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At the beginning of the twentieth century, the African American leader and 
scholar W. E. B. Du Bois declared that the "problem of the twentieth century" 
was "the problem of the color line." Today, as a new century begins, race is 
still a pervasive and troubling fault line running through American life. We 
are not divided because we fail to "get along," as Rodney King lamented after 
the Los Angeles riots a decade ago. Nor is it because diehard advocates of 
affirmative action insist on stirring up racial discord. What divides Ameri­
cans is profound disagreement over the legacy of the civil rights movement. 
At the core of our national debate are very different opinions about the 
meaning of race in contemporary America and the prospects for racial equal­
ity in the future. 

The crude racial prejudice of the Jim Crow era has been discredited and 
replaced by a new understanding of race and racial inequality. This new 
understanding began with a backlash against the Great Society and took 
hold after the Reagan-Bush revolution in the I98os. The current set of beliefs 
about race rests on three tenets held by many white Americans. First, they 
believe the civil rights revolution was successful, and they wholeheartedly 
accept the principles enshrined in civil rights laws. They assume civil rights 
laws ended racial inequality by striking down legal segregation and outlaw­
ing discrimination against workers and voters. They think racism has been 
eradicated even though racist hotheads can still be found throughout Amer­
ica. While potentially dangerous, racial extremists are considered a tiny mi­
nority who occupy political space only on the fringes of mainstream white 
America. 

Second, if vestiges of racial inequality persist, they believe that is because 
blacks have failed to take advantage of opportunities created by the civil 
rights revolution. In their view, if blacks are less successful than whites, it is 
not because America is still a racist society. In fact, a substantial majority 
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believe that black Americans do not try hard enough to succeed and "with 
the connivance of government, they take what they have not earned."1 

Finally, most white Americans think the United States is rapidly becoming 
a color-blind society, and they see little need or justification for affirmative 
action or other color-conscious policies. Inspired by the ideals so eloquently 
expressed in Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I have a dream" speech, they embrace 
his vision of a color-blind America and look forward to the day when race 
will not determine one's fate, when a person is evaluated, in King's words, by 
the content of one's character rather than the color of one's skin. 

Jim Sleeper echoes these sentiments. Author of a caustic critique of white 
liberals and civil rights leaders, he rejects any suggestion that Du Bois's warn­
ing is still relevant to America's racial divide. The nation's future lies in a 
color-blind society, he believes, and "it is America's destiny to show the world 
how to eliminate racial differences - culturally, morally, and even physically 
- as factors in human striving. "2 If Americans remain racially divided, he 
asserts, it is because we have abandoned "the great achievement of the civil 
rights era -the hopeful consensus that formed in the I96os around King's 
vision of a single, shared community." Tamar Jacoby agrees. The author of a 
lengthy study of racial conflict in three cities, she attributes the failure to 
create a color-blind society to a "new" black separatism and the "condescen­
sion of well-meaning whites who think that they are advancing race relations 
by encouraging alienation and identity politics. "3 

On the surface at least, these beliefs about race are compelling. They appeal 
to widely held principles like fairness and equality of opportunity, diminish­
ing the differences between liberals and conservatives. More important, they 
also resonate with the experiences of many white Americans. In an era when 
economic inequality is growing, when many families stand still financially 
despite earning two and sometimes three incomes, these beliefs provide a 
convenient explanation for their circumstances. Historically, class inequality 
has exacerbated racial inequality, and the present is no different. The idea that 
lazy blacks get government handouts inflames white men whose real wages 
barely increased during the I99os economic boom. And for whites turned 
away from elite colleges and professional schools that accept African Ameri­
cans, these notions provide an outlet for deep resentment. 4 

The goal of a color-blind America is an old and cherished idea. When 
segregation was legal and racial classification determined where one sat or 
drank or worked or lived or went to school, color-blindness meant abolish­
ing the color-coded laws of southern apartheid. Color-blindness was the 
opposite of Jim Crow. It was liberals who championed the idea of color­
blindness in the I96os, while conservatives were ardent defenders of racial 
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segregation.5 Thirty-five years ago many Americans, inspired by the civil 
rights movement's transcendent vision of an inclusive society, passionately 
searched for solutions to the problem of racial inequality. While nationalists 
on both ends were often strident, apocalyptic, and pessimistic, the liberal 
architects of color-blind politics were optimistic and confident that this ap­
proach would generate greater equality between the races. 

The triumph of the civil rights movement, however, exposed the limits of 
color-blind social policy: What good were civil rights if one was too poor to 
use them? As Martin Luther King Jr. told his aide Bayard Rustin after the 
explosion in Watts, "I worked to get these people the right to eat hamburgers, 
and now I've got to do something ... to help them get the money to buy it."6 

And in a posthumously published essay, he wrote about what it would take 
to achieve a genuinely inclusive society. His vision went beyond color-blind 
civil rights laws: "Many whites who concede that Negroes should have equal 
access to public facilities and the untrammeled right to vote cannot under­
stand that we do not intend to remain in the basement of the economic 
structure; they cannot understand why a porter or housemaid would dare 
dream of a day when his work will be more useful, more remunerative and a 
pathway to rising opportunity. This incomprehension is a heavy burden in 
our efforts to win white allies for the long struggle. "7 

Too many whites in America have failed to heed Martin Luther King Jr.'s 
warning of what it would take to achieve a genuinely inclusive society. Writ­
ing twenty-five years after Brown v. Board of Education was decided, Judge 
Robert L. Carter, who argued the case before the Supreme Court alongside 
Thurgood Marshall, observed, "It was not until Brown I was decided that 
blacks were able to understand that the fundamental vice was not legally 
enforced racial segregation itself; that this was a mere by-product, a symp­
tom of the greater and more pernicious disease -white supremacy." Unlike 
those who believe that the dream of integration was subverted by color­
conscious policies, Carter pointed out that "white supremacy is no mere 
regional contamination. It infects us nationwide," he wrote, "and remains in 
the basic virus that has debilitated blacks' efforts to secure equality in this 
country."8 

With the clarity of hindsight, we can now see that it was nai"ve to believe 
America could wipe out three hundred years of physical, legal, cultural, 
spiritual, and political oppression based on race in a mere thirty years. The 
belief, even the hope, that the nation would glide into color-blindness was 
foolish. Indeed, there are good reasons to believe the current goal of a color­
blind society is at least as nai"ve as the optimism of the I96os and conve­
niently masks color-coded privileges. 
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The conflict over color-conscious public policies poses a powerful chal­
lenge: the issue in the debate goes beyond the future of specific policies to the 
very meaning of racial equality and inclusion. Advocates of color-blind poli­
cies believe that the defenders of color-conscious remedies to achieve racial 
justice are separatists who practice "identity politics." They oppose race­
conscious solutions on the grounds that racial inclusion requires only that 
individuals be treated similarly under the law-no more, no less. 

Those of us who disagree wonder whether it would be fair, even if it were 
possible and desirable, to now use color-blind and race-neutral criteria when 
people apply for jobs, adoptions, home loans or second mortgages, and 
college admissions. Racial equality requires social and political changes that 
go beyond superficially equal access or treatment. 

Today, many white Americans are concerned only with whether they are, 
individually, guilty of something called racism. Having examined their souls 
and concluded that they are not personally guilty of any direct act of discrim­
ination, many whites convince themselves that they are not racists and then 
wash their hands of the problem posed by persistent racial inequality. This 
predilection to search for personal guilt has been reinforced by a Supreme 
Court that analogously locates the constitutional problem of racial injustice 
solely in an individual's intent to discriminate. 

But if Americans go no deeper than an inquiry into personal guilt, we will 
stumble backward into the twenty-first century, having come no closer to 
solving the problem of the color line. Given America's history, why should 
anyone be surprised to find white privilege so woven into the unexamined 
institutional practices, habits of mind, and received truths that Americans 
can barely see it? After three decades of simply admitting Asian American, 
Latino American, and African American individuals into institutions that 
remain static in terms of culture, values, and practices, the inadequacy of that 
solution should be obvious. 

