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DEDICATION

To Pat: “Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be...”
—Joe

To Shari: You are the best! I’m grateful for your unwavering love, kindness, and 
companionship.

To the undergraduates reading this book: Be open and curious, be critically 
skeptical, work hard, and have faith. You are our hope for the future.

—Andi

Only when lions have historians will hunters cease to be heroes.
—African Proverb
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PREFACE

Of the challenges confronting the United States today, those relating to diversity continue to 
be among the most urgent and the most daunting. Along with equality, freedom, and justice, 

discrimination, rejection of “others,” prejudice, racism, and sexism are some of our oldest values. 
Every part of our society, and virtually every item on the national agenda—“welfare” and health care, 
policing, crime and punishment, family, education, defense, foreign policy, and terrorism—have some 
connection with dominant–minority relations.

This textbook contributes to our ongoing national discussion by presenting information, raising 
questions, and deeply examining relevant issues. Our intent is to help you increase your knowledge, 
improve your understanding of the issues, and clarify your thinking about social inequalities related to 
race, ethnicity, gender, class, and sexual orientation. We’ve written for undergraduate students—soci-
ology majors and non-majors alike. We make few assumptions about students’ knowledge of history 
or sociological concepts, and we try to present the material in a way that you will find accessible and 
relevant.

For example, we use a unified set of themes and concepts throughout the text. Our analysis is con-
sistent and continuous, even as we examine multiple sociological perspectives and different points of 
view. We introduce most of the conceptual framework in the first four chapters. Then, in chapters 5 
through 12, we apply these concepts and analytical themes to a series of minority groups. Chapter 13 
examines groups relations around the globe and, finally, in chapter 14, we review and summarize our 
main points, bring our analysis to a conclusion, and speculate about the future. Thus, this text follows 
an explicit structure: introduction (Parts I and II), application and development (Parts III and IV), and 
conclusion (Part V). We hope that this organization will help you follow the thrust of our analysis and 
recognize the complexity of group relations, inequality, and conflict.

Our analysis is, generally, macro and comparative. That is, we focus on large groups and social 
structures—such as social institutions and stratification systems—and we systematically compare and 
contrast the experiences and situations of America’s many minority groups over time. The book follows 
in the tradition of conflict theory, but it is not a comprehensive statement of that tradition. We intro-
duce and apply other perspectives, but we don’t attempt to give equal attention to all current sociologi-
cal paradigms, explain everything, or include all possible analytical points of view. It couldn’t be done! 
Rather, our goals are (a) to present the sociology of minority group relations in a way that you’ll find 
understandable and intellectually challenging and (b) to address the issues (and tell the stories behind 
the issues) in a way that is highly readable and that demonstrates the power and importance of socio-
logical thinking.

Additionally, every chapter (except the last) presents personal experiences that compellingly and 
dramatically foreshadow the material that follows. These introductions include the experiences and 
thoughts of a wide variety of people: immigrants, writers, politicians, racists, slaves, and “regular” peo-
ple, among others.

In addition to examining diversity across minority groups (e.g., Native Americans and Hispanic 
Americans), we stress the diversity of experiences within each minority group (e.g., Puerto Ricans and 
Cubans). We use an intersectional perspective that explores the ways race, ethnicity, social class, and 
gender influence one another, creating ever-shifting constellations of dominance and subordination. 
We focus on American minority groups. However, we’ve included a considerable amount of compara-
tive, cross-national material. For example, in addition to chapter 13, the “Comparative Focus” features 
in many chapters explore group relations in other societies.

Finally, we stress the ways American minority groups are inseparable from the American experi-
ence—from the early days of colonial settlements to tomorrow’s headlines. The relative success of our 
society is due to the contributions of minority groups and those of the dominant group. The nature of 
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10  Women and Leadership

the minority-group experience has changed as society has changed. To understand America’s minor-
ity groups is to understand some elemental truths about America. To raise the issues of difference and 
diversity is to ask what it means, and what it has meant, to be an American.

People’s feelings about these issues can be intense, and controversy, indifference, and bitterness can 
overshadow objective analysis and calm reason. We have little hope of resolving our nation’s dilemmas 
until we address them openly and honestly. This book explores topics that involve conflict between 
groups. That history is tinged with pain. We discuss topics that can be challenging to learn. And, at 
times, we quote directly from sources that use language that may be offensive or painful to hear. We 
have included it because we cannot understand (or change) things we do not face.

