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Learning Outcomes

After reading this issue, the student should be able to:

e Develop an accurate conceptualization of what it means to be
color-blind.

o Identify and explain the significant components of the color-
blind ideology.

e Develop an informed understanding of the goals being put-
sued by advocates of a color-blind society.

o Comprehend the challenges that must be overcome in order
to create a color-blind society.

o Identify and explain the functions of racial classification
within American society.

o Identify and explain negative impacts of color-blind ideology
when applied to minority communities.

| ° Apply color-blind ideology to contemporary society.

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Ward Connetly is a strong critic of all attempts at racial clas-
sification and believes that in order to achieve a racially egalitariamn,
unified American society, the government and private citizens must
stop assigning people to categories delineated by race. To achieve
this goal, Mr. Connerly is supporting the enactment of a “Racial
Privacy Initiative.”
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NO: Eduardo Bonilla-Silva argues that “regardless of whites' sincere
fictions, racial considerations shade almost everything in America”
and, therefore, color-blind ideology is a cover for the racism and
inequality that persist within contemporary American society.

Skin color has played a pivotal role in determining the legal and social sta-
tus of individuals and groups throughout American history. Slavery within
the United States developed as a racial institution in which blackness defined
one’s status as a bonded person and the distinction between black and white
facilitated the establishment of the social controls necessary to maintain the
effectiveness of this mode of economic production. The miscegenation among
blacks and whites during the Slave Era resulted in the production of persons
of biracial identities, octoroons and quadroons, and these interracial groups
were components of a racial hierarchy based upon skin color. The status of the
free African Americans of this period was above that of the slaves but below
the biracial groups, thus reflecting the color-based status differentiations that
informed the social structure of antebellum American society.

In the wake of the Civil War and Reconstruction, racial segregation
emerged as the defining mode of race relations within the United States. The
Segregation Era was defined by a color—caste system of race relations that was
designed to promote the overt exclusion of blacks from meaningful institu-
tional participation and power within society in order to maintain white dom-
inance within society. Signs that read “whites only” and “colored” were quite
common throughout this period and defined employment opportunities avail-
able to members of the two races and the access of blacks to housing, schools,
and other public accommodations that were available within the society.

The de jure segregation of American society persisted until it was overtaken
by the civil rights movement of the 1960s, but de facto segregation (issue 17)
remains a prominent feature of the social order of the United States, despite the
reforms of the last half-century. Baby boomers within today’s African American
and white populations bare memories of being socialized and conditioned by
the restraining values of this color-caste system of race relations.

Despite the efforts of Martin Luther King and other supporters of civil
rights and social justice for African Americans and others of color, the United
States is still a nation within which color-consciousness and color-coded
decision making are broadly prevalent. The American language and culture
are laden with color-coded references such as whites/people of color, black
neighborhood/white neighborhood, chocolate cities/vanilla suburbs, and
many others. Even within the growing Latino population the tendency to
apply color-coding to identify people is prevalent (Issue 14). Despite this fact,
in the media and elsewhere there is a tendency to assign Latinos collectively a
“brown” identity.

In June 1994, the publishers of Time Magazine were so confident that
the American public would respond to color-coded communications, that
they darkened the image of OJ Simpson appearing on one of its covers. This
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dramatized the image of the sinister black male stereotype and crime. This
color-coded presentation is a contradiction of the publishers’ claim to be race-
neutral. Although part of the culture advances the idea of color-blindness,
with Time Magazine we see a mainstream publication use of color to distin-
guish and define racial differences. This is an obvious contradiction as relates
to the color-blind thesis. This interesting paradox has the guise of appearing to
be race-neutral. Some observers iike Bonilla-Silva argue that color-blindness is
a new form of racism—that is, on the one hand, thereis a denial of race differ-
ences, but on the other, there is a perpetuation of racial stereotypes.

Ward Connerly strongly argues in favor of the promise of a color-blind
society. For him, America is becoming increasingly homogeneous where race
is concerned and racial discrimination is seen as irrelevant today. Connerly
is representative of African Americans who view color-based policies such as
affirmative action as obscuring the fact that their success is based on merit,
rather than skin color. He embraces the idea that America is increasingly an
equal opportunity society.

