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PREFACE


Every one of us could write a book about race. The text is already imprinted in our minds and reflects our moral character. Dividing people into races started as creating some convenient categories. However, those divisions have taken on lives of their own, dominating our culture and consciousness, coloring passions and opinions, contorting facts and fomenting fantasies.

So race is more than simply a subject to be studied or an issue for debate. Given these conditions, objectivity is hardly possible. Which brings us back to the book that each of us might write. The volume in your hand offers one author’s understanding of the role and meaning of race in the contemporary United States. Its title borrows from Benjamin Disraeli’s remarks on the rich and poor of his Victorian England, and applies them to the two major races in America today: “Two nations, between whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy; who are as ignorant of each other’s habits, thoughts, and feelings, as if they were dwellers in different zones, or inhabitants of different planets.”

The subtitle, “Separate, Hostile, Unequal,” has several sources. First, there has been the continuing debate in our courts and conversations over whether racially separated facilities can ever be equivalent in status and social worth. Another issue is whether the separation springs from choice, or is imposed by one race upon the other. Hence the conclusion of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders back in 1968: “Our nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one back white, separate and unequal.” Yet these two nations, these two separate societies, have existed from the start. And, to be utterly frank, their relations have never been amiable. Alexis de Tocqueville noted this hostility a century and a half ago. “The most formidable of all the ills that threaten the future of the Union arises from the presence of a black population upon its territory,” he observed during his visit to the United States. If he wrote these words during the days of slavery, they describe our racial reality today. Indeed, he could have been in our midst when he saw how “the danger of a conflict between the white and the black inhabitants perpetually haunts the imagination of the Americans, like a painful dream.” We can benefit by returning to Tocqueville’s analysis in the concluding chapter.

My early training was in philosophy, where I soon discovered that we should not expect a consensus on social and moral issues. Not the least reason is that we frequently disagree on what we feel are the facts. While research can be useful, past a certain point we must bring intuition and imagination to bear. On this premise, the first part of this book will expand on some personal impressions concerning race in our time. These chapters will include observations on how we define and divide people into races; on what it is like to be black in the United States; and why white Americans react as they do to people of African ancestry. So the reader should be forewarned: this section will rely on subjective interpretations, since statements about how we behave in the realm of race are seldom amenable to evidence, let alone conclusive proof.

At the same time, in treating these and other topics, I have tried to provide enough plausibility to keep the conversation going. While the reader will not be asked to agree at every stage, it may be hoped that he or she may say, “You could have a point; I’m still willing to listen.” Some of what will be said may seem overly generalized or unwilling to admit of exceptions. Here, too, indulgence is asked. Race is a tense terrain, where we often try to hide crucial truths from ourselves. One way to bring these premises to the surface is by making them as vivid as possible.

Part II of Two Nations will focus more precisely on the role race plays in such spheres as education and family life, as well as the economy, politics, and crime. This section, too, reflects the author’s outlook and interests. Much of my career has been spent as a social scientist, which carries a commitment to revealing how the world really works. One way to array information is in statistical form. While numbers in and of themselves cannot pronounce final truths, they can offer insights and illumination if they are collated with care.

It is revealing that so much information about ourselves is classified according to race. We publish separate black and white breakdowns on whether mothers breast-feed their babies and on persons who have been arrested for embezzlement. The census even has separate racial columns for people who bicycle to work. But it would be a mistake to view such tabulations as depersonalized data. On the contrary, they can tell a very human story. And, as will be seen, statistics often surprise us with unexpected findings.

Nor will Part II rely entirely on tables. It will also offer a broader analysis of conditions impinging upon race. Thus the rise in fatherless households may emerge not as just one race’s problem but as having larger social causes. In the same way, what we call crime can be explained in terms of class as well as race. Or, by exploring forces that run deeper, we may come closer to realizing why so many men commit the crime of rape. Also, any discussion of unequal education should be conjoined with at least a few comments on what we want our offspring to learn and why we place so much emphasis on multiple-choice tests. These chapters will also seek to explain why some conditions related to race have changed over time, while others manage to persist, and still others have become more painful and pronounced. Given the breadth of these issues, the reader should not be surprised if more than a few impressions find their way into these analytical chapters.