The proponents of color-blind policies and their critics have very different 
understandings of race and of the causes of racial inequality. People's views 
on these questions have become polarized, meaningful exchange is rare, and 
the public policy debate has stalemated. For these reasons we think it is time 
to get beyond the debate over affirmative action or individual guilt and try to 
figure out why racial inequality continues to be an intractable American 
problem. Toward that end, we take a careful look at the emerging public 
understanding of race and racism in America. By thoroughly scrutinizing this 
evolving perspective and then comparing it to an alternative view, we want to 
show what is at stake in the current American debate over racial equality and 
inclusion. 
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The Emerging Racial Paradigm 

In the past few years a number of books have appeared that elaborate and 
refine the new popular understanding of race and racial inequality in Amer­
ica. Besides Jim Sleeper's Liberal Racism (I997) and Tamar Jacoby's Some­
one Else's House (I998), these include Dinesh D'Souza's The End of Racism 
(I99 5 ), Shelby Steele's A Dream Deferred (I999 ), and, most important, Ste­
phen and Abigail Thernstrom's America in Black and White: One Nation 
Indivisible (I997). These books are promoted as reasoned and factually in­
formed discussions of race in America. All of the authors give this emerg­
ing understanding of race and racism the appearance of scholarly heft and 
intellectual legitimacy. And they represent a diverse set of political posi­
tions. Sleeper is a self-identified liberal who believes that color-conscious 
policies dodge the "reality of social class divisions, which are arguably more 
fundamental than racial divisions in perpetuating social injustice." D'Souza, 
Jacoby, Steele, and the Thernstroms are conservatives.9 Yet all might be 
identified as "racial realists," as Alan Wolfe calls the proponents of this 
perspective. 

Although each of these authors has written a very different book about 
race, all set out to demolish the claims of color-conscious policy advocates 
and anyone who suggests that racial discrimination is a persistent Ameri­
can problem. Sleeper chastises liberals, either those who protest police mis­
treatment of blacks or New York Times editorial writers that hold African 
Americans to lower standards of behavior and accomplishment than whites. 
Jacoby argues that most of the blame for the failure of integration lies with 
blacks. And the Thernstroms' book is a not so subtle rejoinder to both the 
Kerner Commission's national report on race in America, issued in the after­
math of the I96os urban upheavals, and Andrew Hacker's Two Nations: 
Black and White, Separate, Hostile, Unequal (I992). 

The Kerner Commission concluded that "our nation is moving toward 
two societies, one black, one white- separate and unequal." Hacker up­
dated the Kerner Commission's assessment and provided substantial data 
documenting the differing conditions and fates of black and white Ameri­
cans. The Thernstroms wade into the debate accusing critics of the racial 
status quo like Hacker of polemical posturing. They claim that, by contrast, 
their analysis complies with standards of neutrality and is committed to 
factual reporting. America in Black and White, the Thernstroms assert, is a 
treatise that overcomes ideology and addresses the hard truths. Their stated 
aim is to move beyond dichotomies, to find more complicated options, to 
construct an analysis that transcends race. 
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Racial realists make three related claims. First, they say that America has 
made great progress in rectifying racial injustice in the past thirty-five years. 
The economic divide between whites and blacks, in their view, is exagger­
ated, and white Americans have been receptive to demands for racial equal­
ity. Thus, racism is a thing of the past. Sleeper accuses liberals of a "fixation 
on color" and says they do not want "truly to 'get beyond racism.'" As he 
sees it, liberals consistently ignore evidence of racial harmony, of blacks and 
whites working together, or of growing intermarriage between blacks and 
whites. Instead, they favor a portrait of America as irredeemably racist. 10 

One reason race has remained so politically and socially divisive, racial 
realists often say, is that ill-conceived and unnecessary race-conscious poli­
cies such as affirmative action have been adopted. They believe these poli­
cies exacerbate white animosities and do more harm than good. One recent 
study, in fact, claims that merely mentioning affirmative action to otherwise 
nonprejudiced whites "increases significantly the likelihood that they will 
perceive blacks as irresponsible and lazy.'' 11 Many opponents of affirmative 
action point out that were it not for these distorting and distracting poli­
cies whipping up racial consciousness, race would virtually disappear as a 
marker of social identity. Race remains divisive, in their view, because race­
conscious agitators exploit it to demand race-conscious policies. 12 

The racial realists' second claim is that persistent racial inequalities in 
income, employment, residence, and political representation cannot be ex­
plained by white racism, even though a small percentage of whites remain 
intransigent racists. As they see it, the problem is the lethargic, incorrigible, 
and often pathological behavior of people who fail to take responsibility for 
their own lives. In D'Souza's view, persistent and deep black poverty is at­
tributable to the moral and cultural failure of African Americans, not to 
discrimination. 13 

For racial realists, color-blindness means, among other things, recognizing 
black failure. Jacoby reports that she has a note above her desk that reads: 
"'If you can't call a black thug a thug, you're a racist.' It is," she says, "an 
idea I stand by.'' 14 Racial realists charge that blacks and their liberal support­
ers are unwilling to acknowledge the failures of black people. Sleeper calls 
this the sin of liberal racism. He thinks that white liberals are guilty of 
holding blacks to a lower standard. They set "the bar so much lower" for 
blacks, he writes, "that it denies them the satisfactions of equal accomplish­
ment and opportunity.'' 15 It is also counterproductive. Jacoby argues that the 
idea that racism still matters just encourages blacks to believe the fallacy that 
"all responsibility for change lies with whites.'' Contemporary allegations 
of racism, the Thernstroms insist, are mainly a cover, an excuse. Blaming 
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whites - arguing that the "white score is always zero" or that "white racism 
remains a constant" - simply obscures the reality of black failure, self-doubt, 
and lack of effort. It deflects attention from changing the values and habits of 
many black people to overcome the "development gap" between blacks and 
whites, a process Jacoby calls "acculturation."16 

The racial realists' final assertion is that the civil rights movement's politi­
cal failures are caused by the manipulative, expedient behavior of black 
nationalists and the civil rights establishment. Or, as Alan Wolfe puts the 
matter in a review of Tamar Jacoby's recent book on integration, "Those who 
claim to speak in the name of African Americans do not always serve the 
interests of those for whom they supposedly speak." 17 The real problem 
today is not racists like David Duke who still prey on white fears. Instead, the 
genuine obstacles are misguided black militants like Al Sharpton who over­
dramatize white racism and white apologists who have a pathological need 
to feel guilty. Racial realists feel that since black civil rights leaders and 
militants benefit from government handouts and affirmative action, they 
have a vested interest in denying racial progress and fomenting racial divi­
sions. Many black politicians, according to the Thernstroms, particularly 
those elected to Congress, ignore the real needs of their constituents and 
pursue instead "the rhetoric of racial empowerment" and separatism. 18 

Although racial realists do not claim that racism has ended completely, 
they want race to disappear. For them, color-blindness is not simply a legal 
standard; it is a particular kind of social order, one where racial identity is 
irrelevant. They believe a color-blind society can uncouple individual be­
havior from group identification, allowing genuine inclusion of all people. In 
their view, were this allowed to happen, individuals who refused to follow 
common moral standards would be stigmatized as individuals, not as mem­
bers of a particular group. 19 

Ironically, like some multiculturalists, racial realists assume that the real 
problem facing America is not racial discrimination. Instead, it is a problem 
of recognition and identity, of how people see themselves. Were it not for 
racial preferences and black hopelessness-helplessness, the Thernstroms be­
lieve, race would virtually disappear as a political and social issue in the 
United States. Racial realists pay only lip service to the idea that racial dis­
crimination matters; they do not seriously investigate how and why racism 
persists after the dismantling of Jim Crow laws or what causes racial inequal­
ity. They would much prefer to slay the evil dragon of racial separatism. For 
racial realists, upholding Martin Luther King Jr.'s noble dream to transform 
"the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brother­
hood" requires that the words race (and racism) must disappear from our 
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political lexicon, and, along with rights, personal responsibility (read black 
failure) must be acknowledged. 20 

Racial realists did not produce this new assemblage of beliefs about race 
and racial inequality; they have codified it. And their case against color­
conscious public policies has found receptive audiences throughout the coun­
try, among both Republicans and Democrats, young and old. But their synthe­
sis of this new set of beliefs was not, as they claim, produced by nonpartisan, 
neutral observations of race in America. Rather, it is an offshoot of the 
conservative turn in American politics. Like Dinesh D'Souza and most conser­
vatives, racial realists categorically reject biological explanations for racial 
inequality while subscribing to the notion that any possibility for reducing 
racial inequality is undermined by black behavior and values. Like other 
conservatives, both D'Souza and the Thernstroms believe in a version of racial 
realism that assumes that government intervention only makes things worse. 
Racial progress, in this view, is best achieved by letting the free market work 
its magic. In this instance, conservative ideology, like racial realism, makes a 
case against color-conscious policies and represents a generation of conserva­
tive attacks on liberal social policy.21 In an important sense, the public's new 
understanding of race and racism is both a cause and a consequence of the 
emergence of modern conservatism, which is the context for the rise of racial 
realism. 