In contrast, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva views color-blind ideology as a fiction
and a new manifestation of racism. For him, the question rernains, how do
whites explain the contradiction between the notion of a color-blind society
and the color-coded inequality that persists in America? For Bonilla-Silva, it
is color-blind racism, the new racial ideology. He asks, if all of the society is
color-blind, to whom do African Americans and other racial minorities assert
their grievances over disadvantage?

Students should be aware that the promotion of a color-blind ideology as
social reform raises significant questions. Given the reality of a color-conscious
American culture that has lasted for nearly four centuries, how plausible is
the achievement of this goal? Is the color-blind thesis as benign as it appears?
What is the potential impact of color-blind ideology on black identity? Red?
Yellow? Brown? Does color-blind ideology serve as d mask for white privilege?
Does the promotion of color-blind ideology undermine civil rights and social
justice organization and advocacy? These are among the salient questions that
confront this issue.




American Minority and Ethnic Studies

YES H Ward Connerly

Don’t Box Me In

A few weeks ago, | was having dinner with a group of supporters following
a lecture. One of those in attendance was a delightful woman who applauded
my efforts to achieve a colorblind government. She strongly urged me to stay
the course, promised financial support for my organization—the American
Civil Rights Institute—and proclaimed that what we are doing is best for the
nation.

Then, an odd moment occurred, when she said, “What you're doing is
also best for your people.” [ flinched, took a couple of bites of my salad, and
gathered my thoughts. I thought: “My people”? Anyone who knows me knows that
1 abhor this mindset. But this dear lady doesn’t know all my views or the nuances
of race. She has innocently wandered into a racial thicket and doesn’t have a clue
that she has just tapped a raw nerve. Do I risk offending her by opening this issue for
discussion? Do I risk losing her financial support by evidencing my distaste for what
she has said? Perhaps it would be best to ignore the moment and let my staff follow
up in pursuit of her support.

I concluded that the situation demanded more of me than to believe
that she was incapable of understanding what troubled me about her com-
ment. So, | did what comes naturally in such situations—I politely confronted
her. “What did you mean when you referred to ‘my people’ a moment ago?”
[ asked. “The black race,” she responded. “What is your race’?” 1 asked. She
said, “I'm Irish and German.” I plowed ahead. wWould it affect your concept
of my ‘race’ if | told you that one of my grandparents was Irish and American
Indian, another French Canadian, another of African descent, and the other
Irish? Aren’t they all ‘my people’? What about my children? They consist of
my ingredients as well as those of their mother, who is Irish. What about my
grandchildren, two of whom have a mother who is half Vietnamese?” The lady
was initially awestruck. But that exchange produced one of the richest conver-
sations about race 1 have ever had.

This discussion is one that an increasing number of Americans are having
across our nation. It is one that many more would like to have. Thanks to the
race questions placed in the 2000 Census, a great number of people are begin-
ning to wonder about this business of their “race.”

From its inception, America has promised equal justice before the law. The
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution stand as monuments to the
Founders’ belief that we can fashion a government of colorblind laws, a unified

From The National Review, April 16, 2001. Copyright © 2001 by National Review, Inc., 215
Lexington Avenue, New York, NY 10016. Reprinted by permission.
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nation without divisible parts. Unfortunately, they had to compromise o1l that
vision from the beginning. To create a government, they had to protect the
international slave trade until 1808. After that time, with the slave trade forever
pbanned, they hoped and believed the slave system would wither away.

In a second concession of their principles to material interests, the
Founders also agreed to count slaves as only three-fifths of a person. This com-
promise stemmed not from a belief that slaves Were less than human; rather,
slaveowning states wanted to count slaves as whole persons in deciding how
large their population was, put not count them at all in deciding how much
the states would pay in taxes. The infamous three-fifths compromise was the
unfortunate concession.

To distinguish slaves from non-slaves, governments established various
race classifications. Unfortunately, these classifications continued long after
the Civil War amendments formally repudiated them. After all, once every-
one was free to enjoy all the privileges and immunities of American citizen-
ship, there was no longer a need to classify people by race. In hindsight, we
recognize that, after nearly a century of race classifications imposed by the
state, these classifications had become part of the way average Americans saw
themselves, as well as others. Over the next half-century, scientists began to
recognize that these race classifications don’t exist in nature. We had created
them, to justify an inhuman system.

