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the bock relatively affordable, I removed chapter 10 ("Queries: Answers
to Questions from Concerned Readers”), the appendix with the interview
schedule for the 1998 DAS, and the postscript from the text. However
Rowman & Littlefield has placed all of them on their website and they aré
now accessible to the public. I also edited slightly the original conclusion
to include some comments on the Obama matter.

I'end this preface by saying I wish historical circumstances had not
fprced me to write a third edition of this book. But once forced into a
fight, one has to deliver. History and readers of this book will decide if
my analysis of Obamerica (see endnote 1 of the new chapter) is accurate
and a healthy contribution to democracy in America. But no matter what
Z’all say,’{knolviz I I;iive done the best I can to win this fight and will con-
mue smiling like the Cheshire cat (thi; i
those who regad the Obama chapter)(. v allegory will anly make sense to

Eduardo Bonilla-Silva
Durham, North Carolina
August 2009
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The Strange Enigma of Race in
Contemporary America

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

—Albert Memmi, Racism

RACISM WITHOUT “RACISTS”

owadays, except for members of white supremacist organizations,’
few whites in the United States claim to be “racist.” Most whites
assert they “don’t see any color, just people”; that although the ugly face
of discrimination is still with us, it is no longer the central factor deter-
mining minorities’ life chances; and, finally, that like Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr.? they aspire to live in a society where “people are judged by the
content of their character, not by the color of their skin.”” More poignantly,
most whites insist that minorities (especially blacks) are the ones respon-
sible for whatever “race problem” we have in this country. They publicly
denounce blacks for ““playing the race card,” for demanding the mainte-
nance of unnecessary and divisive race-based programs, such as affirma-
tive action, and for crying “racism’’ whenever they are criticized by
whites.® Most whites believe that if blacks and other minorities would just
stop thinking about the past, work hard, and complain less (particularly
about racial discrimination), then Americans of all hues could “all get
along.”*
But regardless of whites” “sincere fictions,”’® racial considerations shade
almost everything in America. Blacks and dark-skinned racial minorities
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lag well behind whites in virtually every area of social life; they are about
three times more likely to be poor than whites, earn about 40 percent less
than whites, and have about an eighth of the net worth that whites have.®
They also receive an inferior education compared to whites, even when
they attend integrated institutions” In terms of housing, black-owned
units comparable to white-owned ones are valued at 35 percent less.®
Blacks and Latinos also have less access to the entire housing market
because whites, through a variety of exclusionary practices by white real-
tors and homeowners, have been successful in effectively limiting their
entrance into many neighborhoods.? Blacks receive impolite treatment in
stores, in restaurants, and in a host of other commeercial transactions.10
Researchers have also documented that blacks pay more for goods such
as cars and houses than do whites.! Finally, blacks and dark-skinned La-
tinos are the targets of racial profiling by the police that, combined with
the highly racialized criminal court system, guarantees their overrepre-
sentation among those arrested, prosecuted, incarcerated, and if charged
for a capital crime, executed.’? Racial profiling on the highways has
become such a prevalent phenomenon that a term has emerged to
describe it; driving while black.’® In short, blacks and most minorities are
“at the bottom of the well.”"14 ’
How is it possible to have this tremendous degree of racial inequality in
a country where most whites claim that race is no longer relevant? More
important, how do whites explain the apparent contradiction between
‘their professed color blindness and the United States’ color-coded
inequality? In this book I attempt to answer both of these questions. I con-
tend that whites have developed powerful explanations—which have ulti-
mately become justifications—for contemporary racial inequality that
exculpate them from any responsibility for the status of people of color.
T}}ese explanations emanate from a new racial ideology that I label color-
blind racism. This ideology, which acquired cohesiveness and dominance
in the late 1960s,' explains contemporary racial inequality as the outcome
of nonracial dynamics. Whereas Jim Crow racism explained blacks’ social
stapding as the result of their biological and moral inferiority, color-blind
racism avoids such facile arguments. Instead, whites rationalize minori-
ties’ contemporary status as the product of market dynamics, naturally
occurring phenomena, and blacks’ imputed cultural Limitations.' For
instance, whites can attribute Latinos’ high poverty rate to a relaxed work
ethic (“the Hispanics are mafiana, mafiana, mafiana—tomorrow, tomor-
row, tomorrow”)"” or residential segregation as the result of natural tend-
encies among groups (““Does a cat and a dog mix? I can’t see it. You can’t
drink milk and scotch. Certain mixes don’t mix”’).1
'Color—blind racism became the dominant racial ideology as the mecha-
nisms and practices for keeping blacks and other racial minorities “at the

