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The poverty associated with black female-headed households reflects the interac-
tive effects of sexism and racism on black women, not some weakness in the black fam-
ily. African American urban poverty is the result of the complex forces of past and
present institutional discrimination, American racism and prejudice, the precarious
position of African American women in the labor force, and continuing urbanization
and industrialization. The African American family is not in need of "fixing;' and the
attitudesand values of the urban underclass are more the results of impoverishment
than they are the causes. The solution to African American urban poverty lies in fun-
damental changes in the urban-industrial economy and sweeping alterations in the
distribution of resources and opportunities.

Mixed Race and New Racial Identities

As we have discussed, Americans traditionally see race as a simple dichotomy: People
are either black or white, with no intermediate categories. In the past, the social con-
vention of the one-drop rule meant that people of mixed racial descent were classified
as black. To illustrate, consider the story of Gregory Williams (1995), known then as
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Billy, a white boy growing up in the segregated South in the late 1940s and early 1950s.
When Billy was 10, his father revealed that he was "half-colored." Under the one-drop
rule, that made Billy black. Billy at first refused to believe it: "I'm not colored, I'm
white I I look white! I've always been white! I go to the 'whites only' school, 'whites only'
movie theaters, and 'whites only' swimming pool" (p. 34). Gradually, he comes to real-
ize that his life--not just his life chances and his relations with others, but his very
identity--has been transformed by the revelation of his father's race.

In the past, mixed-race people like Gregory Williams had few choices: Others clas-
sified him as black, and the rigid social conventions of the day forced him to accept .
that identity, with all its implications. Today, four decades after the formal end of Jim
Crow segregation, Americans are confronting the limitations of this dichotomous
racial convention. People of mixed-race descent are increasing in number and, in fact,
are some of the most prominent and well-known people in U.S. society. President
Obama is the obvious example of a highly visible mixed-race person, but others
include Tiger Woods, the professional golfer (who defines himself--tongue in cheek-
as Cablanasian: Caucasian, black, American Indian, and Asian); vocalist Mariah Carey;
Yankee baseball star Derek Jeter; and actress Halle Berry.

How do people of multiracial descent define themselves today? How are they
defined by others? Have the old understandings of race become irrelevant? Is there still
pressure to place people in one and only one group? There has been a fair amount of
research on this issue, and we can begin to, formulate some answers.

One important study illustrates some of the possible identities for mixed-race indi-
viduals. Rockquemore and Brunsma (2008) interviewed a sample of several hundred
mixed-race college students, confining their attention to people who had one white and
cine black parent. They found that today, unlike the situation faced by Gregory Williams,
the meaning of mixed -race identity is conceptually complex and highly variable (see also
Brunsma, 2005). They identified four main categories that their respondents used to
understand their biracialism, and these are presented here in order from most to least
common. However, the sample they assembled was not representative, and there is no
reason to assume that these same percentages would characterize all biracial Americans.

1. The most common racial identity in the sample was the border identity. These
respondents (58% of the sample) don't consider themselves to be either black or white.
They define themselves as belonging to a third, separate category that is linked to both
groups but is unique. One respondent declared, "I'm not black, I'm biracial"
(Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2008, p. 43). The authors make a further distinction:

a. Some border identities are "validated;' or recognized and acknowledged, by others.
These respondents see themselves as biracial, and they are also seen that way by
family, friends, and the community.

b. Other border identities are "unvalidated" by others. These individuals see themselves
as biracial but are classified by others as black. For example, one respondent said, "1
consider myself biracial but I experience the world as a black person" (Rockquemore
& Brunsma, 2008, p. 45). This disconnect may be the result of the persistence of
traditional dichotomous racial thinking and the fact that some people lack the
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category of "biracial" in their thinking. According to the authors, people in this
category are of special interest because of the tensions created by the conflict
between their self-image and the way they are defined by others.

2. The second most common identity in the sample was the singular identity.
These individuals saw themselves not as biracial but as exclusively black (13%) or
exclusively white (3%). As the case of Gregory Williams illustrated, the singular black
identity is most consistent with American traditional thinking about race. The authors
argue that the fact that this identity was not the most common in their sample illus-
trates the complexity of racial identity for biracial people today.