Fven as science reached these conclusions; however, these classifications
played ever more important roles in American life. Poll taxes and literacy tests;
separate bathroom facilities, transportation, water fountains, neighborhoods-—
the entire Jim Crow system relied on these state-imposed race classifications.
And with science unable to distinguish 2 plack person from a non-black per-
son, the government relied on the infamous uone-drop rule”: If you have just
one drop of “black blood,” you're black.

Although the Supreme Court struck down the “separate but equal” legal
structure, the Court failed to eliminate the race classifications that sustained
all the forms of segregation and discrimination the Court was trying to elimi-
nate. We have seell the actual expansion of the groups being classified. On
some level, though, I'm suré we really do want to become “gne nation . . .
indivisible.” Witness the tenfold increase in “multiracial” families since 1967.
In its decision that year——aptly named Loving V- Virginia—the Supreme Court
ruled that anti-miscegenation laws (those forbidding people of different races
to marry) were unconstitutional. While it took some time for us tO shed the
taboos against interracial dating and marriage, today there are more “mul-
tiracial” children born in California than there aré #plack” children. When
Benjamin Bratt and Julia Roberts began dating, No one cared that they were
an interracial cou ple. So 100 with Maury Povich and Connie Chung. Love has
become colorblind.

The time has come for America to fulfill the promise of equal justice
pefore the law and for the nation to renounce race classifications. To that end,
1 am preparing to place the Racial Privacy Initiative (RP1) pefore California
voters on the March 2002 ballot. This initiative would prohibit governments
in California from classifying individuals by race, color, ethnicity, of national
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origin. Much to my surprise, just submitting RPI to the state in preparation for

gathering signatures has generated controversy. The American Civil Liberties

Union has called ita wracist” initiative, and various proponents of race prefer-

ences have said it will “turn back the clock on civil rights.”

| In drafting RPL, we have exempted medical research and have proposed
nothing that would prevent |aw-enforcement officers from identifying partic-
ular individuals, so longas those methods are already lawful. To guarantee that
Jaws against discrimination are enforced, we have exempted the Department
of Fair Employment and Housing from the provisions of RPI for ten years.

Getting the government out of the business of classifying its citizens and
asking them to check these silly little race boxes represents the next step in
our nation’s long journey toward becoming One nation. Getting rid of these
boxes will strike a blow against the overbearing race industry that has grown
like Topsy in America. 1t will help free us from the costly and poisonous iden-
tity politics and the racial spoils system that define our political process. It will
clip the wings of a government that has become sO intrusive that it classifies
its citizens on the basis of race, even when citizens “decline to state.” Enacting
the Racial Privacy Initiative is the most significant step we can take to bring
Americans together.
I ask all Americans who share the goal of united America to join in this

endeavor to fulfill our Founders’ promise of colorblind justice before the law.
For my part, I just don’t want to be boxed in.
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Eduardo Bonilla-Silva H NO

Racism without Racists:
Color-Blind Racism and the
Persistence of Racial Inequality
in the United States

The Strange Enigma of Race in
Contemporary America

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

—Albert Memmi, Racism

Racism without “Racists”

Nowadays, except for members of white supremacist organizations, few whites
in the United States claim to be “racist.” Most whites assert they “don’t see
any color, just people”; that although the ugly face of discrimination is still
with us, it is no longer the central factor determining minorities’ life chances;
and, finally, that like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., they aspire to live in a soci-
ety where “people are judged by the content of their character, not by the
color of their skin.” More poignantly, most whites insist that minorities (espe-
cially blacks) are the ones responsible for whatever “race problem” we have in
this country. They publicly denounce blacks for “playing the race card,” for
demanding the maintenance of unnecessary and divisive race-based programs,
such as affirmative action, and for crying “racism” whenever they are criticized
by whites. Most whites believe that if blacks and other minorities would just
stop thinking about the past, work hard, and complain less (particularly about
racial discrimination), then Americans of all hues could “all get along.”

