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Preface



WHEN THE FIRST African American president, Barack Obama, was elected in 2008, many political pundits erroneously declared the United States to be “postracial.” As President Obama is finishing his second and final presidential term, race remains a central cleavage in American society, and the racial divide may be starker than ever. Perhaps the most glaring evidence of this are police shootings of unarmed black men. When I completed the first edition of Recognizing Race and Ethnicity in the summer of 2013, George Zimmerman had just been acquitted in the shooting death of unarmed African American teenager Trayvon Martin. Martin’s killing and Zimmerman’s acquittal inspired the emergence of an online campaign, #BlackLivesMatter, which became a traditional campaign the next summer after the killing of seventeen-year-old African American Michael Brown by white police officer Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri. Months of protests followed that shooting. The three years since have witnessed dozens more killings of unarmed African American men by police, over a hundred in 2015 alone, many caught on cell phone video and widely shared on social media. The most recent, as of this writing, are Alton Sterling in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and Philando Castile in Minnesota. This new edition necessarily focuses attention not only on the extrajudicial shootings of black men by police officers but also on the mobilization and activism of the Black Lives Matter movement, which seeks to draw sustained attention to these killings and hold police accountable for their actions.


In addition to the widely covered shootings and protests, the Republican presidential nominee for 2016, Donald Trump, is using race/ethnicity explicitly for political leverage, specifically using the age-old tactic of xenophobia to successfully generate votes. He referred to Mexican immigrants as “rapists” and “criminals,” made anti-Semitic and antiblack comments, and campaigned on building a giant wall along the US-Mexico border, deporting the estimated eleven million undocumented immigrants already in the country, and banning the immigration of Muslims. Ku Klux Klan member David Duke thanked Trump for creating a climate that was welcoming to views like his when he announced his intention to run for a Louisiana Senate seat in July 2016. This new edition thus covers the racialized political rhetoric that exploded in the summer of 2015 and continues unabated.


The second edition of Recognizing Race and Ethnicity also significantly expands the global race/ethnicity discussions. In addition to the “Global Perspectives” boxes found in each chapter, this text explores France’s official policy of color-blindness; global white supremacy, specifically with an exploration of eugenics policies in Brazil; decolonization movements in the 1960s; police violence in Brazil; a global focus on the war on drugs; Dutch slave history; the globalization of hate groups; and the current racialization of immigrants and the expansion of anti-immigrant sentiment, particularly pertaining to Syrian immigration to the US.


Expanded attention to intersectionality is also a key feature of this new edition, including a look at new research on black women’s mobilization against sexual violence, which was the foundation of civil rights movement mobilizing throughout the South; new research on interracial same-sex intimacies; an expanded discussion of gender and incarceration; and a discussion of the violent victimization of LGBTQ people, with LGBTQ people of color disproportionately targeted. Additionally, the text has been thoroughly updated with the most current statistics, the latest sociological research on race/ethnicity, and an expanded discussion of C. Wright Mills’s sociological imagination and the usefulness of this perspective for studying race/ethnicity.


The second edition of Recognizing Race and Ethnicity maintains its seminal focus on white privilege, critically examining how whites historically and currently benefit from the existing racial order, and the social construction of race/ethnicity. The new edition retains the expanded theoretical discussion that includes an exploration of critical race theory, the white racial frame, color-blind racism, the diversity ideology, and intersectionality, moving beyond the more traditional functionalist, conflict, and symbolic interactionist perspectives on race/ethnicity. Race is presented through a sociohistorical lens to facilitate students’ understanding of the social construction of race. This text shifts the discussion of social policies from a narrow focus on a few social policies that are perceived as race-related, such as affirmative action, to an understanding of the historical racialization of the US welfare state overall. Topics of interest to students, including biracial/multiracial identities, multiracial families, and the intersections of race and sports and race and popular culture continue to make this text particularly relevant to their lives and provide opportunities for thought-provoking class discussions. Finally, each chapter contains boxed inserts that focus on racial justice activists and organizations, helping students to understand the ongoing mobilization and activism to end racial inequality.


Kathleen J. Fitzgerald


July 28, 2016
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PART ONE



Thinking About Race













CHAPTER 
1



Taking Account of Race and Privilege




CHAPTER LEARNING OUTCOMES


By the end of this chapter, you should be able to:




• Differentiate between race and ethnicity


• Distinguish between different forms of racism


• Understand what is meant by the “social construction of race”


• Describe demographic shifts in American society along racial/ethnic lines


• Explain race at the level of identities, ideologies, and institutions





As I write this, a breaking news announcement flashes across my screen. Caesar Goodson Jr., the sole Baltimore police officer charged with murder in the death of twenty-five-year-old African American Freddie Gray during an encounter with police on April 12, 2015, has been found not guilty. One month ago, another of the officers, Edward Nero, was found not guilty on lesser charges. Six police officers have been charged in the case, though only Goodson was charged with murder. The first trial resulted in a hung jury in December of 2015, making the Nero case the first verdict of the six and Goodson the second verdict. Nero was charged with four misdemeanors, including assault for detaining Gray without justification and reckless endangerment for failing to buckle Gray’s seat belt in the back of a police van, a violation of departmental policy that left Gray to dangerously bounce around in the van while handcuffed and unable to protect himself. But because he was the driver of the van, prosecutors argued that Goodson had primary responsibility for Freddie Gray. Gray suffered numerous critical spinal cord injuries due to the ride and died one week after the incident. The cause of death was listed as homicide and the six officers were charged, as the “rough ride” in the police van Gray was subjected to was deemed a form of police brutality (indeed, numerous other instances of spinal cord injuries, paralysis, and even death have resulted from such rides, which is why the department had implemented the policy requiring officers to buckle detainees’ seat belts).


After a string of similar incidents in which unarmed African American men were killed by police or self-proclaimed neighborhood watchmen—such as Trayvon Martin, Oscar Grant, Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, and Eric Garner—Gray’s death triggered major protests against police brutality in Baltimore. Some of the protests turned violent and involved looting and burning local businesses, and resulted in injuries to fifteen police officers. A state of emergency was declared by the governor of Maryland, and the Maryland National Guard was deployed into Baltimore.
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W. E. B. Du Bois begins his seminal work, The Souls of Black Folk, with the prophetic statement, “The problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line” (1989:1). His comment remains true today, but we would instead say the problem of the twenty-first century remains a problem associated with the racial order, the collection of beliefs, suppositions, rules, and practices that shape the way groups are arranged in a society; generally, it is a hierarchical categorization of people along the lines of certain physical characteristics, such as skin color, hair texture, and facial features (Hochschild, Weaver, and Burch 2012). The United States has not resolved the “race problem,” as it has historically been referred to by social scientists, and part of the reason is that white people have never considered it to be their problem to solve. The term race problem implies a problem of racial minorities. Du Bois expresses this implication in his first chapter: “Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question… How does it feel to be a problem?” (1989:3). Race relations in a society, whether problematic or not, involve all racial groups, including the dominant racial group.


The election of President Barack Obama led to immediate claims in the media that the United States is a postracial society, a society that has moved beyond race, because Obama could not have won the presidency without a significant number of white votes. However, as sociologists point out, Obama may have won the presidential elections in 2008 and 2012, but most whites did not vote for him (Wingfield and Feagin 2010). While Obama won significant majorities of racial minority votes, from 62 percent of the Asian American vote and 66 percent of the Latino vote to 95 percent of the black vote, he won only 43 percent of the white vote in 2008 (Wingfield and Feagin 2010). The kind of opposition he has faced while governing is virulent and unlike anything past presidents have experienced. For instance, he is the only president to have his birthright questioned. Perhaps even more disturbing, the US Secret Service has reported approximately thirty death threats against Obama daily, which is four times the number made against the previous president (Feagin 2012).


While much has changed over the last century in terms of race, race remains a central organizing principle of our society, a key arena of inequality, and the subject of ongoing conflict and debate. Race also influences our identities, how we see ourselves. Ongoing evidence of the continuing significance of race manifests in both significant and obscure ways, as the following exemplify:




• In June 2016, African American teenager Dayshen McKenzie died of an asthma attack he suffered after running in fear from a white mob shouting racial epithets and claiming to be armed (Popp 2016).


• In 2015, there were ninety-three police shootings of unarmed men, 40 percent of whom were black. This makes black men seven times as likely as white men to die from police gunfire (Lowery 2016).


• Rachel Dolezal ignited a nationwide debate in 2015 about racial identity when it was discovered that she, a woman born to two white parents, identified as black and had been passing as black for most of her adult life.


• According to the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, women earn 81.1 cents for every dollar a man earns; but for black women, that pay gap is even greater. Black women earn 66.8 cents for every dollar white men earn, even when they have the same education, skills, and experience (Rankin 2016).


• Autism is severely underdiagnosed in African American children, who are instead misdiagnosed with ADHD or mental retardation (Martin and Vahabzadeh 2014).


• After a sixty-two-year court battle over school integration, on May 18, 2016, the middle schools and high schools of Cleveland, Mississippi, were ordered by a judge to desegregate.


• LGBTQ people of color face disproportionate rates of violent victimization (Mogul, Ritchie, and Whitlock 2011). The year 2015 was the most violent year on record for transgender people: twenty-two transgender people were murdered, and nineteen of those were people of color (Fitzgerald 2017; Meyer 2015).




THE SIGNIFICANCE OF RACE


Despite the undeniable racial progress that has been made during the twentieth century, ongoing racism exists and even harkens back to the racism of earlier eras. As the opening vignette describes, being a young black man in America can be lethal. Oscar Grant, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Tamir Rice, and Jamar Clark are just a few of the black men who have been killed at the hands of police in the last few years. In fact, some have referred to the police shootings of unarmed black men as a “blatant disregard for black and brown bodies” and an example of “modern day lynching” (Embrick 2015:836–7). After the acquittal of George Zimmerman in the shooting death of Trayvon Martin, three African American women, Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, began an online campaign known as #BlackLivesMatter (#BLM). This has since grown into an international social movement, moving the hashtag from social media to the streets with, according to Garza, thirty-three chapters in the US and some abroad. Their initial goal was to draw attention to the injustices African Americans face, particularly at the hands of police. Ultimately, their objectives include celebrating blackness in a nation that denigrates it (see Chapter 6).
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IMAGE 1.1: New Orleans, LA. A July 8, 2016, protest of the police killing of unarmed black men, specifically Alton Sterling and Philando Castile. Note the protest is at Lee Circle, under a statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee. The New Orleans City Council has voted to remove this statue of Lee and four other Confederate statues (see Chapter 10). (Photo: Kathleen J. Fitzgerald)


While Black Lives Matter activism has helped focus necessary attention on police killings of unarmed black men, the killings of African American women, LGBTQ people of color, Native Americans, and Latinos have generated less media attention. Rekia Boyd, Sandra Bland, Gynnya McMillen, and Ty Underwood are just some of the African American or LGBTQ women of color recently killed, most while in police custody. The #SayHerName movement has emerged as a gender-inclusive racial justice movement to rectify this oversight.


In addition to these examples of “modern day lynching,” which reflect the racism of earlier eras, racial symbolism of previous eras also remains, providing evidence of the existence of ongoing racism simultaneously with evidence of racial progress. Nooses, for instance—visual reminders of an era when whites lynched African Americans, as well as Mexican Americans, Native Americans, Jewish Americans, and many other racial minorities, for real or imagined offenses—are still hung today to intimidate people of color. Lynching imagery was pervasive on the Internet during President Obama’s 2008 and 2012 election campaigns as well as during his presidency (Feagin 2012). In 2007, a noose was hung on the office door of an African American professor who taught courses on race and diversity at Columbia University. That same year on the same campus, a Jewish professor found a swastika on her office door. Both are professors of psychology and education and are involved in teaching multicultural education.


What is the message being sent by this kind of racial imagery? President Obama and the professors targeted in these examples violate what Feagin et al. (1996) refer to as racialized space, space generally regarded as reserved for one race and not another. Columbia University was being defined by some students as a white space, not only a racialized space where nonwhites are perceived as intruders and unwelcome but also an institutional space where white privilege is reproduced (Moore 2008). Additionally, research on the experiences of Latino college students finds they often refer to institutions of higher education as a “white space,” thus, as an environment where they feel less than welcome (Barajas and Ronnkvist 2007).


Are these isolated incidents? According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, a nonprofit group that tracks hate crimes and hate group activity, the prevalence of nooses and other symbols of hate, such as swastikas, is not unusual (see Chapter 12). Often such incidents are explained as a practical joke, which raises the question, what exactly is funny about a noose? A noose is the ultimate symbol of terror directed primarily, but not exclusively, toward African Americans. This symbol is hard to joke about.


Lynching is generally regarded as a southern type of mob justice perpetrated by whites against blacks. Indeed, the great majority of lynchings fit this profile and thus became the focus of a major antilynching movement during the first half of the twentieth century (see Chapter 4). However, many other racial/ethnic minorities were also targeted for this type of violence. Part of the perceived “taming of the West” involved the lynching of hundreds of Chinese, Native Americans, and Latinos, particularly Mexicans, by Anglo Americans (Gonzales-Day 2006). In Atlanta in 1915, Leo Frank, a Jewish factory manager from Brooklyn, was lynched for the murder of a young female factory worker, despite the fact that the evidence overwhelmingly pointed at someone else as the perpetrator of this crime. After Frank’s conviction, a mob broke into the jail and dragged him off to be lynched, rather than allowing his life sentence to stand. He was described as someone worthy of paying with his life for this horrendous crime, “not just some black factory sweeper, but a rich Jew from Brooklyn” (Guggenheim 1995).


Lynching is a public act—often occurring at night, yet nevertheless drawing large crowds of supporters. Photographers in the early part of the twentieth century routinely captured such moments, and often these photographs were made into postcards for popular consumption (Gonzales-Day 2006). Sociologically speaking, the use of public execution is meant to send a message to all members of the community. Lynchings are acts of terror, not just actions meant to punish one particular individual; terrorism is designed to instill fear in more people than the individual or individuals targeted. Thus, anyone currently teaching courses that challenge white supremacy could well interpret the hanging of a noose or a swastika on a professor’s door as being directed at them as well. The presence of souvenirs and postcards complicates the picture; beyond terrorizing minority communities, the lynching becomes a morbid celebration of dominant group privilege.


Not long after the hanging of a noose at Columbia University, an African American man was elected president for the first time in US history. The success of Barack Obama’s presidential campaign clearly indicates racial progress. So, what can we make of an era when nooses are still being displayed as an intimidation tactic while a black man finds tremendous support for his presidential candidacy? Such contradictions are actually part of a long history of societal contradictions surrounding the issue of race and are quite common; these may even become obvious to us if we take the time to reflect on some of the lessons we have been taught about race. According to white author and professor Helen Fox, “Everything I learned about race while growing up has been profoundly contradictory. Strong, unspoken messages about how to be racist shamefully contradict the ways I have been taught to be a good person” (2001:15). Students often note that they were taught to love everyone because “we are all children of God” while being simultaneously warned against interracial dating. Clearly, there is a fundamental, though often unrecognized, contradiction embedded in such messages.




REFLECT AND CONNECT


Can you identify any contradictory messages surrounding race that you have been exposed to through the media, at home, in school, or in church?





Defining Concepts in the Sociology of Race and Ethnicity


This book approaches the study of race/ethnicity through a sociological lens. Sociology refers to the academic discipline that studies group life: society, social interactions, and human social behavior. Sociologists who study race and ethnicity focus on such things as historical and current conflict between racial/ethnic groups, the emergence of racial/ethnic identities, racial/ethnic inequality and privilege, and cultural beliefs about race/ethnicity, otherwise referred to as racial ideologies. Sociologist C. Wright Mills (2000) introduced the concept of the sociological imagination to help us understand the ways history, society, and biography intersect; in other words, the sociological imagination is a perspective that encourages us to understand our lives as historically and culturally situated. Such a perspective keeps us from being overly individualistic in our thinking, which makes it an especially useful perspective for understanding race/ethnicity, which operates simultaneously at the historical, institutional, and individual levels. We live our lives as racial beings, as members of one or more racial groups that have a history that informs the present, and we constantly interact with institutions that have their own racial histories and present, which informs our experiences with those institutions. This textbook will focus on all of these angles: the US racial/ethnic history, racialized institutions, and racial identities.