It is time to take a cold, hard look at the case for racial realism and the new 
understanding of racism that it synthesizes. In the following analysis, we 
assume people bear certain responsibility for the outcomes of their lives. We 
do not ignore or make excuses when broadly accepted moral and legal stan­
dards are violated. Nor do we attribute every problem and failure in commu­
nities of color to persistent racism. But we cannot accept the proposition that 
racial inequality does not matter and that racism has all but disappeared from 
American life. In our judgment, the new public understanding subscribes to a 
false dichotomy: either we have racial prejudice or we have black failure. We 
think this view is deeply flawed. We present an alternative perspective, one 
that is sustained by empirical evidence and is more consonant with the real­
ities of race in America as the nation enters the twenty-first century. 

We use the term racial realists to refer to individuals who subscribe to 
the new belief system. Racial realists do not agree on every tenet of the new 
understanding of racial inequality, and they span, as we have indicated, the 
political spectrum. However, many of the writers we consider are conserva­
tives, and they combine racial realism with political conservatism. When we 
analyze their views, we refer to them as conservatives rather than racial 
realists. 
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The Logic of Color-Blind Policies and Free Market Racism 

The racial realists claim that segregation was defeated and white prejudice 
minimized after Congress passed the I964 Civil Rights Act and the I96 5 
Voting Rights Act, but that these gains have been derailed by the misguided 
policies of the civil rights establishment and liberal politicians. They be­
lieve that the United States made greater progress in removing racial preju­
dice and racist behavior in this period than many liberals will acknowledge. 
The Thernstroms cite big changes in racial attitudes among whites since the 
I94os as evidence for this assertion. White prejudice, in their estimation, 
started to decline much earlier than most people realize. The shift began, the 
Thernstroms argue, in the early I9 50s. And when the civil rights movement 
abolished Jim Crow, white racism withered away. 

Equating attitudes with institutional practices, the Thernstroms boldly as­
sert that racial inequality substantially diminished between I940 and I970. 
This progress, they contend, accompanied economic growth and individual 
achievements in education, not government programs. This claim radically 
twists the commonly held assumption that civil rights policies were respon­
sible for the growth of the black middle class. There is no question that since 
the early I94os African Americans have made enormous strides in income, 
occupation, and education. But the Thernstroms claim that the black middle 
class made its greatest strides prior to affirmative action policies and govern­
ment programs designed to assist African Americans. The largest income 
gains and the greatest reductions in poverty rates, they assert, did not come in 
the I96os but in the two decades following the Great Depression. According 
to the Thernstroms, Lyndon Johnson's Great Society played a small role in 
the creation of a flourishing black middle class and the alleviation of black 
poverty. 

This historical account enables the Thernstroms to make an inference that 
is vital to the new understanding of race and racism. In this reading of 
history, African American economic progress -narrowing the racial gaps in 
wages, occupation, employment, and wealth- depends almost entirely on 
reducing the deficit in black people's levels of education, job skills, and expe­
rience. The idea here is that individuals succeed economically when they 
acquire the skills and experience valued by employers. The Thernstroms, 
along with many of the writers and scholars on whom they depend, assume 
that the most important factors that determine economic achievement for 
blacks are growth of the economy and the opportunity for employers to 
rationally choose between skilled and unskilled workers in competitive labor 
markets, not the elimination of institutional practices that systematically 
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privilege whites. In this view, racial differences in employment, wages, and 
family income will presumably disappear as blacks acquire more job-related 
skills and education. 22 

Not every racial realist accepts the Thernstroms' historical account of 
black people's economic progress. But many people believe that after the 
I96os, labor market discrimination was substantially diminished or elimi­
nated and that what matters now is education and job skills. White racism, in 
their view, has very little to do with black income and wages or persistently 
high poverty rates in the black community. 23 It clearly makes much more 
sense, these people think, to look at the counterproductive and antisocial 
choices of poor blacks - choices that lead young women to have babies out 
of wedlock, young men to commit crimes, and young men and women to 
drop out of school. 

When the Thernstroms argue that labor market discrimination was rela­
tively unimportant in the I94os and assert that labor market discrimina­
tion is all but gone, they rely on the economic theory of discrimination. 
This theory assumes that in competitive economic markets, discrimination is 
short-lived because ruthlessly competitive entrepreneurs will take advantage 
of the opportunities racial exclusion provides and hire low-wage black work­
ers instead of their high-priced white counterparts. Victims of market dis­
crimination, therefore, will always have an option to work, because some 
employers will not subordinate their chance to make a profit on cheap black 
labor to a desire to exclude black workers. In "a world of free access to open 
markets," the legal scholar Richard Epstein writes, "systematic discrimina­
tion, even by a large majority, offers little peril to the isolated minority."24 

Because the theory assumes that competition drives discriminatory employ­
ers out of the market, any differences in wages or income must be attribut­
able to differences in education, job skills, or cultural values. In this account, 
when de jure segregation was demolished by I96os civil rights legislation, 
blacks were free to compete on a more or less equal basis with whites. As a 
result, race-conscious policies that guarantee employment or education are 
not only unnecessary but are also harmful to the free market. 

For the Thernstroms, as well as for the full range of racial realists and 
conservatives who subscribe to this remarkable revisionist history of racism 
since the I96os, the main problem facing America was state-sponsored racial 
discrimination. The difficulty with Jim Crow laws in this view was not that 
they institutionalized white supremacy and racial domination. The problem 
with Plessy v. Ferguson (I896), which upheld the power of state governments 
to segregate public facilities and transportation by race, is that it interfered 
with an unfettered market. According to Epstein, southern politicians were 
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catering to the prejudices of white voters by imposing legally binding segre­
gation throughout the South. But these misguided laws made it impossible 
for employers to hire blacks and pay equal wages to blacks and whites, and 
this then short-circuited competition in labor markets. In this vein, he is 
troubled because the Supreme Court did not strike down these laws on the 
grounds that they interfered with the "liberty of contract," as it did when it 
struck down minimum wage and hours laws in the North. Epstein argues 
that even if segregated labor markets were to emerge in a free, competitive 
economic market, it would be the result of voluntary choices rather than 
coercion and therefore "must be sharply distinguished from the system of 
government-mandated segregation on grounds of race."25 

Voluntary, individual choice is crucial to the color-blind worldview one 
finds in racial realism and to the new understanding of racial inequality that 
it promotes. Although the civil rights movement demolished publicly sanc­
tioned racist laws, racial realists do not believe civil rights laws were intended 
or designed to promote integration or to eliminate racial differences in eco­
nomic status. Color-blindness in this view is a formal guarantee of equality 
before the law; it only means that government may not treat individuals 
unfairly or discriminate against them. But being blind to color does not mean 
that racial differences in income, wages, or status will disappear. According 
to this version of color-blindness, people will rise or fall according to their 
own efforts and abilities. The onus of responsibility for success is squarely on 
the individual. 

It should not be surprising, therefore, that these proponents of color­
blindness strongly believe affirmative action policies in the late I96os twisted 
and distorted the goals and statutory achievements of the civil rights move­
ment. Affirmative action, in their view, refers to any race-conscious policy 
that mandates racial integration in schools, the creation of black or La­
tino majority legislative districts, or preferences in college admissions, em­
ployment, and business contracts. In each case, critics argue that the origi­
nal, laudable goals of the civil rights movement were perverted by arrogant 
elites - black civil rights leaders, judges, and white liberals -who insisted on 
imposing their agenda and subverted the dream of a color-blind society. 

The Thernstroms are typical of this sentiment. Their account of school 
desegregation is a classic attack on race-conscious policies. Desegregation 
was an entirely appropriate goal in their estimation, and it could have 
been achieved by abolishing Jim Crow laws and constructing school district 
boundaries that promoted racial balance. But, unfortunately, self-aggrandiz­
ing civil rights leaders and radical white liberals replaced this sensible policy 
with court-ordered busing, together with other forms of forced integration, 
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and the results were predictably bad. In their view, the same scenario was 
played out with race-conscious employment policies, college admissions, 
business set-asides, and legislative redistricting. So far as the Thernstroms are 
concerned, all color-conscious policies, like much governmental regulation, 
are wasteful, make things worse, are prone to corruption, and, in this in­
stance, stir up the reservoirs of racial resentment. If that were not serious 
enough, the Thernstroms add, none of these policies provide jobs for black 
students or raise their cognitive abilities. 