3. A third identity was the transcendent identity. The respondents in this category
(15%) reject the whole notion of race, along with the traditional categories of black
and white, and insist that they should be seen as unique individuals and not placed in
a category, especially since those categories carry multiple assumptions about charac-
ter, personality, intelligence, attitudes, and a host of other characteristics. Respondents
with the transcendent identity were in a constant battle to avoid classification in our
highly race-conscious society. One respondent's remarks are illustrative:

I'm just John, you know? ... I'm a good guy,just like me for that. ... When I came here
[to collegel, it was like Iwas almost forced to look at other people as being white, black,
Asian, or Hispanic. And so now, I'm still trying to go, "I'm just John," but uh, you gotta
be something. (p.49)

4. The final racial identity is the least common (4%) but perhaps the most inter-
esting. The authors describe the .racial identity of these individuals as protean, or
changing as the individual moves from group to group and through the various social
contexts of everyday life. There are different "ways of being" in groups of blacks versus
groups of whites, and the individuals with the protean racial identity slip effortlessly
from one mode to the next and are accepted by both groups as insiders. The authors
point out that most people adjust their behavior to different situations (e.g., a frater-
nity party versus a family Thanksgiving dinner), but these individuals also change
their identity and adjust who they are to different circumstances. Respondents with the
protean identity feel empowered by their ability to fit in with different groups and feel
that they are endowed with a high degree of "cultural savvy" (p. 47). In our increas-
ingly diverse, multicultural and multiracial society, the ability to belong easily to mul-

.tiple groups may prove to be a unique strength.

What can we conclude? Racial identity, like so many other aspects of our society,
is evolving and becoming more complex. Traditional definitions such as the one-drop
rule live on but in an attenuated, weakened form. Also, racial identity, like other aspects
of the self-concept, can be situational or contingent on social context rather than per-
manent or fixed. Given the world in which he lived, Gregory Williams had no choice
but to accept' a black racial identity. Today, in a more tolerant and pluralistic social
environment, biracial people have choices and some space in which to carve out their
Own unique identity. According to Rockquemore and Brunsma (2008), these identity
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choices are contingent on a number of factors, including personal appeara '
are always made in the context of a highly race-conscious society with lon~s'}
traditions of racism and prejudice.

Prejudice and Discrimination

Traditional Prejudice and Modern Racism

Public opinion polls and other sources of evidence document a dramatic dec.
traditional, overt, antiblack prejudice since the mid-20th century. Exhibit S.5cit
this trend using a number of survey items administered to representative sarrisf
u.s. citizens. In 1942, the huge majority-a little more than 70%-of white Arn!:~
thought that black and white children should attend different schools. Forty yearstat
in 1982, ~upport fo: separate schoo~sh~d dropped to ~essthan 10%. Similarly,sUPP,Q
for the nght of white people to mamtam separate neighborhoods declined from 65
in 1942 to 18% in the early 1990s. In more recent decades, the percentage of whi
respondents who support laws against interracial marriage decreased from almost40%(:0
in the early 1970s to about 10% in 2002, and the percentage that believe that blacksar"'"",e ,
inferior fell from 26% to 8% between the early 1970s and 2006.
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The overall trend is unmistakable: There has been a dramatic decline in support for
prejudiced statements since World War II. In the early 1940s, most white Americans sup-
ported prejudiced views. In recent years, only a small minority has expressed such views.

These trends document a genuine decline in levels of prejudice in the United
States. However, we should not accept these changes at face value and take them as
proof that racial prejudice is no longer a problem in society. First of all, these survey
items also show that prejudice has not vanished. A percentage of the white population
continues to endorse highly prejudicial sentiments and opinions. Second, the polls
show only what people say they feel and think, and this can be different from what they
truly believe. Exhibit 5.5 may document a decline in people's willingness to admit their
prejudice as much as a genuine improvement in intergroup attitudes and feelings .

An additional possibility is that the exhibit is misleading and that prejudice
remains substantial but has taken on new forms and modes of expression. I raised this
possibility in Chapter 1 when I introduced the concept of modern or color-blind
racism. A number of researchers have been pursuing this more subtle, complex, and
indirect way to express negative feelings toward minority groups and opposition to
change in dominant-minority relations (see Bobo, 1988, 2001; Bonilla-Silva, 2001,
2006; Kinder & Sears, 1981; Kluegel & Smith, 1982; McConahy, 1986; Sears, 1988).

People affected by modern racism have negative feelings (the affective aspect of
prejudice) toward minority groups but reject the idea of genetic or biological inferi-
ority and do not think in terms of the traditional stereotypes. Instead, their prejudicial
feelings are expressed indirectly and subtly. The attitudes that define modern racism
tend to be consistent with some tenets of the traditional assimilation perspective dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, especially human capital theory, and the Protestant ethic: the tra-
ditional American value system that stresses individual responsibility and the
importance of hard work. Specifically, modern racism assumes that:

• There is no longer any serious or important racial, ethnic, or religious discrimination in
American society; /

• Any remaining racial or ethnic inequality is the fault of members of the minority group;
• Demands for preferential treatment or affirmative action for minorities are therefore

unjustified; and
• Minority groups (especially African Americans) have already gotten more than they.

deserve (Sears & Henry, 2003).