But regardless of whites’ “sincere fictions,” racial considerations shade
almost everything in America. Blacks and dark-skinned racial minorities lag
well behind whites in virtually every area of social life; they are about three
times more likely to be poor than whites, earn about 40 percent less than
whites, and have about a tenth of the net worth that whites have. They also

From Racism without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in the
United States by Eduardo Bonilla-Solva (2003), pp. 1-11, 15. Copyright © 2003 by Rowman &
Littlefield. Reprinted by permission.
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receive an inferior education compared to whites, even when they attend
integrated institutions. In terms of housing, black-owned units comparable
to white-owned ones are valued at 35 percent less. Blacks and Latinos also
have less access to the entire housing market because whites, through a variety
of exclusionary practices by white realtors and homeowners, have been suc-
cessful in effectively limiting their entrance into many neighborhoods. Blacks
receive impolite treatment in stores, in restaurants, and in a host of other
commercial transactions. Researchers have also documented that blacks pay
more for goods such as cars and houses than do whites. Finally, blacks and
dark-skinned Latinos are the targets of racial profiling by the police that, com-
bined with the highly racialized criminal court system, guarantees their over-
representation among those arrested, prosecuted, incarcerated, and if charged
for a capital crime, executed. Racial profiling in the highways has become such
a prevalent phenomenon that a term has emerged to describe it: driving while
black. In short, blacks and most minorities are, “at the bottom of the well.”
How is it possible to have this tremendous degree of racial inequality
in a country where most whites claim that race is no longer relevant? More
important, how do whites explain the apparent contradiction between their
professed color blindness and the United States’ color-coded inequality? 1
contend that whites have developed powerful explanatio ns—which have ulti-
mately become justifications—for contemporary racial inequality that excul-
pate them from any responsibility for the status of people of color. These
explanations emanate from a new racial ideology that I label color-blind racism.
This ideology, which acquired cohesiveness and dominance in the late 1960s,
explains contemporary racial inequality as the outcome of nonracial dynam-
ics, Whereas Jim Crow racism explained blacks’ social standing as the result
of their biological and moral inferiority, color-blind racism avoids such fac-
ile arguments. Instead, whites rationalize minorities’ contemporary status as
the product of market dynamics, natu rally occurring phenomena, and blacks'’
imputed cultural limitations. For instance, whites can attribute Latinos’ high
poverty rate to a relaxed work ethic (“the Hispanics are mafiana, manana,
mafiana—tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow”) or residential segregation as the
result of natural tendencies among groups (“Does a cat and a dog mix? I can't
see it. You can’t drink milk and scotch. Certain mixes don't mix.").
Color-blind racism became the dominant racial ideology as the mecha-
nisms and practices for keeping blacks and other racial minorities “at the bot-
tom of the well” changed. I have argued elsewhere that contemporary racial
inequality is reproduced through “new racism” practices that are subtle, insti-
tutional, and apparently nonracial. In contrast to the Jim Crow era, where
racial inequality was enforced through overt means (e.g., signs saying “No
Niggers Welcomed Here” or shotgun diplomacy at the voting booth), today
racial practices operate in “now you see it, NOW you don’t” fashion. For exam-
ple, residential segregation, which is almost as high today as it was in the past,
is no longer accomplished through overtly discriminatory practices. Instead,
covert behaviors such as not showing all the available units, steering minori-
ties and whites into certain neighborhoods, quoting higher rents or prices to
minority applicants, or not advertising units at all are the weapons of choice
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to maintain separate communities. In the economic field, “smiling face”
discrimination (“We don't have jobs now, but please check later”), advertising
job openings in mostly white networks and ethnic newspapers, and steering
highly educated people of color into poorly remunerated jobs or jobs with
limited opportunities for mobility are the new ways of keeping minorities ina
secondary position. Politically, although the Civil Rights struggles have helped
remove many of the obstacles for the electoral participation of people of color,
uracial gerrymandering, multimember legislative districts, election runoffs,
annexation of predominantly white areas, at-large district elections, and anti-
single-shot devices (disallowing concentrating votes in one ot two candidates
in cities using at-large elections) have become standard practices to disenfran-
chise” people of color. Whether in banks, restaurants, school admissions, OI
housing transactions, the maintenance of white privilege is done in a way
that defies facile racial readings. Hence, the contours of color-blind racism fit
America’s “new racism” quite well.