Many students are uncomfortable with the discipline of sociology. It is tempting to counter every statement in sociological research about whites, blacks, or Latinos with, “Well, this is not true for all members of this group.” But sociologists take that as a given. Sociologists study groups and patterns of behavior rather than individuals. By definition, sociologists acknowledge that there are always outliers, those who do not fit the pattern. However, the emphasis in sociology is on the patterns rather than on those exceptions to the rule. This is important for understanding the sociology of race/ethnicity because there will always be exceptions to the research presented, but the presence of such exceptions does not negate the research results. In American society, where individualism reigns supreme, this is often difficult to accept, but this text will be making claims about groups of people based upon scientific research, and the research is not going to apply to every member of a particular group.


While the sociology of race/ethnicity is interested in the racial hierarchy and the positioning of all racial groups in that hierarchy, much of the empirical research is focused on blacks and whites. This is not intended to ignore the experiences of Latinos, Asian Americans, American Indians, or the many other racial groups in America, but instead is meant to recognize that the black-white binary is the foundation of the racial hierarchy in the United States and remains so today. Thus, if we want to understand how couples in an interracial relationship negotiate race, we can opt to study black-white couples because they are the most stigmatized and historically it is their relationships that have been the “most forcibly prohibited” (Steinbugler 2012). Research limitations can sometimes mistakenly portray racial politics as black-white and contribute to the invisibility of other racial minority groups.


We live in a culture where the meaning of race appears to be clear, yet scientists challenge our commonsense understandings about race. Race specifically refers to a group of people who share some socially defined physical characteristics, for instance, skin color, hair texture, or facial features. That definition more than likely reinforces our commonsense understanding of race. Most of us believe we can walk into a room and identify the number of different racial groups present based upon physical appearances. But is that really true? Many people are racially ambiguous in appearance, for any number of reasons, including the fact that they may be multiracial.


A term that is distinct from race yet often erroneously used interchangeably with it is ethnicity. Ethnicity refers to a group of people who share a culture, nationality, ancestry, and/or language; physical appearance is not associated with ethnicity. Both race and ethnicity are socially defined and carry significant meaning in our culture; they are not simply neutral and descriptive categories. A challenge social scientists offer is to understand race and ethnicity as social constructions rather than biological realities, despite the fact that the definition of race refers to physical appearance. The details concerning this very important distinction will be introduced later in this chapter.


While social scientists distinguish between the two categories of race and ethnicity, these are not mutually exclusive. In other words, people can identify according to their race and their ethnicity. For instance, a Nigerian American immigrant, an African American whose ancestors have been in the United States for hundreds of years, and a black Puerto Rican all have very different ethnicities, yet they are still classified as “black” in our culture. This text uses the term racial/ethnic to acknowledge that race and ethnicity overlap. In addition to using the term racial/ethnic, the term people of color will be used to collectively refer to racial/ethnic minority groups that have been the object of racism and discrimination in the United States, rather than using the term nonwhite. To use the term nonwhite reinforces white as the norm against which all other groups are defined, which is a perspective this text argues against.


Sociologists often use the terms minority group or subordinate group to express patterned inequality along group lines. From a sociological perspective, a minority group does not refer to a statistical minority (a group smaller in size). Instead, sociologists are referring to a group that is cumulatively disadvantaged in proportion to their population size. For instance, Native Americans are a minority group because they are disproportionately impoverished. Women are a minority group according to the sociological understanding of the term; however, while they qualify as a sociological minority, women are a statistical majority as they represent 51 percent of the US population. The opposite of this is also true: if there are disadvantaged groups, there are advantaged groups that sociologists refer to as a majority group or dominant group. Again, we are not referring to statistics but instead to a group’s disproportionate share of society’s power and resources. In terms of race, whites are the dominant, majority group in the United States.


This text primarily emphasizes one status hierarchy: race. However, multiple status hierarchies are significant: there is a gender hierarchy, in which men are the dominant group and women are the minority group. Another status hierarchy of significance relates to sexuality: heterosexuals are the dominant group, while nonheterosexuals (lesbians, gay men, bisexuals) comprise what we refer to as sexual minorities. Status hierarchies intersect with one another, resulting in unique experiences with discrimination and privilege: we may be members of a dominant group in one hierarchy and members of subordinate groups in others.



Sexualizing Racial/Ethnic Minorities


One of the primary areas where we can see the intersection of status hierarchies is the sexualizing of racial/ethnic minorities. As sociologist Joane Nagel states, “Sex matters in ethnic relations, and… sexual matters insinuate themselves into all things racial, ethnic, and national” (2003:1).




WITNESS


“Sex is the sometimes silent message contained in racial slurs, ethnic stereotypes, national imaginings, and international relations.… Ethnic and racial boundaries are also sexual boundaries” (Nagel 2003:2,3).





Racial/ethnic minority group members in the United States must negotiate their sexual identities through a maze of demeaning and sometimes contradictory sexual stereotypes that work to portray a racial/ethnic minority group as deviant, “other,” and potentially threatening to the dominant group. African American men are portrayed as hypersexual, while black women struggle with often contradictory controlling images that are sexual in nature: mammies, matriarchs, welfare recipients, and the Jezebel (Collins 1990) (see Chapter 10). The image of black men as hypersexual, animalistic, sexually immoral, and threatening is deeply rooted in American culture. After slavery ended, American literature and folklore were flooded with images of sexually promiscuous black men as threats to white women (Staples 2006).


Latino males are stereotyped as hypersexual, aggressive, and “macho.” Another stereotype is that of the “Latin lover,” who is seen as sexually sophisticated and thus a threat to white women. Latina portrayals follow a virgin/whore dichotomy: either she is a passive, submissive virgin or she is a sexually aggressive whore (Asencio and Acosta 2010).


Asian American sexuality is socially constructed to maintain white male dominance (Chou 2012). Asian American women are stereotyped as exotic and eager to please men sexually, specifically white men, while also passive and subordinate. Instead of being stereotyped as hypersexual as African American and Latino men are today, Asian American males are portrayed as weak and effeminate; they are emasculated, hyposexual, or even asexual (Chou 2012).


Sexual stereotypes of Native Americans are in many ways similar. For many decades, whites viewed Native Americans as savages and Native women as promiscuous and sexually available to white men. This later morphed into an image of Native women as “dirty little squaws” who slept with married white men, thus threatening white women and their families (D’Emilio and Freedman 2012). The bottom line is that sexual ideologies define racial and ethnic “others” as “oversexed, undersexed, perverted, or dangerous” (Nagel 2003:9).


Racism: Past and Present


Despite undeniable racial progress, our society remains divided along racial lines and racial inequality persists. However, one can look at the previously discussed noose incidents as a sign of that progress: while they are disturbing, racist acts whose intent was to terrorize minorities, they are only symbolic. Three or more generations ago, instead of nooses we would more than likely have seen the “strange fruit” that 1940s-era African American jazz singer Billie Holiday sang of—lynched bodies hanging from trees.


However, in the face of such a history, we must not underestimate the power of symbols. We live in a symbolic world, which means that we develop a shared understanding of our world through a variety of symbols; meanings are culturally conveyed and understood through symbols. Yet we do not all have equal power in defining symbols as meaningful. Part of the symbolism of a noose is recognition that, in the United States, the world is still interpreted through a racist lens, even if some people fail to recognize it as such.


The act of hanging nooses, the cultural meaning of this symbol, and any denials of the significance of such symbolism all amount to racism. Racism refers to any actions, attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors, whether intentional or unintentional, that threaten, harm, or disadvantage members of one racial/ethnic group, or the group itself, over another. Thus, racism can take many forms. It can manifest as prejudice, a belief that is not based upon evidence but instead upon preconceived notions and stereotypes that are not subject to change even in the face of contrary evidence. Prejudice relegates racism to the realm of ideas and attitudes rather than actions.


The type of racism that most people envision when they hear the word racism is actually individual discrimination, which refers to discriminatory actions taken by individuals against members of a subordinate group. Not hiring people because they are black is an example of individual discrimination. The minority applicants are not given a chance to even compete for the job, their candidacy dismissed due to the racial/ethnic group to which they belong. This type of racism has declined since the civil rights era simply because it is illegal and thus many employers do not discriminate out of fear of legal retribution.


The most prominent type of racism today is also the hardest to see: institutional racism. It is hard to see because it is found not in individual actions but in everyday business practices and policies that disadvantage minorities and offer advantages to dominant group members; it is often written off as “just the way things are.” For instance, schools disproportionately rely on personal property taxes for the majority of their funding, something we will explore in great detail in Chapter 7. This type of system disadvantages schools that serve predominantly poor communities (the residents have less personal property and what they do have is valued less, thus fewer tax dollars are collected). As we will discover in the coming chapters, race and class overlap significantly, thus, this type of funding system, while possibly not intentionally racist, manifests as racism because schools that have predominantly minority populations also tend to be the most impoverished and, thus, tend to get the least funding.


Racism has changed over the generations, yet it remains a significant facet of our society; “Malcolm X used to say that racism was like a Cadillac: they make a new model every year. There is always racism, but it is not the same racism” (Lipsitz 2001:120). Today’s racism is certainly different from the racism of the post–Civil War and post-Reconstruction era of segregation known as Jim Crow; however, that does not negate the fact that racism is alive and well and is something people of color experience in their daily lives and to which white Americans are often oblivious. Race and racism are constantly changing, responding to changing social contexts, societal demands, social movements, and varying political climates, to name a few significant influences.


The Continuing Significance of Race


One of the primary arguments in this text is that all of us are required to take account of race, to recognize the operation of race in our lives. As a white woman, I have to constantly reflect on the ways my race and gender (as well as social class, age, and sexuality) influence my experiences; I have to interrogate the ways my racial privilege, for instance, operates (see Chapter 2). Many of you are taking this course because it is a requirement. That is no accident. In our rapidly changing world, employers need a workforce that is familiar with and comfortable with all kinds of diversity, including, but not limited to, racial/ethnic diversity (see Box 1.1 Race in the Workplace: Diversity Training in Higher Education). Too often we Americans have fooled ourselves into thinking we understand one another when we clearly do not. During slavery, for instance, southern slaveholders were astonished at the demands of abolitionists, insisting that they treated “their” slaves well and that it was a mutually beneficial system. Later, during the civil rights movement, many southern whites again misunderstood race relations in their own communities, repeatedly claiming that “their Negroes” were happy and that only outside agitators, primarily those who were communist influenced, were the ones fighting for civil rights. During the early to mid-1970s, as busing became the solution to segregated schools in the North, intense rioting and violent opposition occurred in many cities throughout the North, most notoriously Boston. However, individuals in northern states did not consider themselves racially prejudiced, certainly not in the way southerners were stigmatized as racist. Their reactions to busing revealed a very different picture, however.


More current examples of the continuing significance of race include the race-baiting Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump has been accused of, specifically his claims that Mexicans are rapists and that we should build a wall to keep them out, and his promise that if he becomes president of the United States he will deport all Muslims (see Chapter 12). The implementation of strict voter ID laws, which are found in thirty-three states and require people to show a government-issued photo ID in order to vote, is also a good example of the continuing significance of race. Conservatives claim that such laws are necessary in order to protect against voter fraud. Liberals are critical of such laws for a number of reasons. First, there is no evidence of massive voter fraud that needs to be addressed. Second, such ID requirements would not stop voter fraud. Finally, liberals see this as a Republican tactic to depress voter turnout among key constituencies, primarily African Americans and other racial minorities, students, and the poor, all of whom tend to vote Democratic. Former senator Jim DeMint claimed that where strict voter ID laws had been enacted, “elections begin to change towards more conservative candidates” (Graham 2016).


To take account of race is to bring it out into the open—to recognize how membership in particular racial/ethnic groups advantages some while hindering others. It exposes how race remains a significant social divide in our culture and, further, how it is embedded in our identities, ideologies, and institutions. Supreme Court justice Harry Blackmun used similar language in his opinion in the affirmative action case Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978):




A race-conscious remedy is necessary to achieve a fully integrated society, one in which the color of a person’s skin will not determine the opportunities available to him or her.… In order to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race. There is no other way.… In order to treat persons equally, we must treat them differently.





In this opinion, Blackmun emphasizes that we must recognize race to get beyond it, that color consciousness is preferable to color-blindness. Many Americans, particularly white Americans, would rather avoid recognizing the issue of race. Not being victimized by racism can lead many whites to believe that racism is fading away and that any emphasis on race only revives it. Even many progressive white people believe that acknowledging race is a form of racism and that denying race means not discriminating against or holding stereotypical views about racial minorities. This color-blind ideology dominates US culture; it’s the idea that we don’t see race, that racism is a thing of the past, and that if racial inequality still exists, it must be due to other factors, such as culture or personal ineptitude. Claiming we live in a color-blind society isn’t polite; it is problematic because it fails to challenge white privilege or acknowledge ongoing racism (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Haney Lopez 2006; Omi and Winant 1994). Instead, color consciousness, recognizing race and difference rather than pretending we don’t, allows us to celebrate difference without implying difference is equivalent to inferiority.
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BOX 1.1

Race in the Workplace:


Diversity Training in Higher Education
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Diversity and multiculturalism are often words associated with educational settings—schools of education explore curricular and pedagogical approaches to teaching students from diverse backgrounds and how best to educate all students about the multiethnic and multiracial US history. Multicultural education challenges traditional historical narratives that focus narrowly on a white, male, and middle- to upper-class history.


However, diversity education reaches well beyond schools and has become an influence in the workplace as well. One reason for implementing diversity training is that the American workforce is changing demographically. Today there are more women and people of color in the paid labor force and entering professions; occupations are less segregated along racial and gender lines than they once were. Thus, there is more interaction among whites and people of color as well as among women and men in occupational settings. Additionally, employers are increasingly recognizing the need for training and promoting minority workers, as diversity in all ranks of employment works to the advantage of employers because different people bring different skills, management styles, knowledge, and approaches to problem-solving, among other things, which, if tapped, work to the advantage of employers. Beyond such benefits, due to affirmative action policies and the various civil rights acts, employers are no longer free to overlook qualified minority candidates for employment or promotion without the threat of legal action.


Institutions of higher education are workplaces as well, and while many in higher education are committed to diversity education, it turns out that most college campuses are white spaces and too often embrace diversity as a brand rather than show a real commitment to campus change (Berrey 2015). In fact, diversity agendas are generally “accompanied by the (unspoken) expectation that such minority representation should not threaten the status of white people and other dominant groups” (Berrey 2015:7).


The fall of 2015 witnessed minority student protests on numerous college campuses, including the University of Missouri, where they led to the ouster of two top-level administrators. Minority students are demanding their institutions hire more minority faculty, make a commitment to increasing racial diversity in admissions, and offer a more racially inclusive curriculum—demands that remain remarkably similar to those made in the 1960s (see Chapter 6).


What does a true institutional commitment to diversity on a college campus look like? It “permeates every aspect of the campus and is widely collaborative. It does not rest mostly on chief diversity officers, administrators in multicultural affairs and ethnic cultural centers, and faculty and staff of color. Instead, trustees, presidents, provosts, deans, department chairs, and others all across campus play meaningful roles in advancing it” (“Forum: What Does a Genuine…” 2016).







REFLECT AND CONNECT


Do you claim to be color-blind? If so, what social pressures exist to encourage color-blindness? Does being color conscious make you uncomfortable? If so, why?





RESISTING RACE


Discussing loaded topics, such as those related to racial issues, can make some people uncomfortable or even defensive and resistant. If any part of the previous section made you uncomfortable, remain engaged and learn from your sense of discomfort rather than avoid it. White college professor Helen Fox explains, “I learned from being forced to confront my blind spots, my resistance, the points at which my emotions take over from reason” (Fox 2009:12). You may be uncomfortable with discussions of race-related issues because our society generally does not encourage open, honest, and substantive discussions about race. Thus, some discomfort with an open discussion of race is to be expected. However, it is only through such discomfort that we truly grow.





WITNESS


An African American undergraduate student noted, “I firmly believe that you cannot change your perceptions of people who come from unfamiliar cultures while having safe and superficial chit-chat. It is only when you get uncomfortable and passionate that the true work towards reform can begin” (Fox 2001:51).