CHANGES IN THIS EDITION

This edition of Race, Ethnicity, Gender, and Class continues to incorporate many key features

In-Chapter Features

	 •	 Opening vignettes foreshadow the chapter content and arouse student interest.

	 •	 Learning Objectives focus student attention and help them organize the material.

	 •	 Questions for Reflection in major sections of the text help students analyze the material and 
identify crucial points.

	 •	 Questions to Consider accompany each Narrative Portrait and Comparative Focus box to help 
students link the material to the chapter.

	 •	 Applying Concepts activities provide an opportunity to use key ideas in new ways.

	 •	 Chapter summaries have been coordinated with the learning objectives listed at the opening of 
the chapters.

	 •	 Key terms are defined in the margins of the text for convenience and ease of reference.

Changes

	 •	 Research findings and data have been updated. As in the past, this edition relies on the latest 
information from the U.S. Census Bureau.

	 •	 There is an increased intersectional emphasis, For example, Chapter 4 addresses the 
experiences of enslaved women that result from interlocking systems of racial and gender 
oppression. The Chapter 8 Narrative Focus features gay Latino men.

	 •	 There is an increased emphasis on immigration, particularly in Chapter 1 and Chapters 8 
through 10.

	 •	 A new Narrative Portrait in Chapter 6 offers an intersectional approach to race, gender, and 
sexual orientation.

	 •	 The Comparative Focus features have been updated.
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Preface  11

ANCILLARIES

Teaching Resources
This text includes an array of instructor teaching materials designed to save you time and to help you 
keep students engaged. To learn more, visit sagepub.com or contact your SAGE representative at sage-
pub.com/findmyrep.
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1
PART  

AN INTRODUCTION 
TO THE STUDY OF 

MINORITY GROUPS IN 
THE UNITED STATES

Chapter 1 Diversity in the United States: Questions and Concepts

Chapter 2 Assimilation and Pluralism: From Immigrants to White Ethnics

Chapter 3 Prejudice and Discrimination

The United States is a nation of groups as well as individuals. These groups vary in many ways, 
including their size, wealth, education, race, ethnicity, culture, religion, and language. Some 

groups have been part of American1 society since colonial days, while others have formed recently.
Questions of unity and diversity are among the most pressing issues facing the United States today. 

Who should be considered American? How should these groups relate to one another? Should we cel-
ebrate our diversity and preserve the many cultural heritages and languages that currently exist? Should 
we encourage everyone to adopt Anglo American culture and strive to become more similar? Is it pos-
sible to do both?

We begin to address these questions and other related issues in Chapters 1 and 2. Our goal through-
out the text is to help you develop a broader, more informed understanding of the past and present 
forces that have created and sustained the groups that make up the United States. We’ll sustain this 
focus throughout this book.

Chapter 3 addresses prejudice and discrimination—feelings, attitudes, and actions that support 
and reinforce the dividing lines that separate us into groups. How and why do these negative feelings, 
attitudes, and actions develop? How are prejudice and discrimination related to inequality and compe-
tition between groups? How can we reduce or eliminate them?
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to do the following:

 1.1 Explain the increasing racial and ethnic diversity of the United States.

 1.2 Understand the concept of a minority group.

 1.3 Explain the sociological perspectives that will guide this text, especially as they relate to 
the relationships between inequality and minority-group status.

 1.4 Explain how race and gender contribute to minority-group status.

 1.5 Comprehend four of the key concepts in dominant–minority relations: prejudice, 
discrimination, ideological racism, and institutional discrimination.

 1.6 Apply a global perspective to the relationship between globalization and immigration to 
the United States.

Consider the following six Americans. Each is, of course, a unique person but they also represent mil-
lions of other members of our society.

	 •	 Kim Park is a 24-year-old immigrant from Korea living in New York City. He arrived three 
years ago and works in his uncle’s grocery store. Instead of wages, Kim receives room and 
board and spending money. He eventually wants to become a U.S. citizen and manage the 
store when his uncle retires.

Over the years, many different ethnic and racial groups have called Kim’s neighborhood 
home. As recently as the 1950s, the area was almost exclusively Jewish. The Jewish residents 
have since died or moved and were replaced by Black, Hispanic, and Asian groups. Today, the 
neighborhood continues to change.

	 •	 One of Kim’s regular customers is Juan Yancy. Despite Kim’s halting English, the two men 
usually chat when Juan stops by on his way home from his janitorial job at a downtown hotel. 
Juan’s mother is Puerto Rican, his father is Filipino but, when asked, he refers to himself as 
Puerto Rican.

