexican Americans as mixed- race “mongrels” or “inferior 
coloreds”—often with reference to their “inferior” Indian or African 
“blood.” In contrast to white framing of Asian immigrants, in the case of 
Mexican Americans many whites have given much more attention to this 
“mixed blood,” indeed to the present day. Again we observe the U.S. racial 
hierarchy and its rationalizing frame in operation.29

 Anti- Mexican framing and discrimination developed among white 
workers as well as in the elites. Because of competition with Mexican 
workers—especially after the large- scale immigration beginning in the 
1910s—white workers and union organizations frequently participated 
in hostile verbal and physical attacks on Mexican immigrants, including 
many lynchings.
 In some settings, in the past and the present, Mexican Americans have 

reason is that the white discrimination faced by Mexican Americans has 
often been more informal. Another is that as a group Mexican Americans 
have historically had somewhat greater resources to draw on. Mexican, 
other Latino, and Asian immigrants to the United States in the last century 
have usually had the ability to maintain strong links to their home country. 
These ties have provided family and moral support, and sometimes 
monetary aid, in the face of racist barriers. For these immigrants and 
their descendants, home country ties have generally not been destroyed by 
centuries of oppression, as they have been for most African Americans. In 
addition, from the 1850s to the 1920s people of Mexican descent on both 
sides of the U.S.–Mexico border had a history of armed struggles against 
oppressive whites, struggles that inspired later generations to openly fight 
anti- Mexican discrimination.30

 When Chinese, other Asian, and Mexican immigrants were brought into 
the United States by employers seeking to exploit their labor, most whites 
automatically placed them in a racialized status much inferior to that of 
native- born whites. They were initially categorized at or near the “black 
end” of the white- to-black racial continuum. This placement has not 
meant that Mexican Americans or other Americans of color have shared 
exactly the same treatment from whites as African Americans, but history 
shows that whites, especially elites, substantially shaped the conditions for 
each group’s incorporation into society, for their level of economic and 
political development, and for the character of the racial oppression they 
face.
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Intermediate Placement and Status

From the first stages of the development of systemic racism in the 
seventeenth century, African Americans were placed at the bottom of the 
racial hierarchy, with the only other non- European groups—the Indian 
societies—usually being destroyed or forced beyond white- controlled 
territory. As new non- European groups entered the country from the 
1840s to the early 1900s, they were initially placed near the black end of 
the racist continuum in terms of the white racial framing and oppressive 

allowed the movement of some people of color to an intermediate position 
on the white- to-black racial continuum.
 Some Americans with ancestral roots in Asia or Latin America have 
been able to alter their racialized status within the white- dominated 
society, but only because whites have come to see them as “better” in racial, 
physical, and/or cultural terms than African Americans. Writing in the 

this white- controlled ranking:

Whenever there are two or more races in the same racial situation 
with whites, the whites will implicitly or explicitly influence the 
relationship between these subordinate races. . . . The race against 
whom the whites are least prejudiced tends to become second in 
rank, while the race that they despise most will ordinarily be at the 
bottom.31

Certain lighter- skinned, more white- looking, more acculturated—as 
defined by whites—subgroups among Asian and Latino Americans have 
sometimes been viewed and framed by whites as more acceptable than the 
darker- skinned, less white- looking, less acculturated members of these 
same groups. At various times in history, some Asian and Latino Ameri-
cans have been accepted by whites in an intermediate racial status, espe-
cially if they are a small part of a local population or intermediate 
placement is of benefit to whites. In the early decades of Anglo- American 
settlement in the Southwest, a few lighter- skinned Mexican Americans in 
Texas, New Mexico, and California, especially those with land and money, 
were treated as “honorary whites.” After World War II, to take another 
example, Japanese Americans, including some who had been in U.S. con-
centration (“detention”) camps, were more likely to be hired than African 
Americans in better- paying job categories in California. Their educational 
attainments were one reason, but so was their placement by whites in a 
more intermediate status on the societal racial continuum.32

 More recently, a few groups among Latinos, such as lighter- skinned, 
middle- class Cuban Americans and South Americans, and certain groups 
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among Asian Americans, such as middle- class Japanese, Chinese, and 
Asian- Indian Americans, have periodically been accepted by whites 
as closer to the white than the black end of the old racial continuum. 
Nonetheless, this near- white placement can be unstable and fluctuating. 
And it is not ordinarily extended by whites to the majorities of certain 

 Whites make much use of placement in the intermediate status to 
keep the racist system flexible but intact. For example, when mainstream 
media or other analysts say positive things about the success of certain 
Asian or Latino American groups, they tend to single out those who are 
lighter skinned or especially “assimilated” and “white- acting.” They point 
to achievements of selected middle- class Japanese Americans, Asian-
 Indian Americans, or Cuban Americans to suggest that these Americans 
are working harder and conforming better to the white- determined core 
culture than African Americans. Whites and others operating out of 
the dominant racial frame often cite some in these groups as examples 
of achievement “who do not need affirmative action.” In this way the 
dominant racial frame and hierarchy are protected, as one group of color 
is played off against another, to white advantage.33

 Since the 1960s certain Asian American groups, such as Japanese or 
Asian- Indian Americans, have been cited by white opinion makers as 
“model minorities.” Whites, especially elites, again have determined how 
these groups are to be viewed. At earlier points in history, these and other 
Asian Americans were typed negatively as “black” or “near- black” on the 
racial continuum, but now certain people within that Asian umbrella 
category are publicly constructed by whites as nearer to white. Somehow, 
their “nonwhiteness” and their foreignness are not as much of a problem 
in the white mind as they once were. Not surprisingly, the stereotyped 
“model minority” term and framing were originally created in the 1960s 
by white social scientists, media commentators, and politicians who sought 
to condemn African Americans for their protests against discrimination. 
Certain Asian Americans were said by many whites to be moving up the 
socioeconomic ladder unhindered by discrimination and without such 
protests. Today, these Asian Americans are still often said to be models of 
success because of their commitment to the “work ethic” and other values 
of importance to such white analysts.34

 This model- minority stereotyping remains very much a part of the 
contemporary white racial frame. It not only misrepresents the condition of 
Asian Americans, many of whom are relatively poor and most of whom still 
suffer significant discrimination of various types at the hands of whites, but 
also creates resentment among non- Asian Americans of color because it is 
widely used to assert that the U.S. is now a just society. The ability of whites, 
especially the powerful, to control much of the placement of peoples of 
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color on the white- to-black continuum and to define their societal position 
is a valuable tool used for the continuing reproduction of systemic racism.

The Position of Immigrants and Their Children

Until the increased immigration that began in the 1960s, there were 
modest numbers of Asian and Latino Americans. Today, their numbers 
are growing significantly. Majorities of the larger Asian American groups, 
except for Japanese Americans, and majorities of the larger Latino groups 
are currently immigrants or their children. These important groups tend 
to be concentrated in metropolitan areas in western and southwestern 
states and in a few other large metropolitan areas like New York, Chicago, 
and Miami. In the last few decades we have seen an increase in numerous 
areas in anti- immigrant groups and in hostile agitation targeting 
immigrant groups. Nonetheless, and in contrast to previous eras, national 
opinion polls show today that only a small percentage (about 16 percent) 
of Americans view immigration, including Asian and Latino immigration, 
as a national problem that should be a top priority for legislative action.35

 However, in certain geographical areas with substantial numbers of 
Latino and Asian immigrants, such as Texas and California, Latino and 
Asian American communities are much larger and play a more significant 
role in interracial relations than elsewhere. There immigrants of color, 
especially Latinos, have periodically been targeted in openly racist terms 
by white- run nativistic groups. For them the foreignness imagery is 
very strong. In these areas a great many whites have shown greater 
antagonism than people in other areas toward bilingual programs and 
assisting immigrants with public services. For example, a Proposition 187 
campaign in California in the 1990s tried to restrict hospital and other 
services for undocumented immigrants, but the proposition that passed 

similar measures. A Proposition 209 campaign in California successfully 
eliminated affirmative action programs for college students of color, 
which especially hurt Latino and black students. In addition, a late- 1990s 
Proposition 227 campaign successfully put limits on bilingual education 
in California, thereby destroying some of the most effective learning 
programs for immigrant children.
 Interestingly, some social science research suggests that a pre- existing 
conservative political and social framing is more important in shaping 
increases in certain states’ anti- immigrant legislation than actual numbers 
of Latino immigrants. After studying anti- immigrant legislation passed by 
state legislatures, two researchers concluded that

ideological framing is the most consistently important factor 
determining legislative responses to newcomers. . . . The current rush 
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to legislation is a made- up crisis. . . . These immigrants have become 
part of a larger political dynamic and positioning based on racialized 
fears and misperceptions about the impact of immigration.36

Gradually Blending In?

Some social commentators and analysts today actually see the children 
and grandchildren of recent Asian and Latino immigrants, as well as 
the descendants of earlier immigrants in these groups, as progressively 
blending into the dominant white group and becoming “white.” 
Nathan Glazer has described Asian and Latino Americans as becoming 
significantly less different from whites in residence, income, and attitudes. 
Eventually the “two nations” making up the United States will “become the 
black and the others.”37 Political scientist Andrew Hacker has argued in the 
case of Asian and Latino American groups “none of the presumptions of 
inferiority associated with Africa and slavery are imposed on these other 
ethnicities.”38 As he sees it, later generations are gradually merging into the 
white category through conformity to white ways and movement into the 
middle class.
 However, arguments that Latino or Asian Americans are gradually or 
rapidly blending into the dominant white group are problematical. Some 
commentators seem to accent such a blending into whiteness because it 
enables them to distance themselves, and white society, farther from 
African Americans, whom they view as the most troubling racial group.39 
Perhaps most problematical for the progressive blending arguments is 
the reality of continuing and substantial discrimination by whites against 
Latinos and Asian Americans, including those who are middle class (see 
below).
 Some surveys do indicate that whites are more willing to accept Asian 
Americans and Latinos into their neighborhoods and certain other social 

and Latino Americans as intermediate groups on the racial continuum can 
be seen in public white attitudes toward intermarriage. In one survey 37 
percent of whites said they would be opposed to a close relative marrying 
a black person, and only 23 percent said they would approve of such an 
intermarriage. This contrasted with somewhat greater approval among 
these white respondents for white–Asian intermarriages and white–Latino 
intermarriages in their families.40 (In addition, a few other surveys asking 
how whites feel about white–black intermarriage in general reveal smaller 
percentages opposed.)
 Interracial marriages are increasing in number, but are still a modest 
proportion of marriages. A 2012 Census report showed that just 9.5 
percent of all opposite- sex married couples had spouses with different 
racial backgrounds (including Hispanic). The overwhelming majority 



248

of all marriages are still within racial groups. In addition, a substantial 
majority of intermarriages involving whites are between whites and 
groups other than blacks. A recent Pew Center analysis of newlyweds 
found that 15 percent were in interracial marriages. About 57 percent of 
these new interracial marriages were between whites and either Latinos 
or Asian Americans—with just 12 percent between whites and black 
Americans. Even so, many contemporary analysts view this modestly 
growing percentage of interracial marriages involving whites and Latinos 
or Asian Americans as an important indicator that these nonblack groups 
are progressively blending into the dominant white society and are a signal 
of an end to the U.S. as a racist society.41

 In several ways, however, intermarriage figures are ambiguous or 
problematical measures of the pace and character of such assumed societal 
change. Many intermarriages may represent two people relating to one 
other for distinctive reasons that may not indicate broad societal changes. 
For example, historically many white–Asian marriages have been between 
white men and Asian war brides from areas where the U.S. government 
has been involved militarily. These relationships account for a significant 
number of current intermarriages. There is also a growing international 
trade in Asian and Latino brides for white men. In these cases the patterns 
of intermarriage disproportionately reflect certain distinctive choices 
of individuals, including white men who are seeking “traditionally 
submissive” mates, rather than a broad and mutual adaptation between 
members of two different racial groups.42

 Moreover, the idea of some assimilation- oriented analysts that slowly 
increasing numbers of intermarriages signal an end to white racism 

expressed opposition or discomfort with racial intermarriage, as noted 
previously. Indeed, the low rate of white–black marriages today, as 
compared to other intermarriage rates, likely signals the continuing reality 
of antiblack framing among many whites. In addition, we know from 
research previously cited that many whites will say one thing in public 
or to strangers like pollsters—for example, adopt an “I am colorblind” 
approach—and do yet another when it comes to comments among 
relatives or friends, as well as in their discriminatory actions in various 
settings. Several studies of white–black and other interracial dating 
and marriages indicate that the couples in these relationships are often 
not treated well by some white relatives, friends, and other community 
residents. While whites in the communities where these couples reside 
may say publicly in surveys that they generally have no opposition 
to white–black relationships, they will also emphasize that they view 
such relationships as likely being troubled, internally or externally, and 
somehow problematical. Thus, as Erica Childs explains from her data on 
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white–black couples, the problems “identified by the community groups 
were addressed differently by the couples. For example. whites described 
interracial relationships as unnatural, non- traditional, or plagued by 
cultural differences, while the couples discussed their relationships as the 
same as intraracial couples.”43 Such recurring white questioning of, or 
opposition to, these relationships—as well as the pain that white reaction 
causes for couples—are significant evidence that increases in interracial 
relationships do not signal an end to racism.

Is Becoming White a Real Possibility?

Today, many analysts who are especially hostile toward or critical of the 
large numbers of Latino and Asian immigrants in the United States tend 
to accent certain groups within these broad umbrella categories, such as 
Mexican Americans or Southeast Asians (for example, the Vietnamese), 
respectively. The latter groups, it seems, look and act less like middle- class 
whites, at least as seen by many whites. Anti- immigration analysts pick 
among groups in the umbrella Latino and Asian categories to suit their 
ideological purposes. As these groups have grown, intense opposition has 
emerged from some sectors of white America. We noted previously the 
former Forbes editor Peter Brimelow’s assertion that the American nation 
“has always had a specific ethnic core. And that core has been white.”44 
Analysts like Brimelow and media commentator Patrick Buchanan seem 
worried about large numbers of immigrants of color threatening “Western 
culture” by watering it down. Less- strident views making the same point 
about the supposedly deteriorating “white core” of society can be found 
in prestigious journals such as Foreign Affairs. These nativistic analysts 
certainly do not view Latino and Asian immigrants and their children as 
white or as blending easily into a white- dominated society.45

 Moreover, being categorized as nearer the white than the black end 
of the old racist continuum does not mean that a group, or member of 
a group, is viewed as being truly “white” by whites. According to some 
research, most whites do not see the larger groups of Latino and Asian 
Americans as white. We gave a questionnaire to 151 self- defined white 
college students asking them to place a long list of U.S. racial–ethnic 
groups into “white” or “not white” categories. Very large majorities 
indicated groups like the following were clearly “white”: Irish Americans, 
English Americans, German Americans, and Italian Americans. In contrast, 
not one listed African Americans as white, and substantial majorities 
classified all listed Asian American groups (such as Japanese Americans 
and Chinese Americans) as not white and all listed Latino groups (such 

relatively well- educated whites had no trouble placing these groups on the 
racial–color continuum that is still central to in their everyday framing of 
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U.S. groups. These data strongly suggest that very substantial majorities of 
white Americans are not yet incorporating groups of color into a white, or 
even near- white, category in their minds.46

 Moreover, surveys have found that the majority of Latino Americans 
typically do not see themselves as white when they are allowed an array 

survey of nearly 3,000 Latinos, modest percentages of numerous Latino 
groups identified their group as “white” when given the standard (and 
limited) U.S. Census Bureau’s categories of white, black, Asian, American 
Indian, and Pacific Islander, with just one exception. Just 17 percent of 
the Mexican American respondents identified as white, compared to 

percent of South Americans. (The exception was Cuban Americans, 55 
percent of whom chose white.) Majorities of the Mexican American and 

Hispanic as their racial identity, as did the sample as a whole.47 In a 2011 
Pew survey most of the Latino respondents again did not see themselves 
as fitting neatly into the Census Bureau’s standard categories. Asked to 
state their racial group in the somewhat changed census terms, 51 percent 
chose “some other race” or “Hispanic/Latino.” This time, 36 percent of the 
total group identified as white, with 10 percent identifying as black, Asian, 
or multiracial. Interestingly, on another question 47 percent said they 
were very different from the “typical American.” Being Latino in a white-
 dominated United States is clearly a difficult and complicated experience.
 In addition, some field interview research on Asian Americans suggests 
that most of them do not see themselves as white, although many try to 
conform aggressively to the ways of whiteness in order to adapt in this 
racist society. Clearly, having an intermediate status on the white- imposed 
racial spectrum does not mean that one is seen, or easily sees oneself, as 
fully white.48

 Some scholarly and media analysts have argued that the growing 
population of “multiracials”–Americans who openly identify as belonging 
to more than one racial group—will eventually weaken or force a 
replacement of the conventional racial categories, and thus the dominant 
racial ladder. In the 2010 census about 97 percent of the population 
identified as being from one racial group, while 2.9 percent identified 
as being from two or more racial groups. Frequent media articles have 
argued that these multiracial Americans are the “wave” of the future and 
signal an end to a racist America.49

an important article in Psychology Today
that accents the supposed greater beauty and health of European- Asian 
multiracial people, as well as their positioning as part of a “new white” 
group. Such “multiracial chic” articles are often used, especially by white 
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analysts, to celebrate a post- racial America where whites are just one racial 
group among many.50

 Clearly, the small population of Americans who identify as multiracial 
is growing, but knowing its actual size is complicated because of pressures 

study examined whether Californians with white–black or other mixed-
 racial heritage could successfully assert a multiracial or white identity. 
Interviewing 46 Californians with multiracial ancestry, the researchers 
found that those who were Asian–white or Latino–white in parentage 
were usually able to self- identify successfully as either multiracial or white. 
However, those who had black–white parentage mostly identified as black 
because that is how others usually viewed them. The researchers speculated 
as to whether the multiracials who did not have black parentage might 
eventually become part of an expanded “white” category.51 Interestingly, 
one of very few contemporary books on raising multiracial children is by a 
white author with multiracial children, Donna Jackson Nakazawa. Among 
her often savvy comments for parents of multiracial children she makes 
incomplete comments about the age at which children learn about racial 
matters (much younger than she suggests52) and too optimistically accepts 
into the white- promoted theme that multiracial children signify a post-
 racial America.53

 There is no research evidence that the increasing number of Americans 
accenting their multiracial ancestry, or the increasing number of 
interracial couples with multiracial children, has had any major impacts 
on the persisting and well- institutionalized power and privilege of whites, 
who still remain firmly as the top group in the racial hierarchy.

