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FOREWORD


Conversations about race in America inalterably changed after a series of episodes over a three-week period culminated in the videotaped police killing of George Floyd.


The eight minutes and forty-six seconds during which Floyd was pinned to the ground with a Minneapolis police officer’s knee on his neck crystallized a casual brutality meted out to African Americans that could no longer be denied. Floyd’s killing on May 25, 2020, eclipsed coverage of the coronavirus pandemic, which had already claimed more than 100,000 lives and underlined stark racial disparities with Blacks disproportionately contracting and dying of Covid-19. In the nation’s capital, where African Americans are 46 percent of the population, they constituted nearly 70 percent of Covid-19 fatalities.


The public health crisis, a faltering economy, and record unemployment created a perfect storm for sheltered-in-place Americans to digest news in ways they previously had not. Like flies on a wall, the nation watched its racial customs run their normal course. The same day that Floyd was killed, a white dog walker in Manhattan’s Central Park weaponized her race by calling the police to falsely claim a Black bird watcher attacked her after he asked her to put her dog on a leash. “I’m taking a picture and calling the cops,” the woman, Amy Cooper, is seen on video telling Christian Cooper. “I’m going to tell them there’s an African American man threatening my life.” A video of the encounter went viral, starkly exposing the perils of Black male survival in everyday life.


Just three weeks earlier, on May 5, a graphic video emerged of Ahmaud Arbery, a young Black man, being stalked by three white men in pickup trucks, then shot and killed as he jogged in an Atlanta suburb. Arbery’s suspected killers—one a retired police officer—were not arrested until the leaked video went viral more than two months later.


But it was the haunting image of 39-year-old Floyd, handcuffed, face down, flanked by police and pleading for his life that pierced the thick wall of complacency that had, in the wake of similar injustices, failed to provoke nationwide outrage.


American-style justice, distilled and beamed around the world, catalyzed a movement with tens of thousands of people across the country and around the globe taking to the streets to proclaim that “Black Lives Matter.” The images of peaceful demonstrators being attacked by police disrupted the dominant narrative typically framed by major media and police. The massive movement could not be delegitimized by isolated acts of looting or false official accounts.


Within weeks of Floyd’s killing, a racial reckoning began. Cities and states that had allowed police misconduct to persist were suddenly reviewing and in some places revamping policies. New York State banned the use of police chokeholds and named the law for Eric Garner, a Black Staten Island, New York, man who in 2014 was killed while, like Floyd, pleading, “I can’t breathe.” A bill outlawing “no-knock” warrants was unanimously passed by the Louisville City Council and named for Breonna Taylor, a young Black woman who was killed by police as she slept in her bed.


Whereas the 2014 and 2015 Black Lives Matter protests had been focused on police brutality, the recent wave has led to a reckoning across industries, from journalism and tech to fashion and corporate boardrooms. The New York Times conceded it erred after its journalists publicly challenged the paper for running a reactionary and dangerous editorial calling for the deployment of the National Guard to tamp down protests. The Washington Post named a managing editor for diversity. The Washington State Supreme Court conceded its complicity in injustice. Vogue magazine’s editor Anna Wintour acknowledged her three-decades-long failure to highlight Black photographers, writers, or designers, and for the magazine’s insensitive coverage. Demeaning and iconic images of Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben, products owned by Quaker Oats, a subsidiary of PepsiCo, Inc., and Mars, Inc., respectively, were retired. The NFL, alluding to but not naming Colin Kaepernick, confessed it was wrong to penalize players for taking a knee to protest racial injustice. The Washington Redskins agreed to change its offensive name. NASCAR retired the Confederate flag. And across the South Confederate monuments toppled. The nation’s most venerable companies, institutions, publishing houses, and beauty brands pledged to do better as they were being held to account for their stance on race and failure to diversify their workplaces, boards, and leadership teams.


After years of resisting demands to remove Woodrow Wilson’s name from its school of public policy, Princeton University finally relented. Princeton University President Christopher Eigsgruber acknowledged that “Wilson’s racism was significant and consequential, even by the standards of his own time.” He continued, “Princeton is part of an America that has too often disregarded, ignored, and turned a blind eye to racism, allowing the persistence of systems that discriminate against black people.”


This sweeping recognition of racial injustice marks a watershed moment, presenting the greatest possibility for transformative change in a generation. It is the first time in the more than two decades I’ve written about racial diversity that such a wide cross-section of Americans of all races agree on the need for systemic change. Denial about the degree to which racial bias suffuses every aspect of American life—from our social interactions, to our cultural narratives and iconography, to our school curricula, and ideas of progress—had long undercut the potential for reconciliation.


With many finally poised to face the reality of racial injustice, the work to uproot it begins. During a period pregnant with promise, Diversity, Inc. highlights how historical amnesia, racial customs, and failed practices undermine diversity, and points the way toward a more just and inclusive workplace. As the events of summer 2020 showed, realizing diversity is less a matter of time, than will.
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PREFACE


I have devoted a considerable portion of my life to journalism and higher education, both fields in which people of color are radically underrepresented. In three of four newsrooms, I was the only African American news reporter. I would later become one of two people of color on New York University’s tenure-track journalism faculty and for a time was one of the few tenured African American female professors on the entire faculty of the university’s Faculty of Arts and Science.