	 •	 Juan lives in the apartment building where Shirley Umphlett, a Black woman, spent much of 
her childhood. In the 1920s, Shirley’s family moved from Alabama in search of work. Her 
father worked construction, but because most labor unions and employers were “white only,” 
he had no access to the better paying, more stable jobs and was often unemployed. Shirley’s 
mother worked as a house cleaner to help meet family expenses. Shirley did well in school, 
attended college on scholarship, and is now a successful business executive. She is in her 40s, 
married, and has two children.

	 •	 Shirley’s two children attend public school. One of their teachers is Mary Farrell, a fourth-
generation Irish Catholic. Mary’s great-grandparents came to New York in the 1880s. 
Her great-grandfather found work on the docks, and her great-grandmother worked as a 

DIVERSITY IN THE UNITED STATES
Questions and Concepts1
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housekeeper. They had seven children and 23 grandchildren, and Mary has more than 50 
cousins living within an hour of New York City. Each generation of Mary’s family tended 
to do a little better educationally and occupationally. Mary’s father was a firefighter, and her 
sister is a lawyer.

Several years ago, Mary’s relations with her family were severely strained when she told 
them that she was a lesbian and would be moving in with her long-time partner, Sandra. 
Mary’s parents, traditional Catholics, found it difficult to accept her sexual orientation, as 
did many of her other relatives. While she has been open with her family (much to their 
discomfort), she mostly stays “in the closet” at work, fearing the potential repercussions from 
parents and administrators. Still, she and Sandra are planning to marry soon.

	 •	 Mary is friends with Hector Gonzalez. Hector’s parents came to the United States from 
Mexico. Every year, they crossed the border with other farm laborers and then returned at the 
end of the season. With help from a cousin, Hector’s father eventually got a job as a cabdriver 
in New York City, where Hector was raised. Hector thinks of himself as American but is 
interested in his parents’ home village back in Mexico, where most of his extended family still 
lives. Hector is bilingual and has visited the village several times. His grandmother still lives 
there, and he calls her once a month.

	 •	 Hector regularly eats lunch at a restaurant where most of the servers are Black, and the kitchen 
workers are Latino. One of the kitchen helpers, Ricardo Aldana, is in the country illegally. He 
left his home village in Guatemala five years ago. He lives with five others and sends 40% of 
his wages to his family in Guatemala. His most fervent wish is to go home, get married, and 
start a family.

	 •	 The restaurant is in a building owned by a corporation headed by William Buford III, a white 
American. William invests the bulk of his fortune in real estate and owns land and buildings 
throughout New York. The Bufords have a townhouse in Manhattan but prefer to spend most 
of their time at their rural Connecticut estate. William attended the finest private schools and, 
at age 57, he is semiretired, plays golf twice a week, and vacations in Europe. He was raised a 
Mormon but is not religious and has little interest in the history of his family.

These individuals belong to groups that vary along some of the most consequential dimensions 
within our society—ethnicity, race, language, immigration status, social class, sexual orientation, gen-
der, and religion—and their lives have been shaped by these affiliations (some more than others, of 
course). Some of these statuses are privileged, while others are disadvantaged and can evoke rejection 
and contempt. Each person’s statuses are mixed. For example, despite his elite status, William has occa-
sionally felt the sting of rejection because of his Mormon background. Juan ranks low on race and class 
but enjoys some of the advantages of being a man, while Mary’s chances for upward mobility in the 
school system are reduced by her gender and sexual orientation. Each of these individuals is privileged 
in some ways and limited in others—as are we all.

As reflected by these individuals, United States is growing more diverse in culture, race, religion, 
and language. The number of Americans who identify as multiracial or who can connect themselves to 
different cultural traditions is increasing. Where will this increasing diversity lead us? Will our nation 
fragment? Could we dissolve into warring enclaves—the fate of more than one modern nation? Or can 
we find connection and commonality? Could we develop tolerance, respect, or even admiration for 
one another? Can we overcome the legacies of inequality established in colonial days? Can Americans 
embrace our nation’s increasing diversity and live out our motto, E Pluribus Unum (out of many, one)?

This book raises many questions about the past, present, and future of group relationships in 
America. For example, what social, political, and economic forces shaped those relationships histori-
cally and how are they shaping contemporary group relations? How do racial and ethnic groups relate 
to each other today? What kind of society are we becoming because of immigration? What does it 
mean to be an American? What kind of society do we want to become and how can we move in that 
direction?
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These questions are complex, and the answers aren’t obvious or easy to come by. There is no guar-
antee that we, as a society, will be willing or able to resolve all the issues related to intergroup relations. 
However, the issues won’t disappear or resolve themselves if we ignore them. We’ll never make progress 
unless we address the issues honestly and with an accurate base of knowledge and understanding. We 
hope this book helps you develop thoughtful, informed positions on these issues.