One or two more remarks should suffice. No one could possibly tally all the books and articles that have been written about race in America. A host of scholars, journalists, and commentators have produced an impressive literature. Prominent among these are authors who have actually lived on the nation’s racial frontiers. J. Anthony Lukas’s Common Ground about Boston, Elijah Anderson’s Streetwise on Philadelphia, as well as Chicago as depicted in Nicholas Lemann’s The Promised Land and Alex Kotlowitz’s There Are No Children Here have all added dimensions to our understanding that statistics can never satisfy. For this reason, each book on race should be seen as part of a collective enterprise. If each of us focuses on certain aspects and issues, and explains them in our own way, we are all dependent on what others have discovered and said.

So separate mention should be made of America’s most notable book on race. It was a over half century ago, in 1944, that Gunnar Myrdal published his classic study, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy. By every measure, it was a masterful enterprise and one that can never be rivaled. If few people read him today, many of Myrdal’s insights remain relevant and applicable. For example, he stressed the idea that race in America is essentially a caste condition, so that for all basic purposes, black people never escape their birth. And as his title made clear, Myrdal’s central theme was that the United States was and is beset by an apparent paradox: the nation’s commitments to universal justice and equality are contradicted by the way it treats its principal minority race. Myrdal, an eminent Swedish scholar, took seriously Americans’ declarations about justice and equality. Perhaps, as a good guest, he did not want to accuse his hosts of hypocrisy.

As it happens, the pages that follow will contain relatively few citations or references. This should not be taken as suggesting that what others have written lacks significance. Rather, it is that too many allusions to fellow authors can end up as a book devoted to other books. Real issues like employment and welfare can become deflected into a debate over Charles Murray’s formulations versus those of William Julius Wilson. Or questions of education and culture may become a battle of competing quotations from Diane Ravitch and Molefi Kete Asante. While this can often be a fruitful approach, especially for academic audiences, it has not been the one chosen here. References, listing source materials, have been gathered in a separate section.

The book’s title might seem to intimate that a full portrait of America can be rendered in black and white. Obviously this is not the case. While persons we classify as black or white still comprise America’s major races, they currently account for a smaller share of the population than at any time in our history. Since we want a full perspective, Asians and Hispanics and other ethnic groups will obviously appear on these pages. Still, Two Nations will adhere to its title by giving central attention to black and white Americans, and the reasons for this emphasis will be made evident. In many respects, other groups find themselves sitting as spectators, while the two prominent players try to work out how or whether they can coexist with one another.

Two Nations will also seek to explain why so much behavior regarding race remains so obdurate and ingrained. Not the least of its conclusions will be that racial tensions serve too many important purposes to be easily ameliorated, let alone eliminated or replaced. The reader should also be advised not to expect this book to end on an optimistic note. Nor should he or she look for a closing chapter with proposals for reducing discrimination and ending prejudice. Two Nations is not that kind of book. I leave it to others to propose measures they feel can break down racial barriers and bring more amity and equity to the racial sphere.

Of course, there are things that should be done, and some may be within the realm of possibility. At the same time, there is scant evidence that the majority of white Americans are ready to invest in redistributive programs, let alone give of themselves in more exacting ways. As will be shown, not only is the taxpaying electorate overwhelmingly white, but it is also middle-class, middle-aged, and—increasingly—ensconced in insulated suburbs. In short, our time is not one receptive to racial remedies. One aim of this book will be to show why this is the case.

Given the tempo of our times, a book on race must be kept up-to-date. This is all the more necessary for the classroom, where Two Nations is frequently used, not least because it encourages debate and discussion. Hence this new edition, in which every chapter has been revised. In particular, new or expanded material has been added in the following areas.


	Affirmative action has moved from being a series of varied programs to a serious constitutional issue. By the end of 2002, courts in different parts of the country had made conflicting rulings. One set of opinions allowed colleges to consider race in making admission decisions if their aim was to have a more diverse student body. Other courts asserted that race cannot be a factor, since giving preference to one group discriminates against others. By the time this edition of Two Nations is in your hands, parties to the cases will have asked the Supreme Court to choose between these principles and positions.

	This book focuses on America’s two major races. This in turn calls for comments when behavior can be said to have racial associations. Where white Americans are concerned, recent years have seen some new developments that cast light on being white. One is that white parents are showing less of the commitment to family life on which they once prided themselves. Another is that white students—and most notably young men—no longer rank at the top in grades and scores and admission to selective colleges.

	The chapter on employment now has a balance sheet showing the records of corporations in choosing black candidates as their CEOs. Several firms have made such breakthroughs; so it remains to ask how many others will receive similar promotions. In the chapter on crime, the question is raised whether race plays a role, since the last few years have seen growing groups of white executives charged with illegally using their powers.