During more than three decades of my professional life, diversity has been a national preoccupation. Yet despite decades of handwringing, costly initiatives, and uncomfortable conversations, progress in most elite American institutions has been negligible. While racial/ethnic minorities make up roughly 38.8 percent of the national population, they comprise just 17 percent of full-time university professors, which includes faculty at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs).1 Put another way, non-Hispanic Whites, who comprise roughly 61 percent of the population, hold 82 percent of full-time professorships. Hispanics and Blacks, who together encompass roughly 31 percent of the US population, are just 3 percent and 4 percent, respectively, of full-time professors.2 Their numbers have barely budged over the past few decades.3


The field of journalism has not fared much better. Four decades after the newspaper industry pledged to create newsrooms that reflect the proportion of minorities in the population by the year 2000, they, too, remain disproportionately White. African Americans, Latinos, Asians, and Native Americans combined held 16.55 percent of newsroom jobs, based on the 2017 annual newsroom survey released by the American Society of News Editors.4 That number was even a slight decrease from the preceding year, and when online news sites were excluded, the percentage of minorities dropped to 16.3 percent.


The numbers in journalism and academia, like those in other influential fields—from the arts, advertising, and fashion to law, technology, and investment banking—defy the quickening pace of change in the nation’s racial demographics. In 2011, for the first time in America’s nearly 250-year history, more babies of color were born than non-Hispanic Whites. Since 2010, non-Hispanic Whites have been the minority in twenty-two of the nation’s one hundred largest metropolitan areas, and the US Census Bureau projects that by 2045 they will no longer constitute a national majority—which has made diversity one of the buzzwords of the twenty-first century. But why, after five decades of countless studies, public pledges, and high-profile initiatives, is diversity lagging in most elite fields? And why do many White Americans believe that racial progress has been much better than the numbers suggest?


Our current diversity conversation began in 1968, when President Lyndon Johnson’s National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders recommended the inclusion of African Americans in institutions that had historically excluded them. The Kerner Commission, as it came to be known, highlighted the need to address the shameful legacy of slavery and Jim Crow. It overlooked, however, the haunting invisibility of Native Americans, an estimated 90 percent of whom were killed by disease and war in the wake of European settlement. Native Americans and Alaskan Natives, including those of more than one race, number around 6.7 million, or 2 percent of the population.5 Regrettably, given their small numbers, they barely register in much of the data.


Since 1968, diversity, of course, has been expanded to encompass other racial and ethnic minorities along with women, people with physical and mental disabilities, LGBTQIA individuals, and other marginalized populations. However, given the issues unique to each distinct group and the ways in which the plight of racial minorities in general and African Americans in particular have been overshadowed by other categories within this overtaxed term, this book will specifically address the progress the nation has made toward racial diversity.


Race, of course, is a complicated and often-imprecise designation that in the United States has always relied less on ancestry than on appearance. Those who most resemble what is considered White are generally accorded greater status. It’s a messy social construction that nonetheless matters when trying to sense the texture of American life for distinct segments of the population. But it is challenging, given the shifting terrain. The classification of Hispanic/Latinx connotes ethnicity and not race, which could range from Black to White. And given the invisibility of Native Americans in most metrics and the ascendance of Asians in STEM fields and in income earning, there is no way to paint a complete portrait of America’s complex racial landscape. Further clouding the picture, Asians—who encompass a broad spectrum of people, cultures, and languages across a continent—are, relative to their numbers in the general population, either disproportionately over- or underrepresented, depending on the field.


To examine the nation’s progress toward racial diversity, I focus on the three largest racial/ethnic minority groups: Hispanics/Latinx, African Americans/Black, and Asian Americans. I alternately use African American or Black and Hispanic for the sake of clarity, even though the terminology in the data I cite varies. Encompassed within race and ethnicity are, of course, all the other classifications—including physical and cognitive disability, gender, and sexual orientation—that become doubly or triply burdened by interlocking systems of discrimination. Still, a half century after Kerner, the Black-White divide is still most palpable in American life; the stark disparities between the two groups remain the most telling indicators of America’s racial breach. However, the expansion of America’s racial tableau and the long history of discriminatory federal policies and attitudes directed at other Americans considered non-White require an examination of efforts to fold racial and ethnic minorities into the mainframe of the nation. America, despite the presence and contributions of many, remains—at least in the public imagination and in most realms of influence—dominated by Whiteness.


I explore diversity across numerous fields but pay sustained attention to three fields in particular: academia, Hollywood, and corporate America—each of which has publicly and privately grappled with the issue over the past five decades. They are among the fields whose leaders have in recent years renewed their commitment to diversity, collectively pledging billions of dollars to commission studies, set up training sessions, and hire consultants and czars to oversee diversity programs. These efforts have, among other things, shored up a multibillion-dollar industry, expanding opportunities for an ever-growing number of law firms, consultants, and senior-level executives. It’s impossible to understand diversity without exploring the big business of it, the tension between the rhetoric and expenditures, and the chronically disappointing results. In recent years, organizations have begun to use the term diversity and inclusion to underscore the need for compositional diversity and institutional belonging. Unless otherwise indicated, the word diversity will imply both.


In examining the data and conversing with scores of people on the front line of the movement for change, I discovered some of the reasons why, despite decades of deliberation and multibillion-dollar initiatives, many are still pondering and gesturing rather than meaningfully increasing diversity. Perhaps most surprising is that many of the fields that are considered the most progressive, such as the arts and entertainment, are the least diverse and that corporate America—despite remaining challenges—has in many instances made far greater strides toward employing and promoting racial minorities.