Continuing Racial Framing and Discrimination: Asian Americans

As noted previously, an intermediate status on the established white- to-
black racial continuum does not bring mean equality in rights or privileges 
with whites. There is still much racial framing and discrimination directed 
at intermediate groups. We only have space here to briefly sketch the 
contours of this negative framing and discrimination (see notes for more 
research).54 For example, one large survey of Asian, Latino, and African 
Americans found substantial majorities of these groups felt that there is 
much racial discrimination targeting their group, that all three groups 
face similar racial problems and should develop coalitions, and that the 
country would be in better shape if more Asian, Latino, and African 
Americans were in positions of authority in major institutions.55

 Numerous recent studies show that, even though many Asian 
Americans are moving into the economic mainstream and suburban 
neighborhoods, they still face racial discrimination in numerous areas, 
including employment, housing, public accommodations, policing, and 
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government service and politics. We have noted some examples of this 

a recent field study using white testers and testers of color that found 
significant housing discrimination targeting Asian Americans. In addition, 
a study of New York restaurants used white and Asian American testers 
and found anti- Asian discrimination there.
 In national surveys Asian Americans also report much discrimination. 
In a recent Pew survey one in five Asian American respondents reported 

name calling, and one- eighth or more indicated that being Asian hurt them 
in looking for a job, getting promoted, or seeking admission to college.56 
We should note too that since Asian Americans are often reluctant to talk 
about discrimination, such survey and interview results likely provide 
significant underestimates of the discrimination that these Asian Americans 
regularly encounter. Additionally, in an in- depth interview study involving 
43 middle- class Asian Americans, researchers Chou and Feagin found that 
they frequently described facing discrimination from whites in schooling, 
policing, business, and employment settings. In this interview study and 
others like it, Asian Americans have recounted discrimination ranging from 
blatant and obvious, to rather subtle, to quite covert.57

 The workplace is one of the more common areas where they face such 
discrimination. In a recent survey of professionals of color in government 
and non- profit workplaces a majority of Asian American male 
professionals and a near- majority of Asian American female professionals 
reported racial, gender, and other discrimination.58 Commonly cited 
examples of employment discrimination in several studies include 
omnipresent “glass ceilings” in historically white workplaces that keep 
most Asian American employees from moving up to higher- level white-

questioning of the model minority stereotype, especially in regard to such 
employment discrimination. She reviews research showing that Asian 
American employees face glass ceilings severely limiting their promotion 
opportunities. She also cites the way in which the model imagery deflects 
attention from more negative stereotypes that Asian Americans face, 
keeps them from being seen as “real” Americans, and frustrates attempts 
of less advantaged Asian Americans to secure the support they need from 
government programs.59

 Violence against Asian Americans has been a serious problem for 
decades. For example, in one incident several Asian American students 
were excluded from service at a Syracuse restaurant, then were beaten by 
hostile whites as they left. The 2012 FBI hate crime report listed 175 hate-
 based crimes in which the victims were targeted because of a bias against 
Asian or Pacific Islander Americans, a figure probably much lower than 
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the actual number because most police jurisdictions do not report hate-

indicated that in numerous communities the typically white- controlled 
police agencies are slow to offer adequate protection to Asian Americans 
from hate- based crimes, crimes that seem to be on the increase.60

redevelopment of a shopping center showed how the white minority in a 
substantially Asian American urban area forced a redevelopment project 

position as a major node for Asian- themed businesses, the shopping 
center was remodeled to provide a place where whites could shop and 
‘feel at home.’ ”61 In other urban political decisions in California white 
leaders, revealing negative Asian framing (such as “Chinese invasion”), 
have favored white businesses and development ideas over Asian American 
businesses and development ideas. In recent research on San Diego, Leland 
Saito has shown how urban development and historic preservation efforts 
favor white structures and interests over those of Chinese American and 
African American communities.62

 The model- minority imagery circulated in the media deflects public 
attention not only from discrimination that Asian Americans face, but 
also from other community problems. For example, a larger percentage 

line than does the U.S. population as a whole.63

Americans has also found significant health impacts stemming from 
recurring discrimination—as well as from related factors such as the 

Pew survey found that 39 percent of Asian American respondents felt 
that Asian immigrant parents “put too much pressure on their children 
to do well in school,” a much higher percentage than felt that way about 
all U.S. parents.64

on their mental health in their first years in the U.S., and significant 
mental problems later too. Moreover, Asian American teenagers have the 
highest levels of depression for any racial group. Studies of young and 
old Asian Americans have found relatively high levels of suicide, often 
the highest among U.S. groups. Such mental health problems, as well as 
certain physical health problems, can often be reasonably linked, at least 
in part, to the great stress that comes from dealing with anti- Asian racism 
and attempting to conform to white- imposed sociocultural pressures in 
educational, employment, and other historically white environments.65

Continuing Racial Framing and Discrimination: Latino Americans

A 2011 Associated Press survey found that just over half of whites explicitly 
admitted to holding anti- Latino views, and even more signaled such a 
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negative perspective on the Implicit Association Test that measures much 
unrecognized bias.66 Not surprisingly, thus, research studies reveal that 
Latinos regularly face significant discrimination from whites. Employment 
discrimination is one major problem area. A 2013 national survey of 
Latinos in various classes by the Pew Center found that 22 percent of 
first- generation Latinos and 25 percent of second- generation Latinos 
reported that being Latino hurt job- finding chances. About a fifth of both 
generations reported that being Latino hurt job promotion chances.67

 The SPLC study cited in the chapter opening reveals that Latino 
immigrants and other working- class Latinos are frequently discriminated 
against by employers, who often do not pay them what they are owed or 
do not provide safe working conditions.68 In a recent southwestern study, 
Hilario Molina interviewed immigrant day- laborers. They reported 
encountering much racist framing from whites, including employers. 
These whites were often concerned that immigrant workers will not 
assimilate well to the Anglo- American culture and will force major changes 
in it. The undocumented workers also reported that they encountered 
significant stereotyping out of the white frame from Mexican American 
subcontractors they worked with. In this use of conventional white 
stereotyping by other Mexican Americans, the “elite white male remains 
unseen but active in racializing the social and structural activities.”69

 Both in the South and in the North, government agencies, usually 
directed by whites, have implemented discriminatory legislation targeting 
Latino immigrants. Local government agencies in the Northeast have 
developed laws limiting the number of people in a house, or have 
selectively enforced pre- existing but little used occupancy restrictions, 
just to make Latino immigrants’ lives so difficult they will leave these 
communities. These white- dominated communities often seek out the 
low- wage labor that immigrants provide, yet do not welcome them after 
the workday is over.70

 Middle- class Latinos also face significant workplace and other 
discrimination from whites. In the previously mentioned study of 
professionals of color in government and non- profit workplaces, 66 
percent of the Hispanic male professionals and 71 percent of the Hispanic 
female professionals reported racial, gender, or other discrimination.71 
Moreover, in interviews with 72 mostly middle- class Latinos across the 
country, José Cobas and I recently got numerous accounts of anti- Latino 
discrimination. This reported discrimination ranged from blatant to subtle 
and covert and was reported not only for workplaces but also for shopping 
sites and encounters with police officers. Similarly, drawing on interviews 
with Latino lawyers, political scientist Maria Chávez has demonstrated the 
broad range of racist framing and discrimination that they regularly face.72

 A recent Pew Hispanic Center survey found that among Latinos a 
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majority viewed anti- Latino discrimination as a major problem in public 
schools as well as workplaces. Sixty- four percent viewed public schools 
as riddled with anti- Latino discrimination, which contrasted with 58 

shown that racial climates in historically white college settings are also 
often hostile for students of color. While Latino students who are first-
 generation immigrants tend to be optimistic about educational settings, 
native- born Latino students indicate that they are well aware of the 
discrimination they encounter on and around college campuses.73

 Anti- Spanish hostility and discrimination are common problems 
faced by Mexican Americans and other Latinos in all classes and 

California, many apparently fearful of Latino immigrants, voted for ballot 
propositions to abolish government services for immigrants, eradicate 
affirmative action for Latinos, and reduce bilingual programs. White 
politicians and voters in other regions have pressed for similar restrictions. 
White hostility to the Spanish language faced by early Mexican American 
residents of the Southwest persists—in the “English only” movement, 
in white opposition to bilingual education, and in the commonplace 
mocking of the Spanish language and Latino cultures. Consider too Jane 
Hill’s research (Chapter 4, p. 122) on the mock Spanish used by whites 
in the media and other settings. Many whites use an array of made- up 
Spanish phrases such as “el cheapo” and “hasta la vista, baby,” mocking 
that often reveals an underlying racist framing of Latinos.

of the Latino respondents were at least fairly confident that local police 
officers usually treated community residents fairly. Numerous local and 
federal police agencies across the country have enforced U.S. immigration 
laws in a way that signals “systematic racial profiling and has made Latino 
crime victims and witnesses more reluctant to cooperate with police. 
Such policies have the effect of creating a subclass of people who exist in a 
shadow economy, beyond the protection of the law.”74 This common racial 
profiling, often based on stereotypes from the dominant racial frame, has 
had an impact well beyond the immigrants who are officially its targets: 
“Even legal residents and U.S. citizens of Latino descent say that racial 
profiling, bigotry and myriad other forms of discrimination and injustice 
are staples of their daily lives.”75

 Additionally, across the U.S. hundreds of racially linked crimes targeting 
Latinos are reported annually. The most recent FBI report on hate crimes 
indicated that there were 534 victims of anti- Latino crimes in the previous 
year, again likely lower than the actual figure because of under- reporting 
by police agencies. Attacks have ranged from racist graffiti making threats 
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of violence—often painted on homes or businesses or circulated on the 
Internet—to violent attacks on individuals, such as the racially motivated 
killing of Latinos recently in southern and eastern cities.76

took place in Houston, when a middle- class Mexican American teenager 
was sodomized by whites yelling anti- Latino and “white power” insults 
at a suburban party. The assault victim was hospitalized for months 
and later committed suicide. Another attack took place in Shenandoah, 
Pennsylvania, when white youth beat a Mexican American to death while 
yelling racist epithets and commentary like “This is America. Go back to 
Mexico.” The attackers were sentenced to just nine years in prison.77 Not 
surprisingly, researchers have found that many Latinos in various areas 
live in great fear of white youth and police officers.
 As with other Americans of color, this anti- Latino discrimination and 
the stress stemming from it have had significant impacts on individual and 
community health. Numerous health research studies have demonstrated 
negative effects on psychological and physical health resulting from 
Latinos’ everyday struggles with racial discrimination.78

Some Costs of Intermediate Status

Consider too that Latino and Asian Americans who are placed into an 
intermediate or near- white status, or seek that status for themselves, 

The white- crafted “model- minority” stereotype has been accepted by some 
Asian Americans, such as some youth growing up in predominantly white 
suburbs. According to a few researchers, some youth have come to think 
of themselves and their group in terms of the model- minority imagery, 
probably because it superficially appears to be positive. They do not yet 
understand the racist purpose for which this imagery was created. As 
they move beyond their friendship groups and school settings into the 
larger society, such as into white- dominated employment settings, they 
will probably learn that some whites target Asian Americans with racist 
framing and discrimination, which will prevent them from achieving the 
status suggested by the deceptive model- minority stereotype.79

have felt pressured to adjust or abandon their national identities and 
cultural backgrounds in order to be as white- conforming as they can. In 
an important documentary, communications researcher Janice Tanaka 
has shown the negative impact on Asian Americans of intense pressures 
for adaptation to white ways. In interviews with third- generation Japanese 
Americans she found that their second- generation parents—most of 
whom had been interned as youth (and as U.S. citizens) in barbed-
 wire “internment” camps by racist white officials during World War 
II—were greatly affected by that forcible incarceration. After the war the 
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second generation put great pressure on themselves and their children 
to conform to white norms and perspectives, probably in the hope of 
preventing a future such outrage. Yet Tanaka found that the effects of 
this hyperconformity to whiteness have often been very negative, with 
significant numbers facing great personal distress, painful self- blame, 
physical or mental illness, or alcoholism and drug addiction. Some have 
committed suicide as a result of stress ultimately grounded in the realities 
of anti- Asian racism.80

 Today, there is often much pressure on Asian Americans to adapt to 
whiteness that comes from the media and white peer groups, especially in 
white- majority suburbs, as well as from parents or other relatives. In one 
interview that I conducted, an Asian American college senior, a second-
 generation Filipino American, explained the impact of racism on her 
family thus:

Honestly, I think the way a lot of us [Asian Americans] think about 
racism is that we don’t. I mean, even though it’s . . . something I’ve 
thought about a lot, it’s still even for me a hard topic to think about. 
Because it’s hard to see, when you don’t discuss it often. . . . To me, 
racial oppression’s like a silent killer.

As this young woman sees it, many Asian Americans try to suppress their 
consciousness of the silent killer. She also commented on how the pres-
sures work in her networks:

And for me, for Filipinos. . . . When the kids are born, they check 
out the nose—it’s good if it’s pointy, narrow, not too wide—the 
skin tone—my mom worried that people would say stuff about 
my sister because she was slightly darker- complected when she was 
born. I was brought up to think that being called mestizo was this 
huge compliment. Being called mestizo was like being told “you 
look more Spanish, that’s good, that’s beautiful.” The idea of “pure” 
Filipino had negative connotations. “Pure” Filipino means having 
a non- Spanish, non- Chinese last name, wider nose, darker skin, 
mountain, backwards. . . . We grew up thinking white—white is good, 
not oppressive—if anything, civilizing, educating. Learning about 
racism is hard to internalize; it’s hard to think about, hard to be 
really convinced that it’s going on. . . . Without the kind of collective 
memory that blacks have that informs them of their past, their 
cultural pride—it’s easy to get sucked into a white mentality.81

This perceptive student draws on her research and experience to describe 
the ways in which many Asian Americans have been significantly affected 
by the white- to-black racial continuum. Similarly, research by Chou and 
Feagin examining interviews with middle- class Americans from numerous 
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Asian nationality groups found that many dealt with contemporary anti- 
Asian discrimination by prizing whiteness and trying to conform to what 
they saw as white ways of doing and acting.82

whiteness pressures among Latinos. Most Latinos, including those up the 
income ladder, experience recurring racism, but “some do it in a state of 
denial, that is, they deny the reality of anti- Latino bias, discrimination 
and prejudices around them. And they push their children into an Anglo-
 like existence.” Some social science research documents that such denial 
of racial bias and attempted conformity to Anglo- whiteness are common 
responses to anti- Latino racism for many Latinos, especially those who 
are lighter skinned and in the middle or upper classes. Such conforming 
responses likely do reduce some white discrimination, yet they increase 
personal or family stress and likely interfere with a clear recognition of 
how racism operates.83

Racially Framing Native Americans

While we do not have the space here to cover the array of contemporary 
white racism that affects Native Americans, let us briefly consider a 
few examples that illustrate the continuing racist framing and related 
oppression that face indigenous North Americans. For example, 
contemporary social media and other website commentaries often reveal 

research study examined more than one thousand comments posted at 
online newspaper forum sites about the controversy over getting rid of the 
Native American “mascot” of the University of North Dakota’s “Fighting 
Sioux” sports teams. Many people, most clearly or likely white, posted 
comments strongly supporting the stereotyped nickname and logo and 
revealing significant “ignorance about American Indian culture and even 
disdain toward American Indians.”84 Numerous hostile comments went 
well beyond the mascot controversy to racially frame and attack Native 
Americans nationwide.

as greatly inferior and highly unvirtuous, in racial or cultural terms, 
especially as compared to whites. Some commenters threatened to 
retaliate against Native Americans if the mascot was eliminated. Such 
hostile reactions again reveal how the anti- others aspect of the white 
frame insists on the lack of virtue of those subordinated and is linked 
to an often arrogant sense of white virtuousness. Another category of 
online commentaries involved whites’ surprise at, or trivialization, of 
the mascot issues. Some asked why the Indian mascot should even be 

downplayed the mascot as an issue or insisted that it would be too costly to 
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change it. Yet other comments, grouped by researchers into a “white power 
and privilege” category, insisted that whites were the real victims, called 
for gratitude from Native Americans for this Indian mascot recognition, 
or made paternalistic comments such as “just get over it.”85

 Most of these online commentaries reveal a white- centered racial 
framing that insists on whites having the sole right and power to define 
the situation, and in a way favorable to white group interests. Dissenting 
Native American perspectives, and opposition to racially stereotyped 
mascot imagery, are not considered to be worth taking seriously. 
Significantly, too, these researchers conclude that their research supports 
the findings of psychologists that the “presence of a Native- themed 
nickname or logo . . . can negatively affect the psychological well- being of 
American Indians on campus at UND, in the North Dakota community, 
and beyond.”86

 The North Dakota situation is not unique. The very negative racist 
epithet, “redskins,” is part of the name and the imaged mascot for a 
professional football team in Washington, DC. Periodically, that name 
has been challenged by Native Americans in demonstrations and in court 
as racist and highly offensive. Yet, the white team owner has made clear 
his view, which is out of the center of the dominant white frame: “As a 

great tradition and what it’s all about and what it means. . . . We’ll never 
change the name. It’s that simple. Never—you can use caps.”87

 Most media commentators have supported his view, if less vigorously, 

survey. Such strong media and public support suggests how pervasive 
the conventional racist framing of Native Americans is in this country—
and, in particular, how uninformed most Americans of non- Indian 
backgrounds are about the extraordinarily racist meaning of that team 
name since the nineteenth century. While “redskins” was initially used 
by whites and Native Americans to distinguish groups on the basis of 
skin color, it later came to refer to the scalps, skins, and bodies of Native 
Americans presented by white hunters to officials for their bounty rewards. 

endure recurring white- racist taunts like “dirty redskin” or “lazy redskin.” 
As one Native American leader and plaintiff in a court case involving the 
National Football League and racist terminology, Susan Shown Harjo, 
has put it, “This is a really good example of why you never put racism up 
to a popular vote, because racism will win every time. It’s not up to the 
offending class to say what offends the offended.”88 From this viewpoint, 
informed by much well- documented indigenous American experience, 
the view on racist language that counts most in a just world is that of the 
targets of racial oppression.
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 Similarly arrogant white reactions to questioning of white- racist 
language and framing of Native Americans can be seen in anthropologist 
Jane Hill’s report on whites’ online reactions to organized Native American 
objections to an old racist name for one Arizona mountain—“Squaw 
Peak.” White commenters used mocking and racist language, including 
an insistence on preserving the name of that mountain as “Squaw Peak,” 
even though Native Americans and others pointed out that “squaw” has 
long been a derogatory term used by whites for Native American women.89 
Most white commentators reacted to this attempt to eliminate racist 
naming in ways similar to those many used in regard to Native American 
mascots. Indeed, today there are still numerous recreational and public 
accommodations facilities in the Southwest that make prominent use of 
racist naming or other racist framing of Native Americans.

Resistance to Racial Oppression

In spite of intense pressures to conform to white folkways, many Latino 
and Asian Americans actively resist the racial hostility and discrimination 
that oppresses them. For example, during the periodic anti- affirmative 
action drives by whites in California and other western areas, many Asian 
and Latino American students have worked aggressively with African 
American students and others against these conservative and regressive 
efforts designed to maintain the racial status quo. These activists have 
certainly been willing to be viewed as activist students of color, and they 
have been joined in such efforts by older Asian and Latino Americans. 
In spite of pervasive assimilationist and conformity pressures, many 
Asian and Latino Americans do not deny the reality of continuing racism 
and openly organize against it in important community and national 
organizations.
 Since the 1960s, like many African Americans, many Asian and Latino 
Americans have joined in activist organizations as a collective countering 
response to racism. Among Mexican Americans, for example, movements 

end to racial discrimination and accented a perspective sometimes 
called “Chicanismo.” Periodically, groups like the National Council of La 

such as increasing positive representations of Latinos in the media and 
developing political coalitions. Similarly, pan- Asian civil rights groups 
have forcefully asserted Asian American interests and concerns about 
racial discrimination and marginalization. They have pressed for an end to 
anti- Asian hate crimes, better police protection for Asian communities, a 

organization. In New York and several West Coast cities activists have 
created important pan- Asian political and university organizations.90 We 
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will return to these issues of individual and collective resistance to racism 
by Americans of color in the next chapter.