	The year 2001 found a Republican in the White House. While George W. Bush did not achieve a popular plurality nationwide, he won the support of 55 percent of white voters, and he viewed them as his core constituency. Yet he has placed more black officials in visible positions than his party ordinarily does. This raises the question of whether the Republicans want to remake themselves into a racially integrated party.

	Back in 1960, individuals who had identities other than black or white constituted less than one percent of the population. By 2000, members of those groups had grown to 18.6 percent of the national total. In fact, persons of Hispanic origin now outnumber black Americans, and there has been a substantial rise in Asian-Americans. So it may be wondered if it is still valid to depict the United States as “two nations.” The response, which will be elaborated in the opening chapter, is that race remains the country’s principal division, and this is likely to continue in the coming century, even if not all Americans are included in that bifurcation.



ANDREW HACKER
January 2003





PART I



CHAPTER ONE DIVIDING AMERICAN SOCIETY


RACE HAS BEEN an American obsession since the first Europeans sighted “savages” on these shores. In time, those original inhabitants would be subdued or slaughtered and finally sequestered out of view. But race in America took on a deeper and more disturbing meaning with the importation of Africans as slaves. Bondage would later be condemned as an awful injustice and the nation’s shame, even as we have come to acknowledge the stamina and skill it took to survive in a system where humans could be bought and sold and punished like animals. Nor are these antecedents buried away in the past. That Americans of African origin once wore the chains of chattels remains alive in the memory of both races and continues to separate them.

Black Americans are Americans, yet they still subsist as aliens in the only land they know. Other groups may remain outside the mainstream—some religious sects, for example—but they do so voluntarily. In contrast, blacks must endure a segregation that is far from freely chosen. So America may be seen as two separate nations. Of course, there are places where the races mingle. Yet in most significant respects, the separation is pervasive and penetrating. As a social and human division, it surpasses all others—even gender—in intensity and subordination.

If white Americans regard the United States as their nation, they also see it beset with racial problems they feel are not of their making. Some contrast current conditions with earlier times, when blacks appeared more willing to accept a subordinate status. Most whites will protest that they bear neither responsibility nor blame for the conditions black Americans face. Neither they nor their forebears ever owned slaves, nor can they see themselves as having held anyone back or down. Most white Americans believe that for at least the last generation, blacks have been given more than a fair chance and at least equal opportunity, if not outright advantages. Moreover, few white Americans feel obliged to ponder how membership in the major race gives them powers and privileges.

America is inherently a “white” country: in character, in structure, in culture. Needless to say, black Americans create lives of their own. Yet, as a people, they face boundaries and constrictions set by the white majority. America’s version of apartheid, while lacking overt legal sanction, comes closest to the system even now overturned in the land of its invention.

That racial tensions cast a pall upon this country can hardly be denied. People now vent feelings of hostility and anger that in the past they repressed. Race has become a national staple for private conversation and public controversy. So it becomes necessary to ask what in recent decades has brought the issue and reality of race to the center of the stage.

THE INVENTION OF RACE

The idea of “race” is a human creation. People have given names to their varied strains since physical differences first began to appear. Nor are there signs that racial lines have grown dimmer in modern times. On the contrary, race continues to preoccupy the public mind, a reminder of a past that cannot be willed away.

Since race is part of common parlance, people have used the term in many ways. Little will be gained by asking for clear-cut definitions or, for that matter, by trying to decide exactly how many different races occupy this planet. Anthropologists have their lists, but even they disagree on criteria and classifications. Still, some major groupings recur: Negroid, Mongoloid, Australoid, Caucasoid, and Indic, with American Indians and Pacific Islanders added as two encompassing categories. But there are also finer racial divisions, such as Aryans and Semites and Dravidians. Tribes like the Watusi and the Navajo have also been given racial designations. Indeed, since there is no consensus when it comes to defining “race,” the term has been applied to a diversity of groups. The Irish have been called a race in their own right, as have Jews and Hindus. Many find these ambiguities unsettling, but then so is much of life. In the United States, what people mean by “race” is usually straightforward and clear, given the principal division into black and white. Yet, as it happens, not all Americans fit into “racial” designations.

In theory, Native Americans taken together belong to what most anthropologists would call a basic race. Yet, on the whole, they tend to be a loose residue of tribes rather than a racial entity. A single primal consciousness cannot be said to bind the aspirations and interests of Chippewas and Seminoles and Aleuts. As it happens, the Native American population has undergone an unusual increase. Between 1970 and 2000, the number of persons claiming tribal antecedents rose from 827,268 to 2,475,956, which works out to more than three times the growth rate for the nation as a whole. The chief reason is that a lot of people who had concealed their native origins are now reclaiming them as their primary identity.