The plodding pace of change a half century later makes clear the need to reframe the diversity conversation of recent years from a rosy we-are-the-world ideal to one fired by a mission to combat systemic racial injustice and pervasive delusion about where we stand. Our current predicament is part and parcel of an enduring ideology of White preeminence and the callous resolve that America’s global ascent justified the means by which African Americans, Native Americans, and others were ruthlessly exploited. This ethos permeates mass media, so-called high art, the Western literary canon, and our criminal justice and educational systems. The dismal numbers reported year after year are a predictable outcome of this morally impoverished calculus. Unless and until White America—including those who claim progressive values—comes to terms with its complicity in persisting injustice, diversity initiatives will continually fail. Since one’s complicity can be willful or stem from benign ignorance and neglect, the latter affords the potential—if not the promise—of serious reflection and reform. The numbers are uninspiring, but the all-too-few examples of change offer a semblance of hope. They can serve as a beacon for those who are truly committed to justice. In the end, we will each be judged not by stated principles but by our achievements.


Given the sturdy foundation of White domination on which America rests, it has perhaps been naïve of many diversity advocates to expect even those viewed as progressive allies to relinquish hardwired attitudes and centuries-old customs, no matter how ignobly attained. Many believed that if only they could show the inherent injustice of institutional bias and the ways in which it perpetuates inequality and fuels racial conflict, then attitudes—and workplaces—would substantially change. Five decades later, diversity proponents can be forgiven their idealism, if not their fidelity to ineffective approaches.


Allies and advocates of diversity—including those who are beneficiaries of the burgeoning industry it has spawned—must also change course lest they become complicit with those who consciously or unconsciously work to sustain the status quo. In their work they might ask whether they unwittingly serve as smokescreens rather than true agents of change. How might they enable evasion and resistance by the institutions they serve? At what point does it become apparent that institutions they associate with are less committed to diversity than their rhetoric, commissioned task forces, studies, and appointed diversity officers suggest?


How do we as a society gauge success, and at what point is it safe to assume that some of the best efforts are in vain? And what can be done differently to foster change?


Diversity, Inc. inspires indelicate questions and sober reflection. In an increasingly multiracial nation, who will set the course for the nation’s identity and destiny? In a nation that has—as a result of political and numerical dominance—largely been defined by Whiteness, what would a truly diverse society mean culturally, politically, spiritually, economically, and psychologically for White Americans? What would it mean for America?














CHAPTER 
1



DIVERSITY AND DISCONTENT



“Race prejudice has shaped our history decisively; it now threatens to affect our future.”


—Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968


Clarence Otis Jr. was nine years old when in 1965 an uprising in his Watts neighborhood helped the embers of unrest that for the rest of the 1960s swept through Black urban America. Nearly five decades later, Otis—who in 2004 became one of the nation’s seven Black Fortune 500 CEOs when he was tapped to lead Darden Restaurants—credits the aftermath of that upheaval for his future success.


In 1967, Johnson, in response to the spiraling turmoil, empaneled the National Advisory Commission of Civil Disorders, which, a year later, in a blistering report, largely blamed White racism and indifference for the despair plaguing African Americans. A century after emancipation, it called on leaders of American institutions to address “pervasive discrimination in employment, education and housing which has resulted in the continuing exclusion of great numbers of Negroes from the benefit of economic progress.”1 The report cast in stark relief White America’s systematic exclusion of Blacks from decent housing and education and positions in trades and professions, including news media, Hollywood, and corporate America.


Johnson had already laid out his ambitious vision for a more racially just and inclusive nation in the early months of his presidency. In a 1964 speech at the University of Michigan, Johnson said that a Great Society “rests on abundance and liberty for all. It demands an end to poverty and racial injustice.” In a nation flush with prosperity, some thirty-six million Americans, nearly three-quarters of whom were children and senior citizens, were living below the poverty line.


He quickly ushered in sweeping legislation, including the Civil Rights Act of 1964, to outlaw discrimination in public accommodations and federally funded facilities, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which forbade literacy tests and other measures that had prevented southern Blacks from voting. The 1965 Higher Education Act made work study, federal grants, and low-interest loans for college making it more accessible to the poor and working class. Medicare, Medicaid, food stamps, and the 1966 Child Nutrition Act brought health care and greater food security to the poor and elderly. Jobs Corps established skills training and temporary employment; and Head Start, as its name implied, offered early education along with medical and dental care to level the playing field for poor children.


Johnson moved quickly to enforce the new laws targeting injustice. He substantially increased federal funding for hospitals and schools, then used those funds as a lever to ensure compliance with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act forbidding discrimination based on race, color, or religion in public accommodations and facilities that received federal funding. He dispatched inspectors to schools and hospitals across the South to monitor compliance.


As Joshua Zeitz, author of Building the Great Society, said, the results were “astonishing.”


Between 1965 and 1968, he said the number of Black students in the South who attended better-resourced majority-White schools rose from roughly 2.3 percent to almost 23.4 percent and peaked at 43.5 percent in 1988. Between 1968 and 1980, the portion of southern Black children attending schools where they made up more than 90 percent of the student population declined from 77.5 percent to 26.5 percent.


Moreover, by 1964, just 26 percent of Blacks attained a high school diploma, but within a decade the percentage had increased to 41 percent. By 2017, 87 percent of Blacks age twenty-five and older had attained a high school diploma, nearly closing the gap with Whites, whose rate stood at 93 percent.2 While similar numbers are not available for other racial groups during the early years of the Civil Rights Movement, between 1964 and 1984, the gap between Blacks and Whites closed from 24 points to 16 points.