Hostility among Subordinated Groups: Using the White Racial Frame

Systemic racism affects everyone caught in its web. It provides the broad 
and influential social context for relations between all Americans, those 
defined as white and those defined as not white. Intermediate groups 
on the society’s racial continuum often come to stereotype, frame, and 
oppress those below them on the ladder, who may in turn retaliate, and 
these intergroup conflicts generally reinforce the racist system set in place 
by and for whites. Historically, whites have encouraged groups below 
them on the racial status ladder to negatively assess and disparage each 

one racially subordinated group that target people in other subordinated 
groups are not independent of the larger context of white racism. Many 
racial stereotypes and prejudices carried in subordinated communities 
exist because of the dominant racial frame that was originally created by 
whites to rationalize white- on-black oppression. As African American 
scholar Charles Lawrence has put it, “we use the white man’s words to 
demean ourselves and to disassociate ourselves from our sisters and 
brothers. And then we turn this self- hate on other racial groups who share 
with us the ignominy of not being white.”91

 The white- racist system intentionally fosters racial stereotyping and 
hostility between groups of color. When those higher on the racial ladder 
express racist views about those lower, this helps preserve the systemic 
racism that benefits whites the most. By asserting that one’s own group, 
though subordinated, is still better than those considered lower, members 
of an in- between group underwrite the racist ladder of privilege. 
Intergroup stereotyping and hostility among communities of color are 
useful for whites who can thus assert that “everyone is prejudiced.”
 What most Americans know about an array of racial matters beyond 
their experiences and collective memories is mostly what they are taught 
by mainstream avenues of socialization, such as the movies, television, 
radio, music videos, Internet websites, and the print media, all of which 
circulate the white racial frame across the country and, indeed, across 

United States, but are often generated or perpetuated by an international 
white- racist order. Much negativity between groups of color thus reflects 
the impact of white- generated racial framing and other aspects of systemic 
racism. As Lawrence has expressed it:

When a Vietnamese family is driven out of its home in a project by 
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store owner shoots an African- American teenager in the back of 
the head, that is white supremacy. When 33 percent of Latinos agree 
with the statement, “Even if given a chance, [African Americans] 
aren’t capable of getting ahead,” that is white supremacy.92

Positioning one’s own group closer to whites frequently involves the artic-
ulation of strongly antiblack views and some participation in antiblack 
discrimination. We have seen this historically in the actions of European 
immigrants like the Irish as they were seeking to be defined as white. Sim-
ilarly, in recent years some Latino leaders and other Latinos have actively 
tried to reposition their group “on the racial spectrum so that they ended 
up closer to the side of privilege and whiteness than to the side of color 
and minority- group status.”93 These leaders and those persuaded by them 
often attempt to reposition themselves by parroting antiblack stereotypes 
and creating positive stereotypes for their group, such as an accent on a 
strong work ethic.

whom were immigrants or their children, found large percentages agreeing 
with a strong racial stereotype of African Americans—that is, with the 
statement that “I am generally afraid of African Americans because they 
are responsible for most crime.” In this survey the Latino and Asian 
Americans were also asked how comfortable they were in doing business 
with other racial groups, and a majority of both chose whites as the 
group they were most comfortable with.94 In various studies we observe 
that pressure on Americans of color, and especially immigrants and their 
children, to orient themselves to whites and whiteness is strong, and 
probably exists even before arrival in the United States. Many immigrants 

movies and other racist media productions created by U.S. corporations 
are shown regularly across the globe, including in Asia and Latin America.
 Significantly, a survey in a North Carolina city found that the level of 
racial stereotyping of black Americans by Latinos was not reciprocated. 
While the black respondents there did report some anti- Latino views, on 
the whole they had far more favorable views of Latinos than the Latinos 
there had of black Americans. In addition, a Los Angeles study found 
that in areas where black neighborhoods had seen significant Latino 
immigration, the scale of the Latino immigration was not correlated with 
the level of anti- Latino prejudice among black residents, except where 
there was a huge socioeconomic gap between the two groups.95 We should 
note, too, that recent research demonstrates that Latino immigration 
has mostly had beneficial impacts on the U.S. economy. Few native- born 
workers lose jobs to undocumented Latino immigrants, and the latter 
pay more taxes than they as a group receive back in government benefits. 
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However, the relatively few native- born workers who do directly compete 
with immigrant workers are disproportionately low- wage black and 
Mexican American workers, yet they too benefit from the economic growth 
spurred by immigrant workers. Indeed, economist Jack Strauss concludes 
from extensive analysis that even the African Americans in metropolitan 
areas “with more Latino immigration experience significantly higher 
wages, lower unemployment, and higher job creation.”96

 In addition, given their many generations of experience with white 
racism, African Americans seem to be generally more realistic about the 
racialized character of the proverbial “American dream,” and less likely 
than other Americans of color to accept the conventional rhetoric of the 

Americans found significant differences in views on societal opportunities. 
While over half the African American respondents did not think that the 
American dream (“If you work hard . . . you will succeed in the United 
States”) was actually available to their group, substantial majorities of the 
Asian American and Latino respondents thought that the American dream 
was indeed available for their groups.97

 We should note too the related issue of the internalization of the 
white racial frame. Numerous researchers have noted the ways in which 
oppression becomes internalized when Americans of color adopt negative 
racially or ethnically framed views about their own group. For example, 

of intra- ethnic othering in which some in each group viewed others in 
stereotyped terms. Thus, those who were “too ethnic” were called and 
stereotyped by yet other members of their Asian groups by the derogatory 

assimilated” by other members of these Asian groups were stereotyped 

because they engaged heavily in behavior linked to their home cultures, 
including traditional ways of dressing and socializing with people like 
themselves—actions negatively characterized by many whites as well. 
Those considered whitewashed were those who were viewed as too eagerly 
adapting to white ways and as giving up the important traditional customs. 
While some intra- ethnic othering attempts to resist the inferior racial 
status imposed by whites, “it does so by reproducing racial stereotypes 
and a belief in the essential racial and ethnic differences between whites 
and Asians.”98 Yet again we observe the extensive reach and power of the 
dominant white racial frame.

Conclusion

After much land was stolen, often violently, from North America’s 
indigenous peoples, European Americans stole the labor of African 
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Americans. For nearly four centuries those whose stolen labor has been 
so central to the development of prosperity for white Americans—
African Americans—are those who have most extensively endured whites’ 
racialized control, segregation, and discrimination. As a group, African 
Americans may also be the most American in their highly blended 
ancestry. They are among the most American in the amount of time 
(nearly four centuries) spent working to build the prosperity of the new 
nation, yet they are also among the least American historically in terms 
of their rights, privileges, and opportunities. The age- old oppression 
endured by African Americans is much more than a mental construction 
in white heads. Their oppressive reality is one that has been economically, 
physically, socially, and ideologically constructed in extraordinarily 
thorough ways.
 Social science research on torture has found that people can endure 
much if there appears to be some hope of escape from such severe 
conditions, but torture is much harder to endure when it has gone on for 
a long time and those tortured feel there is no hope of escaping. Drawing 
on this insight, one can perhaps understand why African Americans often 
have a different sense of how burdensome, omnipresent, and imbedded 
is the system of racist oppression than do other Americans, including 
some other Americans of color. Today as in the past, black Americans 
must operate with collective memories of 9 to 15 generations of white 
oppression and with its persisting antiblack framing and patterns of 
everyday discrimination. As a group they have an amplified culture of 
resistance and counter- framing (directed at the white racial frame) that has 
enabled them to endure and counter racialized oppression for centuries. 
Many generations of oppression create a deep, critical, and nuanced 
perspective that may be somewhat different from that developed over one 
to three generations of discrimination. Majorities in most Asian American 
and Latino groups are immigrants and the children of immigrants. Some 
research indicates that, compared with native- born African Americans, 
many immigrants of color seem less aware of, or downplay, the 
discrimination they face at the hands of whites—in part because they are 
trying to establish an economic toehold and in part because they compare 
their current situation with that of the home country, and by this latter 
standard the U.S. often looks good. As we noted above, they tend to be 
more optimistic about securing the “American dream.”
 Nonetheless, it seems likely that as current and future U.S.-born 
generations of Latinos and Asian Americans come of political age, the 
barriers and pain of systemic racism will be attacked much more openly, 
and many more will likely come to share the views of African Americans 
about openly and assertively organizing to bring major changes in the 
racist system. Historically, in organized pursuit of civil rights and equality 
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in the United States, African Americans have often led the way. Since 
the early 1900s they have forced the passage of all major U.S. civil rights 
laws and the majority of the pivotal executive orders and court decisions 
protecting or extending antidiscrimination efforts. Latinos, Native 
Americans, Asian Americans, and others have often utilized these civil 
rights mechanisms to fight discrimination against their groups, and such 
efforts will likely continue well into the future.
 African, Asian, Latino, Native Americans, and other Americans of 
color all have histories of white oppression and of attempts to liberate 
themselves from that. They have all had to struggle hard for human dignity 
and equality in this society. Since the various forms of racial oppression 
have drawn heavily on the white- racist framework long created for black 
Americans, most forms of white- racist attitudes and practices directed 
against the numerous U.S. groups of color reproduce and reinforce each 
another. Moreover, the character of the white racism faced by a group 
can vary depending on its time of entry into the country, region of entry, 
size, cultural characteristics, or physical characteristics as perceived by 
the dominant group. As we have seen, in earlier periods whites placed 
new Asian or Latino groups near the “black end” of this society’s racist 
continuum and targeted them for racial oppression. Later in the process of 
group interaction, some in groups within these broad umbrella categories 
have been moved, again by powerful whites, to an intermediate position or 
one closer to the “white end” of the racist white- to-black continuum. The 
purpose of this placement is often to destroy coalitions among peoples of 
color, and to protect the system of white power and privilege.
 In the last few decades, this racial process of intermediation has 
increased in importance, likely because the United States is becoming 
less white in demographic composition. Taking a panoramic view, one 
might speak of the “Brazilianization” or “Latinamericanization” of the 
United States. Like other Latin American countries, Brazil’s racialization 
process has called out and distinguished certain mixed- racial groups and 
placed them in a middle status between those Brazilians mostly of African 
ancestry and those of mostly European ancestry. The middle groups are 
socially more acceptable to whites than Afro- Brazilians.
 Possibly, a more fully developed tripartite Brazilian pattern—with 
clearly recognized and named intermediate groups providing a social 
buffer between whites and blacks—may be the future for the United 
States. Because of the apparently privileged position of intermediate 
groups, white Brazilians have long proclaimed their country to be one 
not seriously infected by white racism. Not surprisingly, many North 
American whites have taken a similar position, citing the advancements 
of certain groups in the Asian American and Latino communities, and 
their economically enhanced status, as evidence that the U.S. has become 
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a “democracy” no longer infected by white racism. Many whites in Brazil 
and the United States have adopted a similar colorblind racial framing in 
which they claim, falsely as we have seen, that there is no longer a serious 
problem of white racism in either country.99
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9
Antiracist Strategies and Solutions

Past, Present, and Future

In the summer of 2009 the U.S. Senate belatedly passed a brief resolution 
apologizing for some racial injustice:

The Congress (A) acknowledges the fundamental injustice, cruelty, 
brutality, and inhumanity of slavery and Jim Crow laws; (B) 
apologizes to African- Americans on behalf of the people of the 
United States, for the wrongs committed against them and their 
ancestors who suffered under slavery and Jim Crow laws.1

Although this non- binding apology accented the injustice of slavery and 
Jim Crow, numerous white senators insisted on a disclaimer to explicitly 
bar African Americans from seeking any reparations for the role of the 
government in this officially recognized oppression. In effect, such an 
apology operates to salve white consciences, yet provides no commitment 
to deal with the long- term impacts of racial oppression. Indeed, there is 
no mention in this resolution of the need for forceful congressional action 
to sharply reduce contemporary racial discrimination.
 In the United States the liberal and moderate sectors of the white elite 
have an inordinate fondness for symbolic resolutions like this toothless 
apology and for setting up commissions to study U.S. problems. Over 
the last century, at least a dozen major government commissions and 
committees have looked into problems of antiblack and other racism. For 
instance, in 1997 President Bill Clinton set up a seven- member advisory 
board to start a “national conversation on race.” The board’s final report, 
One America in the 21st Century, presented substantial findings on 
widespread racist framing and discrimination, but concluded with mostly 
modest solutions.2 Most importantly, no serious congressional action has 
been taken to implement this report’s most important recommendations, 
such as significantly increasing the scope and enforcement of current civil 
rights laws.
 Today, U.S. society remains imbedded in a racist system. It was 
founded as such, and no large- scale action has ever been taken to rebuild 
this system of racism from that foundation up. European colonists 
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incorporated land theft and slavery into the political–economic process 
and structure of the country that became the United States. After the 
Civil War large- scale African American enslavement was replaced by the 
near- slavery of legal segregation in southern states, border states, and 
some northern areas, while much de facto segregation continued in the 
rest of the North. These institutional arrangements were designed to 
keep antiblack oppression in place. Periodically, the racist structure has 
been altered, in the 1860s when slavery was abolished and in the 1960s 
when legal segregation was replaced by the current system of more 
informal racial oppression. Other Americans of color have periodically 
been incorporated into U.S. society by whites operating from within this 
well- established white- racist framework. The U.S. house of racism has 
been remodeled somewhat over time—usually in response to protests 
from those racially oppressed—but its formidable societal foundation 
remains firmly in place.
 What is the likelihood of future societal change on the scale required 
to replace this persisting racial foundation? On this point, there is some 
pessimism among leading U.S. intellectuals. For some time, African 
American analysts have pointed to the great difficulty of bringing large-
 scale changes in systemic racism. In the 1940s sociologist Oliver Cox noted 
that “because the racial system in the United States is determined largely 
by the interests of a powerful political class, no spectacular advance in the 
status of Negroes could be expected.”3 More recently, leading constitutional 
scholar Derrick Bell contended that

black people will never gain full equality in this country. Even those 
herculean efforts we hail as successful will produce no more than 
temporary “peaks of progress,” short- lived victories that slide into 
irrelevance as racial patterns adapt in ways that maintain white 
dominance.4

Developing the concept of “racial realism,” Bell has no illusions about how 
hard it is to change the foundational realities of this racist society.
 Nonetheless, the racist patterns and arrangements regularly generate 
open resistance and organized opposition. These oppressive patterns 
have occasionally been altered to some degree by antiracist movements in 
the past, and they can conceivably be changed again if the effort is great 
enough. Future domination of U.S. society by whites is not automatic. 
Viewed over the very long term, no hierarchical system is permanent, 
and it must be constantly reinforced by its main beneficiaries. If we think 
dialectically and discern the social contradictions lying deeply beneath the 
surface of this society, we see that the racist system has created some seeds 
of its eventual destruction. Thus, this racist system is legitimated by widely 
proclaimed ideals of equality and democratic participation, ideals that 
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have provided it with some respect internally and internationally. While 
the equality ideals have been used by whites, in the past and present, to 
gloss over its persisting racial oppression and inequalities, they have also 
been vigorously adopted as major bywords for all movements of the 
oppressed. Ideals of equality and democracy are taken seriously by African 
Americans and other Americans of color and have regularly spurred them 
to protest oppression. The honed- by-struggle ideals of equality, justice, 
and civil rights are critical tenets of the antiracist counter- framing that has 
emerged over centuries of protest, and they are periodically implemented 
in contemporary antiracist actions. They have served as important 
rallying points and sometimes increased group solidarity. The situation 
of long- term racial oppression has pressed African Americans—and, 
sometimes, other Americans of color—to unite for their own survival and, 
periodically, for large- scale protest.

Demographic Changes and Challenges

Until major crises in this society occur, most whites seem unlikely to see 
the need for large- scale social justice and egalitarian reforms. They are 
too constrained by their own social privileges and racial framing, by their 
personal and group interests, to see the need for radical structural change 
in society’s racial patterns. Still, at certain times in history new social 
options appear, especially if major societal contradictions increase.5

The Coming White Minority

Current population trends are creating societal contradictions that will 
probably lead to a major societal transformation, including the likely 
reduction in some or much white domination over Americans of color. 
Today, people of European descent are a modest minority (less than one-
 fifth) of the world’s population and are still decreasing in proportion. 
Americans of European descent are also decreasing in their proportion 
of the U.S. population. Since the 1970s a substantial immigration of 
people of color from Latin America, Asia, and the Caribbean has helped 
to change the demographic makeup of this society in a more populous 
and racially and ethnically diverse direction. Today white Americans are 
about 62 percent of the U.S. population, down from 69 percent in 2000. 
According to the most recent (2010) census whites are a minority of the 
population in California, Texas, New Mexico, and Hawaii—and soon 
will be in a dozen other states. If future birth and immigration rates stay 
similar to those of today, about half the population will be Americans of 
color no later than about 2042. Half the U.S. population under the age of 
18 will be children of color no later than about 2023. By about 2050, the 
Census Bureau estimates, a substantial majority of a U.S. population of an 
estimated 429 million will be Americans of color.6
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 In future decades this significant and ongoing demographic shift will 
likely bring more pressure for social, economic, and political changes. By 
the mid- 2020s a majority of all U.S. elementary school students will be 
African, Latino, Asian, and Native American. They and their parents will 
doubtless strive for greater input and fairer representation in the operation, 
staffing, and curricula of many currently white- dominated school systems. 
By the 2030s more than half the working- age population will be workers 
of color. One has to wonder whether these majority workers will raise 
questions about having to support many elderly whites (e.g., by paying 
substantially into Social Security) who have long maintained patterns 
of racial discrimination targeting them. The composition of the voting 
population will continue to change dramatically. In the 2008 presidential 
election one- quarter of voters were voters of color, and they gave a 
substantial majority of their votes to the first president of color, Barack 
Obama. This pattern was repeated in Obama’s reelection in 2012. By the 
late 2020s, moreover, a majority of young adults, and probably of young 
voters, will be people of color. As voting majorities change from majority 
white, there will very likely be significant changes in jury composition, the 
operation of the criminal justice system, the makeup of many government 
agencies, legislatures’ composition, and thus some priorities for legislation 
in numerous legislative bodies. Where voting majorities change, we will 
likely observe far fewer white politicians opposing antidiscrimination laws 
or pressing for new laws restricting Latin American and Asian immigration 
and government support for new immigrants.7

Negative White Responses and Reactions

Most Americans are becoming aware of these significant changes. Indeed, a 
substantial number of whites seem to fear a more multiracial future where 
they will be the statistical minority of the population—and likely, at least 
eventually, of entrepreneurs, employees, voters, and political officials in 
many places. In the 1990s Dale Maharidge wrote a provocative book, The 
Coming White Minority, focused on demographic changes already evident 
in California. In his view the fears of whites were being underestimated: 
“Whites dread the unknown and not- so-distant tomorrow. . . . They 
fear losing not only their jobs but also their culture.”8 More recently, an 
experimental psychological study presented white college students with 
demographic projections showing white Americans becoming a statistical 
minority of the population. These whites became more angry and fearful 
of Americans of color than the white students who were not shown the 
demographic projections. “Whites who viewed the future projections 
also felt more sympathy for their ingroup than whites in the control 
condition.”9 Just thinking about the coming white minority triggered white 
anger and fear of the future among these well- educated, mostly younger 
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whites. Recall too the study cited in Chapter 4 in which many whites 
surveyed indicated that they felt whites were now losing out in society; 
they viewed antiwhite bias as higher now than antiblack bias. Nationally, 
a great many whites seem to look at the contemporary demographic and 
other societal changes from within the old white racial frame and cannot 
visualize a United States highly diverse in racial terms, minority white, and 
more democratic and egalitarian.
 Moreover, whether Americans of color become substantially more 
powerful economically and politically in future decades depends on several 
important factors, including the strength of their political coalitions and 
the potency of countering measures taken by the white elites and public 
to maintain whites’ great power and privilege in society. Indeed, many 
whites may respond to their new statistical- minority status with various 
strategies of social resistance. Some may try to enhance racial separation 
and segregation in residential and other spatial terms. Today we see some 
evidence of this in the continuing balkanization of residential patterns. 
Since the 1970s many whites have moved from large cities with growing 
populations of color to whiter suburban areas, exurban and rural areas, 
or guarded- gated communities within central cities. Over the decade prior 
to the last (2010) census, 42 of the 100 largest metropolitan areas saw a 
decline in their white populations, and 86 saw a decline in the number 
of white children under 18. Today, in 22 of the metropolitan areas whites 
are a statistical minority, and in 35 of them white children under 18 are 
a minority. In these largest metropolitan areas Americans of color made 
up 98 percent of population growth over this decade. Demographic 
studies also show that the largest metropolitan centers—especially 
immigrant “magnets” like New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, 
Washington, and Miami—have gained many new residents from other 
countries, but have lost millions of native- born residents to yet other cities, 
large and small. Many U.S. counties with substantial population growth 
from internal domestic migration have had little or modest growth in the 
external immigrant population; these counties are becoming whiter and 
older. Whites are dispersing to a significant degree to smaller metropolitan 
areas, exurban areas, and towns; for the most part these areas are 
overwhelmingly white. These demographic trends are creating new spatial 
patterns of racial segregation.10