Modern racism tends to "blame the victim" and place the responsibility for change and
improvements on minority groups, not on society.

To illustrate the difference between traditional prejudice and modern racism, con-
sider the results of a recent public opinion survey administered to a representative
sample of Americans (National Opinion Research Center, 1972-2007). Respondents
were asked to choose from among four explanations of why black people, on the aver-
age, have "worse jobs, income, and housing than white people." Respondents could
choose as many explanations as they wanted.

One explanation, consistent with traditional antiblack prejudice, attributed racial
inequality to the genetic or biological inferiority of African Americans ("The differences
are mainly because blacks have less in-born ability to learn."). Only 8% of the white
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respondents chose this explanation. A second explanation attributed continuing raci I
inequality to discrimination and a third to the lack of opportunity for an education. ~f
white respondents, 31% chose the former and 44% chose the latter.

A fourth explanation, consistent with modern racism, attributes racial inequality to
lack of effort by African Americans ("The differences are because most blacks just don't ha\'a
the motivation or willpower to pull themselves up out of poverty."). Of the white respon~
dents, 50% chose this explanation, the most popular of the four. Thus, modem racism-the
view that the root of the problem of continuing racial inequality lies in the black commu_
nity, not the society as a whole-has a great deal of support among white Americans.

What makes this view an expression of prejudice? Besides blaming the victim, it
deflects attention away from centuries of oppression and continuing inequality and
discrimination in modern society. It stereotypes African Americans and encourages
the expression of negative feelings against them (but without invoking the traditional
image of innate inferiority).

Researchers consistently have found that modern racism is correlated with opposition
to policies and programs intended to reduce racial inequality (Bobo, 2001). In the survey
summarized earlier, for example, respondents who blamed continuing racial inequality on
the lack of motivation or willpower of blacks-the "modern racists"-were the least likely
to support government help for African Americans and affirmative action programs. In
fact, as Exhibit 5.6 shows, the modern racists were less supportive of these programs than
the traditional racists (those who chose the "less in-born ability" explanation).
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In the view of many researchers, modern racism has taken the place of tradi-
tional or overt prejudice. If this view is correct, the "report card" on progress in the
reduction of racial hostility in the United States must be rather mixed. On one
hand, we should not understate the importance of the fading of blatant, overt prej-
udice. On the other hand, we cannot ignore the evidence that antiblack prejudice
has changed in form rather than declined in degree. Subtle and diffuse prejudice is
probably preferable to the blunt and vicious variety, but it should not be mistaken
for its demise.

Modern Institutional Discrimination

Paralleling the softening of traditional prejudice are changes in discrimination from
blunt and overtto subtle and covert. The clarity of Jim Crow has yielded to the
ambiguity of modern institutional discrimination (see Chapter 4) and the continu-
ing legacy of past discrimination in the present. The dilemmas of the black urban
underclass provide a clear, if massive, example of modern institutional discrimina-
tion. As long as American businesses aiI'd financial and political institutions con-
tinue to operate as they do, jobs will continue to migrate, cities will continue to lack
the resources to meet the needs of their poorer citizens, and urban poverty will con-
tinue to sustain itself, decade after decade. The individual politicians, bankers,
industrialists, and others who perpetuate and benefit from this system are not nec-
essarily prejudiced and may not even be aware of these minority group issues, yet
their decisions can and do have profound effects on the perpetuation of racial
inequality in America.

The effects of past discrimination on the present can be illustrated by the relatively
low level of black business ownership. From the beginning of slavery through the end
of Jim Crow segregation four decades ago, the opportunities for black Americans to
start their own businesses were severely restricted (even forbidden) by law. The black-
owned businesses that did exist were confined to the relatively less-affluent market
provided by the black community-a market they had to share with firms owned by
dominant-group members. At the same time, customs and laws prevented the black-
owned businesses from competing for more-affluent white customers. The lack of
opportunity to develop and maintain a strong business base in the past-and the con-
sequent inability to accumulate wealth, experience, and other resources-limits the
ability of African Americans to compete successfully for economic opportunities in the
present (Oliver & Shapiro, ~QOl).