Hospitals, nursing homes, and other facilities that received federal funding were also desegregated under the watchful eye of inspectors. Facilities found out of compliance were ineligible to accept Medicare and Medicaid, which became law in 1965.


Following passage of the Voting Rights Act, federal examiners swept into Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Georgia, where by the following January some ninety thousand voters were added to the rolls. By 1970, about 66 percent of African Americans in the Deep South were registered, and most were able to vote.


While the Civil Rights Movement turned the spotlight on southern bigotry, the urban riots highlighted the persistence of northern discrimination that kept Blacks in overcrowded, under-resourced neighborhoods and excluded them from most professions and unions. By the end of the 1960s, many doors that had long been closed to urban Blacks were suddenly pried open.


“We were beneficiaries of the Great Society,” said Otis, one of four children reared by a janitor and homemaker. Otis and his siblings took advantage of programs such as the Neighborhood Youth Corp, a federally funded program that created jobs for urban teens, and the Watts Town Arts Center, which brought recreation and culture to his segregated and economically fragile neighborhood.


“We got a head start,” Otis said. “It definitely mattered during that era.”3


Otis graduated among the top one hundred of seven hundred students in Los Angeles’s predominantly Black David Starr Jordan High School, most of whom attended college—in his case the prestigious Williams College, from which he graduated magna cum laude. He went on to Stanford Law School and by age thirty was a vice president at First Boston Corporation. In 1995, he was recruited to Darden—the restaurant group that included Red Lobster and Olive Garden. He continued to move up the ladder, becoming chairman and CEO nine years later. Under his leadership, share prices nearly tripled, and Darden, with 185,000 employees and two thousand outlets, ranked as the largest full-service restaurant operation in the world.4 During the last four years of his tenure, Fortune magazine listed Darden as one of the top companies to work for.


Otis assembled a senior leadership team that was 41 percent of color. “When you have these kind of senior leadership numbers it becomes easier to make diversity a priority in everything you do—from hiring and talent management (development and promotion) to culture building to how you think about and treat customers,” he said.5


But in recent years diversity in many American industries has stalled and in some instances is in retreat. Otis stepped down in 2014, and with the retirement in 2018 of Kenneth Chenault as CEO of American Express, the number of Black Fortune 500 CEOs has decreased to three. African Americans, who comprise roughly 13 percent of the US population, are fewer than 1 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs. Just under 4.5 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs are Black, Hispanic, or Asian. People of color hold about 16 percent of Fortune 500 board seats.6


“The fact that we’re in this situation is, I think, a real problem and embarrassing for corporate America,” Chenault said before stepping down.7 “One of the biggest issues for our society is diversity and inclusion. We should have far more representation.”


The numbers are telling. Between 2009 and 2018, the percentage of Black law partners has inched up from 1.7 to 1.8 percent. People of color comprise 9 percent of law firm partners, compared to 71 percent who are White male, and 20 percent women, according to the National Association for Law Placement. Between 1985 and 2016, the proportion of Black men in management at all US companies with one hundred or more employees barely budged, from 3 percent to 3.2 percent.8


So a half century after Johnson’s clarion call for African American inclusion in the mainstream of American life, they and other racial minorities remain strikingly underrepresented in most elite fields, particularly in management. While Johnson’s programs and policies have begun to bear fruit, he may have underestimated the depth of White resistance to full racial equality. While northern Whites had supported civil rights legislation aimed at the South, they resisted efforts to integrate schools and housing closer to home. In 1966, legislation barring discrimination in the sale and rental of housing sparked a vehement backlash and ultimately failed. That year, Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., who had been felled by a rock during a demonstration in Chicago, remarked, “I think the people of Mississippi ought to come to Chicago to learn how to hate.”9


Johnson’s transformative vision became a target for conservative politicians from Ronald Reagan to Paul Ryan, who worked tirelessly to dismantle key programs and policies that had begun to disrupt generational poverty and had created long-denied opportunity for African Americans and other disadvantaged groups for a quality education and gainful employment.


In White Rage, historian Carol Anderson recounts how Black unemployment had sharply declined during the 1960s and 1970s, nearly closing the racial gap. However, under the Reagan administration, federal jobs and programs that had aided that progress were cut, causing Black unemployment to skyrocket to 15.5 percent—the highest it had been since the Great Depression. Black youth employment rose to 45.7 percent.


“At this point Reagan chose to slash the training, employment and labor services budget by 70 percent—a cut of $3.895 billion,” Anderson wrote, causing college enrollment among African Americans to tumble from 34 to 26 percent.


“Thus, just at the moment when the post-industrial economy made an undergraduate degree more important than ever, 15,000 fewer African Americans were in college during the early 1980s than had been the case in the mid 1970s,” she wrote.10


Today, many school districts are as segregated as they were in the 1950s when Brown v. Board of Education deemed segregated schools unconstitutional. Millions of Black and Brown children are condemned to overcrowded, under-resourced schools in neighborhoods that Great Society programs were attempting, with demonstrable success, to address.


Reaganesque ideology has helped fuel a never-ending series of legal challenges of any measures intended to create opportunity that laws and racial custom has historically denied Blacks and now other non-Whites.