Compared to Jim Crow racism, the ideology of color blindness seems
like “racism lite.” {nstead of relying on name calling (niggers, Spics, Chinks),
color-blind racism otherizes softly (“these people are human, too”); instead
of proclaiming God placed minorities in the world in a servile position, it
suggests they are behind because they do not work hard enough; instead of
viewing interracial marriage as wrong on a straight racial basis, it regards it as
“problemau‘c” because of concerns OVer the children, location, of the extra
purden it places on couples. Yet this new ideology has become a formidable
political tool for the maintenance of the racial order. Much as Jim Crow racism
served as the glue for defending a brutal and overt system of racial oppression
in the pre-Civil Rights era, color-blind racism serves today as the ideological
armor for a covert and institutionalized system in the post-Civil Rights era.
And the beauty of this new ideology is that it aids in the maintenance of white
privilege without fanfare, without naming those who it subjects and those
who it rewards. It allows a President to state things such as, “1 strongly support
diversity of all kinds, including racial diversity in higher education,” yet, at
the same time, tO characterize the University of Michigan's affirmation action
program as “flawed” and udiscriminatory” against whites. Thus whites enun-
ciate positions that safeguard their racial interests without sounding “racist.”
Shielded by color blindness, whites can express resentment toward minorities;
criticize their morality, values, and work ethic; and even claim to be the vic-
tims of “reverse racism.” This is the thesis [ will defend to explain the curious
enigma of “racism without racists.”

Whites’ Racial Attitudes in the Post-Civil Rights Era

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

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

The mass of white Americans have shown in many ways that they will
not follow a racist government and that they will not follow racist lead-
ers. Rather, they are engaged in the painful task of adjusting to an inte-
grated society. It will not be easy for most, but one cannot at this late
date doubt the basic commitment. In their hearts they know that the
American Negro is right.

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

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

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

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

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

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

A new form of prejudice has come to prominence, one that is preoccu-
pied with matters of moral character, informed by the virtues associated
with the traditions of individualism. At its center are the contentions
that blacks do not try hard enough to overcome the difficulties they
face and that they take what they have not earned. Today, we say, pre-
judice is expressed in the language of American individualism.

Authors in this tradition have been criticized for the slipperiness of the
concept “symbolic racism,” for claiming that the blend of antiblack affect and
individualism is new, and for not explaining why symbolic racism came about.
The first critique, developed by Howard Schuman, is that the concept has been
“defined and operationalized in complex and varying ways." Despite this con-
ceptual slipperiness, indexes of symbolic racism have been found to be in fact
different from those of old-fashioned racism and to be strong predictors of
whites’ opposition to affirmative action. The two other critiques, made force-
fully by Lawrence Bobo, have been partially addressed by Kinder and Sanders
in their recent book, Divided by Color. First, Kinder and Sanders, as well as Sears,
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have made clear that their contention is not that this is the first time in his-
tory that antiblack affect and elements of the American Creed have combined.
Instead, their claim is that this combination has become central to the new
face of racism. Regarding the third critique, Kinder and Sanders go at length
to explain the transition from old-fashioned to symbolic racism. Nevertheless,
their explanation hinges on arguing that changes in blacks’ tactics (from civil
disobedience to urban violence) led to an onslaught of a new form of racial
resentment that later found more fuel in controversies over welfare, crime,
drugs, family, and affirmative action. What is missing in this explanation is
a materially based explanation for why these changes occurred. Instead, their
theory of prejudice is rooted in the “process of socialization and the operation
of routine cognitive and emotional psychological processes.”

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

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

Some of the basic arguments of authors in the symbolic and modern
racism traditions and, particularly, of the laissez-faire racism view are fully
compatible with my color-blind racism interpretation. As these authors, [
argue that color-blind racism has rearticulated elements of traditional liberal-
ism (work ethic, rewards by merit, equal opportunity, individualism, etc.) for
racially illiberal goals. I also argue like them that whites today rely more on
cultural rather than biological tropes to explain blacks’ position in this coun-
try. Finally, I concur with most analysts of post-Civil Rights’ matters in argu-
ing that whites do not perceive discrimination to be a central factor shaping
blacks’ life chances. '

Although most of my differences with authors in the symbolic racism and
laissez-faire traditions are methodological, 1 have one central theoretical disa-
greement with them. Theoretically, most of these authors are still snarled in the
prejudice proble{natic and thus interpret actors’ racial views as individual psycho-
logical dispositions. Although Bobo and his associates have a conceptualization
that is closer to mine, they still retain the notion of prejudice and its psychologi-
cal baggage rooted in interracial hostility. In contrast, my model is not anchored
in actors’ affective dispositions (although affective dispositions may be manifest
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or latent in the way many express their racial views). Instead, it is based on a
materialist interpretation of racial matters and thus sees the views of actors as
corresponding to their systemic location. Those at the bottom of the racial bar-
rel tend to hold oppositional views and those who receive the manifold wages of
whiteness tend to hold views in support of the racial status quo. Whether actors
express “resentment” or “hostility” toward minorities is largely irrelevant for the
maintenance of white privilege. As David Wellman points out in his Portraits
of White Racism, “ [p]rejudiced people are not the only racists in America.”