 In addition, within counties, towns, and cities, this society is still 
substantially segregated along racial lines. This is especially true for 
younger Americans. As demographer William Frey has summed it up: 
“Segregation levels for black and Hispanic children are higher than for 
their adult counterparts, despite a general reduction in segregation over 
the last 10 years.”11 Most white Americans and most Americans of color of 
all ages live substantially separate lives in their schools and neighborhoods. 
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The workforce continues to be substantially divided, with disproportionate 
numbers of workers of color in lower- paying job categories or facing 
chronic unemployment, and disproportionate numbers of whites 
dominating the better- paying, relatively more secure jobs.
 There is significant political separation along racial lines, which the 
changing demography may be accentuating. Over the last few decades the 
Democratic Party has become ever- more diverse, with large percentages of 
black, Latino, and Asian American voters voting for the Democratic Party 
in recent elections, including the pathbreaking 2008 and 2012 presidential 
elections. In 2012, for example, 93 percent of African American voters 
opted for Barack Obama, as did 90 percent of Native Americans, 71 
percent of Latinos, and 73 percent of Asian Americans.12 In contrast, in 
2008 and 2012 the Republican Party won a substantial majority of white 
voters, even as they lost. This voting pattern was substantially the result 
of different party strategies. In the 1990s Ralph Reed, an important 
Republican leader, reviewed the past and future strategies of his party 
and openly asserted that in the future strategy “you’re going to see a 
new Republican Party that is still primarily white and that is fiscally and 
morally conservative, but that also is attempting to project an image of 
racial tolerance and moderation.”13 This pro- white strategy was used 
successfully in the Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush campaigns of 
the 1980s and in the George W. Bush campaigns in the 2000s. Between 
the 1960s and the 2000s, thus, a great many working- class and middle-
 class whites, particularly in southern and border states, moved into the 
Republican Party, many substantially because of racial issues.14

 In the last several presidential election years, the Republican Party’s 
presidential convention has been overwhelmingly white in its delegates. 
At the 2012 convention, which nominated whites for president and vice-
 president, no more than 9 percent of Republican delegates were estimated 
to be people of color. Only 2.1 percent were African American. In contrast, 
just over 26 percent of the 2012 Democratic convention delegates were 
black, up significantly since 2008. (Some 14.4 percent were Latino.) This 
Democratic Party convention was the first party convention to nominate an 
African American for a second term.15 In addition, in 2012 the Republican 
National Committee had only two blacks among its 165 members. The 
Democratic National Committee had 101 black members, nearly 23 percent 
of its about 446 members. At the time there were also 41 black Democrats 
in the Congress, compared to just two black Republicans. In addition, 
black Democrats made up nearly 99 percent of all black members of the 
country’s many state legislatures. Well into the twenty- first century the 
Republican Party remains antagonistic to many civil rights, immigration, 
unemployment, and other issues of concern to a majority of voters of color, 
and thus currently secures a minority of their votes in major elections.16
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The Importance of Black Resistance to Oppression

Systemic racism has developed within a framework of constant protests 
from its racialized targets. Many whites have traditionally viewed 
African Americans and many other Americans of color as unwilling to 
help themselves, but this is a rationalizing myth from the white racial 
frame. For centuries the religious, civic, and civil rights organizations of 
Americans of color have not only engaged in self- help community projects 
but also striven to improve the country’s general welfare by regularly 
pressing forward on goals of equality and justice. Black Americans, in 
particular, have not quietly accepted oppression as hapless victims. They 
have regularly fought back, like other oppressed peoples historically. 
They protest, survive, and even thrive in spite of racist subjugation. Since 
the seventeenth century, African Americans have taken much strength 
from the collective heritage transmitted through extended families and 
community networks. The important knowledge carried there includes 
numerous positive values, perspectives on life, and assertive counter-
 framing. Living in a society with a dominant white- European-oriented 
culture has forced black Americans, as well as other Americans of color, to 
become bicultural. They must know white society well and become experts 
on how to respond to discriminatory actions. This expertise includes 
antiracist counter- framing aimed at the white racial frame and learned 
strategies of protest against oppression passed across many generations.17

 A comprehensive theory of systemic racism recognizes the impact of 
resistance strategies developed by African Americans and other Americans 
of color on the type and character of the continuing arrangements of 
oppression. Out of their recurring experience with white racism has often 
come a strong counter- framing and consciousness that regularly leads 
to significant protests and occasional large- scale revolts. To this stage in 
U.S. history, the most significant alterations in systemic racism have come 
when black Americans and their allies, including other Americans of color, 
have organized and battled for societal change.

Past and Present Patterns of Black Resistance

African American resistance began in the earliest days of slavery. Those 
enslaved responded in many ways—ranging from passive acquiescence, 
to flight on a large scale, to attacks on slaveholders and their property, to 
insurrections. In the early decades of the nineteenth century black and 
white abolitionists held many protest demonstrations against slavery 
and created antislavery organizations—thereby helping to end slavery.18 
After the Civil War, black Americans engaged in extensive political and 
community organizing. In the late 1860s and 1870s the Reconstruction 
South developed significant multiracial democracy—with many black 
men (but no women) participating in local politics. State constitutional 
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conventions and legislatures included black delegates, and 22 black men 
served in the U.S. House and Senate. Non- elite whites and blacks worked 
together to bring much progressive change, such as public schools and 
prison reforms, to the formerly oligarchical South. This experiment in 
expanded democracy was soon repressed by the killings and terrorist 
actions of many whites led by the old southern gentry and working 
through new white terrorist organizations like the Ku Klux Klan.
 Not long thereafter, in the early 1900s, a new civil rights movement 
was born, soon taking the form of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). After decades of legal efforts 
and organizing by the NAACP and other black organizations laid much 
of the groundwork, there was an important spurt in civil rights protests 
from the 1940s to the 1970s, with many black men, women, and children 
participating in local and national protests for freedom and justice. 
One strategy was the boycott, such as the one that targeted segregated 
buses in Montgomery, Alabama, and brought Rosa Parks, the seamstress 
and NAACP activist who refused to be racially mistreated on a bus, and 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who was asked by local activists to lead the 
movement, to national attention as important leaders in the reinvigorated 
civil rights movement.19

 Soon thereafter came many sit- ins, freedom rides, and other 
demonstrations by African Americans challenging legal segregation in the 
South and informal segregation in the North. New organizations oriented 
toward greater political and economic power for black Americans 
included the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), 
the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the Black Panthers. Often 
rooted in a strong base of black churches and civic organizations, this 
activism provided money and mobilized people, which enabled civil 
rights organizations to achieve successes in forcing a dismantling of 
official segregation. One lesson added to the book of resistance strategies 
by this rights movement was that destruction of systemic racism 
would require more than speeches and traditional politics. Nonviolent 
civil disobedience was an important strategy that African Americans 
developed for dealing with both official and informal racism. Dr. 
King and other black leaders became the critical U.S. theorists of the 
counter- frame idea that significant change only comes from creative 
social disruptions, especially those carried out by strong grassroots 
organizations. Note too that black and other civil rights movements of the 
1950s–1960s era often started with a small group of dedicated protesters. 
Once underway, because of creative organizing and community links of 
the protesters, a large number of people in black communities would join 
in—as happened in the famous Greensboro, North Carolina, sit- ins and 
the 1963 confrontation in Birmingham.20
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Successes and Limitations of Protest

Many victories came out of the 1950s–1960s civil rights movement, 
including the passage of major laws prohibiting discrimination in 
employment, voting, and housing. The 1964 Civil Rights Act, perhaps the 
most important, prohibited discrimination in many areas. Title I set down 
protections for voting in elections. Title II asserted:

All persons shall be entitled to the full and equal enjoyment 
of the goods, services, facilities, privileges, advantages, and 
accommodations of any place of public accommodation . . . without 
discrimination or segregation on the ground of race, color, religion, 
or national origin.

Title III required desegregation of public facilities operated by govern-
ments. Title IV authorized federal action to encourage desegregation of 
schools, and Title VI prohibited discrimination in programs receiving 
federal assistance. Title VII prohibited discrimination in employment. It 
became illegal for an employer (1) to “refuse to hire or to discharge any 
individual or otherwise discriminate against any individual with respect to 
his compensation, terms, conditions, or privileges of employment, because 
of such individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or national origin”; or (2) to 
“limit, segregate or classify his employees in any way which would deprive 
or tend to deprive any individual of employment opportunities or other-
wise adversely affect his status as an employee.”21 Title VIII required the 
collection of voting statistics.
 The many black Americans and other Americans actively protesting 
during the 1940s–1960s civil rights era had pressured the mostly white 
legislators to pass one of the most strongly worded antidiscrimination 
laws in any country. However, in the years since the civil rights movement, 
these civil rights laws and court desegregation decisions have frequently 
been overwhelmed by the scale of the discrimination they deal with and by 
white backtracking. These laws were mostly crafted by the white political 
elite under pressure from grassroots protest movements. The laws were 
never intended to fully uproot systemic racism. While they eliminated Jim 
Crow segregation, they have often been unenforced or weakly enforced, 
and thus have been ineffective in ending much informal discrimination. 
Each year, researchers and civil rights enforcers estimate, millions of acts 
of racial discrimination are perpetrated by whites against Americans 
of color. Most are not countered and substantially remedied by the 
enforcement of civil rights laws. Local, state, and federal agencies with civil 
rights responsibilities usually have neither the resources nor, all too often, 
the will to vigorously enforce antidiscrimination laws. State agencies like 
the New York Division of Human Rights and federal agencies such as the 
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Equal Employment Opportunity Commission typically have such a large 
backlog of cases that most victims of discrimination cannot achieve timely 
and appropriate remedies. Local, state, and federal agencies dealing with 
discrimination complaints process fewer than 100,000 or so each year, and 
most of these are resolved with no serious penalties for discriminators.22

 As they have been enforced—or, more often, weakly enforced—over 
several decades, civil rights laws can contribute to the persistence of 
discrimination by making it difficult to file a successful complaint against 
a discriminator. Procedures are often lengthy and bureaucratic. In spite 
of common beliefs to the contrary, we have never had a determined 
and unrelenting enforcement of major civil rights laws in all significant 
institutional areas, such as housing and employment. Moreover, by 
providing a rhetoric of equal opportunity, these laws allow whites to 
assume that the problem of serious discrimination has largely been solved. 
While significant improvements in enforcing civil rights laws have been 
made during the Barack Obama administrations, a major step in a renewed 
antiracist strategy for dismantling systemic racism would be a yet more 
extensive program of aggressively enforcing current civil rights laws.23 To 
get such accelerated civil rights enforcement we need, among other things, 
to replace the current, mostly white, leaders in most major institutional 
sectors with a much more representative and democratic group of leaders 
who support serious enforcement and other efforts at racial change. We 
also need to put much more in the way of socioeconomic resources into 
these efforts.

Community Control as a Strategy

Between the 1960s and today the civil rights movement has generally 
declined in number of public protests and in public visibility. One reason 
is that, at least for a time, civil rights laws, progressive court decisions, and 
affirmative- action efforts suggested a societal commitment to real racial 
change. Another reason was the hiring or co- optation of many middle-
 class African Americans, who had formerly been a major source of civil 
rights activists, in corporations and government agencies where they 
had largely been absent. Yet another was government repression of more 
radical change- oriented groups such as the organized police campaign 
against the Black Panthers, a militant group calling for an end to police 
brutality and an increase in black control over black communities.
 Government- sponsored civil rights progress came to a standstill, 
even backtracked, in the 1980s and early 1990s, and again in the first 
eight years of the 2000s, when enforcement of civil rights laws and the 
implementation of remedial programs for discrimination were cut back 
or eliminated under the administrations of Ronald Reagan, George 
H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush. For example, a draft report of the U.S. 
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Commission on Civil Rights summarized George W. Bush’s civil rights 
record in the 2000s: “President Bush has implemented policies that 
have retreated from long- established civil rights promises in each of these 
areas.”24

 Yet, even in the difficult period since the 1980s, black civil rights 
and other organizations have periodically responded with public 
demonstrations for expanded civil rights and social support programs in 
Washington, DC, and other cities. There have been numerous local protests 
against racism and for community solidarity, as well as a few national 
demonstrations, such as the 1995 Million Man March in Washington, DC, 
accenting the need for black solidarity. Local protests periodically focus on 
incidents of antiblack violence, such as in the 2009 protests in Oakland, 
California, over the killing of an unarmed black man by a police officer. 
There have been numerous efforts to organize black workers against 
exploitative employers and black communities against waste dumps and 
other environmental hazards. Recently, black civil rights organizations 
have assertively and regularly protested state government cutbacks in 
educational and other social support programs in states from North 
Carolina to Texas. Like numerous Latino organizations, they have also 
organized substantial protests against white conservative legislative and 
judicial attempts to increase government barriers (for example, requiring 
photo- IDs) to voting, which have expanded in southern states, often in 
response to a facilitating 2013 Supreme Court decision. In addition, since 
the early 2000s numerous Latino organizations have organized extensive 
protests—from Rhode Island to California—on behalf of the rights of 
immigrants of color.25

 Dissatisfaction with stalled progress or backtracking on official 
commitments to racial desegregation has periodically led black activists, 
organizers, and intellectuals to press for separatist and cultural–nationalist 
strategies. During the 1920s and 1930s there was an outpouring of 
novels, music, and other arts celebrating African American traditions and 
interests—the Harlem Renaissance. Coupled with this cultural renaissance 
was an accent on expanding black businesses and civic institutions. In 
organizations like the Nation of Islam since the 1940s, numerous African 
Americans have rejected racial integration as the central goal and accented a 
black community control or separatist strategy. Sometimes, this strategy has 
been coupled with a call for reparations for centuries of racial oppression.26

 Periodically since the 1960s many African Americans have shown 
a renewed interest in community control strategies. Isabel Wilkerson 
interviewed middle- class black Americans in Los Angeles after a major 
1990s riot. They were angry over police brutality and other racism 
issues. As a group, they were increasingly interested in buying from 
black businesses and greater black solidarity. In addition, in a major 
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policy- oriented book Integration or Separation? Roy Brooks documented 
the drawbacks of the racial- integration strategy as actually practiced. In 
his view African Americans should continue the traditional integration 
strategy, but couple it with strong community- focused strategies that have 
long been necessary for their economic and psychological well- being.27

 Working in the tradition of Malcolm X and W. E. B. Du Bois, numerous 
black scholars and community leaders have periodically reiterated the 
importance of African values and traditional perspectives for African 
Americans. They reject myths of European cultural superiority and call 
for African Americans, as anthropologist Marimba Ani puts it, to refocus 
their “energies toward the recreation of cultural alternatives informed 
by ancestral visions of a future that celebrates Africanness.”28 In this 
Afrocentric perspective societal revolution begins not with open warfare 
but with an assertive counter- framing against the white racial frame and 
white practice arising out of it. African Americans have not been alone 
in developing this resistance perspective. For example, a major antiracist 
counter- framing that rejects European myths and assertions of cultural 
superiority has been asserted by some Latino (especially Chicano) groups 
and many Native American groups over centuries of European intrusion 
and dominance in North America. Periodically, numerous groups of color 
have forcefully resisted white colonization of both lands and minds.

Some Individual Strategies of Resistance

As the 1960s civil rights movement demonstrated, successful antioppression 
movements require a shattering of negative racial images in the minds of 
the oppressed themselves. How to increase this self- consciousness remains 
an ongoing task for antiracist struggles. Consciousness- raising among 
Americans of color includes self- inquiry into one’s attitudes as well as a 
parallel dialogue with others. The African revolutionary Frantz Fanon 
cogently stressed that an “authentic national liberation exists only to the 
precise degree to which the individual has irreversibly begun his own 
liberation.”29

 African Americans have pioneered in this process of individual 
liberation. Since several researchers have documented these individual 
strategies for dealing with discrimination in detail elsewhere, let us 
note just one major example here. In a national study of middle- class 
respondents, a black professional explained her approach to whites:

I know I have very little tolerance for white people who expect me to 
change my behavior to make them comfortable. They don’t change 
their behavior to make me comfortable. I am who I am. Either they 
sit with me and work with me respecting that, or you can’t sit and 
work together.
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After indicating that she does not generally tolerate racist attitudes or 
remarks, she then adds:

Then there are other people, who are personal friends, who may 
make a racist statement, and it’s really based on their ignorance and 
their lack of understanding, and I’ll take the time to deal with it. 
There’s a young white woman that I work with now, and she’s really 
not worked with a lot of different people of color, and she uses the 
term, “you people,” and I bring it to her attention, And she’s like, 
“oh, oh,” and so it’s an education, we’re working together. But I don’t 
generally accommodate white people’s conflicts.

Like most African Americans, she tailors her response to expressed racist 
attitudes to fit the situation and the person.30

 Over a lifetime of much experience with whites, African Americans often 
develop a counter- framing to the dominant white frame and an array of 
countering strategies to fight whites’ racist attitudes and practices. In interview 
studies they frequently speak of withdrawing to fight another day. At other 
times, they describe open confrontations with white discriminators, with 
all the costs that can entail. As in the above account, they often distinguish 
among whites, taking time to educate those who seem to be open to change. 
Many black Americans and other Americans of color, like this woman, have 
actively worked for their own liberation from racial oppression.31

The Equality Ideal: Black Support, White Resistance

From the 1600s to the present, the racial subordination of Americans of 
color has contradicted the ideals in the Declaration of Independence—
the emphasis on “all men are created equal” and the inalienable rights of 
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” However, as white men with 
property, the U.S. founders had in mind their own freedom and equality 
in regard to British political control. Still, once the genie of freedom was 
let out of the bottle, many other Americans have pressed for full inclusion 
under these great human ideals of liberty, justice, and equality.
 For centuries African Americans and other Americans of color have 
regularly forced white Americans to confront or implement these grand 
ideals. Perhaps the first great manifesto for full human equality in U.S. 
history was the 1829 Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World by the 
brave black abolitionist David Walker. In his widely circulated manifesto, 
Walker quoted the words “all men are created equal” from the Declaration 
of Independence and then added for his white readers this critique:

Compare your own language above, extracted from your Declaration 
of Independence, with your cruelties and murders inflicted by your 
cruel and unmerciful fathers and yourselves on our fathers and 
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on us—men who have never given your fathers or you the least 
provocation! . . . I ask you candidly, was your sufferings under Great 
Britain, one hundredth part as cruel and tyrannical as you have 
rendered ours under you? Some of you, no doubt, believe that we 
will never throw off your murderous government and “provide new 
guards for our future security.”32

He then assured his white readers that black Americans would take strong 
action to achieve freedom and justice. Walker’s manifesto created fear 
among slaveholders, who realistically saw it as an incitement to revolution. 
A bounty was placed on Walker’s head by slaveholding interests, and he 
may have been poisoned in June 1830 for his advocacy of liberty and 
justice for all.
 After the Civil War African Americans again pressed hard to secure 
meaningful freedom and equality, including the right to vote and 
hold office, equal treatment in public accommodations, fair economic 
opportunities, and just treatment in the judicial system. Leaders like 
Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth forcefully enunciated ideals 
of liberty and justice for all. Moreover, in the early 1900s, new civil 
rights movements emerged, and yet more black leaders spoke out for 
implementation of these ideals. For instance, in a 1902 lecture, Anna 
Julia Cooper, a leading activist for the poor and early African American 
feminist, noted how

dragged against his will over thousands of miles of unknown waters 
to a strange land among strange peoples, the Negro was transplanted 
to this continent in order to produce chattels and beasts of burden 
for a nation “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition 
that all men are created equal.”