The recurring obstruction of Black advancement dates back to the Reconstruction era when measures to make amends for centuries of slavery were met with racial terrorism and Black Codes, a series of laws passed in southern states that for another century blatantly denied Blacks their constitutional rights. Today, any attempt at racial redress is predictably met with legal challenges. The examples are numerous and, by now, expected. Legions of Whites, from Allan Bakke in 1978 to Abigail Fisher in 2013 and 2016, have made the claim of reverse discrimination to undermine policies that aim to create opportunities for those who, by design, were historically left out. In 2019, Mark Perry, a White economics professor at the University of Michigan, filed a complaint with the Department of Education Office for Civil Rights against Wayne State University for hosting a summer workshop for the not-for-profit group Black Girls Code. The organization seeks to address the acute underrepresentation of Black women in the burgeoning tech industry. Perry had reportedly filed more than thirty similar complaints challenging gender discrimination across the country. However, his latest effort threatened to undercut efforts to expand opportunity for one of society’s most economically disadvantaged groups.


The sluggish pace of change has in recent years sparked claims of institutional soul-searching and a renewed commitment to diversity. In 2017, a group of global CEOs launched CEO Action for Diversity and Inclusion; more than five hundred business leaders publicly pledged to advance diversity and inclusion in the workplace. In 2018, the law firm Shearman & Sterling was among the prestigious global outfits to hire its first-ever chief diversity officer and establish a task force to increase diversity.


The Ford Foundation is betting the farm on its ability to help diversify American institutions, throwing the full weight of its more than half-billion dollars in annual grants toward initiatives that promote equality. “Progress won’t come without us being uncomfortable,” Darren Walker, the foundation president, said. “People want to believe we can have diversity and not really get uncomfortable… It requires incumbent leaders and managers to change their behavior and practices. It means that institutions have to change incentive structures and to fundamentally interrogate their own behavior, which is very uncomfortable.”11


But therein lies the problem. There’s little evidence that many are inclined to accept that challenge. Leaders in numerous fields have for decades stated their commitment to diversity, but recent employment data invite scrutiny of their efforts. Especially revealing is the significant underrepresentation of people of color in some of the fields often touted among the most progressive, including the arts, journalism, academia, fashion, and the film industry. As Walker said, much of the answer lies in overcoming the sense that racial inequality and discrimination have been overcome. “The challenge in the progressive community is benign neglect; benign validation,” states Walker. “When you look behind the curtain, the emperor has no clothes.”12


In 2015, an art museum demographic survey commissioned by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation found that 84 percent of museum curator, conservator, educator, and leadership positions were held by non-Hispanic Whites, with 6 percent Asian, 4 percent African American, 3 percent Hispanic White, and 3 percent two or more races. Racial minorities were most often employed as museum security guards. “The case is clear and urgent,” Mariët Westermann, vice president of the Mellon Foundation, wrote in the report’s introduction. “Constructive responses to it will be critical to the continued vitality of art museums as public resources for a democratic society.”13 However, that same year, Samantha Niemann, a White student denied a Getty Foundation internship created to address the dearth of racial minorities in museums, filed a lawsuit charging discrimination. A 2018 Mellon survey indicated the numbers of people of color in leadership remained small.


Sixteen years after installation artist Fred Wilson was awarded the MacArthur Fellowship, known as the “Genius Grant,” for work highlighting biased museum practices, art world professionals in 2015 formed the Museums and Race organization “to challenge and reimagine institutional policies and systems that perpetuate oppression in museums.”14 The group seeks to address the lack of diversity on museum boards and staffs and among its collections, members, and visitors.


At every turn, purportedly liberal and elite sectors maintain racial custom and tradition in their hiring until they are publicly shamed or otherwise coerced into widening access to people of color. In New York City, Mayor Bill de Blasio made waves when he announced that the city would use city funding as a hammer to pressure cultural organizations to diversify their overwhelmingly White boards. In New York City, where the population is 32 percent White, its cultural workforce is nearly double that, with leadership decidedly Whiter. The city also pledged $1 million to subsidize diversity programs at its cultural institutions. Similar efforts are under way in cities across the country.


In 2019, two iconic fashion world labels—Gucci and Prada—announced the creation of diversity initiatives after an outcry over designs that resembled blackface. Both fashion houses pulled the items from the shelves, and Prada quickly established a Diversity and Inclusion Advisory Council for which as its public face it enlisted two prominent African Americans, artist-activist Theaster Gates and director Ava DuVernay. Gucci hired a global diversity czar and vowed to create multicultural scholarship and a more diverse workforce. That same season, Burberry also came under fire for a runway design that featured a hoodie and what appeared to critics to be a noose. In a statement, the fashion house expressed regret for its insensitivity. “We will reflect on this, learn from it and put in place all necessary actions to ensure it doesn’t happen again,” read a statement by Marco Gobbetti, the company CEO.15


Not surprisingly, like other exclusive sectors, racial and ethnic minorities are virtually excluded from top management and corporate boards in fashion. A 2018 survey of the fifteen largest public fashion and apparel companies found that only 11 percent of board seats were held by non-Whites, and 73 percent of chief executives were White men.16


The newspaper industry, which for decades has vowed to diversify its professional ranks, also came under scrutiny when in 2016 Liz Spayd, the public editor for the New York Times, faulted the paper for “preaching” but not practicing diversity.17 Spayd noted that only two of the more than twenty reporters assigned to the 2016 presidential campaign were African American and none were Latino or Asian. Moreover, all six White House reporters were White, while the Metro staff had only three Latinos among its forty-two reporters in a city with the nation’s second-largest Hispanic population. The entire Style section writing staff was White, and none of the paper’s twenty-one sports reporters were African American, “yet blacks are plentiful among the teams they cover.”