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

Compared to Jim Crow racism, the ideology of color blindness seems
like “racism lite.” Instead of relying on name calling (niggers, Spics,
Chinks), color-blind racism otherizes softly (“these people are human,
too”’); instead of proclaiming God placed minorities in the world in a ser-
vile position, it suggests they are behind because they do not work hard
enough; instead of viewing interracial marriage as wrong on a straight
racial basis, it regards it as “problematic’” because of concerns over the
children, location, or the extra burden it places on couples. Yet this new
ideology has become a formidable political tool for the maintenance of
the racial order. Much as Jim Crow racism served as the glue for defend-
ing a brutal and overt system of racial oppression in the pre-Civil Rights
era, color-blind racism serves today as the ideological armor for a covert
and institutionalized system in the post-Civil Rights era. And the beauty
of this new ideology is that it aids in the maintenance of white privilege
without fanfare, without naming those who it subjects and those who it




rewards. It allows a president to state things such as, ‘I strongly support
diversity of all kinds, including racial diversity in higher education,” yet
at t.he same time, to characterize the University of Michigan’s affirmatiox;
actl.on program as “flawed” and “discriminatory”’ against whites.” Thus
whites enunciate positions that safeguard their racial interests without
sounding “racist.”” Shielded by color blindness, whites can express resent-
ment toward minorities; criticize their morality, values, and work ethic;
and even claim to be the victims of “reverse racism.” This is the thesis I

will defend in this book to explain the curious enigma of “racism without
racists.”*

WHITES” RACIAL ATTITUDES IN THE
POST-CIVIL RIGHTS ERA

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

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

The mass of white Americans have shown in many ways that they will not
follow a racist government and that they will not follow racist leaders.
Rather, they are engaged in the painful task of adjusting to an integrated
society. It will not be easy for most, but one cannot at this late date doubt

thehbasic commitment. In their hearts they know that the American Negro is
right.?

In recent times, Glenn Firebaugh and Kenneth Davis, Seymour Lipset,
and Paul Sniderman and his coauthors, in particular, have carried the
torch for racial optimists.?® Firebaugh and Davis, for example, based on
their analysis of survey results from 1972 to 1984, concluded that the
trend toward less antiblack prejudice was across the board. Sniderman
and his coauthors, as well as Lipset, go a step further than Firebaugh and
Davis because they have openly advocated color-blind politics as the way
to settle the United States’ racial dilemmas. For instance, Sniderman and
Edward Carmines made this explicit appeal in their recent book, Reaching
beyond Race,

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

race.®

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

A second, more numerous group of analysts exhibit what I have labeled
elsewhere as the racial pesoptimist position.® Racial pesoptimists attempt
to strike a “balanced” view and suggest that whites’ racial attitudes
reflect progress and resistance. The classical example of this stance is
Howard Schuman.® Schuman has argued for more than thirty years that
whites” racial attitudes involve a mixture of tolerance and intolerance, of
acceptance of the principles of racial liberalism (equal opportunity for all,
end of segregation, etc.) and a rejection of the policies that would make
those principles a reality (from affirmative action to busing).>




Despite the obvious appeal of this view in the research community (the
appearance of neutrality, the pondering of “two sides,” and this view’s
“balanced” component), racial pesoptimists are just closet optimists.
Schuman, for example, has pointed out that, although “White responses
to questions of principle are . . . more complex than is often portrayed . . .
they nevertheless do show in almost every instance a positive movement
over time.””* Furthermore, it is his belief that the normative change in the
United States is real and that the issue is that whites are having a hard
time translating those norms into personal preferences.

A third group of analysts argues that the changes in whites’ attitudes
represent the emergence of a symbolic racism.? This tradition is associated
with the work of David Sears and his associate, Donald Kinder.” They
have defined symbolic racism as ““a blend of anti-black affect and the kind
of traditional American moral values embodied in the Protestant Ethic.””s
According to these authors, symbolic racism has replaced biological rac-

ism as the primary way whites express their racial resentment toward
minorities. In Kinder and Sanders’s words:

A new form of prejudice has come to prominence, one that is preoccupied
with matters of moral character, informed by the virtues associated with the
traditions of individualism. At its center are the contentions that blacks do
not try hard enough to overcome the difficulties they face and that they take

what they have not earned. Today, we say, prejudice is expressed in the lan-
guage of American individualism.®