Until a decade or so ago, Americans spoke of “Orientals,” and the individuals so described are members of what the anthropologists call the “Mongoloid” race. However, these terms—along with “yellow”—are now hardly ever heard. For one thing, many of those subsumed under the “Oriental” rubric never liked that designation. After all, it was invented and imposed by Europeans, who saw their own continent as the center of civilization and relegated the “Orient” to Europe’s eastern horizon.

Today, we have the generic term “Asian,” which includes not only Japanese and Chinese and Koreans, but also Indonesians and Indians along with Burmese and Thais, plus Filipinos and Pakistanis. Geographically speaking, Asia extends from the Kuril Islands to Istanbul and Israel. In fact, “Asian-Americans” did not choose this title for themselves. Rather, the larger society has found it convenient to collect them into a single category that mingles racial and national origins. For this reason, obviously, “Asian” itself cannot be a race, since it embraces not only persons once described as “Mongoloid,” but also Indics and Dravidians and Caucasians. Even the Koreans and Chinese and Japanese, who belong to the common “Mongoloid” race, seldom mix with one another and have few activities or interests in common. Rather than racial, their images of their identities are almost wholly national. So, although in textbook terms most Americans of Asian origin have specific racial origins, in social and political terms those identities have only a residual significance. In 1970, the census counted 1,438,544 people in what is now the Asian category. By 2000, due mainly to immigration, that group had grown sevenfold, to 10,242,998. (See the table on page 21.)

Nor can it be contended that Americans of Hispanic—or Chicano or Latino—heritage comprise a race. On the contrary, among their numbers can be found persons of almost pure European ancestry, as well as some of partial but visible African origin, along with individuals of unblemished Indian descent. One has only to recall that the founder of modern Chile was named Bernardo O’ Gigging, while a recent president of Peru, Alberto Fujimori, is of Japanese ancestry. But far outnumbering these individuals and groups are people of such varied parentages as to render any talk of race impossible. Since 1970, the Hispanic group has increased from 9,072,602 to 35,305,818, three times the rate for the population as a whole.

In fact, the “nonracial” character of Hispanics has been reflected in recent census reports, where individuals are allowed to describe themselves as they choose. Accordingly, in one census question, individuals may indicate that they are Latin or Hispanic. In another place, they may also fill in a race. As the table on this page shows, they vary in their choices. In California, where Mexican-Americans predominate, only 39.7 percent say they are also white, while 51.2 percent said they had no “race” at all. For them, to be Hispanic is a sole and sufficient identity. However, in Florida, with a strong Cuban community, close to three-quarters—74.8 percent—took the white option, and only 16.7 percent identified themselves as Hispanic and nothing else. New York shows another variation, since many of its Puerto Ricans and Dominicans add a black designation. These figures should make clear that Latino or Hispanic is not a racial identity, but an ethnicity which can stand alone or combine with other attributions. (The same eschewal of “race” may be observed among immigrants from the Middle East.)

So it would seem that the country’s fastest growing groups prefer to emphasize their cultural and national identities rather than traits associated with race. However, the same cannot be said for the rest of the nation, which remains either black or white.

RACIAL CHOICES OF HISPANIC-AMERICANS



	  	U.S.A. 	California 	New York 	Florida


	★ American Indian, Alaskan Native, Asian, Hawaiian, or some combination of racial or other designations.


	White
	47.9%
	39.7%
	39.5%
	74.8%



	Black
	2.0%
	0.7%
	7.0%
	2.7%



	Other★
	7.9%
	8.4%
	9.3%
	5.8%



	No Race
	42.3%
	51.2%
	44.2%
	16.7%



	 
	100.1%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%






To give the names “black” and “white” to races might seem, on its face, quite ludicrous. Clearly, no human beings have skins of either color. Indeed, very few come even close to those tones. But then “white” and “black” stand for much more than the shades of epidermal coverings. To start, they refer to the “Caucasian” and “Negroid” races, whose facial appearances can differ as prominently as their colors.

But more is involved than color or facial features or skeletal structure. The terms also carry cultural connotations. In its basic meaning, “white” denotes European antecedents, while “black” stands for Africa. Since the human species began in Africa, we can say that black people are those whose ancestors remained on that continent, while whites descend from those who embarked on migrations to cooler climates. This has led some to the presumption that the races are at different levels of evolutionary development. For at least half a dozen centuries, and possibly longer, “white” has implied a higher civilization based on a superior inheritance.