Spayd pointed out that the only non-White on the masthead was Dean Baquet, who in 2014 became the first African American to serve as executive editor in the paper’s 163-year history.18 Baquet, who had served as editor of the Los Angeles Times, is also among a handful of African Americans who has ever helmed an American daily newspaper. At daily newspaper and online outlets that responded to the survey, Whites hold 83.4 percent of newsroom jobs and are 86.6 percent of newsroom leaders. The American Society of News Editors’ annual survey does not indicate what percentage of editors helming news organizations are people of color, but the number has always been miniscule.19


The discomforting critique did not win the already embattled Spayd many friends at the Times, and in July 2017 the paper disbanded its public editor role, calling it outdated. Perhaps it is, but Spayd’s critique was not: while African Americans held 9 percent of New York Times newsroom jobs in 2015, in 2018 their percentage had slightly dipped to 8 percent.20 There was a slight uptick for Asians from 11 percent to 12 percent, Hispanics from 5 to 6 percent, and multiracial from 2 to 3 percent, respectively.21 That said, the Times is far more diverse than most American newspapers. Four decades after the newspaper industry pledged to have newsrooms that reflect the proportion of minorities in the population by the year 2000, they remain disproportionately White. In the face of declining newspaper circulation and industry belt-tightening since the early 2000s, the field’s commitment to diversity has receded. In fact, the number of minorities in newsrooms declined between 2002 and 2015.22 During that time, the number and percentage of Black journalists reported in the ASNE survey fell from 2,951 journalists (5.23 percent) to 1,560 (4.7 percent). There were also 721 fewer Hispanic journalists, who held 1,377 (4.2 percent) of newsroom jobs, and 357 fewer Asian journalists, whose numbers stood at 926 (2.8 percent).23


In September 2018, the American Society of News Editors (ASNE), which since 1978 has released annual newsroom demographic surveys, postponed releasing the survey results due to historically low participation. Only 14 percent of the seventeen hundred newsrooms responded, compared to nearly 40 percent the preceding year, an indication that diversity may not be a foremost concern. The previous year, ASNE was awarded a $300,000 grant to create a more comprehensive diversity survey, but it apparently did little to inspire participation.


The 2019 survey was expanded to include LGBTQ journalists. ASNE has now set a goal of doubling the number of minorities—by 2025.


Meanwhile, some of the nation’s most prominent magazines have long operated under the radar as they are not included in annual demographic surveys. They, too, have historically maintained disproportionately White editorial staffs.


Elsewhere in the journalism industry, the numbers are similarly bleak. In radio, people of color hold just 11 percent of newsroom jobs and are nearly 6 percent of news directors. While the numbers in television broadcasting have long exceeded those in radio and print, people of color, despite gains, remain disproportionately underrepresented. The 2018 survey of TV and radio newsrooms by the Radio Television Digital News Association found the TV news workforce at non-Hispanic stations is 21.4 percent people of color at network affiliates and 22.7 percent overall, the greatest amount of representation ever. But it falls far short of parity. While the population of people of color rose 12.4 percent since 1990, their numbers increased 7 percent in the television workforce.


What’s more, their numbers dwindle at the top. Just 6.4 percent of general managers were of color, down 1 percent from 1995. Even at Spanish-language stations where the staff is predominantly Hispanic, 36.4 percent of general managers were non-Hispanic White. People of color hold just 14.3 percent of news director jobs at non-Spanish-language stations.


In 2019, CBS News caused a Twitter storm when it released its slate of twelve digital reporters and associate producers assigned to the 2020 presidential campaign. While the team included four people of color, none were African American, the nation’s largest racial minority. The omission was especially conspicuous at a time when Blacks are disproportionately affected by a number of high-profile national issues, including overpolicing and mass incarceration, gun control, voter suppression, and widening income and education disparities. Among the critics was Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the newly installed member of the House of Representatives from New York who tweeted: “Unacceptable in 2019. Try again.” Sarah Glover, president of the National Association of Black Journalists, said it’s unfortunate diversity remains a problem more than fifty years after the Kerner Commission Report. “CBS’s political team takes previously heralded steps back half a century,” she said.24


Hollywood also attracted unwanted attention over revelations that for two years in a row none of the Academy Award acting nominees were of color, prompting #OscarsSoWhite—a campaign launched by nascent activist April Reign—to go viral on Twitter. A Los Angeles Times study in 2012 found that in the then eighty-three years since its founding, the academy voters were overwhelming White and male and that fewer than 4 percent of the Oscar awards for acting had been given to non-Whites.25 Four years later, Stacy Smith, the coauthor of a University of Southern California study, concluded that “there’s not just a diversity problem in Hollywood; there’s actually an inclusion crisis.”26


If the tech industry portends the future, then the forecast at Google, LinkedIn, Facebook, and the other Silicon Valley tech giants is uninspiring. At Facebook, African Americans comprised 1 percent of technical and 2 percent of leadership roles, according to Facebook’s 2018 Diversity Report. Three percent of Hispanics were in technical roles, and their numbers in leadership roles dropped from 4 percent to 3 percent. Eighty-three percent of Silicon Valley executives are White, and mostly male. In 2016, Black and Latino candidates at Google each made up 4 percent of all new hires. Google’s overall workforce is 54 percent White, 40 percent Asian, 4 percent two or more races, 6 percent Hispanic or Latinx, 3 percent Black, and less than 1 percent American Indian or Alaskan Native and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Meanwhile, roughly 26 percent of bachelor’s degrees in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields were conferred to Blacks and Hispanics, according to the National Center for Education Statistics.27 Blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans earned about 18 percent of bachelor’s degrees in computer science, and between 2015 and 2016, Blacks and Hispanics were 10 percent and 12 percent, respectively, of computer science majors.28


In 2018, in the wake of its fifth “disappointing” diversity report, Facebook appointed former American Express CEO Kenneth Chenault as its first African American board member. Chenault was also added to the board of Airbnb, the tech hospitality company, in the wake of widespread reports of racial discrimination by hosts. Other tech companies, including Apple and Uber, have begun releasing their own diversity reports.