The perspective of this text emerges out of what is known as standpoint perspective, which simply means that our understanding of the world stems from our particular location in the world (Hartstock 1987; Smith 1987). The way we view the world is influenced by our particular social statuses, such as race, class, gender, and sexuality. We can only understand others by first understanding ourselves and how our social status influences our experiences in and understanding of the world.




WITNESS


African American W. Ralph Eubanks grew up in Mississippi during the tumultuous 1960s. Exemplifying the standpoint perspective, he describes in his memoir, Ever Is a Long Time (2003), the dramatically different reactions of the local black and white communities to the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963. At his all-black school, Eubanks’ teacher relayed the news to the students through tears; later the black community gathered quietly at a neighbor’s home. Their mourning was interrupted by shouts spilling from a passing white school bus filled with children cheering, “They got him! Yay! They finally got him!” (Eubanks 2003:61).





One of the goals of this text is to stimulate honest rather than superficial conversations about race. In 1997, President Bill Clinton appointed a new commission to study the problem of race in the United States and to conduct a national dialogue on race. Clinton declared his initiative, entitled “One America in the 21st Century,” in a commencement address at the University of California at San Diego: “Over the coming year I want to lead the American people in a great and unprecedented conversation about race” (Franklin 2009:xi). Clinton began this process with town hall meetings across the country, while opposition to the commission mounted. Much of the media coverage of Clinton’s initiative declared the racial dialogue initiative to be racially biased rather than progressive.


Clinton was not the first president to direct attention to the issue of racial inequality or to face a backlash because of it. President Truman formed a Committee on Civil Rights in 1946; President Johnson appointed a White House Conference on Civil Rights in 1966, and in 1967, he created the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, more commonly known as the Kerner Commission, to address urban rioting. Perhaps ironically, the nation’s first black president has barely addressed race, with the exception of one eloquent campaign speech about race given on March 18, 2008. President Obama has worked to balance embracing black America with a belief in policies that benefit everyone rather than those that target specific groups. When criticized by some prominent black Americans, such as Cornel West, for not addressing racism explicitly, he responded with, “I’m not the president of black America, I’m the president of the United States of America” (Kantor 2012).


Examining Our Own Belief Systems Surrounding Race


Conversations about race, which were the goal of the Clinton initiative, first require that we engage in a process of self-reflexivity, examining our conscious and unconscious beliefs about race. To be self-reflexive means to engage in an ongoing conversation with ourselves concerning what we are learning about race and to reflect on how it mirrors our experiences or challenges our long-held assumptions. Throughout this text, you will be asked to understand and question your preconceived notions about race, racism, and racial inequality.


Self-reflexivity allows us to recognize that we are all oppressors, not only in our society but globally as well. A poor white man, for instance, has race and gender privilege but faces inequality along class lines. It is no healthier to be an oppressor than to be oppressed, although it is fair to say that the experience of being oppressed is the more damaging of the two. There are multiple status hierarchies, for instance, based on social class, gender, sexuality, age, ability/disability, and First World / Third World citizenship. The only truly privileged person may be a wealthy, white, heterosexual man with no disabilities who claims citizenship in a wealthy First World country. And even then, should that privileged person live long enough, age becomes the great equalizer for two reasons: aging is an increasingly disabling process, and we live in a youth-oriented culture that does not value the elderly. Thus, even those who appear to have privilege on every status hierarchy can eventually face subordination when it comes to age.


Speaking “Race” Honestly


So, how do we have honest dialogues about race in a society that has taught us to avoid them without putting people off? First, honest discussions about race can emerge in classrooms in which students and faculty listen to one another respectfully. Antiracist activist and author Paul Kivel (2008) argues that the first thing we must do if we are to do antiracist work is to trust the stories told by people of color concerning their experiences with racism and discrimination rather than disregard them. This is not always easy. Many whites, for example, tend to assume people of color are exaggerating the racism they claim to have experienced or that they are placing too much emphasis on history. Some white people have faced racial discrimination that deserves to be heard and acknowledged as well. However, since “non-Hispanic whites” significantly outnumber all other racial/ethnic groups and hold the power in US society, white people do not encounter the ongoing, systemic racism that is too often experienced by people of color. White people may experience individual acts of discrimination or be prejudiced against by some people of color, but it is not systemic as the racism directed at people of color, both historically and currently.


To be self-reflexive about race forces us to acknowledge not only societal racism but the racism inevitably within us. The use of strong language (“inevitably”) is intentional. We live in a racist society; so we cannot be nonracist without actively working toward that goal. Anyone can be racist—meaning that person holds prejudicial views regarding racial/ethnic other, or discriminates against racial/ethnic others. White people in no way corner the market on racial prejudice and discrimination. However, white people’s racism gets reinforced by society—through the media, the attitudes of family members, political rhetoric, and educational institutions. This implies that racism can be understood as prejudice plus power. It may be that much harder for white people to see their racism because it is constantly being culturally reinforced, so it is the norm. Cultural norms are unquestioned practices or beliefs and thus are invisible and taken for granted. Racism manifests itself not only in attitudes but in cultural belief systems, individual actions, and institutional practices. Because people of color do not collectively hold enough positions of power, they tend not to have as much influence in creating cultural belief systems, known as racial ideologies, or institutional practices.


Because racism tends to be normalized in our color-blind society, organizations and individuals have emerged to actively fight racism (see Box 1.2 Racial Justice Activism: Eracism). This text focuses on racial justice activism, sometimes referred to as antiracist activism, which concerns groups and individuals who are actively working to eradicate racism. Each chapter will contain a special feature, “Racial Justice Activism,” by a racial justice activist or about an antiracist organization, so that you can see the work being done to counter the dominant pattern of racism within our society.


UNDERSTANDING RACE AS A SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION


Have you ever questioned this concept called race? Most white people have not, because they view the world from a position of race privilege, the advantages associated with being a member of a society’s dominant race. Having race privilege allows people to rarely even think about race, much less question its validity. White (race) privilege and the ways it manifests itself will be explored in much more detail in Chapter 2. However, it is not only white people who fail to question the notion of race. For people of color, their experiences with racial prejudice and discrimination emphasize the significance of race, and such experiences cause them not to question the concept of race, either. If you experience racial discrimination, race feels very real.








	[image: image]

	
BOX 1.2

Racial Justice Activism:


Eracism
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“Eracism” is the slogan of a nonprofit, volunteer-run organization known as ERACE, which formed in New Orleans in the summer of 1993. It grew out of a series in a local newspaper, the Times-Picayune, entitled “Together Apart: The Myth of Race.” ERACE’s objectives are to facilitate conversations between people of all races, to create an atmosphere in which people feel free to explore their perceptions, assumptions, and biases about race in a nonjudgmental setting, and to ultimately help put an end to racism. The idea is that honest discussion can help eliminate stereotypes and misconceptions.


ERACE sponsors monthly group discussions that are designed to foster an open, critical exchange of ideas. In addition to its monthly discussions, ERACE sponsors social gatherings and children’s play groups, and its members speak to schools, businesses, and the media.


In 2010, the organization launched Eracism in Schools to connect two New Orleans schools, one with a predominantly black student population and the other with a predominantly white student population, for dialogues. For more information on ERACE, check out its website: http://www.eracismneworleans.org/.





People who question the validity of race tend to be those who live in the racial margins—biracial and multiracial individuals, for instance. Racial categories in our society are treated as absolute, as either/or, and as biologically real. Yet biracial individuals live in a world of both/and—they are members of more than one racial group, so discrete racial categories don’t apply to them. For example, monoracial people can fill out their demographic information on standardized tests or census forms without question, while biracial and multiracial people find themselves in a predicament. They are forced to think of themselves as either black, white, Hispanic, or Native American, when they may be all or some combination of the above categories. Their very existence challenges our societal racial categorization system. Thus, their standpoint on the world and their lived experience allow them to see what for many of us is difficult not only to see but to understand: that race is not real in a biological sense.
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BOX 1.3

Global Perspectives:


The Social Construction of Race in Latin America
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To say that race is a social construction is to recognize that definitions of race change across time and place. In Latin America, for instance, race is understood differently than in the United States. A common theme of Latin American race relations is the notion of mestizaje, cultural and racial mixing that involves a progression toward whiteness. This is a concept generally applied to indigenous peoples, however, rather than to Latin Americans of African descent. In Peru, for instance, questions of race tend to refer to Indians rather than Afro-Peruvians (Golash-Boza 2012). For indigenous people in Peru, their racial status is determined by their educational attainment, social class, and certain cultural markers; thus, they hold the possibility of changing their racial status by changing these markers. However, for black Peruvians, their racial status strictly refers to skin color; thus, changing their racial status is not possible (Golash-Boza 2012).


In Brazil, race is defined differently than in the United States and is closer to that of Peru. Brazilians have never defined race in biological terms and instead embrace a form of colorism, whereby lighter-skinned citizens hold a higher social status. This is not defined as racism because these are not distinctions made upon biological-group membership. Mulattos hold a special status in Brazil that is unheard of in the United States, one that is neither “black nor white” (Deger 1971). Historically, in the United States, the “one-drop rule” has applied, by which anyone with any African ancestry was considered to be black.


What is important about this is that throughout Latin America, there is considerable racial mixing and understandings of race are different than those of the United States. However, the presence of extensive race mixing does not challenge white supremacy in these countries or the racial hierarchy, where racial minorities are disadvantaged compared to those designated as whites or those who are lighter-skinned (Bonilla-Silva 2010).





Race is a socially constructed phenomenon. In other words, race is not biologically or genetically determined; racial categories, groups of people differentiated by their physical characteristics, are given particular meanings by particular societies. Beyond the existence of biracial and multiracial people, there is plenty of other evidence to support the idea that race is a social construct rather than a biological reality.


Dislodging the notion that race is real in a biological sense is often difficult, particularly if this is your first encounter with this idea (after all, our genes determine what we look like, right?). Next time you walk into a room, see whether you can identify how many racial groups are present. While this may make you uncomfortable, as some people are racially ambiguous and you might hate to be wrong, most people assume that this task is possible. However, scientists know otherwise. Despite the lack of biological validity, race and ethnicity are important socially, which is why a critical investigation of race, racism, and race privilege is so important. While it may be difficult to dislodge our misconceptions surrounding the biological validity of race, it is important to recognize that there is power in the notion of race as a social construction (see Box 1.3 Global Perspectives: The Social Construction of Race in Latin America). Anything that is constructed can be deconstructed. In other words, there is nothing inevitable about race, racism, and racial inequality. We could have a society without these problematic divisions, a society without a racial hierarchy.


Race changes across time and place. If race were biologically real, this would not be true. But despite the lack of biological validity, race is a significant delineator in American society because we attach particularly salient meanings to specific physical characteristics and these meanings result in some very real consequences.


The racial category “white” has always been in flux. Groups that were once considered nonwhite include Irish Americans, Greek Americans, Italian Americans, and Jewish Americans. Their physical appearance never changed, but their social status did, which offers more evidence that race is a socially constructed category. Prior to “becoming white,” members of these groups were discriminated against, assumed to be of inferior intelligence, and faced some of the same obstacles that black Americans have faced. For example, when Irish Americans were considered to be nonwhite, they were not considered qualified for certain jobs and their housing choices were limited (Ignatiev 1995). Over time, all of these groups came to be considered white, and with that changing racial/ethnic status came advantages that they could use every day (the social construction of whiteness is discussed in detail in Chapter 2).


From a biological science standpoint, it is not hard to recognize that racial categories are social constructions. Quite simply, their argument is that if two animals (and humans are animals) can breed, they are of the same species. Any further breakdown in the species “human being,” then, is socially generated rather than biologically determined. Additionally, after mapping the human genome, geneticists have not identified a gene that is found strictly in one racial group and not in another. Thus, there is no genetic marker for race.
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IMAGE 1.2: Despite the fact that Kian (left) looks black and Remee (right) looks white, these little girls are twins, born just a minute apart. This image exemplifies the idea that race is a social construction. (Barcroft Media)


There is also more genetic variation within a so-called racial group than between groups. Think about this last statement for a moment and challenge how you have been taught to think about race and the world. We all encounter very light-skinned African Americans who are identified and classified as black (in personal interactions or on official documents, for instance) and very dark-skinned individuals who are similarly identified and classified as white. We see these physical variations every day; however, we tend not to let them challenge our assumptions about race. The idea of the social construction of race forces us to recognize that if such glaring contradictions exist, we must challenge our racial categorization system.


Consider a seemingly objective document: the census. Census data have been collected every ten years by the federal government since the first census of 1790, which was overseen by Thomas Jefferson. The census is supposed to provide us with a demographic snapshot of the United States: data on educational level, age, race, gender, socioeconomic status, and much more illustrate the US population at a particular time (see Image 1.3). The census is assumed to contain objective and unbiased information. Social scientists use census data regularly in scientific research, thus affirming the validity of the document and the data collected.


However, racial categories on the census are always changing, which confirms the social construction of race as a reflection of sociohistorical eras (see Recommended Multimedia at the end of this chapter). For instance, the first census documented “whites” and “nonwhites,” with instructions to not count Native Americans at all. Prior to and following the Civil War, the census had multiple categories for blacks. For instance in 1840, 1850, and 1860, census takers were provided with a racial category called mulatto, a person of mixed African and white ancestry, although this category was not explicitly defined at the time. In the 1870 and 1880 censuses, the category “mulatto” was defined and differentiated into two subgroups, quadroons (children of a white person and a mulatto) and octoroons (children of a white person and a quadroon, thus, someone having one black great-grandparent), as well as a category referring to “people having any perceptible trace of African blood.” By 1890, census takers were asked to record the exact proportion of African blood, based upon physical appearance and the opinion of the census taker (the census did not begin using racial self-definitions until 1960).




REFLECT AND CONNECT


Speculate as to why such differentiations and subgroupings of blacks were considered necessary during the decades leading up to and immediately after the Civil War, yet have been considered unnecessary since 1890. Can you explain why such racial categorizations of African Americans were politically advantageous in some eras but not others?





Over the years, such groups as Japanese Americans have been classified on the census as “nonwhite,” “Orientals,” “other,” and currently, “Asian or Asian Pacific Islander.” A relatively new ethnic category on the census is that of “Hispanic.” Many Latinos do not see themselves as “Hispanic,” as it is not a term they have used to define themselves. It is instead a term originated by the United States federal government. The term Latino references the Latin American origins of such people and thus tends to be more commonly used. Currently, “Hispanic” is not classified as a race on the US census despite the fact that whites are referred to as “non-Hispanic whites.” However, the US Census Bureau is considering adding “Hispanic” as a racial category on the 2020 census in order to more accurately reflect how people self-identify their racial and ethnic origin. As previous eras exposed great interest in African Americans, as emphasized by their census categorizations in the eras surrounding the Civil War, political interest in Hispanics has been emerging since the 1970s.




[image: image]





IMAGE 1.3: The social construction of race is exemplified by the changing racial categories on the census. This image is of the racial category question on the 2010 census. Currently, “Hispanic” is not a racial category, according to the US census; however, the Census Bureau is considering adding it as a racial category on the 2020 census. (US Census Bureau, 2010 census questionnaire)


Why keep track of the racial demographics of society at all? Aren’t we all just human beings? The American Civil Liberties Union urged the race category be removed from the census in 1960, but once various civil rights acts were passed, census data on race became useful for gauging compliance with laws barring various forms of discrimination. Thus, we come back to Justice Blackmun’s point—to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race.


Of course, the United States is not the only nation to struggle with the issue of racial categorization. France has implemented an antiracism model that has official color-blindness at its core. The basis of this model is a 1978 law that prohibits the collection of racial/ethnic data, on the census or any other official document, such as those explaining educational demographics. It is also illegal for public or private institutions to collect racial/ethnic data. Similarly, most French people disavow racial/ethnic categorization, viewing these as divisive (Bleich 2003).


DEMOGRAPHIC SHIFTS IN THE UNITED STATES


Courses on race and ethnicity are required in many colleges and universities because the face of America is changing demographically. Figure 1.1, based upon Pew Research Center data, shows the demographic breakdown of racial/ethnic groups in the United States in 2014 and predictions for 2050.





REFLECT AND CONNECT


Take a minute to look over the demographic data in Figure 1.1. A Pew Center report says “non-Hispanic whites” will lose majority status by 2050. Based upon your understanding of race as a social construction, can you identify potential flaws in this prediction/interpretation of the data?