Elsewhere, she added that black men and women are endowed with the 
inalienable rights of “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness” and have 
a “right to grow up, to develop, to reason and to live” just like whites.33

 During the 1950s and 1960s a reinvigorated civil rights movement again 
accented these ideals. Hundreds of thousands of participants in these 
antiracist movements were greatly influenced by national and international 
ideals of social justice and equal rights. Just before his 1968 assassination, 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. passionately argued for racial equality. He 
noted that a major problem was getting whites to understand the meaning 
of the civil rights movement, for there is “not even a common language 
when the term ‘equality’ is used. Negro and white have a fundamentally 
different definition.” Dr. King added that black Americans

have proceeded from a premise that equality means what it says, and 
they have taken white Americans at their word when they talked of 
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it as an objective. But most whites in America in 1967, including 
many persons of goodwill, proceed from a premise that equality is 
a loose expression for improvement. White America is not even 
psychologically organized to close the gap—essentially it seeks only 
to make it less painful and less obvious but in most respects to retain 
it.34

Dr. King’s commentary is as accurate now as then. Because of centuries of 
civil rights movements by Americans of color, the white public’s under-
standing of equality and the color line has slowly been transformed from 
the idea of the founders that only white men had a right to liberty, justice, 
and political representation to a much broader view. Recent surveys 
suggest that the white majority now holds this view: In principle, all men 
and women have a right to legal and political equality, as well as to equal 
opportunities in employment, housing, and education. However, for the 
white majority even this extension and understanding of equality dates 
only from the 1970s and today does not mean that most whites wish to see 
a truly egalitarian societal reality, or even thorough racial integration. For 
example, in a recent Gallup poll a significant majority of black respond-
ents (59 percent) felt there was still a major role for government in taking 
action to improve the socioeconomic conditions faced by black Amer-
icans, yet a quite small percentage (19 percent) of white respondents felt 
the same way. In addition, a majority of black respondents thought the 
country needed more civil rights laws, but again few whites felt such action 
was necessary.35 Similarly, when younger (18–25) Americans were asked in 
another recent survey about affirmative action to redress past discrimina-
tion, only 19 percent of white youth supported such remedial programs, as 
compared with 75 percent of black youth and 63 percent of Latino youth. 
Today, as we have seen throughout this book, the overwhelming majority 
of whites do not accept the goal of aggressively reducing substantial group 
inequality in historically white institutional areas and, thus, do not support 
major government actions in that regard.36

 A majority of whites believe that in many areas Americans of color 
already have racial equality. One national survey found that 61 percent 
of white respondents felt the average black person had health care access 
equal to or better than that of the average white person. Half felt that 
black Americans had a level of education similar to or better than that of 
whites and that, on average, whites and blacks were about as well off in 
the jobs they held. As we have seen in previous chapters, such white views 
are quite incorrect. Altogether, 70 percent of the whites in this survey 
held one or more erroneous beliefs about white–black differentials in 
contemporary life conditions. Moreover, another recent national survey 
found that most whites thought the United States was now living up to 
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the liberty- and-justice ideals of the Pledge of Allegiance. In contrast, 
more than half the black respondents felt the country was not living up to 
them.37 In yet another national survey more than 80 percent of the black 
respondents reported widespread racial discrimination. Only one- fifth felt 
things were better today for black Americans than a few years ago; just 44 
percent felt that life would be better in the future.38 As Ralph Ellison long 
ago expressed it, the ultimate goal for African Americans is the creation of 
real democracy in which a black person will be “free to define himself for 
what he is and, within the large framework of that democracy, for what he 
desires to be.”39

White Responses to Pressure for Change

Since the 1960s civil rights revolution white Americans, including the 
elite, have faced a recurring ideological and moral crisis. They have 
experienced a growth in strong liberty- and-justice and other antiracist 
ideas among Americans of color who are fighting and organizing against 
persisting racism. Protest against white dominance includes not only overt 
confrontation but also the development of a strong counter- frame—in 
the case of black Americans, an antiracist counter- frame generated over 
a long period of fighting oppression. Periodically, this antiracist counter-
 framing has helped to generate an ideological or moral crisis for many 
white Americans.

Remedial Strategies: Moderates and Liberals

From the 1940s to the 1960s an accent on modest racial integration and 
anti- segregation action was the orientation of the elite’s more liberal wing, 
although not of the elite as a whole nor of the white public. Reflecting 
the views of some of these elite men and of increasing numbers of social 
scientists in the 1940s, Gunnar Myrdal argued in An American Dilemma 
that biological racism was discredited and antiblack discrimination should 
be remedied. Myrdal’s solution accented the need for ethical changes by 
many individual whites, who would take action to change institutions. 
Myrdal and his associates pressed for gradual, one- way integration of 
black Americans into exclusionary white- controlled institutions.40 Such 
one- way assimilation, however, does not aim at fully remaking these racist 
institutions.
 By the 1950s the white elite and public were confronted by black and 
other protesters risking their livelihoods and lives in the new civil rights 
strategy of non- violent confrontation and civil disobedience. By making 
moderate desegregation and other policy concessions to these pressures 
in the 1950s and 1960s, white decisionmakers probably averted more 
serious protests and more extensive societal changes. New civil rights laws 
eliminated official segregation, and remedial programs for discrimination 
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began a gradual process of placing some, often modest, numbers of African 
Americans, other Americans of color, and white women in historically 
white male workplaces and other institutional settings. However, for the 
most part white moderates and liberals have only sought to eliminate 
the most blatant forms of discrimination and to provide some increased 
societal opportunities for Americans of color.
 The much- criticized affirmative action (a term originally meaning just 
“positive action”) programs of recent decades were initially created by 
white men in the elite’s moderate or liberal wing. Since these programs 
were first put into effect to deal with racial discrimination—mostly 
by white men at or near the top of corporations, universities, and other 
organizations—they have typically involved modest, often successful 
efforts to bring some people of color and white women into major 
institutions where they had historically been excluded. These affirmative 
action programs have the look of going significantly beyond equality of 
opportunity, but actually they have mostly just opened up opportunities 
to those who are quite qualified for them.
 Much research demonstrates that the use of well- crafted affirmative 
action programs, together with designating specific organizational 
responsibility for them, is an effective way of diversifying workforces and 
other institutions. For instance, one research evaluation of corporate 
employment diversity efforts at the managerial level looked at several 
different strategies. The researchers found that typical diversity training 
programs were the least effective approach to increasing a corporation’s 
percentage of black and female managers. Mentoring and networking 
programs also showed less significant effects in increasing managerial 
diversity than did organizational programs accenting “accountability, 
authority, and expertise (affirmative action plans, diversity committees 
and taskforces, diversity managers and departments).” Concrete plans 
and real managerial accountability are very important in making some 
lasting changes in management diversity. Even so, the study found that 
the best affirmative action programs had modest effects on corporate 
diversity.41

 From the viewpoint of even the more supportive whites, government 
affirmative action and similar remedial policies were designed to be 
modest and temporary, and to get the job opportunity game to work 
better in the private and public sectors for Americans of color. In recent 
years most critics of affirmative action seem to have forgotten that it was 
originally created by white male officials as a modest response to pressures 
from black and other protesters seeking more substantial societal changes 
in the 1960s era. Not surprisingly, thus, only a few affirmative action and 
other antidiscrimination programs have seriously challenged white male 
domination of historically white institutions.
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White Conservative Strategies Persist

The white conservative political resurgence since the 1980s has periodically 
involved attacks on these and other antidiscrimination programs. The 
conservative ideological attack, with its continuing denial of significant 
societal racism, its assertion of white innocence, and its romanticizing of 
the racist past, has frequently been accompanied by political actions that 
have moved the U.S. government and private organizations away from 
attempts at racial desegregation and other necessary racial change.
 Conservative intellectuals have helped in getting conservative 
politicians elected and in preparing backtracking legislation, and they 
have participated actively in shaping and manipulating the views 
and inclinations of the general public by serving as op- ed writers in 
major newspapers, appearing as experts on major news programs and 
influential talk shows, and writing best- selling books. Recall the extensive 
development of conservative theories about black Americans (for example, 
Chapter 3, pp. 73–91).42

 Conservative commentaries drawing on the “IQ” test literature continue 
to plague the scientific community and the public discussion. Recall that 
the distinguished scientist James Watson has argued that conventional 
“IQ” test data demonstrate that blacks are less intelligent than whites. 
Watson has also hypothesized that, because a little research suggests that 
melanin (which creates skin color) extracts enhance sex drive, dark-
 skinned people must have a greater sex drive than lighter- skinned people. 
This unreflective white- framed approach to the biology of “race” is an old 
approach that most scientists used in the overtly racist, early decades of the 
twentieth century. In recent decades, however, the overwhelming majority 
of physical and social scientists have abandoned this blatant biological 
racism.43

 Since the 1970s, as part of the conservative resurgence against 
government actions to reduce racial inequalities, powerful whites 
in government and business have cut back or ended numerous 
antidiscrimination programs. For example, most U.S. companies now 
do little significant training of their white and other employees for 
interracial cooperation and management.44 In addition, since the 1970s 
white conservatives have filed major lawsuits, including those that have 
resulted in Supreme Court decisions dismantling affirmative action 
programs, such as the 1989 Croson decision on business set- asides noted 
in Chapter 5. Recent cases have continued to weaken antidiscrimination 
programs in areas such as education and voting rights. Decided by a 
conservative- controlled Supreme Court in the early 2000s, two major 
University of Michigan cases (Gratz v. Bollinger and Grutter v. Bollinger) 
effectively limited attempts in higher education to improve lagging 
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diversity in colleges and universities. The high court significantly limited 
the use of remedial action using racial characteristics that was aimed 
at diversifying college admissions, although it did allow them to be 
used alongside numerous other factors in carefully crafted admissions 
procedures. However, in a major 2013 case, Fisher v. University of Texas, the 
conservative majority on the Court further limited this modest use of a 
race- conscious factor in admissions by requiring college administrators to 
exhaust all other alternatives for increasing student racial diversity before 
using it. Ignoring the fact that most colleges have tried other, usually 
unsuccessful approaches to increase student racial diversity, the Court’s 
decision likely ended most significant affirmative action efforts in higher 
education.45

 Over recent decades a conservative Supreme Court has also rejected the 
argument, well documented in social science research, that institutional 
racism is the immediate context and shaper of individual racism. 
The Court’s conservatives have argued that the civil rights created 
by the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution are only for 
individuals and cannot be used to destroy long- established institutional 
discrimination. Since the 1980s, a string of cases from this conservative 
high court have treated the white interest in keeping white privilege and 
power as much more important than the interests of Americans of color 
in eradicating systemic racism.46

 Indeed, federal judges have often ignored existing research data. 
Take the common claim that affirmative action in the area of college 
scholarships has greatly hurt white students because students of color get 
a huge and unfair share of them. Yet recent analyses show that among full-
 time undergraduates in four- year colleges and universities, students of 
color are about one- third of applicants for grants and scholarships, but 
get only about one- quarter of private scholarships. “Caucasian students 
receive more than three- quarters (76%) of all institutional merit- based 
scholarship and grant funding, even though they represent less than two-
 thirds (62%) of the student population.”47 An overwhelming majority 
of grants and fellowships are available for whites. Another recent social 
science study found that white undergraduates with solid financial support 
for college costs from their affluent families were much more likely than 
similar students of color to get additional college scholarship support.48 
Preferential treatment for whites has long been central, institutionalized, 
and legitimate. It is action to remedy longstanding discrimination against 
Americans of color that has been controversial and difficult to implement.

Generating Significant Organizational Change

In recent years many analysts, especially conservative analysts, have 
regularly suggested that affirmative action and other programs of 
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government intervention against discrimination have not brought the 
significant changes promised, should be cataloged as failures, or violate 
merit procedures. However, some important programs of remedial action 
have brought substantial organizational changes and increased respect for 
merit. Consider the substantial efforts at job and other racial desegregation 
in the U.S. Army. Today the Army, which has the largest proportion of 
black personnel in the military, is probably the most desegregated of the 
larger historically white institutions. The proportion of black Americans 
among Army officers has been shown to be significantly higher than it is 
among executives in most large corporations. Today, thousands of black 
officers constitute the largest group of black executives in any historically 
white organization. African Americans also make up a disproportionate 
percentage of the important sergeant ranks in the Army, a proportion 
higher than that for comparable supervisors in most other U.S. 
workplaces.49

 How was this desegregation of an organization with a long history 
of well- institutionalized segregation accomplished? The explanation 
lies in the fact that the armed forces were ordered to desegregate by 
President Harry Truman in 1948. Linked to this is the fact that the Army 
is an authoritarian organization that has in recent decades punished overt 
discrimination by white personnel and rewarded officers who worked 
for significant desegregation. The Army has required courses on racial, 
ethnic, and gender issues, and diversity in units is often taken into account 
in personnel decisions. Interestingly, the Army approach accents merit 
procedures. To meet the problem of enlistees without the skills necessary 
to move up the ranks—a common problem for civilian employers as 
well—the Army has developed a strong array of compensatory education 
programs. Rather than lower standards, the Army has often set up 
programs to bring personal skills to levels necessary for satisfactory 
performance and promotion. These educational programs are usually 
well crafted and relatively brief, and have generally been successful in 
providing many black personnel and other personnel of color with the 
skills necessary to meet military entrance and promotion standards. Given 
real opportunities, black Americans have excelled in the job structure 
of a historically white institution. In addition, the U.S. military requires 
significant diversity training for officers and enlisted personnel. There are 
also spin- off effects from the military desegregation: The most racially 
integrated towns and cities in the United States are generally near military 
bases.50

 Army programs demonstrate that much more can be done to 
reduce and remedy historic discrimination. In the enforcement of 
antidiscrimination laws and the desegregation of everyday operations, 
military leaders and ordinary personnel have often accomplished much 
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more than white executives and managers in most other government 
agencies, in large corporations and most other businesses, or in most 
unions. Nonetheless, much remains to be done. Military surveys show 
there is still much subtle and covert discrimination, and some blatant 
discrimination, in various military branches.51

 Significant efforts are also being made to bring organizational change 
in other sectors of society. For example, in a 2012 study of racial barriers 
faced by administrators of color and other non- traditional administrators 
at major universities, the senior administrators Edna Chun and Alvin 
Evans have laid out well major recommendations for institutional change 
in universities. Among these are numerous recommendations that apply 
to an array of public and private organizations:

Increase representational diversity by hiring women, minority, 
and LGBT administrators in positions of line authority, including 
executive positions traditionally held by white males;

Vest diverse administrators with appropriate authority and 
resources commensurate with the level of their position and ensure 
comparability in similar level positions;

Monitor employment patterns by organizational area and 
supervisory purview for hiring, promotion, compensation, 
evaluation, and termination decisions in terms of adverse impact 
upon diverse administrators.

Eliminate “wired searches” [predetermined searches] or waivers 
and strengthen diversity recruitment; ensure diversity of search 
committees.52

These are just a few of their perceptive suggestions for large- scale organ-
izational change. They conclude their research- based book thus: “Recogni-
tion and celebration of the talents of all members of the university 
community will strengthen the creation of a climate of respect, dignity, 
and empowerment that supports the attainment of Inclusive Excellence.”53

Antiracist Strategies Today

As we have seen previously, the social context can restrict or encourage the 
possibility that whites (and others) will take action against systemic racism 
and for a society that is more humane, egalitarian, and just. Historical 
conditions and the existing social structure set limits on what individuals 
can do, but they are not all- determining. Today, even within a society 
thoroughly grounded in white racism, a significant number of whites are 
working actively with Americans of color to destroy that racism in their 
own lives and in the larger society.
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Some Strategies in Dealing with Individual Whites

At lecture sessions I have done over the decades, some whites ask, usually 
in frustration and after they have become more aware that racial hostility 
and discrimination are commonplace: “What can I do to bring change? I 
am only one individual.” The answer to this may lie in the old idea that 
one person, whatever her or his status, can help to topple an oppressive 
system if action is taken at the right place and time. One person’s actions 
can make a real difference. Consider the European Holocaust. It might not 
have happened if a modest number of individuals had taken action to stop 
it at the right point in time.
 Zygmunt Bauman has suggested that, 

Evil is not all powerful. . . . The testimony of the few who did resist 
shatters the authority of the logic of self- preservation. It shows it for 
what it is in the end—a choice. One wonders how many people must 
defy that logic for evil to be incapacitated.54

This is the important practical question. During the 1950s–1960s civil 
rights movement only a modest percentage of black Americans, and a very 
small percentage of most other groups, ignored the logic of self- 
preservation and actively participated in the organized protests against Jim 
Crow. Today, likewise, we need more people who will ignore self- 
preservation and act to disrupt individual and group framing and actions 
that reinforce the persisting racial hierarchy.
 One barrier for most whites is their significant lack of empathy for the 
situations of those across the color line. Racism requires in its oppressors 
and discriminators a lack of recognition of the humanity of the racialized 
others. Systemic racism, thus, involves the social alexithymia discussed 
previously. Being an oppressor in a racist society typically requires a 
significantly reduced ability to understand or relate to the experiences, 
such as recurring pain, of those regularly targeted by racist framing, 
hostility, and discrimination.
 Whites who change in this regard seem to develop through at least three 
stages: sympathy, empathy, and autopathy. The initial stage, sympathy, 
is important but limited. It typically involves a willingness to set aside 
some racist stereotypes, images, and hostility, and the development of a 
friendly if variable interest in what is happening to the racialized others. 
Numerous whites have moved into this stage since the 1960s civil rights 
movement. Empathy is a much more advanced stage, in that it requires 
a developed ability to routinely reject numerous distancing stereotypes 
and other racial framing, plus a sustained capacity to see and feel some 
of the pain of those in the oppressed group. Autopathy is yet a third and 
more advanced stage. Autopathic understandings and feelings occur when 
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a white person has intentionally put herself or himself, if partially, into the 
racist world of the oppressed—and not only receives racist hostility from 
other whites but also personally feels some pain that comes from being 
enmeshed in racist conditions central to the lives of oppressed others. This 
case of feeling racism’s pain more directly often comes when whites are 
close friends, lovers, parents, or other relatives of blacks or other people of 
color who are direct and daily targets of racism. Accounts by white parents 
of children of color sometimes reveal the great autopathic pain the former 
frequently endure as they confront the racism faced by their children.55

 Today the challenge for those seeking to expand antiracist strategies and 
actions includes the creation of conditions where more whites will have to 
confront the reality of the everyday pain that systemic racism has caused 
Americans of color, including those with whom they come into regular 
contact. A large- scale educational effort—one that is candid about the past 
and present reality of white- racist framing and practices—seems required 
if more than a handful of whites are to move into these important stages 
of empathy and autopathy.