This is racial realism's intellectual framework. It is reflected in and rein­
forced by contemporary white American public opinion about issues trig­
gered by race. Persistent racial inequality is accepted as normal; African 
Americans are thought to be "the cultural architects of their own disadvan­
tage." Lawrence Bobo calls this "laissez-faire racism."26 

The Persistence of Durable Racial Inequality 

This snapshot of race in America is out of focus. Racial realists pose the 
wrong question. The real issue, so far as they are concerned, is whether the 
United States has made progress in reducing racial inequality. But every 
serious student of contemporary racial inequality concedes there has been 
progress. The Thernstroms remind us repeatedly that the good news "regard­
ing the emergence of a strong black middle class has not received the atten­
tion it deserves. "27 Good tidings, they assert, are neglected because of a 
volatile mixture of "black anger" and "white guilt." This is hardly true. Every 
gain the black middle class has made, every uptick in black employment is 
trumpeted from the rooftops. There is no gainsaying the progress of the black 
middle class, but to dwell on this amounts to celebrating economic gains 
while ignoring the large and persistent gaps in economic and social well­
being between blacks and whites. 

An abundance of evidence documents persistently large gaps between 
blacks and whites in family income, wages, and wealth since the economic 
boom of the post-World War Two years and after the civil rights revolution. 
Black families have clearly gained relative to whites over the past fifty-five 
years, but the absolute income gap between them has widened. In 200I, the 
real median income of black families was 62 percent of that of whites, only 
IO points higher than it was in I947, when the ratio was 52 percent. Over the 
same period, however, the absolute real median income gap doubled, rising 
from $Io,3 86 to $20,469. 28 (If one compares black family income to that of 
non-Hispanic whites, a more accurate measure, the ratio is 58 percent, a gap 
that is largely unchanged since the early I97os.) 29 
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Relative to non-Hispanic white men, black men made income gains be­
tween I972 and 200I. Their real median income rose from 60 percent to 
67. 5 percent of white median income. The absolute gap declined slightly over 
the same period, falling from $II,624 to $rn,325. (Almost all of black 
males' income gains came during the economic boom of the late I99os; at the 
beginning of the decade black male income relative to whites' was lower than 
it was in I972.) The picture for black women is very different. Compared to 
non-Hispanic white women, black women's real median income declined 
from 92 percent in I972 to a low point of 79 percent in I988 and then rose to 
94.5 percent by 200I. The absolute gap in annual income between black and 
white women is much smaller than the one for the men - a reflection of the 
wage discrimination experienced by all women.30 Large disparities in income 
remain even when the comparison is restricted to full-time workers, despite a 
black unemployment rate that is much higher than the rate for whites. 31 

Just as important is the startling persistence of racial inequality in other 
areas of American life, despite laws passed to address the disparities. Hous­
ing and health care are two matters vital to the well-being of individuals and 
their families, and both illustrate the limits of the civil rights revolution. The 
I968 Civil Rights Act outlawed housing discrimination, yet African Ameri­
cans continue to be the most residentially segregated group in the United 
States (see Massey, part 4). They are far more likely to live in segregated 
neighborhoods than either Asian Americans or Latinos. 32 Blacks are much 
less likely to own a home, and when they can get a mortgage, they receive far 
less favorable terms than do comparable whites. For example, between I993 
and I 998, subprime lending- loans with higher interest rates and predatory 
foreclosure practices - grew by thirty times in Chicago's black neighbor­
hoods, but by only two and one-half times in white residential areas. Race, 
not social class, explains this difference: in I998, subprime lenders made 
53 percent of the home-equity loans in middle-income black areas but only 
I2 percent of the loans in middle-income white areas.33 

Medicare and Medicaid succeeded in expanding access to health care to 
many people, a clear example of progress. Racial and income differences in 
the use of health care facilities, including hospital stays as well as visits to 
doctors' offices, diminished substantially after these two laws were enacted. 
These laws made a difference; largely because of Medicaid, black infant 
mortality rates dropped by half between I960 and I980. Yet racial differ­
ences for many health indicators remained unchanged or in some cases wid­
ened. The black infant mortality rate remained twice as high as the white 
rate, and by I998 it had actually widened.34 Moreover, one specialist on race 
and health care has pointed out that in I99 5 "black age-adjusted mortality 
rates were still I.6I times that of whites, a disparity essentially unchanged 
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since I9 50."35 In other words, neither the civil rights revolution nor dimin­
ishing prejudice have made much difference to racial disparities in mortality, 
the most fundamental measure of health. Neither income nor poverty status 
alone can explain these racial differences36 (see Williams and Collins, part 4). 

One reason for these disparities is that blacks and Latinos are still much 
less likely to have access to primary care physicians than whites. For exam­
ple, in South Central Los Angeles, where the population is overwhelmingly 
African American and Latino, the ratio of primary care physicians to the 
population is I to I2,993. By comparison, in wealthy Bel Air, only a few 
miles away, the ratio is I to 2I4. 37 Limited access to primary care shows up in 
many basic health statistics. David Smith reports that "the proportion of 
blacks receiving adequate prenatal care, up-to-date childhood immuniza­
tions, flu shots as seniors, and cancer screenings lags significantly behind 
whites, even though most of the financial barriers to such preventive services 
have been eliminated."38 African Americans, Latinos, and members of other 
minority groups account for 75 percent of active cases of tuberculosis, and 
the Centers for Disease Control reports that blacks are five times as likely to 
die of asthma as are whites. 39 Even when blacks have equal access to medical 
care, recent evidence indicates that significant racial disparities in treatment 
and care remain. For example, among Medicare beneficiaries of similar age, 
gender, and income, blacks are 25 percent less likely to have mammography 
screening for breast cancer and 57 percent less likely to have reduction of hip 
fracture. 40 

Any credible analysis of race in America at the beginning of the twenty­
first century must confront and account for these durable and persistent 
inequalities between blacks and whites. Many proponents of racial realism 
as well as those Americans who subscribe to the new explanation for racial 
inequality fail to do this for two reasons. First, they ignore or obscure dra­
matic and persistent facts of racial inequality. Second, the methodological 
assumptions that guide their investigation of race in America lead them to 
ignore alternative explanations that more closely "fit" the evidence they do 
cite. In the following analysis, we address each of these concerns. 

The Minimal Relevance of Individual Choice 
to Durable Racial Inequality 

Today the predominant approach to understanding racial stratification in 
American life assumes that "social life results chiefly or exclusively from the 
actions of self-motivated, interest-seeking persons."41 For those promulgat-
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ing this view, it is solely the stated intentions and choices of individuals that 
explain discrimination. It leads writers to focus on individual whites' beliefs 
about African Americans and civil rights. Throughout America in Black and 
White, for example, the Thernstroms focus on the positive upward spiral of 
individual whites' attitudes as measured by public opinion data. The positive 
shift in expressed attitudes is then assumed, prima facie, to be evidence of 
behavior. If (white) people say they are not discriminating against blacks, the 
Thernstroms believe them, and infer that discrimination must be diminish­
ing. In a like manner, persistent racial inequality is attributed to blacks' 
individual choices of lifestyles and attitudes. 

The Thernstroms' assessment of residential discrimination is a prime il­
lustration of how individual intentions and choices are used to explain racial 
inequality. They do not deny that residential segregation remains very high. 
Instead, the Thernstroms argue that it has declined somewhat and that this is 
real evidence of racial progress. 42 They go on to argue, however, that housing 
would be even less segregated but for the choices of blacks. Public opinion 
surveys prove whites are quite willing to accept blacks as neighbors. The 
problem, they argue, is that public opinion data show blacks would prefer to 
live in neighborhoods that are at least 50 percent African American. Thus, 
they conclude that the preferences of blacks, not white racism, produces 
segregated housing. In other words, present-day segregation is caused by 
ethnic group loyalty.43 

Just as the Thernstroms think housing segregation reflects black prefer­
ences, Sally Sa tel, a psychiatrist, contends that racial differences in health and 
well-being are due to blacks' bad lifestyle choices. Like other conservatives, 
Satel thinks declining individual prejudice and the elimination of de jure 
segregation mean that racism is largely a thing of the past. Angered that 
"accusations of medical bias still linger" decades after segregation has ended, 
Satel severely criticizes federal funding of studies on racial and ethnic dis­
parities in health care and any suggestion that there is a relationship between 
blacks' and Latinos' health and discrimination or powerlessness. Satel ac­
cuses the public health establishment of neglecting the vital role of individ­
ual choices in health outcomes in its rush to analyze social injustice. "Tak­
ing responsibility for one's own health comes to be virtually ignored," she 
complains.44 

Satel's criticisms about the documentation of racial disparities evade fun­
damental questions regarding the institutional structure of health care and 
racially disparate outcomes. By focusing on the stated intentions and choices 
of individuals, conservatives like the Thernstroms and Satel ignore the sys­
temic and routine practices of white Americans and the consequences of their 



70 Race Preferences 

behavior. Whether these actions are motivated by group values and interests 
or operate through private and public institutions, the inescapable results are 
harmful to African Americans and other people of color. 