The severe underrepresentation of Blacks, Hispanics, and women in tech has fueled tension and headlines. In 2017, a memo by a White male employee denigrating Google’s diversity efforts created a national firestorm, culminating in his firing.29 In 2015, Twitter—already under fire for its glaring underrepresentation of Blacks (2 percent) and Latinos (4 percent)—triggered a backlash when it hired Jeffrey Siminoff, a White male, to fill a job as vice president for diversity that had been held by a woman.30 Siminoff had been the diversity chief at Apple, where he was succeeded by Denise Young Smith, an African American woman who stepped down after months on the job amid controversy over comments she made that some believed devalued diversity.


Renewed calls for diversity are playing out against the backdrop of resurgent White nationalism. A half century after Johnson’s appeal for racial inclusion, an American president has openly spurned diversity as an American ideal. Prior to his election, Donald Trump for years implausibly questioned the citizenship of America’s first African American president and denigrated Mexicans, Muslims, and urban Blacks. Trump’s Executive Order 13769 entitled “Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States,” known as a Muslim travel ban, inscribed Islamophobia into federal policy. The widely condemned executive order was ultimately struck down by the courts and significantly diluted, but draconian immigration policies ensued.


To stem the tide of migration largely by people seeking asylum from Central and Latin America, the Trump administration began separating parents from their children and interring them in cages. Trump also came under fire for describing himself as a “nationalist”—which was viewed as a dog whistle to White nationalists—in the wake of his administration’s mishandling of relief efforts after Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico claimed an estimated three thousand lives and for allegedly calling African nations “shithole countries” and asking why the United States wasn’t taking more immigrants from places like Norway.31 In 2018, Trump posted on Twitter: “A vote for Democrats in November is a vote to let MS-13 [the Mara Salvatruca gang] run wild in our communities, to let drugs pour into our cities and to take jobs and benefits away from hardworking Americans.”32


In 2018, the FBI reported that hate crimes had spiked 17 percent over the previous year, the third consecutive year of a reported increase.


Meanwhile, a wave of protests at college campuses—including some of the nation’s most prestigious and progressive schools—has illustrated the extent to which racial tensions persist over many of the same issues that roiled campuses in the 1960s. Among the colleges and universities under fire were Yale, Princeton, Oberlin, and Wesleyan, where students complained about the racial climate, the paucity of faculty and students of color, and the curriculum. Figures from the National Center for Education Statistics suggest why: during the fall of 2016, among full-time professors at degree-granting postsecondary schools, 82 percent were White (55 percent male; 27 percent female), 10 percent were Asian/Pacific Islander, 4 percent were Black, 3 percent were Hispanic, and 1 percent or less were two or more races or American Indian/Alaska Native. And as previously indicated, these figures include faculty at Historically Black Colleges and Universities.33


The quest for racial diversity has long been an uphill crusade, but it’s now waged in a far more polarized climate in which many Whites now claim that they are being disenfranchised as others are afforded undue advantage. An NPR poll conducted in 2017 found that 55 percent of White Americans believe they are discriminated against, while, tellingly, a lower percentage said they had actually experienced discrimination.34 A Reuters survey in 2017 found that 39 percent of Whites polled agreed with the statement that “White people are currently under attack in this country.”35


Many Whites saw the presidential election of Barack Obama as evidence that racism is passé and African Americans have achieved equality—if not unmerited advantages. The New York Times optimistically proclaimed, “Obama Elected President as Racial Barriers Fall” despite polling data that showed that in 2008 Obama received just 43 percent of White votes compared to 95 percent of Black, 67 percent of Hispanic, and 62 percent of Asian votes.36 In 2012, Obama received 93 percent of Black, 73 percent of Asian, and 71 percent of Hispanic votes. The percentage of White voters dropped to 39 percent. Both times he lost the White vote, with White women divided and White men decidedly opposed.


Nonetheless, the term “post-race” became ubiquitous, while “political correctness” or “PC”—the valuing of sensibilities that fall outside of the White, Christian, heterosexual mainstream—became a slur. White men—who retain dominance over every influential field—increasingly claim that they, and not those who by law and custom had historically been shut out, are under siege.


Today, it is not uncommon to hear even those who are considered White progressives complain of White male discrimination, despite their overwhelming overrepresentation in most American institutions. Few take the time to consider that the centuries-long dominance of White males was only possible due to the subjugation of women and people of color—a legalized oppression rationalized by baseless inferiority theories rooted in religion and the academy. Sadly, these beliefs continue to resonate, and some view their domination as a birthright and racial minorities who seek parity as unentitled trespassers.