The Role of Education

Over more than four decades of teaching experience with thousands of 
students, I have found that, until whites have substantial instruction in 
the history and contemporary reality of racial oppression, most reject the 
important understandings and interpretations they need to be supportive 
of major changes in our racist system. Undoubtedly, changing the 
centuries- old white racial frame and actions generated by it will require 
much effort, including improved educational strategies. Today, few 
Americans have had even a brief Stereotyping 101 or Racism 101 course in 
their educations, from kindergarten to college or graduate school.56 This 
has had a serious impact on whites’ and others’ knowledge of our racist 
history and contemporary racial realities.
 Recent psychological research has shown whites’ knowledge of historical 
racism is related to their ability to understand contemporary racism. 
Comparing black college students with white students, one study found 
that whites “perceived less racism in both isolated incidents and systemic 
manifestations of racism.” White students did worse on a measure of 
historical knowledge than the black students. Not surprisingly, among 
these whites denial of contemporary racism was also found to be linked to 
their ignorance of the history of racism.57

 By means of well- constructed Racism 101 courses, whites, and many 
others, can become much more aware of the reality of the conventional 
white- racist framing deeply imbedded in their minds. They can be taught 
the importance of reframing away from this old white racial frame to an 
operational liberty- and-justice framing of society. Generating a sincere 
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acceptance of this liberty- and-justice frame, and increasing action out of 
it, will likely require an expanded process of renewed education in which 
white individuals and their networks move toward understanding how 
our system of white privilege and power was created, and how whites 
maintain it today. Such education needs to probe deeply into the deeply 
racist character of society and requires purposeful unlearning of the 
mythology whites have used to paper over the continuing reality of racial 
discrimination. Collective forgetting of society’s racialized history, and 
their family’s racialized history, is central to the way in which most whites 
have dealt with U.S. racism. Some antiracist educators have developed 
innovative Racism 101 strategies to bring home the reality of this racialized 
history. One effective strategy involves getting white and other students in 
a course to study and trace out their own family’s history of developing 
and passing along assets and wealth over the last several generations. One 
teacher has noted that

uncovering and reflecting on specific examples of unjust 
impoverishment and unjust enrichment in their personal family 
histories had a profound impact on many students. Many white 
students acknowledged being able to see and understand how racism 
and white privilege operated in their own lives in ways that had not 
been able to before.58

Recently, the Southern Poverty Law Center published a report evaluating 
the educational standards for teaching about the civil rights movement in 
all states and the District of Columbia. They found the typical efforts on 
the part of (mostly white) legislators and educators in the majority of 
states were to downplay, ignore, or superficially review this important 
rights movement and its racist context:

Too often, we found, the movement, when it is given classroom 
time, is reduced to lessons about two heroic figures—Martin Luther 
King and Rosa Parks—and four words, “I have a dream.” We found 
that only a handful of states required educators to pay significant 
attention to the movement and the lessons it can teach about 
citizenship. Over 30 states required minimal or even no instruction; 
many had standards that barely went beyond a superficial treatment 
of events and leaders. Overall . . . in almost all states, there is 
tremendous room for improvement.59

For those interested in significantly remedying the extensive ignorance of 
a great many Americans, and especially most white Americans, this 
important report laid out model curriculum standards for teaching accu-
rately, richly, and rigorously about civil rights and the pathbreaking civil 
rights movement.
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Some Impacts of Education

Learning more about the harsh reality of U.S. history—about its 
oppression, brutality, and unjust impoverishment for Americans of color, 
and its unjust enrichment and privileges for whites—is likely to be critical 
to the goal of increasing the number of whites (and others) who will 
actively join antiracist efforts at local and national levels.60 As of now, this 
important educational project is clearly in an early stage. One optimistic 
finding from recent research is that even modest educational steps can 
make some difference. Some psychological research has demonstrated 
that diversity videos and courses can have some positive effects on the 
awareness of racism and privilege among white students and on their 
inclination to participate in antiracist actions. One recent study examined 
the impact of a short video showing the extent of white racism today on 
the racial views of the white college students who viewed it. Compared 
with a control group, those who watched the video “showed significant 
increases in racial awareness (i.e., decrease in racial colorblindness), White 
empathy, and White guilt, at posttest.” The overall impact was modest, 
however, for there were no significant differences between the two groups 
in racial prejudice. Still, educational videos can “serve as a powerful 
and practical teaching and learning resource in counseling- related 
coursework.”61

 Another study involved two groups of white children aged 6–11. Each 
group was given six 20-minute daily history lessons providing biographical 
information on historically important African Americans. One group got 
biographies with explicit discussions of racial discrimination faced by the 
person under consideration, while the other group got the biographies 
without references to discrimination. Before and after the lessons, 
researchers gave these white children an evaluative scale designed to 
measure positive and negative views of black and white Americans. The 
children who had the brief racial discrimination lessons had significantly 
more positive attitudes and less negative attitudes about black Americans 
than the group that had not gotten such lessons. The children getting 
the discrimination lessons also revealed in testing that they were more 
inclined than the others to racial fairness and, among older children, had 
more racial guilt.62 Such research suggests that even brief historical lessons 
about discrimination may have some modest positive effects on whites’ 
racial attitudes, including activation of their sense of responsibility for a 
racist society.
 The usefulness of white racial guilt has been debated, but a few studies 
suggest it may have positive effects. Research on white college students has 
shown that the extent of their feelings of guilt about apparently racist views 
predicts their interest in participating in prejudice- reducing behavior. 
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In one study those with more racial guilt were more likely to desire to 
participate in reading prejudice- reducing articles and in “rectifying the 
transgression that originally produced the guilt.”63 Another recent study 
of new college students who were relatively unaware of racism found that 
their participation in diversity courses and activities increased their sense 
of white racial guilt. Diversity courses not only accelerate “academic and 
social growth of white students but also . . . encourage positive changes 
in emotions about racial issues.”64 From these researchers’ perspective, 
the generation of the emotion of racialized guilt can conceivably play a 
beneficial role in stimulating action against racism.
 In addition, stimulating critical thinking about one aspect of U.S. 
racism can stimulate critical thinking and reframing in other areas. 
In another study researchers using a “white privilege attitudes scale” 
demonstrated that white empathy for, and understanding of, the racist 
conditions faced by Americans of color increase as white understandings 
critical of white privilege increase—in this case on attitudinal items 
measuring awareness of white racial privilege, willingness to confront it, 
and remorse over it.65

 Teaching people in one racial group how to see complexity and nuances 
in people in other groups may be another useful step in breaking down 
some racial framing. In one Canadian study psychological researchers 
showed 264 photos of Chinese, black, and white male faces to 20 whites. 
After they had been trained for hours in seeing subtle differences in these 
particular faces, the volunteers were less likely to associate negative words 
like “hate” with black faces than before the training. Training in seeing 
facial differences might reduce some racial profiling by police and other 
officials: “It’s beneficial even if it doesn’t affect their unconscious bias 
because it’s still good to have them tell individuals apart better than before, 
and a side benefit might be that it affects how much they stereotype.”66 
One problem in the interactions associated with everyday racism is the 
way in which members of one group, especially the dominant group, 
operate out of a racial framing that sees little difference in racial out-
 groups, indeed a framing that often insists “they all look alike.”
 Yet other social science research has examined which strategies and 
experiences break down racial isolation in high school and college 
settings. The character of interracial contacts, including friendships, is 
important. One research study found that positive interracial experiences 
in desegregated high school settings, such as significant interracial 
friendships, increased the likelihood of having meaningful interracial 
friendships later on in college.67 Another important study of white 
college students who had same- race or other- race roommates for several 
months found that those with other- race roommates ended up with more 
diverse friends, viewing diversity as more important, and being more 
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comfortable with interracial interactions than white students with same-
 race roommates.68 In addition, a study at eight University of California 
campuses asked students about how they “gained a deeper understanding” 
of the views of students who differed from them in religious beliefs, 
nationality, race and ethnicity, sexual orientation, and political opinions. 
Researchers found that discussions that improved student understandings 
“more commonly occurred (about 60% reporting frequent) where the 
topic was race/ethnicity and nationality—student differences that were 
more apparent because of visual differences or accent.” The students 
themselves made this connection between changed views and visible group 
characteristics. The reality of racial–ethnic diversity in organizational 
settings like this can have, under the right circumstances (for example, 
ongoing equal- status contacts), some positive effects on what people learn 
and understand about those unlike themselves.69

 Throughout a number of recent studies, thus, we observe the impact 
of diverse race–ethnic experiences and equal- status contacts on the racial 
views of whites. Consider another illuminating research project with 
policy implications. Researchers recently compared white college students 
who scored high on antiracist measures with students who did not score 
in the antiracist range. The more antiracist white students had more 
diversity experiences in growing up and on campus, and in the testing they 
showed more empathetic concern about racism issues and more awareness 
of the concerns of students of color. The researchers suggest a practical 
implication:

White antiracist role models are critical in helping White individuals 
to understand the insidiousness of racism and the importance 
of White people challenging racism. . . . White antiracist students 
could serve as discussion facilitators, teaching assistants, residence 
hall assistants, and paraprofessionals to raise other White students’ 
awareness of racial issues.70

In practice, administrators and faculty leaders at universities and other 
organizations seeking to deal forcefully with racism issues might well make 
more extensive use of antiracist whites in antiracism and serious diversity 
efforts.

Interracial Organizations Working against Racism

Group action against racism is essential. Antiracist action began in the 
first centuries of this country’s development. Multiracial groups have 
periodically helped to bring social changes, as the 1840s–1850s antislavery 
abolitionists and 1950s–1960s civil rights activists demonstrated. Some 
whites have given their lives for antiracist movements. In October 1859, 
John Brown, a white abolitionist, led a band of whites and blacks in an 
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attempt to seize weapons at a federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, with 
the goal of arming enslaved black Americans and facilitating rebellion 
against slavery’s oppression. Today, one necessary step is for all levels of 
antiracist education to offer courses discussing the actions of black and 
white activists like John Brown. Radical abolitionists constituted one of 
the first multiracial groups to struggle vigorously against systemic racism. 
Brown’s lucid comment on his sentence of death for his efforts indicates 
commitment to racial justice:

Now, if it is deemed necessary that I should forfeit my life for the 
furtherance of the ends of justice, and mingle my blood further with 
the blood of my children and with the blood of millions in this slave 
country whose rights are disregarded by wicked, cruel, and unjust 
enactments,—I submit, so let it be done!71

Since the antislavery efforts of the diverse Harper’s Ferry band in 1859, a 
long line of whites, blacks, and others of color have worked together, often 
against enormous opposition, to bring expanded liberty and justice to this 
country. Recall the creation of the NAACP in the early 1900s, an organiza-
tion seeking to fight racial segregation. For many years this organization, 
which has constantly worked against systemic racism, has had blacks and 
whites in its leadership and membership. It celebrated its one- hundredth 
anniversary in 2009, with President Barack Obama as keynote speaker and 
with a racially diverse audience. Its chair, the celebrated civil rights activist 
Julian Bond, made clear in interviews that the social justice and racial 
equality goals of the organization had not been met, and that much work 
on discrimination and inequality lay ahead.72 We should note that not only 
the NAACP efforts, but also other organizational efforts in the black- led 
civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, involved many participants 
from an array of racial and ethnic groups, including numerous whites. 
This movement had significant success in bringing down official Jim Crow 
segregation. In a social system like ours there seem to be only a few high 
leverage points from which to precipitate lasting changes, and U.S. history 
suggests that large coalitions of black and nonblack Americans working 
against systemic racism can create such high leverage points for significant 
progressive change in society.
 In recent decades many antiracist whites have helped to organize 
or have joined in grassroots organizations working against racism. For 
example, dozens of groups called the Institutes for the Healing of Racism 
regularly hold seminars and dialogues on issues of racism in various cities. 
These multiracial groups work locally to heighten the awareness of racism, 
educate citizens about how to fight racial hostility and discrimination, and 
provide dialogue across local racial- group boundaries. They have dealt 
openly with racist framing and institutional racism in their own lives and 
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communities. The associated National Resource Center for Racial Healing 
has trained more than 1,500 antiracism activists.73

 Typical of the range of current antiracist organizations are the People’s 
Institute for Survival and Beyond (PI) and Antiracist Action (ARA). 
Located in New Orleans and created by black activists, PI is a community-
 oriented group that sets up “Undoing Racism” workshops to train 
people in community and non- profit organizations. These multiracial 
workshops—which have trained thousands of people, many of them 
whites, since the 1980s—are designed to help community activists and 
concerned officials in organizations better understand racism, power 
inequalities, and cultural diversity and to show how to “undo racism” in 
their lives, organizations, and communities. Taking a somewhat different 
tack, the often substantially white ARA groups have forcefully protested 
white- supremacist and other racist groups and worked against government 
racism in cities in the United States and Canada. For example, their 
Copwatch programs attempt to reduce police brutality by such actions as 
having members take video devices into the streets to record police actions 
in dealings with citizens of color.74

 While objectives and tactics have varied, numerous other 
organizations have pressed for changes in systemic racism over recent 
decades. A brief sampling includes the Dismantling Racism Program 
of the National Conference (St. Louis), the Anti- Racism Institute 
of Clergy and Laity Concerned (Chicago), the Northwest Coalition 
against Malicious Harassment, the Southern Empowerment Project, 
the Committee against Anti- Asian Violence, and the Antiracism Study 
Dialogue Circles Metamorphosis (ASDIC) program. Based in Minnesota, 
ASDIC activists have used well- crafted dialogue and study workshops to 
stimulate awareness of racism, antiracist discussions, and change efforts 
in their communities. This multiracial group has successfully worked 
on an array of important educational and action goals, which include 
educating and empowering local people of diverse backgrounds to speak 
out on community patterns of white racism and helping them to protest 
for a more just and democratic society, locally and nationally. ASDIC 
programs provide models for other antiracist groups. The group has 
utilized quality racial- equity curriculum materials tailored for specific 
community groups and has generated networking “capital” among 
change agents working against racism in midwestern communities. 
ASDIC has facilitated more than one hundred workshops and dialogue 
circles with more than 1,800 community participants in antiracist 
activism—teachers, students, non- profit and government staff, members 
of religious organizations, and others. ASDIC’s antiracist curriculum 
has been offered as for- credit college courses. ASDIC has also worked 
with other organizations in setting up Overcoming Racism conferences 
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that provide educational and other support for antiracism trainers and 
organizations.75

 Note too that serious racial dialogue groups like those of ASDIC are 
being used in other educational settings as an important step in antiracist 
action. For example, in college courses some social justice educators have 
incorporated sustained “Intergroup Dialogue” segments in which white 
students and students of color are provided with important information 
about societal power and privilege and pressed to think very deeply and 
critically about this society’s racist structures.76

 Unmistakably, an important step in a broad antiracist strategy for the 
U.S. would be to expand greatly the number and size of antiracist efforts 
and organizations and connect them into an effective national association 
working against systemic racism. Today, broad multiracial coalitions 
working against racial oppression seem very necessary. Coalitions have 
periodically been attempted, and successful. For instance, since the 1980s 
the Reverend Jesse Jackson, a black civil rights leader, has worked with 
people from numerous racial and ethnic groups, including many whites, 
to build the Rainbow Coalition (later Rainbow PUSH). This influential 
organization, based in Chicago, has pressed since the 1980s for social 
justice goals such as: better jobs and government job creation; more 
extensive government efforts against racism, sexism, and homophobia; 
and government efforts to protect the environment. For decades now, 
the organization has helped to win progressive electoral battles in several 
states; it supported Jesse Jackson’s pioneering bids for the U.S. presidency 
in 1984 and 1988. Most recently, the organization has continued its open-
 umbrella coalition approach and focused major organizational efforts on 
persisting unemployment and poverty, home foreclosures, health care 
problems, voter registration, corporate inclusion, and higher- education 
issues facing Americans of color.77

A Democratic Constitutional Convention: An Idea Whose Time Has 
Come?

In 1787, some 55 white men met in Philadelphia and wrote a Constitution 
for what was seen as the first democratic nation. They met at the end of 
a revolutionary struggle and articulated their perspective using language 
about human equality and freedom. However, they had a very restricted 
view of those grand ideas. This Constitutional Convention did not include 
white women, African Americans, or Native Americans, who then made up 
a substantial majority of the population. Nor did it include representation 
for white men with little property. The representatives of less than 5 
percent of the population framed a new constitution that has governed, 
with some amendments, the United States since the eighteenth century. 
The document created by these propertied white men generally reflected 
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their racial, class, and gender interests. While some of these interests 
encompassed the desires of all Americans to be free of the tyrannies of 
Europe—such as the constitutional prohibition of aristocratic titles and of 
a state religion—it took strong protests from ordinary Americans before 
even a Bill of Rights was added by the elite to their new Constitution.78

The 1858 Constitution

Not one of the original Constitutional Convention’s delegates saw African 
Americans and Native Americans as human beings whose views, interests, 
and perspectives should be seriously considered. How then should African 
Americans and Native Americans, whose ancestors were present in large 
numbers in the country but excluded at the convention and whose 
enslavement was ratified by the Constitution, regard the document? 
Why should they accept the authority of a Constitution their ancestors 
played no part in making? As I see it, this undemocratic Constitution 
and its often racially biased tradition of pro- white interpretation over the 
intervening centuries should be replaced, for this tradition has constrained 
progressive change toward racial and other equality and justice for too 
long. All attempts to fully eradicate systemic racism since the late 1700s 
have been constrained by this document and interpretations of it by the 
mostly white judges and members of Congress holding office since that 
time. Significant attempts at societal change—scattered court decisions 
knocking down some discrimination and new civil rights laws—have been 
made within this white- framed and white- dominated societal context and, 
thus, have come slowly and with enough deficiencies, such as weak or no 
enforcement, to ensure that the underlying system of racial oppression has 
not been eliminated. The U.S. democratic project yet remains to be fully 
accomplished.
 Only one racially diverse group of Americans has, to my knowledge, 
tried to formulate and implement an antiracist constitution and declaration 
of independence. On May 8, 1858, more than a year before the previously 
mentioned Harper’s Ferry raid, John Brown and his allies, black and white, 
met in Chatham, Canada, to formulate a new constitution to govern the 
revolutionaries fighting for liberty for enslaved Americans—a constitution 
looking forward to a new antiracist nation of the United States. A total of 
12 white Americans and 33 black Americans (some having fled to Canada) 
were present at this authentic liberty convention. The preamble to the 
pathbreaking provisional constitution they created read as follows:

Whereas slavery, throughout its entire existence in the United States, 
is none other than a most barbarous, unprovoked and unjustifiable 
war of one portion of its citizens upon another portion . . . in utter 
disregard and violation of those eternal and self- evident truths set 
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forth in our Declaration of Independence: therefore, we, citizens of 
the United States, and the oppressed people who, by a recent decision 
of the Supreme Court, are declared to have no rights which the white 
man is bound to respect, together with all other people degraded 
by the laws thereof, do, for the time being, ordain and establish 
ourselves the following provisional constitution and ordinances, the 
better to protect our persons, property, lives, and liberties, and to 
govern our actions.79

Their radical declaration of independence further insisted “that the Slaves 
are, & of right ought to be . . . free.” Their new constitution and declaration 
of independence appear to be the only ones in U.S. history to be prepared 
by the representatives of oppressed African Americans, with their interests 
in liberty and justice substantially in mind.80

A New U.S. Constitutional Convention

Over recent decades, the U.S. government has a history of pressuring 
certain undemocratic countries to develop democratic constitutional 
conventions or commissions and, thus, democratic constitutions. For 
example, in 2005 numerous U.S. officials put great pressure on the new 
Iraqi officials who replaced U.S.-deposed dictator Saddam Hussein to 
develop a constitutional commission that would represent all the people 
of Iraq and create a democratic constitution. U.S. officials insisted that 
all major religious and ethnic groups in Iraq have representation, that 
women be represented, and that women’s rights, minority rights, and 
religious rights be recognized in the new constitution. Among the 55 
members of this constitutional commission were indeed male and 
female representatives of most major groups in Iraq. The final Iraqi 
Constitution, approved in a national referendum, describes the country 
as a “democratic, federal, representative republic” and a “multiethnic, 
multireligious country.” It specifically lists an array of protected human 
rights, among them equality before law, equal opportunity, privacy, right 
to counsel, presumption of innocence, freedom of speech and press, the 
right to vote, economic and cultural liberty, the right to work, ownership 
of personal property, and a dozen more human rights. Significantly, this 
innovative constitution explicitly bans racial discrimination and prohibits 
groups from propagating racism.81