Europeans who colonized the Western Hemisphere sought to re-create it in their image and to transform North and South America into “white” continents. With conquest comes the power to impose your ways on territories you have subdued. The treatment of the Native Americans simply ratified that view. (In some places, the native populations remained large enough to exert a reciprocal influence, as in India and most of Africa. This was not to be the case in the United States.) Still, something can be learned by looking at how “white” was originally conceived, and the changes it has undergone.

BECOMING “WHITE”

From the colonial period through the Jacksonian era, most white Americans were of English ancestry. Alexis de Tocqueville, during his visit in the 1830s, felt he could characterize the country and its free citizens as “Anglo-Americans.”

Given the changes in the population, this epithet could not last. Even so, the Anglo-American model has remained remarkably durable, with most subsequent immigrants adapting to its canons. They not only learned English, the single national language, but also adjusted their lives to the economy and technology associated with that prototype. This does not mean that the majority of white Americans regard themselves as “English” in a literal sense. They can and do identify with other origins. Even so, it could be argued that most contemporary citizens associate themselves to a greater degree with Anglo-American culture than with their ancestors’ country of origin.

To say this would seem to resurrect the conception of the melting pot, which argued that immigrants would shed their older identities and assimilate to the new culture they encountered. That view has been challenged in many quarters. Rather than as a cauldron, many commentators today prefer to see America as a mosaic or even a lumpy stew. At best, the pot still contains plenty of unmelted pieces. Hence the renewed emphasis on “ethnicity,” with its focus on the country’s racial and national and religious diversity.

Even so, assimilation has taken place, and it continues apace. One of the earliest examples was the Germans, who in terms of sheer numbers once made up the nation’s largest immigrant group. Yet for at least a generation, it has been hard to find many people who qualify as “German-Americans” in any serious sense. Soon after their arrival, which gained momentum after 1848, Germans quickly learned English and studied the customs of their new land. Many were merchants or farmers, familiar with the rules of a market economy. In addition, it became evident that they were not particularly committed to the country they had left behind. (In fact, there was no unified Germany at that time.) Each generation saw more intermarriage, accompanied by moves to mixed neighborhoods. Service in the Union army during the Civil War speeded the assimilation process, which was effectively completed during the First World War. With the suburbanization of Milwaukee and Cincinnati, there are no longer any neighborhoods with a German flavor.

What also eased acceptance of German immigrants was the realization by Americans of English origin that they needed an ally. For one thing, their own stock was not being renewed by immigration. And, as often happens with groups that arrive early, the offspring they produced began to feel they should no longer have to do society’s less pleasant chores. German-Americans could see why they were being co-opted, and they welcomed the chance to show their ambitions and skills. The English had a further motive: encouraging the Germans, who were mainly Protestant, helped to hold the Catholic Irish at bay.

It took the Irish longer to shed an alien identity. Although they arrived already knowing English, rural folkways slowed their adjustment to an urban world. Furthermore, at the time of their arrival, Catholics were not regarded as altogether “white.” (Thomas Nast’s political cartoons gave Irish immigrants subhuman features.) Italians may have been less fervently Catholic than the Irish, but their acceptance was hampered by peasant habits. Many decided to return to Italy after brief sojourns here; and some of those who chose to stay took their time learning the new language.

Jews, who arrived in large numbers at the turn of the century, were at first kept at the margin of “white” America simply because they were not Christians. Still, by a generation after their arrival, they had set themselves to mastering the tests for college admission, civil service posts, and many professions. The Second World War speeded the process of assimilation. At its end, people from every corner of Europe were considered fully “white.” Two Americans of Irish extraction have been elected president, and being a Catholic was seldom a bar to promotion or preferment. The Chrysler Corporation had a Lee (from Lido) Iacocca for its chairman, while an Irving Shapiro headed Du Pont, and Ivy League universities have routinely appointed Jewish presidents.

By this time, it should be clear that the question is not “Who is white?” It might be more appropriate to ask, “Who may be considered white?” since this suggests that something akin to permission is needed. In a sense, those who have already received the “white” designation can be seen as belonging to a club, from whose sanctum they ponder whether they want or need new members, as well as the proper pace of new admissions.