As the previous discussion makes clear, we cannot be sure that in thirty-something years these will be the census racial categories. Census racial categories have changed over time and it is reasonable to assume this will continue. If so, what changes do you predict in terms of future census racial categories?


A second flaw in the statement is the assertion that “non-Hispanic whites” will “lose majority status.” Sociologically speaking, to say that “non-Hispanic whites” will lose majority status speaks only to numerical status and says nothing about power and societal dominance. There is no evidence that whites will lose power, resources, and status and certainly no evidence that whites will become a minority group. Such an interpretation can be viewed not only as inaccurate but as incendiary in the current climate. It is the kind of statement that strikes fear in whites, increases antagonism toward immigrants, fuels racial tensions, and creates a climate of hostility overall.
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FIGURE 1.1: Demographic Breakdown of Racial/Ethnic Groups in the United States, 2014 and 2050 (predicted)


Please note: includes people who report more than one race.


SOURCES: Passel, Jeffrey and D’Vera Cohn. 2008. “U.S. Population Projections 2005–2050.” Pew Research Hispanic Center. Retrieved June 21, 2016 (http://www.pewhispanic.org/2008/02/11/us-population-projections-2005-2050/); US Bureau of the Census. 2015. “Quick Facts: United States.” Retrieved June 21, 2016 (https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/00#headnote-js-a).


At the same time, these are significant demographic changes confronting American society; essentially, the face of America is changing dramatically. In two short generations, American society will look very different. Thus, such changes require that we learn to understand one another, particularly cultural differences across racial/ethnic lines. Future teachers, a population that is still disproportionately white, middle-class, and female, will be facing classrooms with much more racial/ethnic diversity than those they grew up in. The hope underlying courses in racial/ethnic diversity or a multiculturalism requirement is that today’s college students will come to embrace, not just tolerate, racial/ethnic differences.


A Note on Terminology


Racial terminology, specifically what terms are acceptable for describing a group of people, has changed over time. Many white students, particularly those who have not had much interaction with people of color, often feel hesitant to interact with students of color because they “don’t know what to call them” (Fox 2009:27). There is a fear that using the wrong terminology can be offensive and lead to misunderstanding.


Prior to the civil rights movement, most African Americans were referred to as “Negroes” and the term black was considered offensive by many (Martin 1991). During the Black Power movement of the late 1960s, people were encouraged to substitute the term black for Negro. Twenty years later, at a 1988 news conference, African American leader Jesse Jackson announced that “African American” was the preferred term for blacks. It was considered a more acceptable term than black because it referenced a land base and a cultural heritage (Martin 1991).


While this shift in terminology has been relatively successful, some blacks are hesitant to embrace it as an identity. As one undergraduate of African descent explains, “My mother calls herself Black—capital B—my aunt won’t hear of anything but African American, and I prefer to be called an American of African Descent, which stresses the American-ness of my experience. We are an extremely diverse community that values our individualism and our independent thinking” (Fox 2009:30). Another black undergraduate explains, “I am not an African American, I’m black. I refuse to be called American until the day that this country treats me with the same value and respect as everyone else” (Fox 2009:30). Ultimately, neither black nor African American is considered to be an offensive term, although individuals differ as to whether or not they personally feel comfortable with them. Both the terms Negro and colored are considered outdated and inappropriate terms for describing black people.


The term Latino is often preferred by Latinos to the term Hispanic. Hispanic is a term describing people of Spanish (and sometimes Portuguese) descent in the United States. It was a term created by the federal government in the early 1970s and is an umbrella term that includes over twenty different nationalities (Fox 2009). Because of its origins, it is not a term that many Latinos used to describe themselves. Some feel that the term needs to be retired. Others find the umbrella nature of both Hispanic and Latino problematic, preferring to see themselves as Mexican American or Puerto Rican, for instance. The term Latino is now used interchangeably with Hispanic, although Latino is the preferred term in this text.


The term Chicano was created by Mexican American activists during the Brown Power movement of the 1960s and 1970s (see Chapter 6). “During the 60s, young Mexican Americans started to use ‘Chicano/Chicana’ as an affirmation of pride and identity and to say, ‘We’re not Mexicans or Americans. We’re a combination—a special population with our own history and culture’” (Martinez 1997, quoted in Fox 2009:33). Thus, all Chicanos are Mexican Americans, but not all Mexican Americans embrace the term Chicano.


The terms Native American, Native people, Indian, American Indian, First Nation, and indigenous people are used interchangeably by Indians and non-Indians without offense; however, much like with the previous discussion, individuals have preferences for specific terms. One of the leaders of the American Indian Movement (see Chapter 6), Russell Means, commented, “You notice that I use the term American Indian rather than Native American or Native indigenous people or Amerindian when referring to my people. There has been some controversy about such terms.… Primarily it seems that American Indian is being rejected as European in origin—which is true. But all of the above terms are European in origin” (italics in the original, Nagel 1996:xi). This text will use Native American, American Indian, Indian, and Native people interchangeably.


There has been less contestation surrounding terms used to describe Asian Americans. The term Asian American is an umbrella term that refers to a wide range of Asian ethnic groups in the United States. While the term Asian American is not considered offensive, it is more accurate to describe people as members of their particular ethnic group: Korean American, Japanese American, Chinese American, and so on. Using the term Oriental to describe Asian Americans is inappropriate due to the outdated nature of the term, similar to the use of the words Negro or colored to describe African Americans.


There are even fewer debates over what to call white people, with one notable exception: Caucasian. Caucasian was a term introduced in the late eighteenth century to refer to people of European origin (broadly defined) with white skin, referring to people from the Caucasus Mountains region, from Russia to northern Africa. Although it is not a term the US Census Bureau ever used to describe white people but is instead a racial classification employed by anthropologists, it quickly became synonymous with white. However, the term is losing its meaning, as most white people do not use it to describe themselves.





REFLECT AND CONNECT


Were any of the terms we just discussed new to you? Would you consider yourself someone who has avoided interracial interactions because you were unsure “what to call them”?





RACIAL IDENTITIES, RACIAL IDEOLOGIES, AND INSTITUTIONAL RACISM


There are three interlocking aspects of race: identities, ideologies, and institutions. Racism and privilege are manifested in all three, so we must understand all three in order to fully grasp the intricacies of race in our society. Race is an arena of power and, as French theorist Michel Foucault emphasizes, power can be exercised as control through scientific knowledge. Chapter 3 focuses on the changing science of race and the many ways this has acted as a system of control. This text takes a different approach than standard sociological texts that emphasize only the social scientific research on racial inequality. This kind of approach fails to account for how science itself informs identities, ideologies, and institutions and actually helps maintain the racial hierarchy.


Racial Identities


What do we mean by “racial identity”? Our identity is how we see ourselves. We establish our racial identity, our sense of who we are racially and how we view ourselves, through interaction with others. In addition to interactions with others, the way race is discussed and presented in society contributes to the creation of individual and collective racial identities. The potential racial/ethnic identities one has to choose from change across time, similar to the changing census categories. A current example of such change is the increasing salience of biracial and multiracial identities. There is nothing new about people with multiple racial ancestries. What is new is that people are identifying as biracial or multiracial. Historically in the United States, the one-drop rule reigned, which meant that individuals with more than one racial heritage, one of which was black, identified themselves or were identified by others as black (in other words, to have “one drop” of black blood made one black, a policy that has not been applied to any other racial/ethnic minority group). The so-called biracial baby boom of the post-1960s era has resulted in many of the children of black-white interracial unions, the most taboo in our culture, claiming a biracial identity rather than a black identity, as previous generations had (Korgen 1998).
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IMAGE 1.4: Racial identities can change over time, as this photo of a contemporary Native American powwow shows. At powwows, individuals raised in tribal communities and those new to tribal cultures are able to explore and celebrate their Native heritage and tribal identity. (Jose Gil/Shutterstock.com)


Native American identity reclamation is another example of the significance of race as an identity and emphasizes the idea that identities are always in flux. In this case, many individuals who formerly viewed themselves as white are now reconnecting with their Native heritage and identify as Native American, specifically their tribal identity (Fitzgerald 2007; Nagel 1996). Thus, people who have assimilated and have race privilege are instead claiming a nonwhite racial identity.


A final argument for why racial identity is important pertains to the idea of racial identity development. Psychologists have long studied identity development, particularly in adolescents; however, racial identity development has too often been overlooked. All people go through stages of development as they begin to define themselves in relation to others. Racial identity development is a part of this process, yet often not a conscious part of it. Researchers argue that racial identity development differs for white people and people of color (Helms 1990; Cross, Parham, and Helms 1991; Tatum 1992, 1994). For instance, whites in the first stage of racial identity development base their notions of people of color on media stereotypes because they tend not to have had much contact with people of color. For students of color, stage one involves internalizing many of the stereotypes about their own racial group and other people of color. For some, this can be the result of being raised in a primarily white environment. Thus, Tatum (1992) argues, they tend to distance themselves from the more oppressed members of their own group. Social psychologists use the term internalized racism to describe individuals who believe what the dominant group says about them; in other words, they internalize negative messages about their racial group.





WITNESS


The greatest weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed.—South African liberationist and martyr Steven Biko, I Write What I Like (1978)





Racial Ideologies


Racial ideologies, or cultural belief systems surrounding race, are also significant and have changed over time, generally to meet the needs of the dominant group in a particular era or in response to changing social conditions. Societies establish racial hierarchies to benefit some groups while disadvantaging others, and ideologies serve to justify such arrangements. The current reigning racial ideology in the United States is that of color-blindness, or the color-blind ideology. Color-blindness is the idea that race no longer matters, particularly since the civil rights movement, and that if there is evidence of ongoing inequality along racial lines, it must be based on some nonracial factor, such as culture. This is a significant racial ideology because it allows white people, even those who consider themselves liberal and/or progressive, to deny the significance of race in our current society (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Omi and Winant 1994).


This is a justifying ideology because it allows us to think that the social activism of the 1960s resolved racial inequalities and thus we are a society that is beyond race. Color-blindness suggests that race no longer matters, which in turn implies that policies with a racial component are no longer needed. This ultimately allows people to dismiss the necessity of social policies such as affirmative action. And yet, such policies are designed to address not only current racial (and gender) inequality but also the ongoing effects of historical inequalities; as long as inequality remains, a need for social policies to address them remains. In previous eras, ideologies based on white supremacy predominated to justify slavery long after slavery had been introduced. Such ideologies served to deflect questions about the morality of slavery because they allowed white people to believe in the complete inferiority and inhumanity of blacks. White supremacist ideologies allowed Anglo Americans to justify taking land away from Native peoples and engage in genocidal policies against them, due to the perceived inferiority of the Native peoples, who were viewed as “uncivilized heathens.”



Institutional Racism


Finally, institutional racism is found in the ways societal institutions, such as those in the educational, economic, political, media, and legal spheres, are “raced.” Institutional racism is the most pervasive form of racism today and also the most subtle because it is found in everyday business practices, laws, and norms that create or maintain racial inequality, whether intentional or not. Institutional racism is often considered to be the most difficult kind of racial discrimination to see because it tends not to be an action taken by a particular person that others can point to and recognize as racism. It is much more subtle than that, despite the fact that the racial manifestations are very real. Because this is the most prominent type of racism in the United States, it may explain why white people and people of color have such divergent views on the extent of racism that still exists in our society.


Racial identities, ideologies, and institutions are intricately interconnected. For instance, when the ideology of white superiority reigned and the one-drop rule was established, biracial individuals saw themselves as black. They did not consider their white heritage as informing their identity in any way, nor were they encouraged to do so. Claiming a biracial or a multiracial identity is a post-1960s phenomenon. Additionally, ideologies inform institutional practices such as public-policy making, and vice versa. For instance, the emergence of a biracial or multiracial identity came as interracial relationships increased in the post-1960s era, after the last laws forbidding interracial marriage were overturned by the Supreme Court in 1967.


Another example of the interconnections between identities, ideologies, and institutions occurred during the 1990s with the battle for a multiracial category on the census, a clear institutional reflection of this growing movement of people who claim a multiracial identity. The Census Bureau did not opt for a specific biracial or multiracial category, but it did allow individuals for the first time to check more than one racial category (see Chapter 11).


CHAPTER SUMMARY


This chapter introduced key concepts necessary for understanding the history and current status of race in American society, particularly the idea that race is a social construction rather than a biological reality. We began by distinguishing between race and ethnicity while acknowledging that they are interrelated concepts, then explored the various types of racism, from prejudice to institutional racism to colorism. Ultimately, while there has been racial progress since the Jim Crow era, when whites terrorized minorities through lynching, we do not live in a postracial society.


Studying race, racism, and race privilege is essential in our rapidly changing world. Most businesses recognize the changing face of America and expect future employees to be able to adapt to a diverse workforce. For that to occur, it is necessary that Americans of all racial/ethnic backgrounds understand one another and understand how race operates at the level of individual identities, as well as through ideologies and institutions. This text encourages us to take account of race in society by providing an essential history of racial/ethnic relations in the United States and explaining the significance of that history to current society. Additionally, the emphasis on self-reflexivity, the call to look within ourselves to understand how racial ideologies inform our attitudes and beliefs concerning racial “others” as well as how such ideologies inform our identities, allows us to personally take account of race. While color-blindness remains the dominant racial ideology in the United States, it is more helpful to recognize race, racism, and privilege—in other words, to embrace color consciousness.


KEY TERMS AND CONCEPTS




Color-blind ideology


Color consciousness


Colorism


Cultural norms


Ethnicity


Individual discrimination


Institutional racism


Internalized racism


Majority group (dominant group)


Minority group (subordinate group)


Octoroon


People of color


Postracial


Prejudice


Quadroon


Race


Race privilege


Racial identity


Racial ideologies


Racial justice activism


Racial order


Racial/ethnic


Racialized space


Racism


Self-reflexivity


Social construction


Sociological imagination


Sociology


Standpoint perspective


White space




PERSONAL REFLECTIONS




1. Describe the life experiences that have informed your racial attitudes and beliefs and reflect on your level of interaction with members of other racial/ethnic groups. What in your life has facilitated or hindered you in interacting with members of different racial/ethnic groups?


2. Look around your campus (cafeteria, classes, and dormitories). Is there evidence of racial segregation? Why do you think self-segregation occurs? Is it harmful? What does it tell us about our society, if anything? Should we work to eradicate self-segregation? Why or why not?




CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS




1. Speculate on what changes you think will occur in census racial categories over the next fifty years, keeping in mind that census categories always reflect the prevailing notions of race and result from an intensely political process.


2. Explain how the racism of the dominant group can be understood as prejudice plus power and how the color-blind ideology is an example of dominant group power.
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RECOMMENDED FILMS


A Girl Like Me (2007). Directed by Kiri Davis. This film explores the ways racial stereotypes affect the self-image of young African American women and children. Through interviews with young African American women, the film explores racialized beauty standards surrounding skin color, body type, and hair texture, as perpetuated in the media.


Race: The Power of an Illusion, Vols. 1–3 (2003). Produced by Larry Adelman. One of the best documentaries on race, this film explores the idea of race as a social construction and questions the idea that race is biological by exploring the science of race, historically and currently, how the idea of race was legitimized, and the ways race manifests itself in our daily lives.


What’s Race Got to Do with It? (2006). Written, directed, and produced by Jean Chang. This film is a sequel to Skin Deep (1995), a look at race relations on college campuses. This new film explores the experiences of a diverse group of college students as they engage in a sixteen-week intergroup dialogue program. They challenge one another on issues such as minority underrepresentation, multiculturalism, individual responsibility, and affirmative action, and their experiences exemplify the attitudinal changes that can occur over a period of sustained dialogue.


RECOMMENDED MULTIMEDIA


Explore the Census Bureau’s online graphic showing US population statistics by race between the years 1790 and 2010. Make an argument that this is evidence that race is a social construction. What about the changing US racial categories surprised you the most? What are the most consistent patterns, and why do you think this is so? http://www.census.gov/population/race/data/MREAD_1790_2010.html


Listen to “A More Perfect Union,” the speech on race given by Barack Obama during his 2008 campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination. As you listen, think about the following questions: What points do you agree with? What do you disagree with? Does the speech make you think about race in a new way? Why or why not? Reflect on this speech and President Obama’s eight years in office. To what extent did President Obama affect race relations in the United States during his two terms? Give evidence to support your position. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pWe7wTVbLUU


Check out the website for ERACE, the racial justice organization discussed in Box 1.2. http:// www.eracismneworleans.org.