Authors in this tradition have been criticized for the slipperiness of the
concept “symbolic racism,” for claiming that the blend of antiblack affect
and individualism is new, and for not explaining why symbolic racism
came about. The first critique, developed by Howard Schuman, is that the
concept has been “defined and operationalized in complex and varying
ways.”* Despite this conceptual slipperiness, indexes of symbolic racism
have been found to be in fact different from those of old-fashioned racism
and to be strong predictors of whites’ opposition to affirmative action.
The two other critiques, made forcefully by Lawrence Bobo, have been
partially addressed by Kinder and Sanders in their recent book, Divided
by Color. First, Kinder and Sanders, as well as Sears, have made clear that
their contention is not that this is the first time in history that antiblack
affect and elements of the American Creed have combined. Instead, their
claim is that this combination has become central to the new face of rac-
ism. Regarding the third critique, Kinder and Sanders go at length to
explain the transition from old-fashioned to symbolic racism. Neverthe-
less, their explanation hinges on arguing that changes in blacks’ tactics
(from civil disobedience to urban violence) led to an onslaught of a new

form of racial resentment that later found more fuel in controversies over
welfare, crime, drugs, family, and affirmative action. What is missing in
this explanation is a materially based explanation for why these changes
occurred. Instead, their theory of prejudice is rooted in the “process of
socialization and the operation of routine cognitive and emotional psy-
chological processes.”#

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

The fourth explanation of whites’ contemporary racial attitudes is asso-
ciated with those who claim that whites’ racial views represent a sense of
group position. This position, forcefully advocated by Lawrence Bobo and
James Kluegel, is similar to Jim Sidanius’s “social dominance” and Mary
Jackman's “group interests’” arguments.* In essence, the claim of all these
authors is that white prejudice is an ideology to defend white privilege.
Bobo and his associates have specifically suggested that because of socio-
economic changes that transpired in the 1950s and 1960s, a laissez-faire rac-
ism emerged that was fitting of the United States’’modern, nationwide,
postindustrial free labor economy and polity.”s5 Laissez-faire racism
“encompasses an ideology that blames blacks themselves for their poorer
relative economic standing, seeing it as the function of perceived cultural
inferiority.””*

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

Although most of my differences with authors in the symbolic racism
and laissez-faire traditions are methodological (see below), I have one
central theoretical disagreement with them. Theoretically, most of these
authors are still snarled in the prejudice problematic and thus nterpret
actors’ racial views as individual psychological dispositions. Although Bobo
and his associates have a conceptualization that is closer to mine, they
still retain the notion of prejudice and its psychological baggage rooted
in interracial hostility.* In contrast, my model is not anchored in actors’
affective dispositions (although affective dispositions may be manifest or




latent in the way many express their racial views). Instead, it is based on
a materialist interpretation of racial matters and thus sees the views of
actors as corresponding to their systemic location. Those at the bottom of
the racial barrel tend to hold oppositional views and those who receive
the manifold wages of whiteness tend to hold views in support of the
racial status quo. Whether actors express “resentment” or “‘hostility”’
toward minorities is largely irrelevant for the maintenance of white privi-
lege. As David Wellman points out in his Portraits of White Racism, “[plrej-
udiced people are not the only racists in America.”’#

KEY TERMS: RACE, RACIAL STRUCTURE,
AND RACIAL IDEOLOGY

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

The first key term is the notion of race. There is very little formal dis-
agreement among social scientists in accepting the idea that race is a
socially constructed category.> This means that notions of racial differ-
ence are human creations rather than eternal, essential categories. As
such, racial categories have a history and are subject to change. And here
ends the agreement among social scientists on this matter. There are at
least three distinct variations on how social scientists approach this con-
structionist perspective on race. The first approach, which is gaining pop-
ularity among white social scientists, is the idea that because race is
socially constructed, it is not a fundamental category of analysis and
praxis. Some analysts go as far as to suggest that because race is a con-
structed category, then it is not real and social scientists who use the cate-
gory are the ones who make it real.®2

The second approach, typical of most sociological writing on race, gives
lip service to the social constructionist view—ausually a line in the begin-
ning of the article or book. Writers in this group then proceed to discuss
“racial” differences in academic achievement, crime, and SAT scores as if
they were truly racial.®* This is the central way in which contemporary
scholars contribute to the propagation of racist interpretations of racial
inequality. By failing to highlight the social dynamics that produce these
racial differences, these scholars help reinforce the racial order.5
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The third approach, and the one I use in this book, acknowledges that
race, as other social categories such as class and gender, is constructed
but insists that it has a social reality. This means that after race—or class
or gender—is created, it produces real effects on the actors racialized as
“black” or “white.” Although race, as other social constructions, is unsta-
ble, it has a “changing same’’s quality at its core.