Despite—or perhaps because of—their race’s dominance, the two hundred million Americans who carry the majority pigmentation seldom think of themselves as “white.” (Indeed, about the only times they do are the infrequent occasions when they find themselves in or driving through a black neighborhood.) While they have no objection to checking the “white” box on a form, they say they give more thought to specific aspects of their identity, such as their Italian or Scottish or Jewish origins, than they do to their whiteness. The white designation, they add, may fit egregious exceptions like neo-Nazis and the Ku Klux Klan. But they would be quite unhappy if, say, a group of stations sought to bill themselves as “White Entertainment Television.” And they would also object were it proposed that “white” be added to the way we describe Yale University or General Motors.

Indeed, CBS would certainly reply that its 60 Minutes gives Ed Bradley equal billing with Mike Wallace, or cite Bryant Gumbel’s popularity with preponderantly white audiences. Given the nation’s mosaic, it would be odd indeed if we encountered an outright refusal to hire a Connie Chung or a Geraldo Rivera.

Moreover, those who see the world through white eyes assert that they are unable to think of any traits or attributes that all Caucasians have in common. Where there is still some agreement that the nation’s dominant antecedents are European, as is its reliance on Western literature and learning, this is seen as a cultural, not a racial heritage. Just as most white Americans protest that the charge of racism does not apply to them, so they also deny the centrality of their race. Nor does it occur to them that there might be a connection between these two disavowals.

REDEFINING WHO IS WHITE

Recent immigration from Asia and Latin America complicates any discussion of race. To start, we might ask if persons arriving from countries like Korea or Pakistan might somehow “become white.” (This is not to say that they are requesting this designation.) As was noted earlier, Koreans and others who were once portrayed as belonging to the “yellow” race now reject that description. Their membership in the “Asian” category conjoins them with people as far west as Istanbul. Armenians are now considered “white,” as are most Lebanese and Iranians. While in theory, some Asian Indians might be thought too dark to be “white,” the appellation has shown itself to possess remarkable elasticity.

In many respects, therefore, color is becoming less important. Most Asian immigrants arrive in this country ready to compete for middle-class careers. Many come with a level of educational preparation at least as good as our own. Schools in Seoul and Bombay now offer course work as sophisticated as any in Seattle or Baltimore. As hardly needs repeating, Asia has been catapulting itself into the modern world; so if most Asians are not literally “white,” they have the technical and organizational skills expected by any “Western” or European-based culture.

How Asians are currently being viewed has much in common with the ways earlier generations co-opted new talents and energies as their own were winding down. To cite a single example, which will be amplified in a later chapter, studies show that white students today spend less time on homework than their Asian classmates. At college, white undergraduates tend to select easier majors and are opting for comfortable careers in the more sociable professions. Right now, it is in science and technology where Asian talents are being co-opted. But a glance at the enrollment figures for law and business schools suggests that they are destined for broader representation in the professions and management.

As Asians find places in the economy, they are allowed to move upward on social and occupational ladders. Middle-class whites do not object if Asian children attend their local schools or populate their neighborhoods. Even now, we are beginning to see an increasing incidence of intermarriage, although it is revealing that current pairings usually involve an Asian woman and a white man. The grandchildren will undoubtedly be regarded as a new variant of white.*

Much the same process can be observed among Hispanics. Of course, large numbers are already quite “white.” This is clearly the case with Cubans, a prominent example being Roberto Goizueta, the longtime chairman of the Coca-Cola Company. Many Central and South Americans can claim a strong European heritage, which eases their absorption into the “white” middle class. While skin color and features still figure in social grading, they are less obstacles to mobility than was once the case. More at issue is the divide between unskilled laborers, who will continue pouring across the border for the foreseeable future, and others with the skills and schooling that allow them to enter legally.

With the absorption of increasing numbers of Hispanics and Asians, along with Middle Eastern immigrants, being “white” will cease to carry many of the connotations it did in the past. The future population will reflect a more varied array of national origins rather than races, since—as has been stressed—the new groups cannot be easily assigned to racial classifications.

Even so, we should not be too quick to proclaim that America will become “multicultural” as well. True, one can point to exotic neighborhoods, with their parades and festivals, to foreign-language newspapers and television channels, along with calls for new kinds of courses in colleges and schools. It would be more accurate to say that the United States will continue to have a single dominant culture. It doesn’t really matter whether it is called “white” or “Western” or “Anglo-American” or “Eurocentric” or another title. It would be better simply to describe it as a structure of opportunities and institutions that has been willing to use the energies and talents of people of various origins. The reception given to recent immigrants is essentially similar to that accorded to successive waves of Europeans. In no case have the newcomers been given a very cordial welcome. Indeed, they have often met with mistrust, not to mention violence and hostility. Despite the felicitous words on the Statue of Liberty, immigrants are allowed entry on the condition that they serve as cheap labor and live unobtrusively. Many will tell you that now, as in the past, they find their religions scorned, their customs ridiculed, and their features caricatured.