Throughout our inquiry, we’ll rely on sociology and other social sciences for concepts, theories, 
and information to gain a greater understanding of the issues. The first two chapters introduce many of 
the ideas that will guide our investigation. Part 2 explores how relations between the dominant group 
and minority groups have evolved over time. Part 3 analyzes the current situation of U.S. racial and 
ethnic minority groups. Finally, Part 4 explores group divisions based on gender and sexual orientation, 
and patterns of group relationships around the globe. In Part 5, the final section of the book, we explore 
many of the challenges facing our society (and the world) and offer conclusions from our inquiry.

DIVERSITY IN THE UNITED STATES: TRENDS AND QUESTIONS

America is a nation of immigrants and groups. Today, about 13.7% of the U.S. population was born in 
some other nation. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a) The population of some states is more than one fourth 
foreign-born (e.g., California is 26% foreign-born), (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a) and some cities are 
more than one-third foreign-born (e.g., New York is 37% foreign-born.), (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020b) 
Since the infancy of our society, Americans have been arguing, often passionately, about inclusion and 
exclusion and about unity and diversity. Every member of our society is, in some sense, an immigrant or 
the descendant of immigrants. Even Native Americans migrated to this continent, albeit thousands of 
years ago. We are all from somewhere else, with roots in other parts of the world. Some Americans came 
here in chains; others came on ocean liners, on planes, on busses, and even on foot. Some arrived last 
week, while others have had family here for centuries. Each wave of newcomers has altered our social 
landscape. As many have observed, our society is continually under construction and seems perma-
nently unfinished.

Today, America is remaking itself yet again. Large numbers of immigrants are arriving from around 
the world, and their presence has raised questions about what it means to be an American, who should 
be granted U.S. citizenship, and how much diversity is best for society. How do immigrants affect 
America? Are they bringing new energy and revitalizing the economy? Are they draining resources such 
as school budgets, health care, and jobs? Both? How do they affect Black Americans, Asian Americans, 
Native Americans, and other groups? Are they changing what it means to be an American? If so, how?

In 2008, Americans elected Barack Obama to become our nation’s first African American presi-
dent. To some, this victory suggested that the United States has finally become what people often claim 
it to be: a truly open, “color-blind” society where one succeeds based on merit. In 2016, Donald Trump 
became our country’s 45th president. Some see the rise of racist and xenophobic speech and actions that 
emerged during the 2016 and 2020 elections as a kind of backlash—not just against Democrats or the 
political system, but against the diversity initiatives that expanded under the Obama administration. 
In 2020, Americans elected Joe Biden as president but the start of his term was marked by an attack on 
the U.S. Capitol led by a coalition of racist, xenophobic, extremist groups that demonstrated some of 
the ugliest aspects of American history and culture.

Even as we debate the implications of immigration, other long-standing issues about belonging, 
fairness, and justice remain unresolved. Native Americans and Black Americans have been a part 
of this society since its start, but they’ve existed largely as outsiders—as slaves, servants, laborers, or 
even enemies—to the mainstream, dominant group. In many ways, they haven’t been treated as “true 
Americans” or full citizens, either by law or custom. The legacies of racism and exclusion continue to 
affect these groups today and, as you’ll see in future chapters, they and other American minority groups 
continue to suffer from inequality, discrimination, and marginalization.

Even a casual glance at our schools, courts, neighborhoods, churches, or corporate boardrooms—
indeed, at any nook or cranny of our society—reveals pervasive patterns of inequality, injustice, and 

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



6   Part 1 • An Introduction to the Study of Minority Groups in the United States

Healey_9e_01.indd Page 6 07/02/22  9:15 AM

unfairness and different opportunities. So, which is the “real”2 America: the land of acceptance and 
opportunity or the one of insularity and inequity?

Some of us feel intensely connected to people with similar backgrounds and identify closely with a 
specific heritage. Others embrace multiracial or multiethnic identities. Some people feel no particular 
connection with any group or homeland. Others are unsure where they fit in the social landscape. Still, 
elements of our identity influence our lives and perceptions. The groups to which we belong affect our 
understanding of many social and political issues. Group membership, including our race or ethnic-
ity, gender, class, and sexual orientation, shape our experiences and, therefore, how we think about 
American society, the world, and ourselves. Additionally, group membership shapes the opportunities 
available to us and to others in our society.