CHAPTER 
2



White Privilege: The Other Side of Racism




CHAPTER LEARNING OUTCOMES


By the end of this chapter, you should be able to:



• Explain the social construction of whiteness and the process of “becoming” white


• Understand the concept of white privilege


• Evaluate the ways social class, social mobility, and whiteness are interconnected


• Demonstrate the ways cultural belief systems support white privilege and the ways white privilege is institutionalized


• Explore potential and existing challenges to white privilege









Part of white privilege involves the treatment of white people as individuals, without all of their actions’ being attributed to their membership in a racial group or reflecting on other members of a racial group. An example of white privilege involves media treatment of terrorists or mass murderers. When a white Norwegian man, Anders Behring Breivik, murdered seventy-seven people on July 22, 2011, the media immediately declared him a “lone wolf.” The lone-wolf appellation implies that this heinous act was committed by a deranged or evil individual but was not the result of the radical ideologies of some larger group he may be connected to. While we may never fully understand why Breivik committed this horrendous act, the important point for our discussion is that all white people were not implicated by his actions. On the other hand, terrorist acts committed by Muslims result in the extension of collective guilt to the entire Muslim community (Chen 2011). Muslim community leaders are forced to denounce such radical actions and to defend their community and their religion. Similarly, African Americans experience a collective shaming when a mass murderer is found to be black, such as the case of the DC sniper in October 2002. When the news reported the arrest of the sniper and it turned out he was a black man, all black people were shamed by his individual actions (Harris-Perry 2011). His actions were at least partially interpreted as if they were connected to his blackness.


How are these examples of white privilege? White people have the privilege of being treated as individuals whose actions are not a reflection of their whiteness. Most mass murderers, for instance, have been white. Yet white Americans do not feel a collective guilt or shaming when the racial identity of a white serial killer is discovered. Even in the case of lynching, which we will explore in greater detail in Chapter 5 and which is, at its core, a race-related phenomenon, there is no evidence that whites felt a sense of collective guilt when a person of color was lynched by a white mob. In the late 1990s, there were a number of disturbing mass shootings at US high schools, and the FBI insisted there was no profile for the perpetrators. Frustrated by this denial, antiracist activist Tim Wise writes, “White boy after white boy after white boy, with very few exceptions to that rule… decide to use their classmates for target practice, and yet there is no profile?” (Wise 2001). More recently, white twenty-one-year-old Dylann Roof entered the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, on June 17, 2015, and after sitting for almost an hour with a small group of African American Bible study participants, he pulled out a gun and began executing them, killing nine and injuring one. While the term terrorist is often used by the media to describe nonwhite shooters and thug is a favored term for African American criminals, the media followed their script in this incident by repeatedly referring to Roof as likely “mentally ill” rather than as a “terrorist” or a “thug” (Butler 2015). The significance of this is that someone who is mentally ill is less culpable for their actions, whereas a terrorist, of course, is simply evil.
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In this chapter, the focus is on race privilege, the idea that if some racial/ethnic groups experience disadvantages, there is a group that is advantaged by this very same system. Studying whiteness forces us to acknowledge that all of us have a place in the relations of race. As obvious as this may seem, this is a concept many people are unfamiliar with, and it is also a relatively new focus in the social sciences. Prior to the late twentieth century, sociologists were guilty of either ignoring race or focusing on racial/ethnic “others” in their analysis of the “race problem.” Scientists avoided analyzing and interrogating the role of whites in American race relations, as did the average white American. For people of color, the advantages whites receive due to their racial group membership are more than obvious. As mentioned in Chapter 1, such differences in perspective are at least partially the result of people’s standpoint: where one exists in the social structure influences how one views the world. Examples of whiteness as a social construction and white privilege follow:




• For the second consecutive year, not a single actor of color was nominated for an Oscar for their performance in a film released in 2015, inspiring the second year of #OscarsSoWhite protests.


• A recent Harvard Business School study found that African Americans experience discrimination and whites experience privilege from potential Airbnb hosts. In their study, they used stereotypically black-sounding names and white-sounding names for potential Airbnb users. Hosts responded “yes” to inquiries from the potential customers with stereotypical black names 42 percent of the time and 50 percent of the time when the potential customer had a stereotypical white name (Huston 2015).


• Latinos are being described as the “new Italians,” emphasizing their assimilation into whiteness (Leonhardt 2013).


• A student showed up to his school, Nicolet High School in Wisconsin, in early June 2016 with a Confederate flag, declaring it White Privilege Day. The school suspended the student for his actions (Sater 2016).


• White privilege plays out in the restaurant industry: front-of-the-house, tipped employees are overwhelmingly white while back-of-the-house, hourly wage employees are overwhelmingly black or Latino.


• White privilege provides its recipients with protection from suspicion; thus, whites are unlikely to face the kind of situation Trayvon Martin faced in February 2012 when a neighborhood watchman decided he looked suspicious and eventually shot the unarmed seventeen-year-old to death.


• European soccer is seen by some fans as the privileged domain of whites, as black players are taunted with racist chants from fans, causing at least one of the black players and his teammates on AC Milan to walk off the field during a match (“AC Milan Players…” 2013).




THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF WHITENESS


We introduced the idea of the social construction of race in the previous chapter; to say race is socially constructed is to recognize that racial groups are socially designated categories rather than biological ones; thus, racial categories change across time and place. Whiteness is also a social construction, although recognizing this requires that we first acknowledge that “white” is a race rather than simply the norm. Thus, to say that whiteness is socially constructed is to emphasize that which groups have been defined as white have changed across time and place (see Box 2.1 Global Perspectives: Constructing Whiteness in Brazil).


Being designated as white is not about skin color or one’s genetic makeup as we have been socialized to understand it; instead, it is a social and political process. Many racial/ethnic groups that are considered white today have not always been defined as white. Irish Americans, Italian Americans, Greek Americans, and Jewish Americans have, instead, become white over time. “Becoming white” is a process whereby a formerly racially subordinate group is granted access to whiteness and white privilege, with all the benefits this entails. White privilege refers to the rights, benefits, and advantages enjoyed by white persons, or the immunity granted to whites that is not granted to people of color; white privilege exempts white people from certain liabilities others are burdened with.
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BOX 2.1

Global Perspectives:


Constructing Whiteness in Brazil
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Racial categories change across time and place. Someone who is defined as white in Brazil may not be defined as white in the United States, whereas someone who is seen as an African American here may be defined as white in Brazil. Much like the United States, Brazil has a multiracial history, with people of indigenous, African, and European ancestry making up its population. Brazil has had a much more pronounced history of interracial relationships, however, which has resulted in an amalgamation of races to a greater extent than in the United States. Due to such amalgamation, Brazil used to be referred to as a racial democracy, a notion that is today considered to be a misrepresentation of Brazilian race relations.


While Brazil never established a system of racial segregation like that in the United States, other strategies were used to privilege whiteness. During the period of massive immigration into Brazil, from 1882 to 1934, the Brazilian government openly expressed a preference for white migrants (Pinho 2009). During other periods in Brazilian history, “whitening” was promoted through encouraging miscegenation: Brazilians were encouraged to marry white to better the race (Telles 2009). During the 1930s, there was an emphasis on “behavioral whitening,” which involved rejecting cultural practices associated with African or indigenous cultures and instilling new habits of education, health, hygiene, and diet that were considered to be closer to white (Pinho 2009).


While Brazilians are less likely to use the term race and instead refer to color, due to the discrimination associated with blackness, many Brazilians seek to avoid that designation (Telles 2009). On the 2000 census, 54 percent of Brazilians declared themselves to be branco (white) (Bailey 2008). However, racial census categories are rarely used in everyday speech. Instead, Brazilians tend to use terms referring to skin color, of which there are over one hundred, albeit only about six of those terms are used with any consistency: branco (white), moreno (brown, although not the census term for brown), pardo (the census term for brown), moreno claro (light brown), preto (the census term for black), and negro (a common term for black not found on the census) (Telles 2004). To be defined as white in Brazil is about more than skin color. It involves concerns with gradations of skin colors and hair types, as well as social class affiliation (Pinho 2009). While in the United States, gradations of color within racial groups are noted (for instance, the light-skin preference found within Latino and African American communities), in Brazil, color differences within the entire population are significant. Being white in Brazil, as in the United States, imparts economic advantages, social prestige, and political power to its recipients.






Racial Categorization and Power


The privileges associated with being designated white may make it seem like the option of becoming white is in the best interest of racial/ethnic minority groups. However, while racial categorization is fluid and does change over time, racial/ethnic minority groups do not have complete agency in determining whether they become white. During some eras in US history, Mexican Americans demanded they be recognized as white, while at other times they have actively worked to maintain their Mexican heritage (Foley 2008; Rodriguez 2005). This has resulted in Latinos’ having a somewhat ambiguous racial status even to this day. Another reason for a group’s ambiguous racial status is the power given to official documentation, such as who has been defined as white in legal decisions (Haney Lopez 1996). The US census, for instance, uses such racial and ethnic categories as “non-Hispanic white” and “Hispanic,” which are intended to emphasize the ethnic status of Latinos but are also about race. Thus, there are structural constraints—restrictions placed on one’s options by either lack of access to resources or one’s social location, such as government racial categorizations and legal decisions—to defining a group’s racial/ethnic status. This is important to keep in mind as the Census Bureau considers including “Hispanic” as a race in 2020 (see Chapter 1).




[image: image]





IMAGE 2.1: Native American students at the Carlisle Indian School, a government-run boarding school. The primary objective of Native American boarding schools was the forced assimilation of Native American children, as this photo exemplifies by the children’s appearance, specifically, their short haircuts and mainstream clothing. (Courtesy of the Barry Goldwater Historic Photographs, Arizona Historical Foundation Collection, Arizona State University Libraries)


However, there is also agency, the extent to which a group of people have the ability to define their own status. People are not simply pawns existing within larger social structures. Individuals and groups act within these structures and, through such actions, can change them.


Since the 1960s, many Mexican Americans have embraced pluralism rather than assimilation. Pluralism is when a group embraces and adapts to the mainstream society without giving up their native culture. For instance, Mexican Americans’ choosing to keep their language alive by speaking Spanish in their homes while learning English so as to participate in the dominant culture, is an example of pluralism. Assimilation, long the preferred model for race relations among the dominant group in American society, is the push toward acceptance of the dominant, Anglo culture at the expense of one’s native culture (see Chapter 5). Groups are expected to become American by dropping any connection to their native culture, such as language, customs, or even a particular spelling of their name.


Historically, immigrants were encouraged to assimilate into “American” society. What this really meant was that they were expected to assimilate to the white norm, known as Anglo-conformity. Thus, “American culture” was synonymous with “white culture.” Previous generations of immigrants were pressured to become American by dropping their accents or native language and cultural practices associated with their native country. Today, the assimilationist thrust remains, as the English-only movement emphasizes. This is a movement that attempts to make English the national language, to get states to pass laws eliminating bilingual education in schools, and to make government materials, such as signs in Social Security offices or Medicaid brochures, for instance, available only in English.


There are both push and pull factors at work when it comes to whitening: the dominant group may embrace the assimilation of the subordinate group for political reasons, and the subordinate group may seek assimilation, and thus embrace whitening, for access to the privileges it accords. This is accomplished by embracing, or at least acquiescing to, the racial hierarchy. As mentioned previously, racial/ethnic groups do have agency, yet they are not always operating under conditions that allow them to exercise their agency. While some groups challenge the assimilationist push, as did many Chicanos (a term Mexican activists embraced during the 1960s), most succumb. They succumb because access to white privilege makes life easier, such as by offering certain children advantages that every parent hopes for. White privilege is a difficult offer to resist—acceptance versus exclusion, benefits versus obstacles.


Becoming White


Many groups of people that are today unquestionably seen as white have not always been so. Irish, Greek, Jewish, and Italian Americans have all experienced a “whitening process” in different historical eras, when their group shifted from being perceived as nonwhite to being seen as white. The process of becoming white varied for each group, but each group became white in response to larger social and cultural changes. There are three specific eras in the history of whiteness in the United States (Jacobson 1998). The first began with the passage of the first naturalization law in 1790, which declared “free white persons” to be eligible for citizenship. The second era (from the 1840s to 1924) emerged as significant numbers of “less desirable” European immigrants, such as the Irish, challenged this notion of citizenship and required a redefinition of whiteness and, ultimately, the implementation of a white racial hierarchy. Whiteness was redefined again in 1920 at least partially in response to the rural to urban migration of African Americans, which solidified the previously fractured white racial grouping. Groups such as the Irish and Jews, who had held a “probationary” white status in previous generations, were eventually “granted the scientific stamp of authenticity as the unitary Caucasian race” (Jacobson 1998:8).



Irish Americans


Historian Noel Ignatiev (1995) explored how an oppressed group in their home country, the Catholic Irish, became part of the oppressing racial group in the United States. The whitening process for Irish Americans involved the denigration of blacks. This transformation was even more shocking because Irish Americans were not considered white during the early periods of Irish immigration. In fact, early Irish immigrants lived in the black community, worked with black people, and even intermarried with blacks.


The Irish becoming white, thus increasing their status in the racial hierarchy, has essentially been attributed to a larger political agenda. In this case, the Democratic Party sought the support of the Irish during the antebellum and immediate postbellum eras and was able to attract them primarily due to the party’s proimmigrant position at the time. This was a very successful strategy, as Irish voters became the most solid voting bloc in the country by 1844, throwing their support overwhelmingly behind the Democratic Party (Ignatiev 1995).


Although the Democratic Party is recognized today as the party that passed civil rights legislation and generally is supported by the black community, at the time, racial politics looked very different. By the end of the Civil War, southern whites ruled the Democratic Party, and President Lincoln, a Republican, was held responsible for the emancipation of slaves. African American men who could vote during Reconstruction and in the North during Jim Crow tended to support the Republican Party. Most southern whites, on the other hand, overwhelmingly supported the Democratic Party, including their explicitly racist ideologies. Thus, in the mid-nineteenth century, Irish Americans were assimilated into American society through a politics of race: their acceptance as whites hinged on their acceptance and perpetuation of a racist system, particularly antiblack sentiment (Ignatiev 1995).


Irish Americans intentionally distanced themselves from blacks and even supported Jim Crow and other racist policies that were designed to oppress blacks. An essential truth emerged: in the United States, to be considered white, a person must not be associated with blackness and subordination. Black and white are relational concepts, meaning they only have meaning in relation to each other. We learn to understand who we are partially through an understanding of who we are not. For many groups that are now considered white, distancing themselves from blacks involved accepting the American racial hierarchy and participating in the racism directed at people of color.



Mexican Americans


Racial categorization is not a straightforward process. Some racial/ethnic groups maintain a more fluid racial status. As mentioned previously, Hispanics represent this kind of ambiguity. The term Hispanic refers to US residents whose ancestry is Latin American or Spanish, including Mexican Americans, Cuban Americans, Central Americans, and so on. The term Hispanic was first used by the US government in the 1970s and first appeared on the US census as an ethnic category in 1980. Thus, all Mexican Americans are considered to be Hispanic, but not all Hispanics are Mexican Americans.


The racial status of Mexican Americans has shifted throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Mexicans in the newly conquered Southwest at the close of the Mexican-American War in 1848, for instance, were accorded an intermediate racial status: they were not considered to be completely uncivilized, as the indigenous Indians of the region were, due to their European (Spanish) ancestry (Almaguer 1994). They were treated as an ethnic group, similar to white European ethnic immigrants. However, by the 1890s, as whites began to outnumber Mexicans throughout the Southwest, Mexicans became racialized subjects (Rodriguez 2005).