How can the pervasive problems of racial inequality be addressed in the present
atmosphere of modern racism, low levelsof sympathy for the urban poor, and subtle but
powerful institutional discrimination? Many people advocate a "color-blind" approach
to the problems of racial inequality: The legal and political systems should simply ignore
skin color and treat everyone the same. This approach seems sensible to many people
because, after all, the legal and overt barriers of Jim Crow discrimination are long gone,
and, at least at first glance, there are no obvious limits to the life chances of blacks.

In the eyes of others, a color-blind approach is doomed to failure: In order to
end racial inequality and deal with the legacy of racism, the society must follow
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race-conscious programs that explicitly address the problems of race and racism.
Color-blind strategies amount to inaction, and all that is needed to perpetuate (or
widen) the present racial gap is to do nothing.

Assimilation and Pluralism

Acculturation

The Blauner hypothesis (see Chapter 3) states that the culture of groups created by
colonization will be attacked, denigrated, and-if possible-eliminated, and this
assertion seems well validated by the experiences of African Americans.' African
cultures and languages were largely eradicated under slavery. As a powerless,
colonized minority group, slaves had few opportunities to preserve their heritage,
even though traces of African homelands have been found in black language pat-
terns, kinship systems, music, folk tales, and family legends (see Levine, 1977;
Stuckey, 1987).

Cultural domination continued under the Jim Crow system, albeit through a dif-
ferent structural arrangement. Under slavery,slavesand their owners worked together,
and interracial contact was common. Under de jure segregation, intergroup contact
diminished, and blacks and whites generally became more separate. After slavery
ended, the African American community had somewhat more autonomy (although
still few resources) to define itself and develop a distinct culture.

The centuries of cultural domination and separate development have created a
unique black experience in America. African Americans share language, religion, val-
ues, beliefs, and norms with the dominant society but have developed distinct varia-
tions on the general themes.

The acculturation process may have been slowed (or even reversed) by the Black
Power movement. Beginning in the 1960s, on one hand, there has been an increased
interest in African culture,Janguage, clothing, and history, and a more visible celebra-
tion of unique African American experiences (e.g., Kwanzaa) and the innumerable
contributions of African Americans to the larger society. On the other hand, many of
those traditions and contributions have been in existence all along. Perhaps all that
really changed wasthe degree of public recognition.

Secondary structural assimilation. Structural assimilation, or integration, involves two
different phases. Secondary structural assimilation refers to integration in more
public areas, such as the job market, schools, and political institutions. We can assess
integration in this area by comparing residential patterns, income distributions, job
profiles, political power, and levels of education of the different groups. Each of these
areas is addressed in the next section. (See the Appendix [www.pineforge.com/
healeyds se] for additional information on how African Americans compare to other
U.S. groups.) We then discuss the primary structural assimilation (integration in inti-
mate associations, such as friendship), which, according to Gordon, follows sec-
ondary structural assimilation. Finally, we will examine patterns of intermarriage.
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Residential patterns. After a century of movement out of the rural South, African
Americans today are highly urbanized and much more spread out across the nation.
About 90% of African Americans are urban (see Exhibit 4.2), and over 80% reside in

.larger cities. About half of all African Americans reside in the South (see Exhibit 4.1),
and about 37% now live in the Northeast and Midwest (overwhelmingly in urban
areas). Exhibit 5.7 clearly shows the concentration of African Americans in the states
of the old Confederacy; the urbanized East Coast corridor from Washington, DC, to
Boston; the old industrial centers of the Midwest; and to a lesser extent, California.
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In the decades since Jim Crow segregation ended in the 1960s, residential integra_
tion has advanced slowly, if at all. Black and white Americans continue to live in separate
areas, and racial residential segregation has been the norm. This pattern is reinforced by
the fact that African Americans are more urbanized than whites and especially concen_
trated in densely populated center-city areas. Today, the extent of residential segregation
varies around the nation, but African Americans continue to be residentially isolated
especially in the older industrial cities of the Northeast and Midwest and in the South. '

Is racial residential segregation increasing or decreasing? Looking at the United
States as a whole, the answer to this question is somewhat unclear because the studies
that have been done use different methodologies, definitions, and databases and come
to different conclusions (for example, see Glaeser & Vigdor, 2001; Lewis Mumford
Center, 2001). One illustrative study (Iceland, Weinberg & Steinmetz, 2002) examined
residential segregation within each of the four major regions of the United States.
Exhibit 5.8 presents a measure of segregation called the dissimilarity index for African
Americans for 1980, 1990, and 2000. This index indicates the degree to which a group
is not evenly spread across neighborhoods or census tracts. Specifically, the index is the
proportion of each group that would have to move to a different census tract or area to
achieve integration, and scores over 0.6 are considered to indicate extreme segregation.
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