When social scientists analyze income, employment, or occupational dis­
parities between categorical groups - blacks-whites, men-women - they as­
sume these gaps in material well-being are due mostly to differences in edu­
cation and job skills that would affect an individual's productivity and thus 
that person's ability to succeed in competitive labor markets. Studies of 
wage discrimination, for example, typically proceed by removing the effects 
of individual characteristics such as education or experience that might ex­
plain wage differences between men and women or between racial groups. 
Any remaining gap in wages is then attributed to discrimination. Yet as Ruth 
Milkman and Eleanor Townsley explain, "This approach ... fails to capture 
the depth with which gender discrimination and the norms associated with it 
are embedded in the economic order-in fact, they are embedded so deeply 
that a willful act of discrimination is not really necessary to maintain gen­
der inequality."45 One problem with this approach is that an individual's 
job experience and education may have been shaped by deeply embedded 
patterns of discrimination - a racially biased allocation of public resources 
to schools, for example -which means that education is not independent of 
discrimination. By focusing only on individuals and the skills they bring 
to the labor market, moreover, analysts obscure the relationship between 
racial groups, a fundamental element in the development of durable racial 
inequality. 

In the following we will show how and why the specific intentions and 
choices of individuals regarding racial discrimination or exclusion are fre­
quently irrelevant to the emergence and maintenance of social and economic 
inequalities in the United States. One cannot assume that individuals are the 
only appropriate unit of analysis. By making this assumption, Satel, the 
Thernstroms, and other like-minded interpreters of contemporary racial in­
equality neglect the collective actions of groups, the role of intermediary 
institutions, and the cumulative effects of durable racial inequality. 

Group Hoarding and the Economic Theory of Discrimination 

As we indicated earlier, the economic theory of labor market discrimination 
is a theory of individual choice. This one-dimensional theory, however, is 
empirically flawed. Because it assumes that economic competition drives out 
discrimination, the theory cannot explain why racial inequality persists once 
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education, training, and experience are taken into account. Nor can it ex­
plain historical patterns of labor market segregation in both the North and 
the South. And recent attempts to rescue the theory by attributing differences 
in the economic success of African Americans and immigrants to cultural 
values have failed miserably. 46 

While individuals can and do discriminate, labor market discrimination is 
better understood as a group phenomenon. It is an instance of what Charles 
Tilly calls opportunity hoarding. This occurs when members of a group 
acquire and monopolize access to valuable resources or privileges. Most 
people know that informal networks of family, extended kinship, friendships, 
and associates are the typical routes to employment. Employers commonly 
recruit new workers through informal ties and word-of-mouth suggestions; 
current employees typically identify job candidates. 47 Because workers tend 
to be friends and acquaintances of members of the same race and sex, a bias 
toward re-creating a homogeneous workforce is overwhelming. Discrimina­
tion, therefore, can be passive and unobtrusive. One need not be a racist to 
use one's position to benefit friends and acquaintances, even if it means 
awarding jobs to whites rather than blacks. 48 

But the process of labor market discrimination is not always so passive. 
Once members of a group acquire access to resources, they may hoard the 
resources by denying access to outsiders. Tilly suggests that hoarding can be 
found in a variety of groups, including immigrants, criminal conspiracies, 
and even elite military units. 49 Once a group of employees acquire the best 
jobs and perks, they can make it difficult for employers to hire outsiders. 
Insiders can harass unwanted workers by disrupting their work and reducing 
their value to employers, which can eventually exclude outsiders. Intimida­
tion is a way for insiders to discourage outsiders from even applying for a 
job. Justifying exclusionary practices with beliefs that denigrate the work 
habits and skills of excluded workers is the final step in this process. For a 
long time white workers used the "myth of the machine" - the idea that 
black workers were incapable of working with machines -to exclude Afri­
can American workers from skilled, higher paying work.50 

The Thernstroms assume that changing attitudes toward blacks is the key 
to reducing racial inequalities in wages, income, and employment. It makes 
more sense, however, to examine racial labor market competition - a prime 
example of opportunity hoarding- to get a better handle on a critical deter­
minant of racial inequality. Simple models of discrimination that assume that 
unequal rewards to otherwise identical workers are motivated by prejudice 
do not capture the complexity and depth of racially divided labor markets in 
the twentieth century. When white workers compete for jobs, they use their 
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advantages to exclude or subordinate black or Latino workers. Two promi­
nent labor market economists, William Darity Jr. and Samuel Myers Jr., 
write that discrimination is "endogenously linked to the employment needs 
of non-black males." Competition between black and white workers inten­
sifies when blacks threaten the status of white workers, either because the 
blacks have acquired the education and job skills to be competitive or be­
cause the job opportunities for whites diminish. 51 Employers' evaluations of 
the skills and talents of black workers are often based on negative stereotypes 
of their productivity rather than on independent assessments of their work. 
These stereotypes are the residue of racial labor market competition and 
push black workers to the bottom of the employment queue. 52 

Racial labor market competition is obviously affected by the state of the 
economy. When economic growth is sluggish or depressed, labor markets are 
slack and competition for jobs unleashes white racism. Robust economic 
growth produces tight labor markets as demand for workers rises, and typi­
cally has a greater impact on black unemployment rates than on white unem­
ployment rates. Similarly, as high-wage manufacturing jobs are eliminated 
and whites are displaced, competition intensifies between blacks and whites 
for low- and moderate-wage service jobs. Job competition based on race can 
be modified by public policies that regulate wages and access to jobs through 
full employment or affirmative action policies. But unless or until a third 
party steps in to demand or induce employers to pursue a different recruit­
ment strategy, a homogeneous racial and gendered workforce will almost 
inevitably be reproduced. 

Institutions and the Routine, Ordinary Generation of Inequality 

Because the realist analysis of racial inequality assumes that racism is pro­
duced exclusively by the intentions and choices of individuals, intermediate 
institutions that play a crucial part in generating and maintaining racial 
inequality are rarely analyzed. The routine practices of corporations, law 
firms, banks, athletic teams, labor unions, the military, and educational in­
stitutions tend to be ignored or minimized. These institutions are neither 
scrutinized nor analyzed unless or until they institute strategies that redress 
past social grievances. Accordingly, advocates of this approach to racial in­
equality believe that individual access to previously segregated institutions is 
all that is necessary to redress past racial injustice. They never discuss the 
ways these institutions might be transformed to accommodate or better en­
gage the groups they formerly excluded. 
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Any analysis of racial inequality that routinely neglects organizations and 
practices that, intentionally or unintentionally, generate or maintain racial 
inequalities over long periods of time is incomplete and misleading. Such an 
analysis will be unable, for example, to detect the ways real estate and mort­
gage lending industries routinely sustain segregated housing markets and 
discriminate against would-be black homeowners. It will also not notice that 
discrimination in the criminal justice system is produced by a large number of 
small decisions by the police that single out young black men, the results of 
which then extend to their treatment in adult courts. 

Nowhere is the folly of neglecting institutional practices more apparent 
than in the case of racial disparities in health care and mortality. Many health 
care institutions remain partially segregated despite the end of Jim Crow and 
federal laws that prohibit distribution of federal funds to institutions that 
discriminate. The private nursing home industry, for example, has continued 
to be segregated, largely because for-profit nursing homes are reluctant to 
accept Medicaid patients, particularly elderly blacks, and state governments 
have little incentive to enforce civil rights laws. Elderly blacks are therefore 
less likely to use private nursing homes even though they have a greater need 
for such care. In Pennsylvania the segregation index for nursing homes is 
almost as high as the indexes for housing in metropolitan areas. 53 More­
over, nonwhites are almost twice as likely as whites to be admitted to a 
nursing home sanctioned by state officials for serious deficiencies in care and 
facilities. 54 

Segregated and unequal treatment in health care is an endemic problem, 
though not one that is attributable to the actions of prejudiced individuals. 
David Barton Smith concludes his detailed assessment of racial disparities in 
health care by noting that 

at least some of the reported differences in rates of drug addiction, sexually trans­
mitted diseases, and possibly even infant mortality reflect differences in the screen­
ing and reporting practices of the settings in which care is provided to blacks as 
opposed to those catering to whites. Such screening and reporting is more likely to 
be a part of the standard operating procedures of the more urban clinic settings 
where blacks disproportionately receive their care. In effect, these differences in 
procedures amount to an institutionalized form of racial profiling. 55 

While there are numerous examples of how economic, educational, and 
governmental organizations unintentionally produce unequal racial out­
comes, it is also the case that certain institutions do better than others in 
reducing racial inequalities. Some universities that use affirmative action 
policies, for example, do better at graduating black students than universities 
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that admit students strictly on the basis of test scores. Nor do blacks with low 
test scores always have lower graduation rates, as is typically assumed. It 
makes sense to focus our attention on institutional practices that mitigate 
and reduce racial inequalities. These practices will not be discovered, how­
ever, when one looks for racism in individual motivations and presumes that 
people with good intentions will do the right thing if only government gets 
out of the way. 