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

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

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




ideological rule is always partial. Even in periods of hegemonic rule,s0
such as the current one, subordinate racial groups develop oppositional
views. However, it would be foolish to believe that those who rule a soci-
ety do not have the power to at least color (pun intended) the views of
the ruled.

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

Individual actors employ these elements as “building blocks . . . for
manufacturing versions on actions, self, and social structures” in commu-
nicative situations.®' The looseness of the elements allows users to maneu-
ver within various contexts (e.g., responding to a race-related survey,
discussing racial issues with family, or arguing about affirmative action
in a college classroom) and produce various accounts and presentations
of self (e.g., appearing ambivalent, tolerant, or strong minded). This loose
character enhances the legitimating role of racial ideology because it
allows for accommodation of contradictions, exceptions, and new infor-
mation. As Jackman points out about ideology in general: “Indeed, the
strength of an ideology lies in its loose-jointed, flexible application. An
ideology is a political instrument, not an exercise in personal logic: consistency
is rigidity, the only pragmatic effect of which is to box oneself in.”’s2

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

Second, although not every single member of the dominant race

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

HOW TO STUDY COLOR-BLIND RACISM

I will rely mostly on interview data to make my case. This choice is based
on important conceptual and methodological considerations. Conceptu-
ally, my focus is examining whites’ racial ideology, and ideology, racial
or not, is produced and reproduced in communicative interaction.®
Hence, although surveys are useful instruments for gathering general
information on actors’ views, they are severely limited tools for examin-
ing how people explain, justify, rationalize, and articulate racial view-
points. People are less likely to express their positions and emotions
about racial issues by answering “yes’” and “no”’ or “strongly agree” and
“strongly disagree” to questions. Despite the gallant effort of some sur-
vey researchers to produce methodologically correct questionnaires, sur-
vey questions still restrict the free flow of ideas and unnecessarily
constrain the range of possible answers for respondents.

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

Of more import yet is the insistence by mainstream survey researchers’
on using questions developed in the 1950s and 1960s to assess changes in
racial tolerance. This strategy is predicated on the assumption that “rac-
ism” (what I label here racial ideology) does not change over time, If




instead one regards racial ideology as in fact changing, the reliance on
questions developed to tackle issues from the Jim Crow era will produce
an artificial image of progress and miss most of whites” contemporary
racial nightmares.

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

to understand whites’ new racial beliefs and their implications as well as
possible.

DATA SOURCES

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

Although the data from this study are very suggestive and, I believe,
essentially right, the study has some limitations. First, itis based on a con-
venient, rather than a representative, sample, limiting the capacity for
generalizing the findings to the white population at large. Nevertheless,
it is worth pointing out that the bias in that sample is in the direction of
more racial tolerance, since researchers have consistently found that
young, college-educated whites are more likely to be racially tolerant
than any other segment of the white population.” Another limitation of
the study is that interviews were conducted only with white respondents.
Thus, this data set does not allow us to examine whether or not their
views are different from blacks’. Finally, due to budget constraints, the
sample was small, albeit large when compared to most interview-based
work.”0

The second data source for this book is the 1998 Detroit Area Study
(DAS). This data set overcomes many of the limitations of the college stu-
dents’ data set, since the former is based on a representative sample and
includes a significant number of interviews with both white and black

respondents. The 1998 DAS is a probabilistic survey of 400 black and
white Detroit metropolitan area residents (323 whites and 67 blacks). The
response rate was an acceptable 67.5 percent. As part of this study, 84
respondents (a 21 percent subsample) were randomly selected for in-
depth interviews (66 were whites and 17 were blacks). The interviews
were race matched, followed a structured interview protocol, were con-
ducted in the respondents” homes, and lasted about one hour.

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

POLITICS, INTERPRETATION, AND OBJECTIVITY

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

My scholarly goals in this book are to describe the main components of
color-blind racism and explain their functions and to use these compo-
nents to theorize how future US. race relations might look. I hope this
effort helps social analysts to get over the present impasse on the nature
and meaning of whites’ racial views. Yet, by accomplishing my scholarly
goals, I also hope to attain a much larger and important political goal:
uncovering the basic profile of the main ideology reinforcing contempo-
rary racial inequality. By definition, then, my work is a challenge to post-
Civil Rights white common sense; to the view that race no longer matters;
and to anyone who believes that the problems afflicting people of color




are fundamentally rooted in their pathological cultures.” More specifi-
cally, I want to advance an argument (the sophisticated nature of color-
blind racism), an approach (analyzing racial ideology rather than “preju-~
dice”), and a politics (fighting racial domination based on a group
rights’” agenda) that assist scholars and activists alike in their research
and struggle against color-blind nonsense. I also hope that this book will
serve as a wake-up call to color-blind liberal and progressive whites and
confused members of minority communities who may favor equal oppor-
tunity but not affirmative action, who believe discrimination is not an
important factor shaping the life chances of people of color, or who still
wonder if racial minorities do in fact have an inferior culture that accounts
for their status in America. Nevertheless, recognizing the political nature
of research is not a green light for sloppiness and one-sidedness or for
relying on unsystematically gathered data to make broad generalizations,
Hence, I support my arguments with systematic interview data and refer-
ence where my data or analysis differs from that of mainstream analysts
so that readers can find alternative interpretations to mine.