Whether heralding a post-race era or lamenting that they were losing ground, many Whites conveniently ignored the harsh reality of a widening economic chasm between Blacks and Whites. Between 1983 and 2013, the wealth of the median Black household declined 75 percent (from $6,800 to $1,700), and 50 percent for Latinos (from $4,000 to $2,000), while wealth of the median White household rose 14 percent from $102,000 to $116,800. The median income for Blacks was 65 percent of that of Whites, up only slightly from 59 percent in 1970. In 2018, the poverty rate for Whites was 8.4 percent, compared to 21 percent for Blacks, 18 percent for Hispanics, and 10 percent for Asians.37 Black unemployment has consistently been at least twice as high as it is for Whites for most of the past five decades.


Even as some bemoan the decline of White men in the workplace, the extent to which their numbers have dropped is primarily due to the progress of White women. Since 1968, when President Johnson expanded affirmative action policies to include women, White women have made far greater strides in professions and in college admissions than have people of color.38 For example, while between 2004 and 2018 the percentage of White men on Fortune 100 boards declined from 71 percent to 63 percent, the largest gain was experienced by White women, who hold 221 board seats—or 18.4 percent. That compares to a mere 29 seats held by African American women, 11 by Latina women, and 17 by Asian women. Overall, between 2004 and 2016, the White composition of board seats had changed little—decreasing from 85.2 percent to 82.5 percent. During that time, White men lost fifty-one seats and White women gained twenty-eight. All other racial groups had single-digit increases of five or fewer seats, except for Latino men, who lost two seats. To be sure, all women—White women included—remain disproportionately underrepresented, with women of color barely represented at all. But between 1985 and 2014, the proportion of Black men in management barely budged (from 3 percent to 3.3 percent), compared to White women, whose proportion increased from 22 percent to 29 percent.39


Still, the idea that racial barriers have fallen has swayed court decisions. Among the most glaring examples is the 2013 US Supreme Court’s five-to-four vote striking down key provisions of the 1965 Voting Rights Act that for decades had protected African Americans from blatant acts of voter disfranchisement.


“Our country has changed,” Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr. wrote in his unduly optimistic majority opinion. “While any racial discrimination in voting is too much, Congress must ensure that the legislation it passes to remedy that problem speaks to current conditions.”


In doing so, the court patently ignored current conditions and the continuing barriers to African Americans’ voting rights and those of other marginalized populations. Since that decision, more than twenty-two states passed restrictive statutes making it harder to vote. In 2017, the United States Court of Appeals found that North Carolina’s voting restrictions had specifically targeted African American voters “with almost surgical precision.”40 The Supreme Court moved to rule as unconstitutional two of the state’s gerrymandered congressional districts.


When viewed as a zero-sum game, it is perhaps understandable that those who historically had all the marbles fear that equal opportunity will mean they’ll have fewer. From that reductive vantage point, even those who see themselves as progressive adherents of American ideals might privately—and sometimes publicly—view diversity as a threat. Even as they retain a disproportionate share of the pie, many Whites apparently fear that, in this land of plenty, gains for racial minorities will imperil them. That fear might explain why exit polls indicate at least 62 percent of White males and some 52 percent of White females voted for Trump despite his political inexperience, multiple bankruptcies, erratic temperament, and racially and sexually offensive rhetoric that would ordinarily preclude one from assuming the US presidency.


Anxiety over immigration and the nation’s shifting racial demographics overshadows critical economic problems afflicting Americans of all races. Between 1980 and 2014, income growth increased 616 percent for the top 1 percent, 194 percent for the top 10 percent, and only 4 percent for the bottom 20 percent.41 Between 1970 and 2016, the income gap between Americans at the top and the bottom increased 27 percent.


Compounding growing inequality is the rise in automation and the fact that many Americans of all races are ill prepared for jobs that would go unfilled if not for immigration. The same day that Trump scapegoated immigrants in a 2018 speech in Montana, a report from ADP and Moody’s Analytics warned that the nation’s labor shortage had reached a critical shortfall. It cited figures from the Bureau of Labor Statistics that showed that, for the first time, there were more openings than available labor.42


In addition, climate change threatens to cause the loss of 1.2 billion jobs in fields like agriculture, fisheries, and forestry and a 30 percent drop in the GDP by the year 2100 unless the nations that most contribute to the rise in carbon gas intervene.43 The state of Maine has already seen a decline of lobsters off its coast. Into this void of imagination, leadership, and progressive policies enter demagogues who prey on centuries-old fears to sow division, while growing income inequality across all races, and the abundant opportunities that are needlessly squandered, go ignored. Rather than post-race, the nation is becoming post-White, and race appears to matter more than ever.


However, while the evidence is all around us, too few acknowledge the effect of racial bigotry or the resistance to racial inclusion in fields in which people of color have historically been left out. In New York City, where I often attend events that blend the arts, publishing, academia, and journalism, I’m often struck by the racial homogeneity I find in these presumably progressive settings. This was never more striking than during a dinner I attended at a school in New York. Following a lecture by a noted White chronicler of the Civil Rights Movement, the conveners, led by the school president, assembled for a private dinner of roughly seventy-five people, virtually all of them White. The scene, replete with mostly Black uniformed servers lining the room, could have been one from the 1950s South the author had earlier recounted. But this was 2018 New York City, and the irony had been lost on my fellow table guests.


So diversity—or more pointedly the paucity of it—is a vexing issue that cuts across political persuasions; even some of the paragons of progressivism often fail to notice the elephant in these monochromatic rooms. Like an endless loop, these segregated settings reproduce workplaces that reflect homogenous social spheres.
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