Throughout this nation’s history, the expectation has been that newcomers will adapt to the models they encounter on their arrival. If that means relinquishing old-country customs, there are signs that many are prepared to do just that, or at least watch as their children assimilate. Perhaps the first instance of the expanded purview of “white” was when the English founders sought the services of two talented men of Scottish ancestry—James Madison and Alexander Hamilton—to help found this nation. The process is still going on.

As with “white,” being “black” is less one’s particular shade of color than physical features and continent of ancestry. Of course, very few Americans are entirely African in origin. As is well known, slave owners and other whites felt free to force themselves on black women. Still, no matter how light their skin tones, if they retained any vestige of African features, they and their descendants continue to be delineated as “black.”

The United States, unlike other countries and cultures, no longer uses terms specifying finer gradations. Hence “mestizo” and “mulatto” have disappeared from our parlance, as have “creole” and “quadroon.” Nor has this country retained the generic term “colored” for people whose ancestries are obviously mixed. (The last use of an intermediate term was in the 1910 census, in which interviewers identified about 20 percent of the “Negro” group as “Mulattoes.” ) It has been far from accidental that this country has chosen to reject the idea of a graduated spectrum and has instead fashioned a rigid bifurcation.

Even more instructive, children who are born of white and black parents almost invariably think of themselves as black. Or, more accurately, they are regarded as black by the outer world and so have little choice but to accept that designation. Some of these offspring look white and could pass if they so chose. But that would entail cutting off all connections with their parents, something not many want to do. So it is necessary to ask, Why is it that white America, in particular, wants children of mixed matings to be added to the black population?

At bottom, there seems to be the worry that if an intermediate category is created, then some of those who are now deemed to be “pure” white might find it being wondered whether they belong in an in-between group. More than that, defining interracial offspring as black makes it less likely that they will become involved with the daughters and sons of white households. Were that to happen, while their children would remain white, although only marginally so, their grandchildren would not.* These fears suggest that even in a presumably enlightened time, there is still a strong concern with preventing any degrading of the white race.

THE STIGMA OF SLAVERY

So for all practical purposes, “whites” of all classes and ethnicities now prefer to present a common front. Unlike in the past, there are no pronounced distinctions of “purer” versus “lesser” whites or of those with older claims as compared with the claims of the newer arrivals. While immigrants from Colombia and Cyprus may have to work their way up the social ladder, they are still allowed as valid a claim to being “white” as persons of Puritan or Pilgrim stock.

Americans of African ancestry were never given that indulgence. The reason is not that their coloration was too “dark” to allow for absorption into the “white” classification. After all, the swarthiness of some Europeans did not become a barrier to their admission. Had white America really believed in its egalitarian declarations, it would have welcomed former slaves into its midst at the close of the Civil War. Indeed, had that happened, America would not be two racial nations today. This is not to suggest how far blacks themselves would have assimilated, since a lot depends on how much members of a group want to preserve their special heritage. The point is that white America has always had the power to expand its domain. However, in the past and even now, it has shown a particular reluctance to absorb people of African descent.

How do blacks feel about this bifurcation? Today, most express pride in their African origins, especially those who make a point of calling themselves African-Americans. While, like it or not, a lighter color remains an advantage for women, social advantage is no longer gained by alluding to white components in one’s ancestry. Black Americans are aware that much in the “black” designation represents how whites have defined the term. Still, despite attempts by whites to describe and define them, black Americans have always sought to create their own lives and sustain their sentiments and interests. It started when the first slaves created a culture of their own. Similarly, the drive to replace “colored” with “negro” and the following moves to “Negro” and then on to “black” and “African-American” have all reflected a desire to maintain an autonomous identity.

For most black Americans, to be an African-American means literally that in that continent lies the primal origin of your people. The experiences of capture and transportation, of slavery and segregation, never diminished or erased the basic culture and character of tribal ancestries. Yet it is also instructive that blacks from the West Indies and other islands of the Caribbean seek to retain an independent history. Their forebears also originate in Africa and served as slaves, but blacks born in Barbados and Jamaica, or Haiti and Martinique, make clear the British or French connections that distinguish them from others of their race. This emphasis is not intended to render Haitians or Jamaicans “less black” in terms of color. Rather, they wish it known that their antecedents are not exclusively African, but also bear a European imprint.