Cumulative Inequalities 

Inequalities are cumulative, a fact adherents of the new public wisdom on 
race ignore in their rush to celebrate progress. The story told by the Thern­
stroms in America in Black and White, for example, is disturbingly, some­
times even stunningly, ahistorical. This may seem surprising because the 
book does trace race relations over time, from the early I94os to the present, 
and one of the authors is a prize-winning Harvard historian. Yet the book is 
insensitive to the ways the past shapes the future. By assuming that be­
havioral changes are produced by changes in attitudes, the Thernstroms 
implicitly distinguish between past and present discrimination. 56 But if dis­
crimination has declined, this means one cannot look to history to explain 
the persistence of racial inequalities. As a result, proponents of the new 
understanding of racial inequality are forced to focus on individual motiva­
tions. But this neglects how the past has shaped contemporary patterns of 
racial inequality, and how it continues to constrain the choices of African 
Americans and other groups. Thus, conservatives and their realist colleagues 
ignore how the accumulation of wealth- economic, cultural, social, and po­
litical capital- molds economic opportunities for all Americans over time, 
especially blacks, Latinos, and other racial minorities. Wealth matters. At the 
conclusion of his book on race, wealth, and social policy in the United States, 
Dalton Conley writes, "One may conclude that the locus of racial inequality 
no longer lies in the labor market, but rather in class and property relations 
that, in turn, affect other outcomes. While young African American men may 
have the opportunity to obtain the same education, income, and wealth as 
whites, in actuality, they are on a slippery slope, for the discrimination their 
parents faced in the housing and credit markets sets the stage for perpetual 
economic disadvantage."57 

When the economy falters, privileged members of society are able to help 
themselves over the difficult bumps and fluctuations of a market economy. 
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Their net worth, not wages, provides the necessary reserves to ride out cycli­
cal downturns in the economy or other disasters. Although the Thernstroms 
acknowledge racial differences in wealth, they attribute the black deficit to 
age and family structure. African American families, they argue, are younger 
and are more likely to be headed by single parents. Both factors militate 
against wealth accumulation and both, not coincidentally, are characteristics 
about which individuals exercise some choice.58 Differences in the accumula­
tion of wealth between different racial groups, however, are not solely the 
result of age, family structure, or the inclination to save- blacks and whites 
save about the same proportions of their income.59 In fact, African Ameri­
cans lost much of the wealth they acquired after the Civil War to white 
thievery and discrimination. A recent study by the Associated Press found 
that more than four hundred blacks were dispossessed of more than twenty­
four thousand acres of farm and timber land in the South, worth millions of 
dollars today, through fraud, discrimination by lenders, and other illegal 
means. 60 

Since inequalities accumulate over generations, an analysis of racial in­
equalities in the distribution of wealth explodes any distinction between past 
and present racism. Cumulative inequality undermines racial conservatives' 
efforts to restrict the effects of racism to the past. Today's racial disparities in 
wealth reflect the legacies of slavery, Jim Crow, and labor market discrimina­
tion (see Oliver and Shapiro, part I). 

The Origins of Durable Racial Inequality 

Discussions of racial inequality commonly dwell on only one side of the color 
line. We talk about black poverty, black unemployment, black crime, and 
public policies for blacks. We rarely, however, talk about the gains whites 
receive from the troubles experienced by blacks. Only when the diverging 
fates of black and white Americans are considered together-within the 
same analytic framework-will it be possible to move beyond the current 
stale debate over how to transform the American color line. 

In our view, the persistence of racial inequality stems from the long-term 
effects of labor market discrimination and institutional practices that have 
created cumulative inequalities by race. The result is a durable pattern of 
racial stratification. Whites have gained or accumulated opportunities, while 
African Americans and other racial groups have lost opportunities - they 
suffer from disaccumulation of the accoutrements of economic opportunity. 
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Rather than investigating racial inequality by focusing on individual inten­
tions and choices, we concentrate on the relationship between white ac­
cumulation and black and Latino disaccumulation. 

Accumulation versus Disaccumulation 

The idea of accumulation is straightforward and can be illustrated with a 
simple example. Investment counselors routinely explain to their clients the 
importance of long-term investments. For example, a young couple that set 
aside just $40 a month beginning in I970 and simply let it sit in an account 
paying 5 percent interest would accumulate about $34,000, or more than 
double the amount invested, by the year 2000. Rolling over modest invest­
ments of capital produces an impressive accumulation. Similarly, very small 
economic and social advantages can have large cumulative effects over many 
generations. 

While accumulation is relatively well understood, there is a parallel and 
symmetrical idea that is usually ignored. This is the idea of disinvestment 
and, over time, what might be called disaccumulation. Just as a positive 
investment of $40 can accumulate over time, so too can a negative invest­
ment produce a downward spiral. Consider what happens if one owes the 
Internal Revenue Service a few hundred dollars but allows that debt to go 
unpaid for a decade. The amount of that debt can increase dramatically and 
can lead to a debt of several thousand dollars. The amount owed can increase 
fivefold. From the point of view of the debtor, this is negative accumulation, 
or for purposes of this discussion, disaccumulation. Just as economic advan­
tages (for example, access to skilled trades) can accumulate, economic disad­
vantages (such as exclusion from well-paying jobs) can also be compounded 
over time. 

Home ownership is a good example of how the principle of accumulation 
and disaccumulation works in a racial context. Today's very large gap in 
median net worth between whites and African Americans is mostly due to the 
discrepancy in the value of the equity in their respective homes. Blacks expe­
rience more difficulty obtaining mortgage loans, and when they do purchase 
a house, it is usually worth less than a comparable white-owned home. White 
flight and residential segregation lower the value of black homes. As blacks 
move into a neighborhood, whites move out, fearing that property values 
will decline. As whites leave, the fear becomes a reality and housing prices de­
cline. The refusal of white Americans to live in neighborhoods where blacks 
make up more than 20 percent of the population means that white-owned 
housing is implicitly more highly valued than black-owned housing. Redlin-
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ing completes the circle: banks refuse to underwrite mortgage loans, or they 
rate them as a higher risk. As a consequence, when black homeowners can 
get a loan, they pay higher interest rates for less valuable property. This 
results in disinvestment in black neighborhoods and translates into fewer 
amenities, more abandoned buildings, and a lower property tax base. Be­
cause white communities do not suffer the consequences of residential disac­
cumulation - indeed, they receive advantages denied to black homeowners 
-the value of their housing increases and they accumulate wealth. In this 
way interlocking patterns of racialized accumulation and disaccumulation 
create durable inequality. 61 

The distribution of economic wealth is central to any account of racial 
inequality, but it is not the only dimension of racial accumulation and dis­
accumulation. For example, inadequate access to health care contributes to 
disaccumulation in communities of color. Health is fundamental to every 
aspect of life: without health, a student cannot do well in school; a worker 
cannot hold a job, much less excel at one; a family member cannot be an 
effective parent or spouse. Health crises and the staggering costs they im­
pose are critical underlying causes of poverty, homelessness, and bankruptcy. 
Housing, employment, and education are vital, but without health, and the 
care necessary to maintain it, the quality of life, indeed life itself, is uncertain. 
The effect is cumulative. Inadequate prenatal care results in low birth-weight 
babies, which in turn leads to infant mortality and to severe physical and 
mental disabilities among those who survive. 62 One-fifth to one-third of Afri­
can American children are anemic, and they account for a disproportionate 
number of children exposed to lead poisoning. Both problems impair intel­
lectual functions and school performance. 63 

Accumulation also includes cultural and social advantages - meeting "the 
right people" at Harvard, Yale, and Princeton (who can and often do provide 
a substantial boost to one's career), for example. As we will subsequently 
document in more depth, a symmetrical process operates in the criminal 
justice system, with the opposite consequences: judges frequently incarcerate 
black juveniles rather than sending them home because the court believes 
these youngsters have fewer outside resources to help them. However well 
intentioned, these decisions then become part of the juvenile's record, count­
ing against him or her in future scrapes with the criminal justice system. 
Diverting black youth to state institutions rather than sending them home is 
analogous to acquiring a small debt that can be compounded. Similarly, crit­
ics of affirmative action are correct when they tell black students who have 
been denied admission to the University of California at Berkeley that "there 
is nothing wrong with attending UC Riverside." But that is only half the 
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story. Elite institutions are saturated with an accumulated legacy of power 
and privilege along lines of race and gender. The advice to attend Riverside 
ignores that who you meet at Harvard, Yale, or Princeton- or at Berkeley, 
Ann Arbor, or Madison - is an important aspect of the accumulation of 
economic and social advantage. 