 In stark contrast, however, the United States has never had such a 
constitutional convention or commission that represented all (or even 
much) of the population, nor has it developed a U.S. Constitution with 
nearly as large an array of explicit human rights protections as this Iraqi 
constitution. It is hard to see how the United States can insist on being the 
world’s premier democracy without having its own political constitution 
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made in at least as democratic a fashion as the U.S.-pressured Iraqi 
Constitution.
 Given this historical background, it seems time for the United States 
to have another constitutional convention, one that fairly represents 
all Americans. The old racialized foundation of the U.S. sociopolitical 
system needs to be replaced if the persisting realities of racial hostility 
and discrimination are to be thoroughly removed, just as the sinking 
foundation of a dilapidated old building must be replaced. A new 
constitutional convention is required not only to address issues of human 
rights and restitution for racially oppressed groups, but also to ensure that 
the governing document of the new multiracial democracy is produced 
by representatives of all the people. The egalitarian and democratic ideas 
associated with the U.S. Bill of Rights and civil rights laws could well be 
points for important discussion at this new convention. However, as I see 
it, no existing U.S. laws should automatically be part of a new constitution 
because the meaning of these laws usually rests on their interpretation by 
the current, mostly white- dominated, judiciary.
 What would be a more adequate set of starting points in beginning 
the debate on a constitution for a true multiracial democracy? The new 
convention might use the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and related human rights documents that have expanded 
that declaration, including those on women’s rights. First ratified in 1948 
by the United Nations, this important international declaration today 
represents a growing consensus across the globe on what human rights are 
essential for a healthy society (see below, pp. 310–311). Without collective 
and governmental respect for a broad array of fundamental human 
rights there can be no real democracy. Thus, the official call for the new 
constitutional convention might indicate a grounding of its discussions 
in a mutual respect for the broad human rights of all Americans and in a 
mutual respect for the plurality of U.S. cultures and heritages.
 Some experienced civil rights scholars and leaders have opposed 
the idea of a new constitutional convention because they fear the white 
majority there might even roll back existing civil rights protections. For 
example, the constitutional scholar Roy Brooks has criticized this idea of a 
new convention because it “would open debate and reconsideration of the 
existing document, and the consequences could be dire.”82 He and others 
fear that in a society where many whites are still operating out of a white-
 racist framing such a new convention might be dominated by whites who 
would restrict existing rights such as free speech and reproductive rights.
 These fears might be reasonable if the new convention were to be 
dominated just by white men of a conservative bent. However, in my 
hypothetical scenario the convention would not take place unless those 
who write the new constitution are fully representative of all sectors of the 
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population. No other arrangement will create the necessary conditions 
for full and open debates on matters of concern to all the people. If the 
convention were to be held today, this stipulation would mean that 
white men would be about 31 percent of the delegates, instead of the 
100 percent representation they had at the first convention. In addition, 
that group would now include a much more diverse array of white men 
than at the first convention. In addition, about 37 percent of the delegates 
would be Americans of color; women of all backgrounds would constitute 
a little more than half of the delegates. These changes alone would make 
a contemporary convention dramatically different in representation, and 
likely discussion, from the 1787 convention.
 Some readers may wonder if the average citizen or politician, who may 
be relatively ignorant of complex political and legal matters and with 
U.S. history, would have the ability to deal intelligently with issues of 
government as complex and difficult as those faced by a new constitutional 
convention. One partial solution for this would be to require a process of 
intensive, open, and critical political education for all delegates, indeed 
perhaps for the entire population. Prior to calling an official convention, 
those committed to the creation of a full democracy might press for trial 
conventions to test how such a truly representative convention might 
operate in dealing with decisionmaking processes, human rights, and 
controversial political issues. Indeed, there could be a practice convention 
in each region, which might well generate important political debates 
in every area. The final convention might then have its agenda shaped 
by the collective wisdom and decisions emanating from these regional 
deliberations.
 A truly representative assembly would ensure that, for the first time 
in U.S. history, the white majority hears much discussion of, and faces 
pressure to take seriously, the group interests and rights of Americans of 
color. This assembly will necessarily be diverse enough that many decisions 
on key constitutional provisions will likely have to be negotiated among 
the diverse contending groups. Constitutional decisions will require a 
consideration of the originally excluded interests of white women and 
Americans of color, as well as of the more recently asserted interests of gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender (GLBT), disabled, and other Americans. 
As with the first convention, the debates will be revealing and educational, 
for delegates and the country as a whole. These debates would likely 
remove the smokescreen disguising the current undemocratic reality of 
U.S. society and show unequivocally how racial, class, gender, heterosexist, 
and other forms of exploitation and discrimination operate to the 
detriment of a great many Americans. A true democracy is one in which all 
people not only are represented but also have fair input into the creation 
and operation of its laws and political institutions. As now structured, with 
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antique and undemocratic institutions such as a U.S. Senate elected on the 
basis of territory not population and an unelected Supreme Court, the 
U.S. political system is less democratic than numerous European political 
systems.83 Of course, a new constitutional convention would be only a first 
step. A truly democratic constitution becomes the political foundation on 
which to build and operate an array of effective democratic institutions 
and policies. Today, as in the past, many of our major institutions are far 
from democratic and representative. For example, as of 2013 only 112 
Americans have ever served as very powerful Supreme Court justices, 
who among other things interpret the constitutionality of congressional 
lawmaking. Ninety- seven percent have been white, and 95 percent have 
been white men. Given this biased demographic reality, the dominance of 
a strong white racial frame in many court decisions over more than two 
centuries is unsurprising.
 For all its possible difficulties, a new constitutional convention seems 
required not only to guarantee full human rights for previously excluded 
Americans but also to insure that the foundational document of this 
country is made by the representatives of all Americans. Such a convention 
is also an important part of a reinvigorated antiracist strategy to build a 
truly just and egalitarian foundation for the United States. Once those 
who have never actively participated in U.S. politics see that their true 
representatives have been involved in making the founding document, 
commitment to and involvement in the new democracy will likely increase 
substantially. A strongly and truly democratic constitution—with broad 
citizen participation in its associated institutions and recurring citizen 
activism on behalf of its asserted human rights—seems the only real 
guarantee of full liberty, equality, and social justice for the United States.

Restitution and Reparations for Racism

As yet, no major group of white Americans has taken on the responsibility 
to call for reparations for the past and continuing negative impact of 
slavery, segregation, and contemporary racism on African Americans. 
For the most part, white leaders and rank- and-file whites have rejected 
proposals for large- scale reparations for those Americans of color who 
have suffered from systemic racism. Recall the 2009 apology from the 
U.S. Senate for slavery and Jim Crow segregation. (The U.S. House passed 
a similar resolution in 2008.) This modest apology included a disclaimer 
barring black Americans from seeking government reparations for 
centuries of oppression. An anemic apology like this operates, in effect, to 
downplay the current negative consequences of this oppression.
 Once there is a new democratic constitution in place, a comprehensive 
antiracist strategy would require an early addressing of reparations for 
the damage done by centuries of white- imposed oppression to African 
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Americans and other Americans of color. Let us now consider here some 
of the arguments over such reparations for African Americans, the group 
most often discussed in this regard.

Arguments against Reparations

Today, as in the past, most whites reject the idea that whites should have 
to pay with strong antidiscrimination, affirmative action, and reparative 
programs for the persisting negative consequences brought on African 
Americans by the legacies of three and a half centuries of slavery and Jim 
Crow segregation. A common reaction is, “Slavery happened centuries 
ago” and “Let bygones be bygones.”
 This view is documented in research on current white opposition to 
affirmative action. For example, in one recent study white respondents 
were given a hypothetical scenario with a white person having a slightly 
higher merit score than a black person applying for a job, but with the 
black person being hired. Evaluating this situation, most whites were 
opposed to the qualified black person being hired. They used reasoning 
like “merit should be foremost,” “the past is the past,” and “two wrongs 
don’t make a right.” However, on other survey questions these whites gave 
abstract support for doing something about the difficult societal situation 
faced by black Americans, but this support gave way when white applicants 
had slightly better conventional test scores. Most did not think that the 
recent racist past should affect, even a little, employment decisions in the 
present.84

 In many whites’ view of this society the unjust enrichments gained 
by whites over earlier centuries should just be forgotten. Collective 
forgetting is one way in which most handle the tension between the values 
of liberty and justice and the long history of racial oppression. However, 
there are major problems in the argument that whites today should not 
be accountable for what their ancestors did, as many say, “hundreds of 
years ago.” Indeed, slavery ended about 150 years ago, and today many 
black Americans are only a few generations removed from their enslaved 
ancestors. In addition, the near- slavery of Jim Crow segregation only came 
to an end in the late 1960s, well within the lifetimes of many white and 
black Americans today.
 Many whites are inconsistent in regard to what parts of past U.S. 
history they wish to be acknowledged, and what parts they wish to ignore 
or forget. In the thinking of most, the actions of our founders and later 
political leaders that have benefited whites are given great weight and 
legitimacy. Such actions include the making of a U.S. Constitution and 
subsequent court decisions that interpreted it in the interest of whites. In 
contrast, according to the prevailing view, racially oppressive actions by 
the same white founders and later leaders should be forgotten or forgiven 
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by those whose ancestors were severely victimized by these leaders’ 
oppressive actions. Not surprisingly, a majority of whites do not view 
earlier structures of oppression as relevant to present- day inequalities. 
Nonetheless, these whites will insist that black Americans and other 
Americans of color accept the U.S. Constitution and the laws created by 
whites as fully binding on them, even though they had no say in the laws’ 
creation. The legal scholar Richard Delgado has summarized this point 
well in the form of a comment from a black professor in a constructed 
dialogue: Most whites insist that blacks “owe obligations arising out of that 
social contract, but no obligation is owed to us arising from the abuse we 
suffered in connection with it.”85

 Furthermore, some analysts have argued that reparations would not 
be fair for whites whose ancestors immigrated to the U.S. after slavery. 
However, this common view overlooks the massive discrimination faced 
by black Americans under Jim Crow segregation for a century after slavery, 
as well as contemporary discrimination. Much antiblack discrimination 
has been carried out, or colluded in, by later white immigrants and their 
descendants. In addition, these whites, like those whose ancestors came 
earlier, were substantially enriched by a great array of white “affirmative 
action” programs after World War II (see below). Yet other anti-
 reparations arguments by conservatives include the argument that African 
Americans are “better off ” in the United States, even with enslavement, 
than they would have been in Africa. Among other problems, however, 
this view conveniently ignores the extensive European imperialism and 
intensive colonization that have long devastated and impoverished much 
of Africa, political–economic operations and consequences still evident 
across Africa today. It is likely that Africans would be prosperous today if 
they had not lost tens of millions of mostly younger people over centuries 
to the Atlantic slavery system and if they had maintained full control over 
their mineral and other valuable resources that have been lost to Western 
imperialism.86

The Strong Case for Restitution and Reparations

In the Charter of the Nuremberg Tribunal—in which the U.S. government 
was centrally involved and which was convened to deal with the German 
Nazi war crimes after World War II—“crimes against humanity” were 
defined as “murder, extermination, enslavement, deportation, and other 
inhumane acts committed against any civilian population . . . whether or 
not in violation of the domestic law of the country where perpetrated.”87 
As we showed in previous chapters, white Europeans and Americans have 
a long tradition of such crimes against humanity. Large- scale enslavement 
and extensive oppression of Africans across the Atlantic basin for centuries 
were, and remain, one of the most serious “crimes against humanity.”
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 Most whites have benefited from centuries of racial oppression and 
the transmission of racial privileges and/or substantial amounts of ill-
 gotten wealth from earlier oppression to later generations. Enslaved 
Africans and African Americans created much wealth and capital that 
spurred the economic development of southern U.S. areas, as well as 
the Industrial Revolution in the U.S. and Europe. “Western production 
levels were transformed,” the scholar Ali Mazrui informs us. “But so were 
Western living standards, life expectancy, population growth, and the 
globalization of capitalism. How do we measure such repercussions of 
slavery?”88 The current prosperity, relatively long life expectancies, and 
relatively high living standards of whites as a group in the U.S., as well as 
in the West generally, are substantially rooted in the agony, exploitation, 
and impoverishment of those colonized and enslaved, as well as in the 
oppression and misery of their descendants under legal segregation and 
contemporary discrimination. As we have shown throughout this book, 
over centuries white Americans as individuals, families, and communities 
have done much damage to African Americans. This damage is not just 
in the past, for African Americans today suffer from many psychological, 
economic, political, and other social costs that are the consequences of 
past and present white racism.
 Researchers Jonathan Kaplan and Andrew Valls have suggested that 
one can base a strong case for black reparations just on the reality and 
impact of blatant housing discrimination over the decades of the Jim 
Crow era—discrimination that often persists in a less overt form in our 
era. For a lengthy period extreme racial segregation in housing was forced 
or reinforced by federal laws and government regulations mandating 
discrimination against Americans of color. Whites who implemented the 
huge government homeownership programs after World War II, such as 
the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and Veterans’ Administration 
(VA) programs, built blatant racial discrimination into their operation. 
The FHA program had an underwriting manual that strongly encouraged 
racially exclusionary housing covenants for new subdivisions, and the VA 
housing program had similar blatantly discriminatory regulations. White 
members of Congress made sure these large- scale programs were run by 
local white officials whose racist views affected decisions about housing 
loans for Americans of color. Not until the 1980s were all aspects of this 
operational discrimination fully removed. Even then, much housing 
discrimination by local government officials and private individuals has 
continued by informal means. Housing discrimination was not officially 
banned until the 1968 Civil Rights Act and its later amendments were 
passed.89

 Significantly, government housing legislation passed after World War 
II enabled a very large number of white families to move into the middle 
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class in the decades since that war—with the resulting substantial build-
 up of housing equities being a major source of resources and wealth many 
whites have passed to children and grandchildren. In contrast, because 
of substantial government- supported discrimination in housing, as well 
as in other institutional areas, African American families were usually 
unable to secure adequate housing and to build up similar housing equity 
and related resources for children and grandchildren. The currently huge 
wealth gap between white and black Americans is substantially the result 
of such government- supported blatant discrimination in the recent 
and distant past. Thus, one can today quantify some of what is owed to 
many still- living older black Americans who suffered for years under 
government- supported blatant housing and other racial discrimination.90

 This housing example effectively counters some whites’ arguments that 
racial oppression was in some far distant past and that it is not possible to 
identify perpetrators or victims for significant compensation. It also shows 
some problems with a related argument some whites have made against 
reparations. They argue that institutional discrimination against African 
Americans is too impersonal for the development of concrete remedies. 
In several federal court cases, white judges have asserted the view that, 
while there may be societal discrimination, no one can determine who 
in particular is responsible and who has benefited. However, the housing 
example is one where one can often identify who in particular was 
responsible and who in particular was harmed—and what the significant 
long- term costs actually were, and still are today.
 Recall that in traditional Western law the concept of unjust enrichment 
includes not only receiving benefits that justly belong to another but also 
the obligation to make full restitution to the harmed victims. Numerous 
court decisions have provided remedies measured more by the gain to a 
culpable defendant than by a victimized plaintiff ’s loss. The defendant 
must give up the unjust enrichment, including substantial gains often 
made from it.91 However, the law on such remedies has traditionally 
ignored group claims against unjust enrichment, and systemic racism 
involves unjust injuries to a very large group by the dominant benefiting 
group. An antiracist strategy might well extend the remedies law to such 
socially imposed conditions of group oppression. Whites whose families 
have been in North America for generations, which is the majority, 
generally benefit today from significant racial advantages their ancestors 
gained, often including gains under slavery and/or Jim Crow segregation. 
A majority have benefited from economic, political, and educational 
discrimination that favored their ancestors—and still favors them today 
(see Chapter 7, pp. 207–216). As with individual remedies, group remedies 
should encompass stopping the unjust extraction of benefits now and 
in the future as well as making restitution to the victim group for past 
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discriminatory actions. Restitution and reparations are inadequate without 
stopping the racialized processes that distribute, maintain, and increase 
the ill- gotten gains for present and future generations of whites.
 A few federal judges have recognized the principle of large- scale 
restitution as relevant to eliminating the effects of past discrimination. 
In Larry Williams et al. v. City of New Orleans et al., appellate justice 
John Wisdom argued that the U.S. Congress that crafted the antislavery 
(Thirteenth, Fourteenth, Fifteenth) amendments to the U.S. Constitution 
and a major civil rights act after the Civil War intended to grant the federal 
government power

to provide for remedial action aimed at eliminating the present 
effects of past discrimination against blacks as a class . . . the 
thirteenth amendment is an affirmative grant of power to eliminate 
slavery along with its “badges and incidents” and to establish 
universal civil freedom. The amendment envisions affirmative action 
aimed at blacks as a race. When a present discriminatory effect upon 
blacks as a class can be linked with a discriminatory practice against 
blacks as a race under the slavery system, the present effect may be 
eradicated under the auspices of the thirteenth amendment.92

Given this important historical argument, one can understand why many 
whites wish to break the historical link to our large- scale past oppression. 
A full recognition of that historical linkage creates great pressure for signi-
ficant white compensation and restitution for African Americans in the 
present.

Government Restitution and Reparations

Most white Americans appear to consider significant reparations for 
group- based damages suffered by black Americans to be a radical and 
undesirable public policy. However, white political leaders, white judges, 
and ordinary whites have on occasion accepted the principle of reparations 
for past damages done to certain groups. U.S. courts have required 
corporations to compensate the deformed children of mothers who took 
harmful drugs during their pregnancies without knowing the drug’s side-
 effects. The courts held that such harm done to later generations was 
foreseeable by the corporate executives at that earlier point. The argument 
that those executives are now gone was not allowed to get the corporations 
off the hook. Harmed children received significant compensation even 
though the damage from corporate decisions became evident years later. 
This compensation principle is similar to the one asserted by those arguing 
for reparations for African Americans, whose current socioeconomic 
conditions often reflect significant damage done by earlier generations of 
whites.93
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 Significantly, the U.S. government has justifiably been active since 
World War II in efforts to pressure the German government to make 
large- scale reparations to Jewish and other victims of the Nazi Holocaust, 
even though no one making the reparations was part of earlier Nazi 
governments. Occasionally, U.S. political leaders have recognized a 
reparations principle in regard to discriminatory action taken against 
U.S. citizens. Belatedly, the federal government agreed to pay modest 
reparations to Japanese Americans wrongfully imprisoned in U.S. 
internment camps during World War II. In 1987 Congress passed a law 
containing an apology to these Japanese Americans and providing $1.2 
billion in concrete reparations for past racial discrimination.
 With actions like this in mind, Roy Brooks has argued that to redress 
its role in the brutal enslavement and segregating of African Americans, 
the U.S. government must not only provide an official apology but also 
support that apology with substantial reparations. This is an atonement 
formula: “Apology and reparation—plus forgiveness leads to racial 
reconciliation.” Interestingly, other governments have made strong 
apologies for involvement in racial oppression, including the apology by 
the post- war German government to Jews who survived the Holocaust 
and the apology of the South African government for apartheid. In 
several cases significant reparations for past government crimes have also 
been provided. A formal U.S. government apology has begun to “set the 
record straight” on the impact of slavery and Jim Crow, but only concrete 
reparations will transform the “rhetoric of the apology into a meaningful, 
material reality.”94

Specific Proposals for Reparations

From the earliest days of abolitionist activity in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries black leaders and their white allies argued that 
abolition of slavery and citizenship for African Americans were not 
enough. At an 1865 Republican convention, one white congressional leader, 
Thaddeus Stevens, called for taking of 400 million acres from former 
slaveholders and providing that to freed African Americans to work. 
Another white abolitionist, Senator Charles Sumner (Massachusetts), 
also called for land grants to those recently enslaved. Legal equality alone 
would not eradicate the “large disparities of wealth, status, and power.”95 In 
the years 1866–1867 reparations legislation was brought before Congress, 
but failed. After the southern oligarchy of former slaveholders resumed 
control in the 1870s, little was heard on the matter of such compensation 
for slavery. A century passed, and then since the 1960s civil rights 
movement the idea of reparations has had a resurgence. Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. called for significant compensation for slavery, segregation, and 
contemporary discrimination.96
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 Over recent decades activists, scholars, and a few politicians have 
developed campaigns for reparations. Thus, in 1994 Nation of Islam 
leaders petitioned the United Nations for reparations for antiblack racism. 
In 1992 experts selected by the Organization of African Unity developed a 
campaign for African reparations from Western countries (for colonialism) 
like those provided by the German government to Holocaust survivors. In 
1996 the British House of Lords had a debate on the impact of slavery on 
Africa and Africans, with a few members proposing reparations for African 
countries from colonizing nations. Lord Anthony Gifford defended the 
idea that international law requires those who commit crimes against 
humanity, including enslavement, to make reparations to their victims or 
their descendants. There is no statute of limitations for such crimes against 
humanity, so the still- harmed contemporary descendants of earlier victims 
of oppression deserve substantial reparations.97

 Such a serious debate needs to be held in the U.S. Congress. Every year 
since 1989 Congressman John Conyers, Jr. (Michigan) has introduced a bill 
in Congress to set up a commission to investigate the continuing impact of 
slavery on black Americans and examine the possibility of reparations for 
slavery and its lasting impact. A key feature of the commission would be to 
educate the public, especially the white public, on the racist realities of U.S. 
history. While Conyers has been unable to secure hearings, he has gotten 
cosponsors and continued to work for public discussion of reparations for 
systemic racism.98