How do we understand these contrasts and divisions? Should we celebrate our diversity or stress 
the need for similarity? How can we incorporate all groups while avoiding fragmentation and division? 
What can hold us together as a nation? The United States may be at a crossroads concerning these 
issues. Throughout this book, you’ll have an opportunity to reexamine the fundamental questions 
of citizenship and inclusion in our society. This chapter reviews the basic themes to help you do that 
effectively.

Because our group memberships shape our experiences and worldviews, they also affect the choices 
we make, including those in the voting booth. People in different groups may view decisions in dif-
ferent ways due to their divergent group histories, experiences, and current situations. Without some 
knowledge of the many ways someone can be an American, the debates over which direction our soci-
ety should take are likely to be unmeaningful or even misunderstood.

Increasing Diversity
The choices about our society’s future may feel especially urgent because the diversity of American soci-
ety is increasing dramatically, largely due to high rates of immigration. Since the 1960s, the number of 
immigrants arriving in America each year has more than tripled and includes groups from around the 
world.

People’s concerns about increasing diversity are compounded by other unresolved issues and griev-
ances. For example, in Part 3, we document continuing gaps in income, poverty rates, and other mea-
sures of affluence and equality between minority and dominant groups. In many ways, the problems 
currently facing Black Americans, Native Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans, and 
other minority groups are as formidable as they were a generation (or more) ago. Given these realities, 
how can the United States better implement its promise of equality for all?

Let’s consider the changing makeup of the United States. Figure 1.1 presents the percentage of 
the total U.S. population in each of the five largest racial and ethnic groups. First, we’ll consider this 
information at face value and analyze some of its implications. Then, we’ll consider (and question) the 
framing of this information, such as group names and why they matter.

Figure 1.1 shows the groups’ actual relative sizes from 1980 through 2020 and projected relative 
sizes of each group through 2060. The declining percentage of non-Hispanic whites reflect the increas-
ing diversity in the United States. As recently as 1980, more than 8 out of 10 Americans were non-His-
panic whites, but by the middle of this century, non-Hispanic white people will become a numerical 
minority. Several states (Texas, California, Hawaii, and New Mexico) already have “majority minor-
ity” populations and non-Hispanic whites are only 49.9% of all children less than 15 (Frey, 2019).

Researchers predict that Black American and Native American populations will increase in abso-
lute numbers but will remain similar in relative size. However, Hispanic American, Asian American, 
and Pacific Islander populations will grow dramatically. Asian American and Pacific Islander groups 
together constituted only 2% of the population in 1980, but that will grow to 10% by midcentury. The 
most dramatic growth, however, will be among Hispanic Americans. In 2002, this group surpassed 
Black Americans as the largest minority group. Researchers expect it will be almost 30% of the U. S. 
population by 2060.

Projections about the future are educated guesses based on documented trends, but they suggest 
significant change. Our society will grow more diverse racially and culturally, becoming less white 
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and less European—and more like the world as a whole. Some people see these changes as threats to 
traditional white, middle-class American values and lifestyles. Other people view these demographic 
changes as part of the ebb and flow of social life. That is, society has changed ever since it began; this is 
merely another phase in the great American experiment. Which viewpoints are most in line with your 
own and why?

What’s in a Name?
The group names we used in Figure 1.1 are arbitrary, and no group has clear or definite boundaries. We 
use these terms because they are familiar and consistent with the labels used in census reports, much of 
the sociological research literature, and other sources of information. Although such group names are 
convenient, this doesn’t mean that they are “real” in any absolute sense or equally useful in all circum-
stances. These group names have some serious shortcomings. For example, they reflect social conven-
tions whose meanings change over time and location. To underscore the social construction of racial 
and ethnic groups, we use group names interchangeably (e.g., Blacks and African Americans; Hispanic 
Americans and Latino). Nevertheless, issues remain.

First, the race/ethnic labels suggest groups are homogeneous. While it’s true that people within 
one group may share some general, superficial physical or cultural traits (e.g., language), they also vary 
by social class, religion, gender, sexual orientation, and in many other ways. People within the Asian 
American and Pacific Islander group, for example, represent scores of different national backgrounds 
(Japanese, Pakistanis, Samoans, Vietnamese), and the categories of Native American or Alaska Native 
include people from hundreds of different tribal groups. If we consider people’s other social statuses 
such as age and religious affiliation, that diversity becomes even more pronounced. Any two people 
within one group (e.g., Hispanics) might be quite different from each other in some respects and like 
people from “different” racial/ethnic groups (e.g., white people).