Many Americans, but particularly conservatives, object to the idea that 
past discrimination matters in the present. Marianne Means, a columnist for 
the Hearst newspaper chain, harshly condemns growing black demands for 
reparations. "We should not be a party," she writes, "to whipping up a guilt 
trip that is a ploy to get handouts for a social evil that officially ended nearly 
I40 years ago." 64 Racial realists believe that the accumulation of wealth and 
power by white Americans over the past 360 years is irrelevant to current 
patterns of racial stratification, and the use of race-conscious remedies to 
redress past racial injustices is therefore unnecessary and unfair. As they see 
it, basing current policies on past practices is wallowing in the past. The main 
impediment to racial equality, they feel, is state-sponsored discrimination, 
and the civil rights movement put an end to that. Thus, past discrimination 
should not matter. Ironically, adherents of this point of view ignore a dif­
ferent form of state-sponsored racial inequality: the use of public policy to 
advantage whites. Racism is not simply a matter of legal segregation; it is also 
policies that favor whites. 

The Strange Career of Race Preferences in U.S. Public Policy and Law 

Curiously, the current debate over race-conscious remedies assumes that the 
sole beneficiaries of these policies are blacks and other racial minorities. If, 
however, affirmative action is defined as "race and gender preferences codi­
fied into law and enforced through public policy and social customs," then it 
is strange and peculiar, arbitrary and incorrect, to suggest that affirmative 
action began in the summer of I963 when President John F. Kennedy issued 
Executive Order rn925. Given the above definition, routinely cited by oppo­
nents of affirmative action, the more accurate beginning date for this legal 
and public policy is I64I. That is when the fledgling jurisdictions that would 
later become the first states began to specify in law that rights to property, 
ownership of goods and services, and the right to vote would be restricted 
by race and gender. In I790, Congress formally restricted citizenship via 
naturalization to "white persons," a restriction that remained in place until 
I952.65 

Understood in this way, affirmative action has been in effect for 3 60 years, 
not 39. For the first 330 years, the deck was officially and legally stacked on 
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behalf of whites and males. 66 In Dred Scott ( I 8 57 ), Supreme Court Chief 
Justice Roger Taney posed the matter in remarkably candid terms: "Can a 
negro, whose ancestors were imported into this country, and sold as slaves, 
become a member of the political community, formed and brought into 
existence by the Constitution of the United States, and as such become en­
titled to all rights, and privileges, and immunities, guaranteed by that instru­
ment to the citizen?"67 He answered his own question in unequivocal lan­
guage. "'We the people,'" wrote Justice Taney, leaving no room for doubt, 
was never intended to include blacks, slave or free. "Neither Dred Scott nor 
any other person of African descent,'' he ruled, "had any citizenship rights 
which were binding on white American society." The authority cited by 
Justice Taney in his I 8 57 Supreme Court ruling was that the Constitution, 
the courts at every level, the federal government, and the states all routinely 
denied blacks equal access to rights of citizenship. 68 

Thus, since the inception of the United States, wealth and institutional 
support have been invested on the white side of the color line, leading to an 
accumulation of economic and social advantages among European Ameri­
cans. On the black side, economic and institutional disinvestment has been 
the practice, resulting in a process of disaccumulation. When President Ken­
nedy issued Executive Order Io925 in the summer of I963, he was therefore 
simply trying to open doors that had been sealed shut for more than three 
centuries. Now, after only four decades of "racial and gender preferences,'' a 
vigorous and partially successful attack is being waged against affirmative 
action programs that were instituted to reverse three hundred years of dis­
investment in black communities. Yet when power and wealth were being 
invested and accumulated on their side of the color line, white Americans 
registered hardly any opposition to the arrangement. 69 

The Origins of Modern State-Sponsored Racial Inequality 

One need not go back three hundred years to find the antecedents of contem­
porary white advantage. The New Deal is the most recent benchmark for the 
accumulation of white privilege and the generation of black disadvantage. 
Franklin D. Roosevelt's policies were instrumental to both the cause of racial 
equality and the perpetuation of racial inequality. New Deal agricultural 
policies paved the way for the mechanization of southern agriculture and 
precipitated black (and white) migration to the North and the entry of blacks 
into manufacturing jobs. The Wagner Act legalized unions; minimum wage 
laws put an economic floor under all workers; the Social Security Act gave 
workers a measure of security; and the Employment Act of I946 codified 
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the government's responsibility for aggregate employment and price levels. 
These policies, combined with postwar economic growth, undermined the 
prewar northern racial order, set in motion changes that would dismantle 
Jim Crow, and reduced black as well as white poverty. 

African Americans benefited from New Deal policies. They gained from 
the growth of public employment and governmental transfers like social 
security and welfare. The Great Society went further, reducing racial inequal­
ity, ameliorating poverty among the black poor, and helping to build a new 
black middle class. But if federal social policy promoted racial equality, it 
also created and sustained racial hierarchies. Welfare states are as much 
instruments of stratification as they are of equality. The New Deal's class­
based, or race-neutral, social policies did not affect blacks and whites in 
identical ways. Federal social policy contributed disproportionately to the 
prosperity of the white middle class from the I94os on. Whites received more 
from the New Deal than old-age protection and insurance against the busi­
ness cycle. Housing subsidies paved the way for a white exodus to the sub­
urbs; federal tax breaks secured union-bargained health and pension benefits 
and lowered the cost to workers; veterans' benefits were an avenue of up­
ward mobility for many white men. To assume that government policies 
benefited only blacks or were color-blind, as many white Americans com­
monly believe, is like looking at the world with one eye. 

Three laws passed by Congress in the mid-I93os were instrumental in 
generating the pattern of racial stratification that emerged during the New 
Deal: the Social Security Act, the Wagner Act, and the Federal Housing Act. 
These laws contributed to the accumulation of wealth in white households, 
and they did more than any other combination of factors to sow and nurture 
the seeds of the future urban ghetto and produce a welfare system in which 
recipients would be disproportionately black. It is commonly assumed that 
the New Deal was based on broad and inclusive policies. While there is some 
truth to the claim that Roosevelt's New Deal was designed, as Jill Quadagno 
states it, to provide a "floor of protection for the industrial working class," it 
was riddled with discrimination. Brokered compromises over New Deal labor 
and social policies also reinforced racial segregation through social welfare 
programs, labor policy, and housing policy. 70 How and why did this happen? 

Although the Social Security Act created a work-related social right to 
an old-age pension and unemployment compensation, Congress defied the 
Roosevelt administration and explicitly excluded domestic and agricultural 
workers from coverage. It also exempted public employees as well as work­
ers in nonprofit, voluntary organizations. Only 53 percent of all workers, 
about 26 million people, were initially covered by the old-age insurance title 
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of the Social Security Act, and less than half of all workers were covered 
by unemployment compensation. Congress subsequently excluded these ex­
empt workers from the Wagner Act and the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act 
as well. 71 

Congress's rejection of universal coverage was not a race-neutral decision 
undertaken because, as some people claimed at the time, it was difficult to col­
lect payroll taxes from agricultural and domestic workers. As Charles Hous­
ton, dean of the Howard University Law School, told the Senate Finance 
Committee, "It [the Social Security bill] looks like a sieve with the holes just 
big enough for the majority of Negroes to fall through." Almost three-fifths of 
the black labor force was denied coverage. When self-employed black share­
croppers are added to the list of excluded workers, it is likely that three­
quarters or more of African Americans were denied benefits and the pro­
tection of federal law. Black women, of whom 90 percent were domestic 
workers, were especially disadvantaged by these occupational exclusions. 72 

Agricultural and domestic workers were excluded largely because south­
ern legislators refused to allow implementation of any national social welfare 
policies that included black workers. Roosevelt presided over a fragile coali­
tion of northern industrial workers and southern whites bound to an agrar­
ian economic order. Although blacks began to leave the party of Lincoln for 
the party of Roosevelt, three-quarters of the African American population 
still lived in the South, where they could not vote. Southerners feared that 
federal social policies would raise the pay of southern black workers and 
sharecroppers and that this in turn would undermine their system of racial 
apartheid. Black criticisms of the legislation were ignored as Roosevelt ac­
quiesced to southern demands, believing he could not defy powerful south­
ern committee chairmen and still pass needed social welfare legislation. 