 In the case of African Americans, reparations might take several 
interrelated forms. One type of action would be the gradual transfer of 
an appropriate amount of compensating wealth from white communities 
to black communities, a transfer linked to particular remedial goals. The 
National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America has sought $400 
million in reparations—not just individual compensation but provision of 
group programs enabling black communities to prosper collectively. One 
way to make substantial restitution is to provide well- funded and extensive 
government support programs, over generations, at local and state levels 
for upgrading the education, job training, housing opportunities, and 
incomes of black Americans as individuals. A similar program could 
provide government resources to significantly upgrade major public 
facilities, including schools, in all black communities. Other actions would 
guarantee representative political participation in all local, state, and 
national legislatures, so that black Americans could have an appropriate 
voice in government decisions. Such programs would be critical steps in a 
comprehensive strategy designed to restore African Americans to the place 
they would have been, had not trillions of dollars in wealth and uncounted 
other resources been taken from them by means of slavery, Jim Crow 
segregation, and contemporary discrimination.99
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 Opponents of reparations have argued that there is no money available 
on such a scale. However, recent government expenditures demonstrate 
that the issue is not principally the amount of money. The federal 
government quickly found more than a trillion dollars to bail out private 
financial and related institutions in the 2008–2010 economic recession, 
with little difficulty. The government has found trillions for military 
defense programs and overseas actions later judged to be unnecessary. 
Given such huge expenditures, the federal government, which was heavily 
involved in creating and maintaining the slavery and Jim Crow systems, 
can likely find the substantial amount of money needed to meet this 
country’s moral and restorative obligations to long- oppressed African 
Americans, Native Americans, and other Americans of color.
 Note too that well- planned and well- distributed reparations and 
other restoration programs may be a better government option than the 
intentionally limited remedial programs of the past, such as affirmative 
action, which was initially the creation of white elites responding to civil 
rights protests. Substantial economic reparations can more easily be seen 
as direct compensation for great economic damages suffered at the hands 
of whites over centuries—and not as a government “handout,” a common 
view whites have of current remedial programs.100

Building a Real Democracy

Apparently, few white Americans have envisaged for the United States the 
possibility of a truly just and egalitarian multiracial democracy grounded 
solidly in respect for a full array of human rights. Certainly, the white 
founders did not conceive of such a possibility, even in the long run. Nor 
did later leaders such as Presidents Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Dwight D. Eisenhower envision that type of 
multiracial democratic future. Most contemporary white political leaders 
also do not seem to have that fully democratic future in mind.
 Nonetheless, over the next few decades the dramatic demographic shift 
toward a U.S. population majority of Americans of color will likely bring 
much pressure for important societal changes in the direction of expanded 
democracy. Over coming decades Americans of color will doubtless 
strive for much greater input into staffing and decisionmaking in white-
 dominated economic, political, and other institutions. They will have a 
growing ability to protest racial discrimination and racial inequalities. As 
the U.S. and the world change demographically and in political- economic 
ways, whites everywhere will probably face ever- greater pressures to create 
and participate in sociopolitical systems that move greatly in the direction 
of being non- racist, socially just, and more egalitarian.
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An International Standard for Expanded Rights

As another phase in a comprehensive racial- change strategy, Americans 
might be pressed to think futuristically in terms of what an authentic 
multiracial democracy might be like. To evaluate the U.S. system and 
suggest a replacement, we might begin by drawing on the international 
rights perspective in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights—a 
perspective that views every person as having a broad range of basic 
rights by virtue of being human. The idea that human rights transcend 
the boundaries and authority of any society or government was early 
articulated by Thomas Jefferson and his fellow revolutionaries. Today, we 
need to extend this idea well beyond what the elitist white male founders 
envisioned. The international perspective on human rights was greatly 
strengthened by the Nuremberg trials of Nazi government officials after 
World War II. These trials established the principle that “crimes against 
humanity” are condemned by human principles higher than the norms 
and laws of any nation- state.101

 The struggle to deal with the Nazi Holocaust, together with ongoing 
struggles for human rights by people in many countries—including 
African Americans in the U.S.—led to this pathbreaking Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. It was adopted in 1948 by the United 
Nations General Assembly. This important international agreement 
stipulates in Article 1 that “all human beings are born free and equal in 
dignity and rights,” and in Article 7 that “all are equal before the law and 
are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the law.” 
Article 8 further asserts, “Everyone has the right to an effective remedy 
. . . for acts violating the fundamental rights,” and Article 25 states that 
these rights extend to everyday life: “Everyone has the right to a standard 
of living adequate for the health and well- being of himself and his family, 
including food, clothing, housing.” Since 1948 numerous international 
covenants on economic, social, and political rights have been signed by 
most United Nations members, and agencies like the U.N. Commission 
on Human Rights have been established to monitor human rights globally. 
Recall that the 1969 U.N. International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) requires governments to make 
illegal the dissemination of racial- superiority ideas and organizations 
set up to promote discrimination. This convention, first ratified by some 
nations in the 1960s, was ratified by the United States only in 1994. Today 
CERD commits the U.S. and other governments to “adopt all necessary 
measures for speedily eliminating racial discrimination in all its forms 
and manifestations.” These agreements provide some legal support 
for implementation of the human rights principles of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. However, top U.S. officials have not yet 
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undertaken to live up to this international obligation to rid the United 
States of all forms of racial discrimination.102

 In the 1970s two additional agreements—the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)—were approved by 
many countries and added to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
to create an International Bill of Human Rights. While the ICESCR was 
signed by the U.S. government in 1979, it has not yet been ratified by 
the U.S. Senate. The Senate ratified the ICCPR in 1992, but with 14 
reservations, declarations, and understandings—so many that much of 
that Covenant was thereby invalidated for the United States. Nonetheless, 
these United Nations covenants represent major international responses 
to, as Blau and Moncada suggest, “genocide, oppressive labor practices, the 
antiapartheid movement, national independence movements, liberation 
movements of colonized people, and atrocities committed against 
civilians” and to the “civil rights movement in America, the feminist 
movement, and the newly empowered voices of indigenous groups and 
landless peasants.”103 Even without full U.S. participation, these agreements 
signal a very important and increasing international consensus on the 
human rights necessary for a healthy society.

International Pressure for Change

Since its adoption the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
has been used in crafting international agreements, and provisions have 
become part of international law. Originally implemented to spell out 
the meaning of “human rights” and “fundamental freedoms” in the U.N. 
Charter, it is binding on countries like the United States that became 
U.N. members. Legal scholars view this document as the “foundational 
international instrument of the human rights movement.”104 Most 
international documents on human rights at least allude to this 
important declaration. Court systems in numerous nations have cited the 
declaration—on occasion in overturning patterns of discrimination. At 
least 69 national constitutions take note of the UDHR.105

 U.S. judges and other government officials have made much less use 
of the declaration than those in other countries. Indeed, much of the 
U.S. judicial and political leadership has been lacking in commitment 
to much of the international human- rights perspective. Louis Henkin, a 
leading international legal scholar, has noted that the U.S. government 
“has not been a pillar of human rights, but a ‘flying buttress’—supporting 
them from the outside, but declining itself to accept the obligations of 
the human rights regime.”106 One of the ironies of U.S. constitutional 
history is that for some years countries with emerging democracies often 
drew on the U.S. Constitution and its rights tradition as a model for their 
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constitutions, yet in recent decades this has no longer been the case. One 
recent legal analysis shows that the United States is today “increasingly out 
of sync with an evolving global consensus on issues of human rights.”107 
Instead, numerous countries are looking to the rights- related provisions 
of international human rights documents and other constitutional 
documents, such as the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, for 
human rights models.
 The comprehensive human rights perspective expressed in these U.N. 
documents draws not only on progressive human rights traditions of 
Europeans but also from the human rights perspectives of Native, African, 
Latino, and Asian Americans, and of other peoples around the globe. 
U.N. human rights agreements strongly affirm that human beings have 
rights independent of particular governments and press governments 
to incorporate fundamental human rights into everyday operations. 
They provide an internationally legitimated standard that can be used 
to judge systemic racism everywhere, including in the United States. As 
noted above, they can be the basis for significant discussion if the United 
States has a new democratic constitutional convention. Implementing 
this egalitarian standard of human interaction by new institutionalized 
arrangements to effect real democracy could dramatically restructure or 
eliminate current racist institutions in the United States.
 Major change away from our racist institutions will require much 
more than one- way integration of racially subordinated people into 
existing white- dominated institutions. A multifaceted restructuring, 
mutual integration, and mutual adaptation are critical—among European 
Americans, African Americans, and all other Americans of color. Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. once spoke of the movement of African Americans 
to be “creative dissenters who will call our beloved nation to a higher 
destiny,” and not just to seek to integrate “into existing values of American 
society.”108 A democratically restructured society will require new human 
rights commitments, which could lead to this higher societal destiny.
 Certain human needs seem universal: the need for personal self-
 respect, for substantial control over one’s life, for significant group self-
 management, and for access to life’s material necessities. Significantly, the 
U.S. Constitution has no economic bill of rights, even though civil rights 
and labor leaders have pressed to expand U.S. rights in this direction 
since the 1960s. Conservative interests have fought any such expansion. 
Significantly, in his 1944 State of the Union address, the revered World War 
II era president Franklin D. Roosevelt did press for such an “Economic Bill 
of Rights.”109 Roosevelt conceived of an expanded bill of rights that would 
include economic and social rights for all regardless of race, class, or religion. 
In a complete democracy, as he stated the matter, there would need to be full 
respect for the diversity of individuals, communities, and cultures.
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Links with Other Antioppression Efforts

Ultimately, a truly robust democracy is impossible without an elimination 
of major types of human oppression. Significant destruction of systemic 
racism, once begun, is likely to be corrosive of other types of oppression. 
In this relatively short book, even as I have tried to dig deeply into one 
major type of oppression, I have periodically discussed, albeit too briefly, 
connections between racial, class, and gender oppressions. Numerous 
scholars and activists have noted interconnections between these types 
of oppression. Sandra Harding has argued that “We should think of race, 
class and gender as interlocking; one cannot dislodge one piece without 
disturbing the others.”110 Not only racist structures, but capitalistic, 
sexist, heterosexist, ageist, and bureaucratic–authoritarian arrangements 
will have to be dismantled in this country if the lives of individuals and 
the functioning of communities are to be truly democratic and rid of 
antihuman oppression. Historically, Marxist analysis and activism have 
played perhaps the greatest role in generating protest movements against 
oppression over the last century. Labor movements, many inspired by 
Marxist class analysis, have brought improvements to the lives of workers 
in numerous countries. Labor progressives have long argued that a full-
 fledged economic democracy is a requisite step in destroying the class 
structures of economic oppression.111

 Historically, there are strong similarities and linkages between antiracist 
struggles and class struggles in the United States. Ordinary workers, 
including white workers, are still greatly exploited by the capitalist class. 
White and other workers usually have little role in how their workplaces 
are run, and always have little role in how the general capitalistic economy 
operates. However, as we have seen in earlier chapters, the white elite 
has worked hard to secure the acceptance of the existing racial and 
class hierarchies by white workers by offering them the “public and 
psychological wage of whiteness.” As a result, white workers as a group 
have had more socioeconomic privileges and opportunities than black 
workers and many other workers of color. A successful antiracist coalition 
across the color line will need to deal with the majority of white workers’ 
commitments to white racial framing, privileges, and practices. Ultimately, 
many aspects of societal oppression will have to be dealt with, including 
not only antiblack and other racist framing and actions among white male 
and female workers but also sexist framing and actions among men and 
heterosexist framing and actions among heterosexual Americans.112

 There are still multiple societal oppressions, and no one analysis can 
adequately deal with most or all of these major oppressions. The research 
evidence I have presented throughout this book shows unmistakably 
that systemic racism remains central to the U.S. foundation. A better and 
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comprehensive understanding of this racism’s history, framing, character, 
operation, and maintenance is essential to making sense of this society 
generally and to destroying persisting racial oppression. Having set 
this task, by no means do I downplay the importance of analyzing and 
eradicating the other types of oppression central to U.S. society, including 
class exploitation, sexism, and heterosexism.
 Over the last century there has been some conflict between those in 
one group struggling against a particular type of societal oppression and 
those in another group contending against yet other societal oppression, 
and so far there has been relatively little joining together in more general 
antioppression efforts and coalitions. Yet at the heart of each of these 
societal movements for change seem to be certain paramount issues that 
can be accented by all those seeking to build successful coalitions. Perhaps 
the most important idea held in common is that of ridding the society 
of oppressive domination by one group over another, together with the 
related idea of meaningful democracy and self- determination to the fullest 
extent possible for every group. With great effort in organizing, perhaps 
this shared vision of a country ultimately free of such societal oppression 
can be used to build successful intergroup coalitions.

Conclusion

Antiracism is more than a theoretical framework organizing, explaining, 
and interpreting the realities of systemic racism. Now and in the past, 
active antiracism has encompassed an array of individual and group 
strategies to eradicate individual and systemic racism. Many have studied 
racial oppression, but the point is to eradicate it.
 The eradication of systemic racism requires more than removing a 
few racial inequalities. Steps in the direction of removing discrimination 
and inequalities are very important and improve people’s lives. However, 
a substantial reduction in, or full eradication of, systemic racism will 
require uprooting and replacing the existing hierarchy of racialized power 
and privilege. A developed antiracist strategy will need to move beyond 
reforms in current institutions to complete elimination of existing systems 
of racialized power.113

 Historically, sooner or later, oppression leads to conflict, and 
major conflict frequently leads to significant change. Most progressive 
developments in human rights in U.S. and global history have come after 
large- scale protests, people’s movements, civil disobedience, open conflict, 
and/or societal revolutions. Theorists and activists committed to an 
antiracist, liberty- and-justice framing of society cannot prove there will be 
societal change again, but can act on the assumption it is likely.
 Why should whites support major changes in the racist system? 
One reason is general but essential: Whites have a moral obligation to 
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take action, as individuals and as a group, to overturn the oppressive 
and systemic racism they and their ancestors have created, and make 
meaningful the liberty- and-justice framing of society they often loudly 
proclaim. Indeed, the activist- scholar Paulo Freire has argued that not only 
are those who are oppressed significantly dehumanized, but also those 
doing the oppression have dehumanized themselves and blocked a society’s 
path to social justice and greater humanization of all.114

 There are also practical, small- scale benefits for whites as individuals. 
One study of 50 white students found that interracial interactions were 
especially difficult for those with strong prejudices. Interactions with 
people of other racial groups resulted in very prejudiced whites being 
more likely than other whites to perform poorly on color/word- matching 
tasks.115 Educational efforts that break down an individual’s racist framing 
and its prejudices may give him or her better interactive skills in interracial 
interactions in an ever- diversifying United States.
 There are significant group advantages. Systemic racism has created 
major racial inequalities in education and job skills, which affect not 
only those racially subordinated but the country as a whole. Brookings 
Institution analysts have noted that racial disparities in educational 
attainment do not just affect certain Americans of color, but greatly 
threaten the country’s “future economic growth, as well as the broader 
promise of upward mobility in American society.”116 In a situation where 
highly educated workers are badly needed, society benefits when more 
people gain strong “human capital.” Some years ago, the brilliant social 
scientist, W. E. B. Du Bois, argued that systems of oppression that exclude 
some people miss out on “vast stores” of human wisdom. When Americans 
of color are oppressed in this country’s institutions, not only do they suffer 
greatly, but the white- controlled institutions and whites within them often 
suffer significantly if unknowingly. Excluding Americans of color has 
meant excluding much knowledge, creativity, and understanding from 
society generally. A society that ignores great stores of human knowledge 
and ability irresponsibly risks its future. This problem can regularly be 
seen in white policymakers’ often poor decisions on many domestic issues, 
as well as in their frequently poor decisions about U.S. foreign policy, such 
as ill- advised military invasions overseas.117

 If there is no real societal change in the near future, pressures for change 
will increase dramatically as whites become an ever- smaller minority of 
the population over the twenty- first century. As Abraham Lincoln once 
predicted, a “house divided against itself cannot stand.” At the time, 
Lincoln’s metaphor accented the centrality and contradictions of slavery. 
We can extend it to the reality of a country still inegalitarian and racially 
divided because of “slavery unwilling to die.” The question hanging over 
white Americans is this: do they wish to face increased societal conflicts 
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for themselves, their children, or their grandchildren? During the 1960s 
civil rights movements numerous leaders of color and a few white leaders 
pointed out that without social justice there can be no lasting public 
order. Without social justice the United States will never achieve a truly 
democratic and stable social order.
 African Americans remain at the center of the system of racial 
oppression, and their antiracist counter- framing and consciousness 
have substantial potential for continuing challenges to our racist order. 
Fortunately for U.S. progress on multiracial democracy, African Americans 
have developed large- scale change movements a few times in history, 
and smaller- scale movements numerous times, and there will doubtless 
be more such movements in the future. As a group, African Americans 
have not retreated to an enervating pessimism but have slowly pressed 
onward. Many continue to participate in civil rights, civic, and religious 
organizations working to eradicate racism, to get civil rights laws enforced, 
and to secure better living conditions for all Americans. Historically, this 
country has seen periods when black American protests have changed 
what the white elites and public see as in their own best interests.118 This 
was true during the abolitionist period from the 1830s to the 1860s and 
again during the civil rights movements and rioting of the period from 
the 1950s to the early 1970s. Perhaps it can be so again.
 In addition, the major efforts of African Americans to free themselves 
from societal oppression have often stimulated other Americans of color 
to do the same. Inspired by black efforts, or acting on their own, the 
latter have frequently reacted strongly to the white discrimination that 
targets them. Today, there are numerous antiracist and civil rights groups, 
including the American Indian Movement, the Mexican American Legal 
Defense and Education Fund, the Puerto Rican Legal Defense Fund, the 
Japanese American Citizens League, the Asian American Legal Defense 
Fund, and the Organization of Chinese Americans. These and other 
similar groups are working now for change in systemic racism. To take 
just one example, today Native American activists are organizing local 
protest movements and fighting numerous legal battles to force the 
federal government to honor its hundreds of legal treaties. Moreover, 
the groups listed above are joined by an array of other organizations 
pressing for social justice, including women’s rights organizations and 
GLBT organizations. One major challenge for U.S. progressives today is 
to build united coalitions against the numerous types of long- established 
oppression.
 The world of which the U.S. is but one part is dramatically changing. 
Numerous social contradictions have emerged out of the global racial 
order originally created to legitimate the imperialistic aspirations and 
colonial expansion of European countries. These international dynamics 
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created social and political structures that, then as now, have created and 
imbedded a strong racist framing with its negative images and ideologies 
of recurring racial subordination. International relations, global markets, 
global financial institutions, and multinational corporations—along with 
shifts in new technologies—are all racialized, with white perspectives and 
the European and U.S. corporate class usually at their core. For centuries 
Eurocentric institutions have been globalizing, dominant, and resistant 
to change. Today, however, there is substantial ferment against social 
oppressions across the globe. Over the next century neither the U.S. nor 
the world is likely to stay the same. Over that century many groups and 
countries will likely move farther out from under the often racialized 
dominance of white Americans and Europeans. People of color and those 
who question oppression everywhere are regularly organizing for change. 
In recent years we have seen strong antiracism movements in South Africa 
and Brazil, and progressive movements by workers of color and others in 
numerous countries such as South Africa, Brazil, Venezuela, China, and 
Nigeria. In numerous European countries, racially oppressed groups are 
protesting systemic racism there as well.
 Today, people of African descent remain the globe’s largest racially 
oppressed group, a group now resident in many countries. In the 1980s 
and 1990s we saw a systemically racist society, the multiracial Republic 
of South Africa, move from white to black political control and begin to 
change the rest of its social and economic structure of racism (apartheid). 
Few analysts predicted such a sea change, and even though South Africa 
still faces serious challenges before it attains full political and economic 
democracy, it has changed faster than many had predicted. The possibility 
of a global democratic order rid of white racism remains only a dream, 
but the South African revolution shows that it is a powerful dream. More 
changes in the world’s racist system will likely come as the human spirit 
conquers continuing realities of oppression, however daunting they may 
be. The chair of the Special United Nations Committee against Apartheid 
once expressed this futuristic hope: The “world can never be governed by 
force, never by fear, never by power. In the end what governs is the spirit 
and what conquers is the mind.”119
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