Black Americans came from the least-known continent, the most exotic, the one remotest from American experience. Among the burdens blacks bear is the stigma of “the savage,” the proximity to lesser primates. Hence the question in many minds: Can citizens of African origin find acceptance in a society that is dominantly white, Western, and European?

Even at a time when Americans of European backgrounds are giving less emphasis to their ancestries, it is not as easy for black men and women to assimilate to the American mainstream. Even those who aspire to careers in white institutions and emulate white demeanor and diction find that white America lets them only partly past the door.

Arguably, this is because the “Africa” in African-American contrasts with much of the European structure of technology and science, of administrative systems based on linear modes of reasoning. Today, Africa is the least developed and most sorrow-ridden of continents. It has more than its share of malnutrition and debilitating diseases and at least its share of tribal rancor and bloodshed. It seems always to be petitioning the rest of the world for aid. Since the close of the colonial era, over a generation ago, there have not been many African success stories.

Yet the actual Africa of today is not really the model black Americans have in mind. Of much greater significance is how the continent is construed as a symbol: what it says about human spirit, what it connotes as a way of life. It is more the Africa of history, before the imperial powers arrived. It is also an Africa of the imagination, of music and dance and stories. This Africa speaks for an ancestral humanity, for an awareness of the self, the bonds of tribe and family and community. If the European heritage imposes the regimens of standardized tests, the African dream inspires discursive storytelling celebrating the spirit and the soul.

But as much as anything, being “black” in America bears the mark of slavery. Even after emancipation, citizens who had been slaves still found themselves consigned to a subordinate status. Put most simply, the ideology that had provided the rationale for slavery did not disappear. Blacks continued to be seen as an inferior species, not only unsuited for equality but not even meriting a chance to show their worth. Immigrants only hours off the boat, while often subjected to scorn, were—and still are—allowed to assert their superiority to black Americans.

And in our own time, must it be admitted at the start of the twenty-first century that residues of slavery continue to exist? The answer is obviously yes. The fact that blacks are separated more severely than any other group certainly conveys that message. Indeed, the fear persists that if allowed to come closer, they will somehow contaminate the rest of society.

What other Americans know and remember is that blacks alone were brought as chattels to be bought and sold like livestock. As has been noted, textbooks now point out that surviving slavery took a skill and stamina that no other race has been called upon to demonstrate. Yet this is not what is usually recalled. Rather, there remains an unarticulated suspicion: might there be something about the black race that suited them for slavery? This is not to say anyone argues that human bondage was justified. Still, the fact that slavery existed for so long and was so taken for granted cannot be erased from American minds. This is not the least reason why other Americans—again, without openly saying so—find it not improper that blacks still serve as maids and janitors, occupations seen as involving physical skills rather than mental aptitudes. However, many will reply that slavery came to an end well over a century ago. While our history books remind us of its ravages, we ask, How can an abolished institution continue to influence the way whites regard blacks?

One way the legacy of slavery remains alive may be found in an interchange that occurred in a college classroom:

The professor calls on a white student and asks him to imagine that he is a judge presiding at a South Carolina courtroom in the year 1850. A trial has just ended, and the jury has convicted a particularly sadistic murderer for the wanton slayings of at least a dozen people. It is now the judge’s responsibility to decide on a sentence. It is also noted that the murderer is white.

The professor adds that the defendant has been deemed sane and shows no signs of remorse. Also, due to a legal technicality, the death penalty cannot be used. So what sentence would the judge impose?

The student ponders for a while and then says that the severest punishment he can think of is a life sentence with no possibility of parole. But why not, the professor suggests, do something even harsher, which would also save the taxpayers some money? Why not sentence the murderer to slavery, selling him to the cruelest owner in the state, who would whip him and chain him and force him to toil in the fields from morning until night?

The student responds, “I couldn’t do that. You told me the murderer is white, and white people cannot be sold into slavery.”

When the student gave this reply, was he simply imagining himself in 1850? Or could it also be that he was voicing his present-day sentiments? What emerges is that even in our century, white Americans do not want to think of a member of their own race, even the most vicious killer, being sold into slavery. (Would such a punishment stop with one, or might many whites have to worry about the possibility?) But no such mental difficulty arises when whites are asked to recall that kings and queens from Africa, as well as physicians and scholars, were wrenched from their homes and shipped across the Atlantic as chattels. While today one finds few defenders of slavery, whites can still “understand” how it happened that in America, only Africans were relegated to that status.
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