As black workers moved north into industrial jobs, they were eventually 
included under the Social Security Act, and Congress ultimately extended 
coverage of old-age insurance to agricultural workers in 1950 and 1954. 
Although the Social Security Administration made every effort to treat black 
and white workers equally, black workers were nevertheless severely disad­
vantaged by the work-related eligibility provisions of the Social Security Act. 
Both old-age insurance and unemployment compensation rewarded stable, 
long-term employment and penalized intermittent employment regardless of 
the reason. In the name of fiscal integrity, the architects of social insurance in 
the 1930s were adamant that malingerers, those on relief, and those weakly 
attached to the labor market be excluded from eligibility and their benefits 
limited. Due to labor market discrimination and the seasonal nature of agri­
cultural labor, many blacks have not had stable, long-term employment rec-
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ords. Thus, they have had only limited eligibility for old-age and unemploy­
ment benefits. 

The racial consequences of wage-related eligibility provisions were al­
ready apparent in the I93os. Because labor market discrimination lowers the 
wages of black workers relative to white workers or denies them employ­
ment altogether, blacks receive lower benefits than whites from old-age in­
surance and unemployment compensation or are denied access altogether. By 
I939, for example, only 20 percent of white workers who worked in indus­
tries covered by social insurance and who paid payroll taxes for old-age 
insurance were uninsured, but more than twice as many black workers (42 
percent) were uninsured. 73 From the outset, social security transferred in­
come from African American workers to white workers. This disparity con­
tinues today. Even though most black workers are currently covered by social 
security, on average they still receive lower benefits than whites and pay a 
higher proportion of their income in social security taxes. 74 Like old-age 
insurance, there is little evidence of overt discrimination in unemployment 
compensation: eligible black workers are almost as likely as white workers 
are to receive benefits. But because states imposed strict eligibility require­
ments during the I94os and I9 50s, black workers were disproportionately 
excluded. 75 Social insurance is neither universal nor race-neutral. 

In combination, labor market discrimination and work-related eligibility 
requirements excluded blacks from work and social insurance programs in 
the I93os, forcing many to go on relief and later on welfare and Aid to 
Dependent Children. In fact, most black women were excluded from the 
unemployment compensation system until the late I96os. This is because 
domestic workers were statutorily excluded from unemployment compensa­
tion, and as late as the I9 50s more than half of all black women in the 
civilian labor force still worked as domestics. Unemployed black women 
typically had nowhere to turn but welfare, and this is exactly what they did. 
By the I96os, African Americans accounted for two-fifths of all welfare 
recipients, a participation rate that did not change much even when the 
welfare rolls expanded in the I96os. It is labor market discrimination and 
New Deal social policies, not welfare, as the conservatives believe, that has 
harmed black families. The problem cannot be explained by a pathological 
black family structure. 76 

Social insurance in the United States has operated much like a sieve, just 
as Charles Houston predicted, and blacks have fallen through the holes. 
The Wagner Act and the I937 Housing Act compounded the problem, en­
larging the holes in the sieve. Sometimes labeled the Magna Charta of the 
labor movement, the I93 5 Wagner Act was, upon closer inspection, the 
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Magna Charta of white labor. Black leaders tried to add an antidiscrimina­
tion amendment to the law, but the American Federation of Labor and the 
white southerners who controlled key congressional committees fought it. As 
a result, the final version excluded black workers. The law legalized the 
closed shop, which, as Roy Wilkins of the NAACP pointed out, would em­
power "organized labor to exclude from employment in any industry those 
who do not belong to a union." The law also outlawed strikebreaking, a 
weapon black workers had used successfully to force their way into north­
ern industries. Preventing blacks from entering into newly protected labor 
unions meant that black workers were subject to the racist inclinations of 
white workers. 77 One of the consequences of the Wagner Act's failure to 
protect black workers was that union rules confined them to low-wage un­
skilled jobs. When these jobs were eliminated as businesses modernized after 
World War Two, black unskilled workers were replaced by automated manu­
facturing technologies. 78 Thus, the current high levels of black unemploy­
ment can be traced directly to New Deal legislation that allowed white work­
ers to deny job opportunities to blacks. 

State-sponsored racial inequality was also augmented by a third set of 
New Deal policies: federal housing and urban renewal legislation. These 
policies sealed the fate of America's cities by establishing "apartheid without 
walls." Contrary to the commonly held notion that white flight is responsible 
for creating ghettos and barrios, it was actually the federal government's 
explicit racial policy that created these enclaves. 

Each of these policies, routinely hailed as major progressive government 
interventions to boost the economy and place a safety net under all citizens, 
was instrumental in creating long-running patterns of accumulation and dis­
accumulation based on race. These policies, along with others, institutional­
ized white advantage over blacks and other people of color. 

Racial Equality and the Possessive Investment in Whiteness 
after the Civil Rights Revolution 

In the post-civil rights era, formal equality before the law coexists with 
de facto white privilege and whites' resentment of race-conscious remedies. 
Whites' resentment reflects their "possessive investment in whiteness."79 His­
torically, white Americans have accumulated advantages in housing, work, 
education, and security based solely on the color of their skin. Being white, as 
a consequence, literally has value. Though race may be a cultural and biolog­
ical fiction, whiteness, like blackness, is a very real social and legal identity. 
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Both identities are crucial in determining one's social and economic status. 
This is why, when Professor Andrew Hacker asked his white students how 
much money they would demand if they were changed from white to black, 
they felt it was reasonable to ask for $ 50 million if they were to be black 
for the rest of their lives, or $ I million a year for each year they were black. 80 

That was the financial value they placed on being white. It was, to use 
W. E. B. Du Bois's phrase, the dollar amount they attached to their "wages of 
whiteness." The idea of a possessive investment in whiteness helps to explain 
the structures of durable racial inequality and the color-coded community 
processes of accumulation and disaccumulation. The formation of racial 
identity, in turn, connects interests to attitudes toward public issues that have 
racial consequences and color-conscious remedies. 

In one important, and ironic, respect, the combination of legal equality 
with social and economic racial inequality at the end of the civil rights move­
ment is similar to the relationship between blacks and whites at the end of 
Reconstruction. Plessy v. Ferguson, which marked the end of Reconstruction 
by upholding the doctrine of "separate but equal," was the culmination of a 
long debate over the meaning of racial equality that began with the abolition­
ists' struggle against slavery. At the time, it was commonly understood that 
the Fourteenth Amendment guaranteed equality before the law and that po­
litical rights (such as the right to serve as a juror) presumably could not be 
abrogated. But few believed that the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, or Fifteenth 
amendments required social or economic equality between blacks and 
whites. Not even the defenders of a color-blind Constitution accepted this 
idea. Indeed, Justice John Marshall Harlan's defense of a color-blind Consti­
tution in his dissenting opinion in Plessy explicitly assumed the inferiority of 
African Americans and distinguished between legal and social equality. 81 The 
stigma of slavery lingered long after "the peculiar institution" was dis­
mantled. As Tocqueville observed about the antebellum North, "The preju­
dice rejecting the Negroes seems to increase in proportion to their emancipa­
tion, and inequality cuts deep into mores as it is effaced from the laws." 82 

Americans still face the question of what racial inequality means and what 
the nation is obligated to do about it. The civil rights movement repudiated 
racial classifications as a means to subordinate racial groups, and for most 
Americans that is sufficient. The contemporary controversy over the civil 
rights policies, however, cannot be reduced, no matter how hard racial real­
ists try, to a debate over repealing color-conscious remedies like affirmative 
action. The larger question facing Americans is whether equality requires a 
commitment to go beyond formal legal equality and to rectify three hundred 
years of racial oppression and subordination. Racial realists and conserva-
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tives think a color-blind Constitution means that public remedies to end 
social inequality between racial groups are illegitimate, the equivalent of 
"racial social engineering." This view sharply distinguishes between public 
and private spheres of action. Government should be held to a strict standard 
of racial neutrality, proponents argue; the use of laws (or policies) to rectify 
racial inequalities is wrong. 

We reject this position. If America is to achieve a larger measure of racial 
equality, we think the government must use public policies to root out endur­
ing racial inequality. This does not mean we think affirmative action plans 
are the remedy. Arguments over affirmative action do not help us understand 
the etiology and persistence of white privilege. Nor do they help find ways to 
achieve genuine racial equality. We think it makes more sense to consider 
carefully how labor market discrimination, private institutional practices, 
and public policies have generated the accumulation of economic and social 
advantages in white communities, and the concomitant disaccumulation of 
social and economic capital in communities of color. By comparing the as­
sumptions, arguments, and evidence articulated by racial realists to an alter­
native framework, we think it is possible to see the major differences between 
these two perspectives and the remedies that follow from a theory that fo­
cuses on cumulative inequalities. 
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