Mexican Americans have been legally defined as white, despite the fact that their social, political, and economic status has been equivalent to that of people of color (Foley 2008). According to the 2010 US census, “Hispanic” is an ethnic group, not a racial group. This was not always how the census categorized Mexicans, however. In 1930, the Census Bureau created a separate racial category for Mexicans that, for the first time, declared Mexican Americans to be nonwhite. This designation did not end the ambiguity surrounding the racial categorization of Mexicans, however. Census takers at the time were instructed to designate people’s racial status as “Mexican” if they were born in Mexico or if they were “definitely not white,” with no real instruction for differentiating how anyone would know which Mexican was “definitely not white.” Consequently, due to such ambiguity, the Census Bureau discontinued this designation in subsequent censuses. In 1980, the bureau created two new ethnic categories of whites: “Hispanics” and “non-Hispanic” (Foley 2008). This resulted in many Latinos’ choosing “other” for their race, which motivated the Census Bureau to add a question concerning ethnic group membership after the question concerning racial group membership, to try to determine who is Hispanic. This has not proven to be an effective solution, however, so the Census Bureau is considering adding “Hispanic” as a racial category on the 2020 census.


While such official maneuverings provided structural constraints on the racial/ethnic identification choices of Latinos, Latinos also exercised their agency. Many Mexican Americans during the 1930s through 1950s, for instance, demanded to be recognized as white as a way to avoid Jim Crow segregation. Much like the whitening process for Irish Americans, for Mexican Americans, distancing themselves from blacks became the objective, rather than challenging the racial hierarchy through an embrace of a nonwhite racial status. Mexican Americans, particularly those in the middle class, often supported the racial segregation of schools and the notion of white supremacy. Today, while some Latinos enjoy a status as white ethnics, many others, primarily Mexicans and recent Latino immigrants, remain excluded from the privileges of whiteness. Often this exclusion has been linked to their social class or skin color, as “a dark-skinned non-English-speaking Mexican immigrant doing lawn and garden work does not share the same class and ethnoracial status as acculturated, educated Hispanics.… Hispanicized Mexican Americans themselves often construct a ‘racial’ gulf between themselves and ‘illegal aliens’ and ‘wetbacks’” (Foley 2008:62–3).


New research finds that many Mexican Americans identify racially as “white” on the census because they conflate “whiteness” with being an American. In fact, this practice of identifying as white on the census is a subversive act that they engage in “not because they are accepted as white or even because they see themselves as white. Rather, by reframing the borders of whiteness to include them, Mexican Americans resist racial ‘othering,’ in an effort to be accepted as fully American” (Dowling 2014:7). Additionally, other variables influence whether or not Mexican Americans racially identify as white. For instance, over 80 percent of Latinos in Texas border towns identify as racially white, regardless of their skin color or social class (Dowling 2014).




REFLECT AND CONNECT


Do you belong to a racial/ethnic group that has experienced a changing racial status, such as those discussed here, and become white? If so, were you aware of this? If not, why do you think you were unaware of this? Reflect on the significance of this for your life today.





Social Class, Mobility, and “Whitening”


The process of becoming white has often been directly linked to collective social mobility, a group’s changing class status over time in the United States. For instance, whitening often occurs simultaneously with a group’s entrance into the American middle class, making becoming white and becoming middle class an interconnected phenomenon (Brodkin 2008). Whiteness has also been closely connected to the formation of the American working class (Roediger 1991). Finally, class has been used to divide whites, as in the case of the derogatory notion of “white trash.”


Because race is socially constructed, it is always changing, always open to challenge, which means there is always potential for destabilization. Yet, despite this potential, the societal racial hierarchy endures. One of the reasons is that some groups have been provided with membership into the dominant group and have obtained access to white privilege. Thus, the hierarchy remains, with whites at the top and people of color at the bottom. For instance, when Irish immigrants were relatively limited in number, their association with the black community and marginalization from the white community were tolerated and even encouraged by many whites. But as their numbers grew and they became a potentially powerful political force, their assimilation into the white mainstream was encouraged and embraced.



Jewish Americans


The process through which Jewish Americans became white involved their simultaneous entrance into the middle class. Today, much like the situation for Irish Americans, most US citizens see Jewish Americans as white ethnics. However, Jewish Americans have not always been considered white in the United States. Prior to World War II, there was considerable anti-Semitism in the United States, which manifested in immigration restrictions for Jews and limits on Jewish admission to elite universities, among other forms of discrimination (Karabel 2005; Tichenor 2002). Their whitening process involved access to the GI Bill, which was overwhelmingly denied to black soldiers in the post–World War II era (see Chapter 8). Access to this basic government program enabled Jewish Americans, along with thousands of white Americans, to obtain college educations and enter middle-class professions. In this example, class and race are intertwined, as entering the middle class was part of the whitening process for this previously nonwhite group. It is unclear whether becoming white paved the way to their middle-class status or whether their middle-class status contributed to their whitening (Brodkin 2008).


Psychological Wage


One of the most significant ways white privilege has manifested itself has been in the economic sphere, so it is not surprising that there is also a significant link between the emergence of the American working class and whiteness. In 1935, African American sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois argued that white workers, despite their extremely low wages, received an intangible benefit, which he called a psychological wage, because they were white. What he meant was that, while all workers were exploited, a racially divided labor force meant that white workers received a psychological boost from simply not being black. This psychological wage was manifested in public deference; titles of courtesy, such as “Mr.” or “Mrs.”; and inclusion at public functions, parks, and countless places that excluded blacks. Later, labor unions continued the practice of offering white workers access to good jobs by excluding black workers from many unionized occupations.


Historian David Roediger (1991) argues that the formation of the US working class is intimately linked to the development of a sense of whiteness because the United States is the only nation where the working class emerged within a slaveholding republic. Thus, the working class defined itself in opposition to slavery, with race attached to each concept; whiteness was connected to the working class while blackness was linked to slavery. As Roediger argues, “In a society in which Blackness and servility were so thoroughly intertwined—North and South—assertions of white freedom could not be raceless” (1991:49). Part of the whitening process for Irish Americans involved avoiding the stigma of blackness, and one way they did this was through their access to what was known as “white man’s work,” which simply referred to employment that excluded African Americans (Ignatiev 1995). They were unwilling to work in the same occupations as free blacks in the North, thus solidifying their whiteness by insisting on racially differentiated employment.



Whiteness and Class


Race is a fluid category, rather than fixed; the boundaries of whiteness are continually in flux. Inequality exists even within the white racial/ethnic group. We can see this through an exploration of the ways whiteness is related to social class in the notion of “poor white trash” or “white trash.” This clearly derogatory notion emerged in the mid-1800s and was created by higher-status whites not just to describe poor whites but to imply their moral inferiority (Wray 2006). The term cracker, emerging in the late 1700s, has similar origins. While today cracker is a term often used as a generalized racial slur against whites by people of color, it originated as a term higher-status whites used to describe poor whites who were viewed as dangerous, lawless, shiftless, lazy, and people who often associated with other stigmatized groups (Wray 2006). This intersection of class and race is evidence of the power of higher-status whites to define who is included in the category of “white.” Such derogatory terms are used to describe poor whites not just to emphasize their poverty but to make their racial status questionable as well.


Race Matters


While sociologists speak of race as socially constructed rather than biologically based, it is not meant to imply that race is insignificant and can thus be disregarded. Race still matters. We live in a society that attaches meaning to race, and individuals attach meaning to their own race. It informs who we are, is an aspect of our identity if for no other reason than it has been externally ascribed to us our entire lives. We learn to see ourselves as white, black, Asian American, Native American, or Latino through our interactions with others. Thus, the fact that people racially identify does not negate the idea of the social construction of race. Instead it emphasizes the power of socially defined ideals.


WHITE PRIVILEGE


While the privileges associated with whiteness are not new, the academic exploration and understanding of white privilege is relatively new. Sociologists who study race have shifted the analysis from a focus solely on people of color to one that includes whites and their role in race relations. This necessary shift focuses on what Paula Rothenberg (2008) refers to as “the other side of racism,” white privilege. In the United States, individuals identified and defined as white make up the group with the unearned advantages known as white privilege. This shift to an analysis of and an understanding of white privilege requires that we recognize “white” as not only a race but also a social construction.


Whiteness refers to the multiple ways white people benefit from institutional arrangements that appear to have nothing to do with race (Bush 2011). George Lipsitz (2006) refers to this as a “possessive investment” in whiteness, where whiteness has a cash value in the housing market, educational sphere, and employment opportunities. He uses the term possessive intentionally in order “to stress the relationship between whiteness and asset accumulation in our society” and to emphasize that whites become possessed by whiteness unless they work to “develop antiracist identities [and] disinvest and divest themselves of their investments in white supremacy” (2006:viii).


Racial hierarchies, status hierarchies based upon physical appearance and the assumption of membership in particular categories based upon these physical features, exist in the United States and throughout the world, albeit with much variation. Hierarchies imply that a group exists at the top while others exist somewhere in the middle and still others on the bottom rungs of the hierarchy. The group at the top is the group that benefits from the racial hierarchy in the form of race privilege. Sociologist Herbert Blumer (1958) argues that race is essentially about group position. The dominant racial group feels a sense of superiority over subordinate racial groups and perceives subordinate group members as different, alien, and “other.” Importantly, the dominant racial group has a sense of entitlement toward societal goods and resources and perceives their privilege as threatened by the subordinate group.


The seminal work on white privilege is the self-reflexive essay by Peggy McIntosh (2008), “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.” McIntosh defines white privilege as “an invisible package of unearned assets which I can count on cashing in each day, but about which I was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious. White privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools, and blank checks” (2008:123). There are several aspects to this definition that warrant attention: that white privilege is invisible, that it is unearned, and that white people are socialized to count on this while simultaneously not recognizing it as privilege.


As the above definition by Peggy McIntosh exemplifies, the idea that white privilege is invisible is fundamental to our understanding of the concept (Doering 2016; Fitzgerald 2014). We should challenge this assumption, however. First, white privilege is only invisible to white people. People of color have no trouble seeing the various ways race privilege plays out in day-to-day life. Second, using the term invisible is misleading “because it does not refer to an optical phenomenon but to low levels of racial self-awareness” (Doering 2016:106). Instead of describing white privilege as “invisible,” we should describe it as “unacknowledged,” because knowingly “not knowing” is different from invisibility (Fitzgerald 2014). Finally, there are certain contexts that disrupt white privilege and increase racial self-awareness for whites. Racial self-awareness can emerge from racial challenges, interactions that make whites account for their whiteness. A racial challenge can refer to a charge of racism, or it can be something more moderate, such as pointing out that on an otherwise multiracial campus, a campus organization is all-white, or that a syllabus for a class includes only white writers (Doering 2016).


Race affects every aspect of our lives: it informs how all of us view the world, our daily experiences, and whether or not opportunities are available to us. While the importance of race has long been recognized for racial/ethnic minorities, until recently, even social scientists have overlooked the significance of race in the daily lives of whites. Part of this problem emerges from a lack of recognition that “white” is a race, rather than merely the norm, the human standard against which all other groups are measured (a perspective that is itself part of white privilege). Some have called for the development of a new white consciousness, “an awareness of our whiteness and its role in race problems” (Terry 1970:17). Social scientists have finally heeded this call, and white people are now being asked to recognize how race and privilege operate in their world.


White Privilege as Taboo


The discussion of white privilege will undoubtedly make many students uncomfortable. In 2013, a high school in Wisconsin came under fire for teaching white privilege in an “American diversity” class. Some parents complained that the subject matter was akin to indoctrination and meant to divide the students and provoke white guilt (“‘White Privilege’ Lesson…” 2013).


This is the invisible side of racism—the advantages offered to the dominant group by an unjust system. Why has it taken so long for social scientists to focus on something as seemingly obvious as the “other side of racism”? A racial bias embedded not only in the discipline of sociology but in our culture is part of the explanation. Additionally, whiteness has been normalized to the point of invisibility in both our culture and in science. In addition, privilege is meant to remain unacknowledged. Those benefiting from such societal arrangements, even if these are people who actively oppose racism, have difficulty acknowledging the advantages they reap from these arrangements.


Interrogating white privilege is not meant to alienate white people or exclude people of color from conversations concerning race. Instead, it is meant to bring everyone to the table to discuss race, racism, racial inequality, and race privilege. Professor Helen Fox provides a strong argument for why it is so essential to engage white people in discussions of race and privilege: “I am convinced that learning how to reach resistant white students is central to our teaching about race. These are the future power brokers of America, the ones who by virtue of their class, their contacts, and their perceived ‘race’ will have a disproportionate share of political and economic clout” (2001:83).


For people of color, conversations surrounding race are not new; such conversations have likely been quite common for them. People of color experience explicit racial socialization, meaning they are taught in their families, in schools, and through the media that their race matters. White people, on the other hand, may have difficulties with the topic of race and privilege for the simple fact that such conversations have likely been uncommon in their lives.


White people experience racial socialization as well, but it is usually more subtle. White racial socialization comes in the form of an unspoken entitlement. Whites are socialized to protect their privilege, partially through denial of such privilege. White privilege allows whites the privilege of not having to think about race—not having to think about how race might affect them that day. Research on the racial socialization of white children finds that children’s racial context matters: when compared to children raised by parents who take a color-blind approach, children raised by parents who take a color-conscious approach—they choose a racially diverse school for their children, talk about issues of race and privilege, and embrace diversity—are more likely to “possess the rhetorical tools and agency necessary to challenge” the racial status quo and racism (Hagerman 2014:2612).


Whiteness is understood by whites as a culture void, as lacking culture, as an unmarked category, in direct opposition to the view that minorities have rich and distinct cultures (Frankenberg 1993). People of color are seen to have a recognizable culture (evidenced, for instance, in Black Entertainment Television, Latin music, Asian food, and so on) that whites are perceived to lack. For example, Frankenberg (1993) found that white women in interracial relationships often viewed themselves as having no culture and often cited envy of racial/ethnic minorities because of their obvious culture and accompanying identity.




REFLECT AND CONNECT


Take a moment and think about your childhood, specifically reflecting on when you discovered your race. When did you discover you were white, African American, or Latino, or whatever? For people of color, this is generally not a difficult task. For whites, this might be more difficult.





There are some problems with viewing white culture as actually cultureless. The first is that it reinforces whiteness as the cultural norm. Whites are everywhere in cultural representations—advertising, film, television, books, museums, public history monuments—yet the claim is made that this is just culture, not white culture. Additionally, by claiming to be cultureless, whites can ignore white history. The political, economic, and social advantages whites have accumulated historically are easier to overlook when claiming there is no such thing as white culture (Frankenberg 1993).




WITNESS


“And here I am, just another alienated middle-class white girl with no culture to inform my daily life, no people to call my own” (interviewee quoted in Frankenberg 1993).





Seeing Privilege


White privilege—“an elusive and fugitive subject,” as Peggy McIntosh described it in 1998—has gone unexamined primarily because it is the societal norm. For sociologists, social norms are a significant aspect of culture and refer to the shared expectations about behavior in a society, whether implicit or explicit. There are several reasons why white privilege is hard for white people to see. The first problem is that white privilege is intentionally unacknowledged. Privilege is maintained through ignoring whiteness. Part of privilege is the assumption that your experience is normal; it does not feel like a privileged existence.


While inequality is easy to see, privilege is more obscure. White people can easily see how racism “makes people of color angry, tired, and upset, but they have little insight into the ways that not having to worry about racism affects their own lives” (Parker and Chambers 2007:17). For people of color, white privilege is not a difficult concept to grasp—it is clear from their standpoint that racial disadvantage has a flip side that amounts to advantages for the dominant group. Despite this, for white people, seeing race is difficult and is the “natural consequence of being in the driver’s seat” (Dalton 2008:17).


It is difficult for most white people to discuss ways they benefit from white privilege, and many get offended when asked to think about some advantage they have accrued due to being white. Many students can recognize whether they attended a well-funded public school that adequately prepared them for college. Recognition of privilege does not negate hard work, but it is an acknowledgment that not everyone has the same educational opportunities, particularly individuals who attended poor schools predominantly populated with racial/ethnic minority students.


White privilege is problematic for many white people because it can feel insulting. Americans are taught that we live in a meritocracy, where individuals get what they work for and rewards are based upon effort and talent. This ideology helps us understand poverty along individualized “blame the victim” lines rather than as a social problem. In other words, if people are poor, it is presumed to be due to some inadequacy on their part. The opposite of the “blame the victim” ideology is also true. When people succeed in American society their success is often attributed to hard work, motivation, intelligence, or other individualized characteristics that are meant to set the person apart from less-successful individuals. The idea of white privilege challenges this. It forces us to recognize that some people, due to their membership in particular racial/ethnic groups, are systematically disadvantaged and face more obstacles in their lives while members of other racial/ethnic groups are systematically advantaged, with more open doors and more opportunities available to them. It may take their individual talents, motivation, and intelligence to take advantage of the open door, but it must be acknowledged that not everyone had the door opened for them in the first place. This is often how privilege manifests itself.