Key Terms: Race, Racial Structure, and Racial Ideology

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

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

The second approach, typical of most sociological writing on race, gives
lip service to the social constructionist view—usually a line in the beginning
of the article or book. Writers in this group then proceed to discuss “racial” dif-
ferences in academic achievement, crime, and SAT scores as if they were truly
racial. This is the central way in which contemporary scholars contribute to
the propagation of racist interpretations of racial inequality. By failing to high-
light the social dynamics that produce these racial differences, these scholars
help reinforce the racial order.

The third approach, and the one | use in this book, acknowledges that race,
as other social categories such as class and gender, is constructed but insists that
it has a social reality. This means that after race—or class o1 gender—is created,
it produces real effects on the actors racialized as “black” or “white.” Although
race, as other social constructions, is unstable, it has a “changing same” quality
at its core.

In order to explain how a socially constructed category produces real race
effects, 1 need to introduce a second key term, the notion of racial structure.
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When race emerged in human history, it formed a social structure (a racialized
social system) that awarded systemic privileges to Europeans (the peoples who
became “white”) over non-Europeans (the peoples who became “nonwhite”).
Racialized social systems, Or white supremacy for short, became global and
affected all societies where Europeans extended their reach. 1 therefore con-
ceive a society’s racial structure as the totality of the social relations and prac-
tices that reinforce white privilege. Accordingly, the task of analysts interested in
studying racial structures is to uncover the particular social, economic, politi-
cal, social control, and ideological mechanisms responsible for the reproduc-
tion of racial privilege in a society.

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

If the ultimate goal of the dominant race is to defend its collective
interests (i.e., the perpetuation of systemic white privilege), it should surprise
no one that this group develops rationalizations to account for the status
of the various races. And here I introduce my third key term, the notion of
racial ideology. By this I mean the racially based frameworks used by actors to
explain and justify (dominant race) or challenge (subordinate race or races)
the racial status quo. Although all the races in a racialized social system have
the capacity of developing these frameworks, the frameworks of the domi-
nant race tend to become the master frameworks upon which all racial actors
ground (for or against) their ideological positions. Why? Because as Marx
pointed out in The German Ideology, “the ruling material force of society, is
at the same time its ruling intellectual force.” This does not mean that ideol-
ogy is almighty. In fact, ideological rule is always partial. Even in periods of
hegemonic rule, such as the current one, subordinate racial groups develop
oppositional views. However, it would be foolish to believe that those who
rule a society do not have the power to at least color (pun intended) the
views of the ruled.

Racial ideology can be conceived for analytical purposes as comprising
the following elements: common frames, style, and racial stories. The frames
that bond together a particular racial ideology are rooted in the group-based
conditions and experiences of the races and are, at the symbolic level, the
representations developed by these groups to explain how the world is or
ought to be. And because the group life of the various racially defined groups
is based on hierarchy and domination, the ruling ideology expresses as “com-
mon sense” the interests of the dominant race, while oppositional ideologies
attempt to challenge that common Sense by providing alternative frames,
ideas, and stories based on the experiences of subordinated races.
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Individual actors employ these elements as “puilding blocks . . . for manu-
facturing versions on actions, self, and social structures” in communicative situ-
ations. The looseness of the elements allows users to maneuver within various
contexts (e.g., responding to a race-related survey, discussing racial issues with
family, or arguing about affirmative action in a college classroom) and produce
various accounts and presentations of self (e.g., appearing ambivalent, toler-
ant, or strong minded). This loose character enhances the legitimating role of
racial ideology because it allows for accommodation of contradictions, excep-
tions, and new information. As Jackman points out about ideology in general:
“Indeed, the strength of an ideology lies in its loose-jointed, flexible application.
An ideology is a political instrument, ot an exercise in personal logic: consistency is
rigidity, the only pragmatic effect of which is to box oneself in.”