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

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

ONE IMPORTANT CAVEAT

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

Even with this caveat, some readers may still feel discomfort while
reading this book. Since color-blind racism is the dominant racial ideol-
0gy, its tentacles have touched us all and thus most readers will subscribe
to some—if not most—of its tenets, use its style, and believe many of its
racial stories. Unfortunately, there is little I can do to ease the pain of
these readers, since when one writes and exposes an ideology that is at
play, its supporters “get burned,” so to speak. For readers in this situation
(good people who may subscribe to many of the frames of color blind-
ness), I urge a personal and political movement away from claiming to
be “nonracist”” to becoming “antiracist.’’s2 Being an antiracist begins with
understanding the institutional nature of racial matters and accepting
that all actors in a racialized society are affected materially (receive bene-




fits or disadvantages) and ideologically by the racial structure. This stand
implies taking responsibility for your unwilling participation in these
practices and beginning a new life committed to the goal of achieving real
racial equality. The ride will be rough, but after your eyes have been
opened, there is no point in standing still.

THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

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

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

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

In chapter 6 I address “race traitors,””® or whites who do not endorse
the ideology of color blindness. After profiling college students and DAS
respondents who fit the racial progressive mold, I suggest white women
from working-class origins are the most likely candidates to commit
racial treason in the United States. Nevertheless, I also show that color-
blind racism has affected even these progressive whites. If color-blind rac-
ism has affected racial progressives, has it affected blacks, too?
Attempting to answer this question is the focus of chapter 7. Using DAS
data, I contend that although blacks have developed an oppositional ide-
ology, color-blind racism has affected blacks in a mostly indirect fashion.
Rather than totally controlling blacks’ field of ideas and cognitions, color-

blind racism has confused some issues, restricted the possibility of dis-
cussing others, and, overall, blunted the utopian character of blacks’
oppositional views. In chapter 8 I challenge the assertions that the United
States is still organized along a biracial divide and posit that the United
States is slowly moving toward a triracial or “plural” order similar to that
found in many Latin American and Caribbean countries. In chapter 9 1
examine the Obama phenomenon and suggest it is not emblematic of
post-racialism but part of the color-blind drama I examine in this book.
In chapter 10 I conclude by assessing the implications of color-blind rac-
ism, of the Latin Americanization of racial stratification, and of Obamerica
for the struggle for racial and social justice in this country.
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trial. Curiously, the phrase was provided to King by his white lawyer and a movie
producer. See Houston A. Baker, “Scene . . . Not Heard,” in Reading Rodney King,
Reading Urban Uprising, edited by Robert Gooding-Williams, 38-50 (New York:
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The Central Frames of
Color-Blind Racism

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

—John Dollard, Class and Caste in a Southern Town

f Jim Crow’s racial structure has been replaced by a “new racism,”
Iwhat happened to Jim Crow racism? What happened to beliefs afogt
blacks” mental, moral, and intellectual inferiority, to the idea that “it 1,5’
the [black man’s] own fault that he is a lower-caste . . . a lower-class man
or the assertion that blacks “lack initiative, are shiftless, have no sense of
time, or do not wish to better themselves”;! in short, what happene'd to
the basic claim that blacks are subhuman?? Social analysts of all stripes
agree that most whites no longer subscribe to these tenfats. However, this
does not mean the “end of racism,”® as a few conservative commentators
have suggested. Instead, a new powerful ideology has emerged to defend
the contemporary racial order: the ideology of color—b}\.md racism. Yet,
color-blind racism is a curious racial ideology. Although it .eng'ages,jis all
ideologies do, in “blaming the victim,” it does so in a very indirect, “now
you see it, now you don’t” style that matches the c‘hara'cter gf the new
racism. Because of the slipperiness of color-blind racism, in t}-us chapter I
examine its central frames and explain how whites use them in ways that
justify racial inequality.

THE FRAMES OF COLOR-BLIND RACISM

Ideologies are about “meaning in the service of power.”* They are expres-
sions at the symbolic level of the fact of dominance. As such, the ideolo-
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