White privilege is uncomfortable for many white students to grasp because the word privilege does not appear to describe their life. Poor and working-class white people are often offended by such a notion because they do not see themselves as beneficiaries of the system in any way. They work hard and have very little, relatively speaking. Indeed, many white people are members of the working poor, people who work full-time and still fall below the poverty line in the United States. How can they be considered privileged? To be able to understand this, we have to recognize the complexities involved in the multiple status hierarchies that exist in American society. One can lack class privilege but still have race privilege, for instance.


The idea of white privilege is that all people identified and treated as white benefit from that status, even if they face disadvantages in other arenas, such as social class. To truly understand how race operates in the United States, it is essential that we recognize this. White privilege offers poor whites something: the satisfaction that at least they do not exist on the bottom rungs of the societal hierarchy—that, despite their poverty, they are at least not black. Additionally, despite any other disadvantages a white person may have, when they walk into a job interview, or restaurant, or any situation, the primary characteristic noted is that they are white, which is their passport for entry, as Peggy McIntosh (2008) describes. Race and gender are what sociologists call master statuses in our society, statuses that are so significant they overshadow all others and influence our lives more than our other statuses.


The combination of the invisibility of white privilege and the fact that all white people are implicated in the racial hierarchy through their privilege also makes it a disturbing concept for many white people. Interrogating white privilege is a particularly difficult task because it is both structural and personal. It forces those of us who are white to ask questions that concern not only structural advantage (such as, how are schools structured in ways that benefit white people?) but individual privilege as well (in what ways was my educational attainment at least partially a result of racial privilege?). Again, while it is uncomfortable to acknowledge being unfairly advantaged, this is exactly what white privilege is.


Additionally, it is important to recognize in what arenas we may be advantaged (oppressors) and in what arenas we may be disadvantaged (oppressed). As a white person, I have race privilege (see Box 2.2 Race in the Workplace: White Teachers Making Meaning of Whiteness). As a woman, I have disadvantages within a patriarchy, a male-dominated society. On a global scale, I have certain advantages, from my odds of survival to the educational and economic opportunities I have had access to, to having been born in a wealthy, First World country rather than in an impoverished nation.
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BOX 2.2

Race in the Workplace:


White Teachers Making Meaning of Whiteness
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Alice McIntyre, teacher and author of Making Meaning of Whiteness: Exploring Racial Identity with White Teachers (1997), explains that entering the teaching profession offered her “numerous occasions to ‘see’ my whiteness and to experience the ways in which race and racism shaped my life, my teaching, my politics, and my understanding of privilege and oppression, especially as they relate to the educational system in the United States” (1997:2). Upon returning to graduate school after twelve years of classroom teaching, she became interested in how white student teachers embraced the cultural understandings of children and how those understandings reinforced white privilege. One of the primary questions motivating her research was, what impact does one’s white racial identity have on one’s notion of what it means to be a teacher?


McIntyre believes that for white teachers to be more effective in the classroom, they must interrogate their own racial socialization, specifically how they are socialized into a position of privilege and a sense of entitlement. She argues that white teachers have an obligation to reflect on their race and its influence on their teaching. “White student teachers need to be intentional about being self-reformers… purposefully thinking through their racial identities as salient aspects of their identities” (italics in original, 1997:5). This cannot be achieved without linking identities to the larger social structure and institutions.


Her goal is to help white student teachers “develop teaching strategies and research methodologies aimed at disrupting and eliminating the oppressive nature of whiteness in education” (1997:7). She is aware of the difficulties surrounding such a task. As she explains, “There is no comfort zone for white people when it comes to discussing white racism” (1997:43).






White Privilege Versus White Racism


Discussing white privilege makes many whites feel uncomfortable because it implicates them in a racist social structure. Thus, doesn’t that make them racist? Is there a difference between white privilege and white racism? Feagin, Vera, and Batur define white racism as “the socially organized set of attitudes, ideas, and practices that deny African Americans and other people of color the dignity, opportunities, freedoms and rewards that this nation offers white Americans” (1995:7). That is clearly a broad definition of white racism—it certainly goes above and beyond the idea that many whites take comfort in, which is that a racist is someone who is actively involved in a white supremacist organization, participates in hate crimes, or believes in the innate inferiority of people of color. However, it is not that clear-cut. As the definition implies, as long as people of color are denied opportunities, it is white racism, and what goes unspoken is that the flip side of this racism is that those become opportunities for white people. In other words, these are two sides of the same coin—without white racism, there is no white privilege. To work actively against racism, whites also have to work against privilege. For instance, if a white employee of a restaurant recognizes racialized patterns, such as people of color working in the kitchen and white staff working the dining room, they can point these out to management and challenge them to justify just staffing decisions. Additionally, there are those who argue that simply living in American society makes one racist—it is the norm in our society, found in the subtle messages we all receive every day. Thus, neutrality is not equated with being nonracist. The only way to be nonracist in American society is to actively work against racism, such as by joining a racial justice organization. Many racial justice organizations are affiliated with religious institutions, for instance, or can be found on university campuses. They can also easily be found online by searching for “antiracist activism” or “racial justice activism.” Beyond actually joining a racial justice organization, one can simply work to be an ally to people of color in the struggle to end racism. Being an ally involves speaking up when you see racial injustice occurring, assuming racism is everywhere, every day, and understanding the history of whiteness and racism (Kivel 2011).
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IMAGE 2.2: The white supremacy flower model illustrates the roots of racism and white supremacy in the Native American genocide and slavery: the stem represents most of US history, including Jim Crow, the Chinese Exclusion Act, and more; and the bloom represents the contemporary United States, including white privilege. Introduced by Hephzibah V. Strmic-Pawl (2015). (Strmic-Pawl, Hephzibah V. Sociology of Race and Ethnicity, January 2015 vol. 1 no. 1 192–197. Copyright© 2015 by American Sociological Association. Reprinted by Permission of SAGE Publications, Inc.)



White Privilege Versus White Supremacy


While the term white privilege causes discomfort in many white people, white supremacy can be an even more shocking term because when we hear the phrase, we often think of white supremacist and white power organizations such as the KKK (see Chapter 12). However, the term white supremacy is broader than that; it refers to the systemic ways the racial order operates to the benefit of whites and discriminates against people of color (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Feagin 2006; Smith 2005; Strmic-Pawl 2015; Takaki 1993; Yancey 2008). White privilege is just one manifestation of white supremacy (Strmic-Pawl 2015). Too often, a focus on white privilege allows us to individualize racism and miss the fact that it is structural (Leonardo 2004; Strmic-Pawl 2015; Yancey 2008).


Sociologist Hephzibah Strmic-Pawl uses a white supremacy flower to represent this (see Image 2.2). As the image depicts, in order to understand white supremacy, we must begin with the roots, which “represent the foundation of the United States with events such as Native American genocide, plantation slavery, and the writing of the Constitution” (Strmic-Pawl 2015:193). Out of the roots, a stem grows. The stem represents much of US history, including the Jim Crow era, the Indian Wars, the Chinese Exclusion Act, and the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II. Each petal on the bloom represents manifestations of racism and white supremacy in the contemporary United States, including mass incarceration, residential segregation, and white privilege. Importantly, “the loss of one petal does make the flower weaker, but it does not kill the plant” (Strmic-Pawl 2015:194).



IDEOLOGIES, IDENTITIES, AND INSTITUTIONS



In the previous chapter, we explored the ways race operates in the form of racial ideologies, racial identities, and institutional racism. We expand on that discussion here to show the ways race privilege informs racial ideologies and racial identities, as well as fosters institutional privileges.


Racial Ideologies of Color-Blindness


Ideologies are not just powerful; they operate in the service of power by providing a frame for interpreting the world (Bonilla-Silva 2010; Thompson 1984). It is through cultural belief systems that so many nonwhite groups embrace the racial hierarchy, embrace racism, as a way to obtain white privilege. The current reigning racial ideology is that of color-blindness.


Color-blindness supports white privilege because it encourages a mentality that allows us to say we don’t see race, that essentially we are color-blind. Paradoxically, this ideology persists within a society literally obsessed with race. The elections of President Barack Obama are a good example. In 2007, discussions of race surrounded Super Bowl XLI because never before had an African American head coach led a team to the Super Bowl—and both teams, the Chicago Bears and the Indianapolis Colts, had black head coaches (see Chapter 11). People of mixed-race ancestry continually report being asked, “What are you?” which is evidence of the ongoing significance of race rather than a commitment to color-blindness.


Clearly, Americans see color, we see race, and we attach significance to it. The power of the color-blind ideology is threefold:




1. We ignore racism. We have a racist society without acknowledging any actual racists (Bonilla-Silva 2006). Racism is alive and well, yet individuals cling to color-blindness, thus avoiding personal responsibility for it. Sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva argues that the color-blind ideology “barricades whites from the United States’ racial reality” (2010:47).


2. We ignore white privilege. Haney Lopez (2006) refers to this as “color-blind white dominance.” By claiming color-blindness white people can ignore the ways white privilege benefits them and can ignore ongoing racism.


3. We perceive whiteness as the norm. Color-blindness fuels perceptions of whiteness as the norm and as synonymous with racial neutrality.
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IMAGE 2.3: A home damaged by the flooding of New Orleans due to the levee breaches after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. These homes are in New Orleans’s Ninth Ward, an overwhelmingly poor and African American community that suffered some of the worst flooding. (Photo by Harold Baquet. The Historic New Orleans Collection, Gift of Harold F. Baquet and Cheron Brylski, acc. no. 2016.0172.)


A glaring example of the normativeness of whiteness was found in media coverage of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. For days, media coverage showed thousands of displaced and desperate people, overwhelmingly black, seeking shelter from the rising flood waters, yet race was never mentioned. When it finally was mentioned, many white people were angered by what they saw as the media “racializing” what they perceived as a race-neutral tragedy. Clinging to color-blind ideologies, they insisted that those left behind to face the devastation were simply people, not black people. The fact that they were black was somehow deemed irrelevant or mere coincidence. Yet this tragedy was clearly “raced” and “classed” as well. It was not simply a coincidence that it was predominantly poor black people who were left behind to drown as the levees broke and the city of New Orleans experienced devastating flooding.


New Orleans is an overwhelmingly black city and a very poor city. When the mayor announced a mandatory evacuation due to the impending hurricane, transportation should have been provided because so many poor black New Orleanians did not own an automobile. In addition, as a matter of public policy, when considering a mandatory evacuation, one has to consider not just transportation but where people are going to go. Poor people are not able to simply get a hotel room in another city to wait out the storm, as a middle-class person could.


Racial ideologies change over time as culture changes. What is essential is that we recognize how the racial ideologies manifest themselves in different eras, that we gauge the influence of such ideologies, and, perhaps most important, that we recognize how the dominant group benefits from such ideologies.



White Racial Identity


Social scientists have only recently begun studying white racial identity development (Helms 1990; McDermott and Samson 2005). Much effort has been put into the study of white ethnic identity development (Alba 1990; Rubin 1994; Stein and Hill 1977; Waters 1990), black racial identity development (Burlew and Smith 1991; Helms 1990; Resnicow and Ross-Gaddy 1997), and shifting racial identities (Fitzgerald 2007; Korgen 1998; Rockquemore and Brunsma 2002), while white racial identities went unexamined. When sociologists have focused on white racial identity development, it has generally been in conjunction with white supremacist movements, but of course, all whites have a racial identity, not just those belonging to such organizations (Dees and Corcoran 1996; Gallaher 2003). Some research finds that white racial identity development is surprisingly similar for white supremacists and white racial justice activists (Hughey 2010, 2012).


For the most part, people of color have been forced to think about race not just in the abstract but as something fundamental to who they are, how they are perceived, and, thus, how they see themselves. Whites, however, develop a white racial identity without much conscious thought or discussion. As James Baldwin has said, being white means never having to think about it. Janet Helms (1990) identifies stages of white racial identity development, beginning with whites who have had no contact with other races, moving to those who learn about race and privilege, and then to those who see inequalities as the fault of the other races. For white people progressing through these first three of six stages of racial identity development, the question becomes, how do they get to see themselves as white in a raced world rather than as neutral, nonraced, or the norm?


In the first stage of white racial identity development, whites have had little contact with people of color and thus have developed a sense of superiority over them based upon social stereotypes and media representations. Whites in stage one have difficulty seeing white privilege and may even resist the idea. Some of these folks are outright racists while others are not blatant racists but may perceive people of color in stereotypical ways, for instance, as lazy or dangerous. There is nothing inevitable about identity development—most whites are in stage one and many never move beyond the first stage (Helms 1990).


For those whites who progress in their identity development, according to Helms (1990), stage two is characterized by fear and guilt that stems from seeing themselves, perhaps for the first time, as holding racial prejudices and as benefiting from structural racism, historically and currently. As they learn more about race in American society, it challenges what they thought they knew about the world. They are seeing racism and privilege for the first time. Often, whites respond to this guilt and fear through retrenchment, which is the third stage.


In the retrenchment stage, whites deal with their guilt by blaming the victim, declaring that racial inequality is the fault of minorities. Not all white people move backward at this stage. Instead, some progress through the next stages, eventually developing a healthy white racial identity that is not based on guilt or a sense of superiority.


Many whites struggle with seeing themselves as white. As mentioned previously, whiteness is viewed by many whites as bland, cultureless; thus, white people are more likely to lack an overt racial identity. In fact, this lack of a sense of white identity is due to the fact that whiteness is generally seen as the norm. By bemoaning their lack of a racial identity, whites help maintain the separate status of racial/ethnic minorities, who are perceived as different, as “other,” in American society. What is in operation is white privilege: the privilege to not think about race, the privilege to not recognize the dominant culture as white culture and instead see it as racially neutral, and the privilege to overlook the fact that whiteness, rather than being absent, is ever present as the unnamed norm.


Identities are more than personal. They are products of particular sociohistorical eras. Thus white identities, like all racial identities, are social, historical, and political constructions. The fact that white as a racial identity is rarely visible is evidence of the operation of white privilege in our lives today. Identities are political, and they are a response to changing social and political contexts. Native American activism during the 1970s resulted in more individuals’ officially identifying as Native American (Nagel 1996). The racial identity of white Americans often goes unacknowledged, with the exception of historical eras that challenge the taken-for-grantedness of whiteness and white privilege. For instance, during the civil rights movement, many white Americans began to explicitly claim their whiteness if for no other reason than they viewed the privileges associated with their whiteness as being threatened. The racial socialization of whites, their sense of entitlement, was being challenged every day. As black civil rights activists demanded equal rights, whites counterattacked with rhetoric concerning the perceived loss of their own rights (Sokol 2006). Today, in a less racially charged atmosphere, most whites are unlikely to see themselves in racial terms. However, white people working toward racial justice do view white as a race and their life experiences as racialized (see Box 2.3 Racial Justice Activism: Tim Wise on White Identity and Becoming a Racial Justice Activist).


Institutional Privilege


Just as sociologists have identified racial discrimination within all of our major social institutions, white privilege can be found in these arenas as well: banks/lending institutions, educational systems, media, criminal justice systems, and government, just to name a few. This is the most difficult arena in which to make race privilege visible. Institutional racism was introduced in the first chapter and refers to everyday business practices and policies that result in disadvantage for some racial groups, intentionally or not. Institutional privilege is even more difficult to identify because privilege is designed to be unacknowledged, and in its institutionalized form it becomes even more obscured. In addition to the advantages individuals accumulate through white privilege, institutional privilege also takes the form of customs, norms, traditions, laws, and public policies that benefit whites (Williams 2003). Throughout this text, various societal institutions will be explored, exposing not only the racial inequality embedded in them but also the ways white privilege is built into the specific business practices and policies within each institution. In exploring institutional privilege, it is useful to ask, what group benefits from a particular arrangement, policy, or practice?
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BOX 2.3

Racial Justice Activism:


Tim Wise on White Identity and Becoming a Racial Justice Activist
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Tim Wise has been working as an antiracist activist since he was twenty-one years old. He details his path to antiracist work in his book White Like Me: Reflections on Race from a Privileged Son (2005). During his college years at Tulane University in New Orleans, he immersed himself in activist work, primarily working as an antiapartheid activist and a Central American peace activist.