Before 1 can proceed, two important caveats should be offered. First,
although whites, because of their privileged position in the racial order, form a
social group (the dominant race), they are fractured along class, gender, sexual
orientation, and other forms of “social cleavage.” Hence, they have multiple
and often contradictory interests that are not easy to disentangle and that pre-
dict a priori their mobilizing capacity (Do white workers have more in commorn
with white capitalists than with black workers?). However, because all actors
awarded the dominant racial position, regardless of their multiple structural
locations (men or women, gay or straight, working class or bourgeois) benefit
from what Mills calls the “racial contract,” most have historically endorsed the
ideas that justify the racial status quo.

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

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

Despite my conceptual and methodological concerns with survey
research, I believe well-designed surveys are still useful instruments to glance
at America’s racial reality. Therefore, 1 report survey results from my own
research projects as well as from research conducted by other scholars when-
ever appropriate. My point, then, is not to deny attitudinal change or to con-
demn to oblivion survey research on racial attitudes, but to understand whites’
new racial beliefs and their implications as well as possible. . ..

One Important Caveat

The purpose of this book is not to demonize whites or label them “racist.”
Hunting for “racists” is the sport of choice of those who practice the “clinical




approach” to race relations—the careful separation of good and bad, toler-
ant and intolerant Americans. Because this book is anchored in a structural
understanding of race relations, my goal is to uncover the collective practices
(in this book, the ideological ones) that help reinforce the contemporary racial
order. Historically, many good people supported slavery and Jim Crow. Simi-
larly, most color-blind whites who oppose (or have serious reservations about)
affirmative action, believe that blacks’ problems are mostly their own doing,
and do not see anything wrong with their own white lifestyle are good people,
too. The analytical issue, then, is examining how many whites subscribe to an
ideology that ultimately helps preserve racial inequality rather than assessing
how many hate or love blacks and other minorities.

.. Since color-blind racism is the dominant racial ideology, its tenta-
cles have touched us all and thus most readers will subscribe to some—if not
most—of its tenets, use its style, and believe many of its racial stories. Unfortu-
nately, there is little I can do to ease the pain of these readers, since when one
writes and exposes an ideology that is at play, its supporters “get burned,” so
to speak. For readers in this situation (good people who may subscribe to many
of the frames of color blindness), 1 urge a personal and political movement
away from claiming to be “nonracist” to becoming “antiracist.” Being an anti-
racist begins with understanding the institutional nature of racial matters and
accepting that all actors in a racialized society are affected materially (receive
benefits or disadvantages) and ideologically by the racial structure. This stand
implies taking responsibility for your unwilling participation in these practices
and beginning a new life committed to the goal of achieving real racial equal-
ity. The ride will be rough, but after your eyes have been opened, there is no
point in standing still.




Is the Emphasis on a Color-Blind
Society an Answer to Racism?

Critical Thinking and Reflection

1. Define color-blind ideology.

2. What are the significant components of the color-blind ideology?

3. What are the goals of the proponents of America assuming a color-
pblind identity?

4. What are the challenges of creatinga color-blind society? Explain.

5. How does Ward Connerly view racial classification? What are the
functions of this classification?

6. What are the limits of color-blind ideology for racial minorities?

7. Locate contemporary examples to apply color-blind ideology-

Is There Common Ground?

The YES and NO selections by Connertly and Bonilla-Silva are reflective of the
profound and persistent influence of racism in the historical development Of
American society. Both of these writers are focused on the question, how do
we overcome racism in society? Given its troubled racial history, is a color-
blind transformation of American society possible? One of the highlights of
the civil rights movement was the speech del ivered by Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr., during the March on Washington of August 1963. King notes that since
color-conscious practices are the source of black disadvantage, policies that
address these problems should be color-conscious. Exhibiting the soaring ora-
tory to which the nation and world had become accustomed, this drum major
of civil rights advocacy espoused 2 profound vision of an American future
in which people are not judged by the color of their skins, but, rather, by
the content of their character as they seek civil rights, equity, and respect for
their humanity and human dignity within society. King’s words have been
used by both sides of the color-blind issue. Connerly would argue that if King
were alive today, he would support the color-blind thesis. Bonilla-Silva, on the
other hand, would argue that King would never recognize the current color-
blind ideology as & basis for racial progress because of persistent race prejudice
and discrimination within society. Does color-blind mean pblind to racism?
Is a color-blind vision utopian, of 18 it a pragmatic achievable vision for the
American future?
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