Wise explains that he was not aware that, even as he worked to eradicate racism across the globe, he was doing absolutely nothing about racism in his own community and thus was reinforcing his own white privilege despite his activism. This contradiction was pointed out to him by an African American woman and New Orleans native during a question-and-answer period concerning the university’s decision to divest in South Africa. She pointedly asked him, in his four years of living in New Orleans, “What one thing have you done to address apartheid in this city, since, after all, you benefit from that apartheid?” (2005:114). After his inability to adequately respond to that question and much self-reflection, he realized, “I had been blind to the way in which my own privilege and the privilege of whites generally had obscured our understanding of such issues as accountability, the need to link up struggles (like the connection between racism in New Orleans and that in South Africa), and the need to always have leadership of color in any antiracist struggle, however much that requires whites to step back, keep our mouths shut and just listen for a while” (2005:117).


After graduating from college, Wise took that lesson seriously and began his career as an antiracist activist, working as a youth coordinator for the Louisiana Coalition Against Racism and Nazism, which opposed the political candidacy of neo-Nazi Senate candidate David Duke. He moved up the ranks of the organization and eventually became one of the most visible faces associated with the anti-Duke effort (2005:11). Wise now earns a living lecturing and writing about white privilege and antiracist activism.


Wise acknowledges that there is significant resistance to whites’ engaging in antiracist activist work because they lack antiracist role models to whom they can look for guidance, they fear alienating family and friends with their views, and “because resistance is difficult… many whites who care deeply about issues of racism and inequality will find ourselves paralyzed either by uncertainty, fear or both” (2005:62). He emphasizes that despite these obstacles to resistance, “experiences taught me that to be white in this country doesn’t have to be a story of accepting unjust social systems. There is not only one way to be in this skin. There are choices we can make, paths we can travel, and when we travel them, we will not be alone” (2005:63).


While engaging in this kind of work has resulted in some death threats, hate mail, and being followed by skinheads on at least one occasion, Wise argues that “I put up with whatever cost I have to put up with, because the cost of not doing the work is greater.… People of color have to do this work as a matter of everyday survival. And so long as they have to, who am I to act as if I have a choice in the matter? Especially when my future and that of my children in large part depends on the eradication of racism? There is no choice” (2005:6).





Another way to understand the cumulative advantage that institutional privilege amounts to is to use the idea of locked-in advantage, which was introduced by economists. In economics, locked-in advantages are the competitive advantages that early technology leaders have by being the first on the market. Daria Roithmayr (2014) uses this idea to explain continuing racial inequality. For instance, during the Jim Crow era whites were advantaged by racial exclusion policies held by homeowners associations, unions, schools, and banks, all of which contributed to white advantage and racial minority disadvantage (and which will be explored in greater detail throughout this book).


To help understand what is meant by institutional privilege, we explore several policies and practices that have allowed whites to accumulate wealth and prevented people of color from doing the same. These include the policies and practices of banking and lending institutions as well as government policies and practices.


Racial minorities have been systematically excluded from wealth creation with very real, concrete consequences. Slavery is the most obvious example. In addition to the cruelty and inhumanity of this institution, it was also a system that deterred wealth accumulation by the great majority of blacks and supported the massive accumulation of wealth by some whites. For over 240 years, blacks labored in America without being compensated. Clearly that placed them in a disadvantaged position in terms of wealth accumulation. While only a small portion of the population owned slaves, it is estimated that about fifteen million white Americans today have slave-owning ancestors (Millman 2008). Of our first eighteen presidents, thirteen owned slaves. Two recent presidents, father and son George H. W. and George W. Bush, are descendants of slave owners, contributing, of course, to their great wealth and political power to this day.


Upon emancipation, reparations for former slaves were promised, most in the form of land. The promised “forty acres and a mule,” however, never materialized. During the Reconstruction era, the federal government established the Freedmen’s Bureau to provide food, education, medical care, and, in some cases, land to newly freed slaves as well as to needy whites (see Chapter 5). Although this agency only lasted one year and was unable to meet the needs of the great majority of newly freed slaves, it is significant that more whites benefited from this government agency than blacks.


Native American Land Loss


The exploitation of Native Americans often involved the taking of land; an estimated two billion acres of land was transferred to the United States government from American Indian tribes through treaties in exchange for tribal sovereignty (Newton 1999). European Americans confiscated land that Native peoples populated, forced their removal, and sometimes engaged in acts of genocide so as to acquire land. This theme of Native land loss at the hands of whites is hardly news; most of us learned of this in grade school. However, we need to reflect more on its significance. Native land loss is always presented as a collective problem, which it was, as tribes lost their lands and livelihoods as they were repeatedly relocated to less valuable lands. What we tend not to realize is that this is a significant loss at the individual level as well. Land is equivalent to wealth in the white mainstream culture (Native peoples, however, generally did not believe people could own the land and instead saw themselves as stewards of the land). Who benefited when all those Native people were forced off of the land on which they lived? White people took the land as their own, thus acquiring wealth. Native land loss at the hands of whites goes beyond giant land swindles involving treaties between the federal government and tribal governments. Throughout the country there were smaller, everyday, localized swindles. Additionally, many states established laws that did not allow Native people to own land, thus limiting their ability to accumulate wealth and simultaneously contributing to the ability of white people to accumulate wealth.



White Advantage: Wealth Accumulation


These historical examples of the exploitation of racial minorities in terms of wealth accumulation have a flip side: white advantage. Whites historically and currently benefit from the exclusion of other racial/ethnic groups. For instance, laws supported the rights of white Americans to own homes and businesses while banks and lending institutions provided them with the necessary capital to do so. This was not a given for people of color. Until the 1960s, laws explicitly excluded people of color from obtaining business loans in many places. White people were subsidized in acquiring their own homes and thus establishing equity, which eventually became wealth that was passed on to the next generation (Oliver and Shapiro 1995). This is significant if for no other reason than wealth accumulates. Federal Reserve studies confirm that even today, minorities get fewer home loans, even when their economic situations are comparable to whites. “The poorest white applicant, according to this [Federal Reserve] report, was more likely to get a mortgage loan approved than a black in the highest income bracket” (Oliver and Shapiro 1995:20). The consequences of this are profound because for most Americans, home ownership represents their primary and often only source of wealth (see Chapter 8). Research finds that over the past thirty years, white household wealth has grown 84 percent, which is 1.2 times the growth rate of Latino household wealth and three times the rate of black household wealth (Asante-Muhammed, Collins, Hoxie, and Neives 2016).


Ideologies of white supremacy fuel white identities and a sense of entitlement, and thus, the creation of institutions that deny access to anyone but whites has been deemed acceptable. Ideologies of color-blindness in our current era fuel a “raceless” identity in whites that allows them to deny ongoing racism while still enjoying race privilege.




REFLECT AND CONNECT


Think about how much white privilege you may have. If you are white, did your ancestors own slaves? Ask your parents the following questions: Did your parents or grandparents have access to home and/or business loans? Did they own their own homes or land? Did your parents or grandparents own a business? Did your parents or grandparents attend college? Have you received or do you expect to receive an inheritance? Are your parents paying for your college, thus making significant student loans unnecessary? If you can answer yes to any of these, you have more than likely benefited from white privilege in a very material, concrete way.






CHALLENGING WHITE PRIVILEGE



What can or should be done about white privilege? Is it necessary to challenge white privilege? Is it possible? It is easier to condemn racism than to challenge one’s own privilege. Understanding white privilege is essential yet incomplete, because, as McIntosh notes, “describing white privilege makes one newly accountable” (2008:109). In other words, if we see privilege, do we not have an obligation to work to eradicate it? While white privilege allows whites to ignore their race and avoid confronting the advantages associated with it, many white Americans actively challenge white privilege as part of their commitment to racial justice and as a way to challenge their own sense of entitlement (e.g., Warren 2010; Wise 2005). White civil rights activists were rejecting their own race privilege through their activism on behalf of full civil rights for people of color, for instance (e.g., Murray 2004; Zellner and Curry 2008).


Racial justice activists argue that white privilege is the proverbial “elephant in the room” that white people agree to ignore (Parker and Chambers 2007). White theologians have called for an end to the silence surrounding white privilege within religious institutions (Cassidy and Mikulich 2007). Stories of racial justice activism are featured in “Racial Justice Activism” boxes in each chapter. Now, we are going to explore why challenging white privilege is not only necessary but also actually in the interests of white people; although, as one of my former students pointed out, it bears emphasizing that we should reject white privilege because it is the right thing to do, not because it is in our interest as white people.


For many white people, being introduced to the concept of white privilege invokes intense feelings of guilt. They often respond by saying they should not be made to feel guilty for being white, as it was hardly their choice. Or they feel that by focusing on privilege, it takes away from their achievements or the achievements of their parents. This is not the intent. White guilt is a normal reaction to learning about historical and current atrocities inflicted upon racial minorities by whites. When it comes to race, our country has an ugly history that cannot be ignored. Guilt is uncomfortable psychologically, so people tend to work to alleviate the feeling. Thus, such guilt has the potential to motivate change, to get white people to understand how they are racist, how they contribute to racial oppression, and what they can do to end it. It is important to recognize white privilege. It is necessary for a complete understanding of the role race plays in all of our lives, both at the individual and societal levels. Additionally, opposing the racial inequities associated with whiteness is not the same thing as opposing white people (Williams 2003).


It is important to critically investigate white privilege because while privilege offers advantages, whites are also losers under this system of structural inequality. There are many unrecognized ways whites lose under this system: for example, it is expensive, financially and morally, to ignore white privilege in the workplace because it remains an uncomfortable environment for people of color and, thus, their retention is less likely. The only way white people can remain part of this racial hierarchy is to compartmentalize—separate their heads from their hearts. There are long-term consequences of such compartmentalization, primarily in terms of failing to recognize our common humanity (Kendall 2006). Helms’s stages of racial identity development are helpful in understanding our common humanity. Through this model, we can see that racial identity is not fixed. We can change; we can progress in terms of understanding ourselves along racial lines as well as understanding the operation of our societal racial hierarchy.




[image: image]





IMAGE 2.4: Antiracist activist, author, and speaker Tim Wise. (Reprinted with permission)


Tim Wise (2008) argues that white people pay a tremendous price for maintaining white privilege and that it is actually in the interest of whites to dismantle the racial hierarchy. Wise offers the following bit of advice to whites interested in working for racial justice: “The first thing a white person must do to effectively fight racism is to learn to listen, and more than that, to believe what people of color say about their lives.… One of the biggest problems with white America is its collective unwillingness to believe that racism is still a real problem for nonwhite peoples, despite their repeated protestations that it is” (2005:67).




WITNESS


“I think it’s the price of the soul. You’re internally diminished when you dominate other people or when you’re trying to convince yourself you’re not dominating others” (Warren 2010:88).





One of the reasons offered by whites fighting for racial justice is the moral one: that this is an unjust system and, thus, it should be dismantled. Ignoring both inequality and privilege dehumanizes all of us. Racial justice activists find that when they engage in this work it is personally fulfilling. They believe that working for racial justice will produce a better society for all. For racial justice activists, having healthier communities, more empowered citizens, and a more humane culture that focuses on compassion and community will provide a better society for all (Warren 2010).




WITNESS


One of the racial justice activists interviewed by Warren (2010) explains why she believes this work is part of her civil and political responsibility: “We have got to do something about that for the good of democracy. It’s just not healthy for a democracy to have that kind of racism at its core” (Warren 2010:85).





Another reason it is in the interest of whites to dismantle white privilege is economic. It is costly to maintain inequality. Whiteness privileges some whites more than others. It is estimated that an affluent 20 percent of whites reap most of the benefits of whiteness (Hobgood 2007). Having a labor force that is divided along racial lines (see Chapter 8) deflates all workers’ wages. The prison industrial complex (see Chapter 9) disproportionately incarcerates racial minority males. The mass incarceration of minority males becomes self-perpetuating in that they become the face of crime, leaving white criminals privileged in that they are not immediately suspect. However, whites are disadvantaged by the mass incarceration of minorities simply because more and more tax dollars go toward incarcerating citizens rather than toward supporting schools, for instance.


CHAPTER SUMMARY


This chapter focuses on the social construction of whiteness, including how some groups have become white over time. For many groups, such as Jewish Americans, becoming white is intimately connected to social class and social mobility. The desire to assimilate into whiteness is a result of benefits associated with white privilege. White privilege can be thought of as the other side of racism. White privilege tends to be unacknowledged by its recipients. Part of the benefits associated with our racial hierarchy involves establishing cultural belief systems that contribute to the invisibility of privilege. White racial identities emerge out of the intersection of these cultural belief systems and institutionalized privilege. Ultimately, many whites working for racial justice argue that white privilege actually hurts whites as well as people of color. They maintain that it is necessary to dismantle the racial hierarchy by ending both racism and white privilege so as to create a more compassionate society.


As we work to bring white people into discussions of race, we must be careful not to render racial/ethnic “others” invisible. To address this, the goal should be to work at understanding the racial hierarchy—what groups are designated as dominant, what groups are subordinate, and how this system inequitably distributes power, privilege, and oppression. Understanding the totality of the system is essential to adequately take account of race, racism, and privilege.


KEY TERMS AND CONCEPTS




Agency


Assimilation


Collective social mobility


Institutional privilege


Locked-in advantage


Master status


Meritocracy


New white consciousness


Norm


Patriarchy


Pluralism


Psychological wage


Racial challenges


Racial hierarchies


Racial socialization


Structural constraints


White privilege


Whiteness


White racism


White supremacy


Working poor




PERSONAL REFLECTIONS




1. If you are white, describe at least five ways you have benefited from white privilege. Discuss whether it was difficult to think of five examples and, if so, speculate on why that was. Discuss whether you had considered yourself privileged in any way, but specifically along racial lines, before. In other words, was white privilege visible to you? If so, why do you think that was so? If not, explore why that was not the case.


If you are a nonwhite student, reverse the questions. For instance, list five ways you have been discriminated against due to your race. Were these examples difficult to come up with? Speculate on why or why not. Additionally, speculate on a few ways you think your life might have been different had you been born white in American society.


2. If possible, describe white privilege to two white people you know—friends, coworkers, or family members. What is the general reaction to this notion? Why do you think this is so? Is it possible for you to not see white privilege after reading this chapter? If so, why do you think that is? If not, why not? Describe white privilege to two people of color that you know—friends, coworkers, or family members. Describe the general reaction to this notion. Tie this in to the idea of standpoint perspective described in Chapter 1.





CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS




1. Thinking about Tim Wise’s story (Racial Justice Activism), to what extent do you think this kind of transformation (his development of a white racial identity and eventually becoming an antiracist activist) is likely for most whites? What do you base your speculation on? Explain how white racism and white privilege are two sides of the same coin (in other words, without one, the other does not exist).


Provide examples that go beyond the examples provided in the text to show how white racism and white privilege are interconnected.


2. Think about some arena in which you hold privilege (race, gender, sexual orientation, disability, nationality). Identify five ways you see privilege operating in your life.
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RECOMMENDED FILMS


Mirrors of Privilege: Making Whiteness Visible (2006). Produced by Shakti Butler. This film features stories of antiracist activists and how and why they choose to fight not only racism but also white privilege. These stories of racial justice activism emphasize the stages of white racial identity development.


Tim Wise on White Privilege: Racism, White Denial, and the Costs of Inequality (2008). Produced and edited by Sut Jhally. This video is an engaging lecture by one of the most prominent antiracist activists today, Tim Wise. Emphasis is placed not only on the damage white privilege does to people of color but also on its costs to white people and, thus, why it is in all of our interests to challenge white privilege.


RECOMMENDED MULTIMEDIA


Check out the White Privilege Conference (WPC) website, particularly the WPC University, which offers online courses (some for credit) exploring issues of diversity, white privilege, and social justice. http://www.whiteprivilegeconference.com/university.html.


Check out the website for the National Collegiate Dialogue on Race. If you find this interesting, ask your professor to sign your class up for the dialogue so that you can participate in it. http://www.usaonrace.com/category/department/national-collegiate-dialogue.
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