Second, people don’t necessarily use these labels when they think about their own identity. In this 
sense, the labels aren’t “real” or important for all the people in these racial/ethnic groups. For example, 
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FIGURE 1.1  ■   U.S. Population by Race and Ethnicity, Selected Years

Note: Hispanic people may be of any race.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2020c).
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many white people in the United States think of themselves as “just American.” Many Hispanic 
Americans think of themselves in relation to ethnic origin, such as Mexican or Cuban (see Chapter 
7). Or they may identify with a particular region or village in their homeland. For LGBTQIA3 group 
members, sexual orientation may be more important to their identity than their race or ethnicity. Thus, 
the labels don’t always reflect the ways people think about themselves, their families, or where they 
come from. The categories are statistical classifications created by researchers and census takers to help 
them organize information and clarify their analyses.

Third, even though the categories in Figure 1.1 are broad, several groups don’t neatly fit into them. 
For example, where should we place Arab Americans and recent immigrants from Africa? These groups 
are relatively small (about one million people each), but there is no clear place for them in the current 
categories. Should we consider Arab Americans as “Asian,” as some argue? Should recent immigrants 
from Africa be in the same category as African Americans? Should we create a new group for people of 
Middle Eastern or North African descent (MENA)? The point is that any such classification schemes 
will have ambiguous boundaries.

Further, we can’t neatly categorize people who identify with more than one racial or ethnic group. 
The number of “mixed-group” Americans is relatively small today—about 3.5% of the total popula-
tion (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2020). However, between 2000 and 2019, the number of people who 
chose more than one racial or ethnic category on the U.S. census increased by 46% (from 2.4% to 3.5% 
of the total population) (Jones & Bullock, 2012; U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a). This trend is likely to 
continue to increase rapidly because of the growth in interracial marriage.

To illustrate, Figure 1.2 shows dramatic increases in the percentage of “new” marriages (couples 
that got married in the year prior to the survey date) and all marriages that unite members of different 
racial or ethnic groups (Livingston & Brown, 2017). Obviously, the greater the number of mixed racial 
or ethnic marriages, the greater the number of mixed Americans who will be born of such partnerships. 
One study estimates that the percentage of Americans who identify with two or more races will more 
than double between 2014 (when it was 2.5%) and 2060 (when it will be 6.2%; Colby & Ortman, 
2015, p. 9).

Finally, we should note that group names are social constructions,4 or ideas and perceptions that 
people create in specific historical circumstances and that reflect particular power relationships. For 
example, the group “Native Americans” didn’t exist before the European exploration and colonization 
of North America. Before then, hundreds of separate societies, each with its own language and culture, 
lived across North America. Native Americans thought of themselves primarily in terms of their own 
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tribal group, not in terms of the totality of groups spread across the vast expanse of the North American 
continent. However, European conquerors constructed them as one group: the enemy. Today, many 
Americans see Native Americans as one group. This reflects their historical defeat and domination 
by white European colonists, which led to Native Americans’ current status as a minority group in a 
largely white society.

Likewise (although through different processes), African, Hispanic, and Asian Americans came to 
be seen as separate groups as the result of their unequal interactions with white Americans. These group 
labels have become real because people believe they are real. We use these familiar group labels to help 
our discussion of complex topics, but they don’t reflect some unchangeable truth or reality regarding 
racial or ethnic groups.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 1. In the chapter opening, William—the wealthy, white real-estate mogul—has the most privileged 
statuses compared with the others (e.g., Kim Park, Juan Yancy, Shirley Umphlett). How would 
you rank the others status? Consider class, gender, sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, etc. 
Which statuses carry the most weight in our society? Why?

 2. Savannah is a white, 27-year-old woman who was raised in Georgia but now lives in South 
Dakota. She is an Episcopalian, has a degree in computer science, and makes $60,000 a year. 
She is married to Tom, her college sweetheart. Winona is a 40-year-old woman and a member of 
the Lakota nation. She was raised in South Dakota but moved to California to pursue her career 
as a pharmacist. She is married to Robert and they have one child. Although the census would 
classify Savannah and Winona as belonging to different racial/ethnic groups, they are similar in 
many ways. In what ways are their similarities more significant than their differences?

 3. If asked about your group membership, which of the groups in Figure 1.1 would you choose, if 
any? Do you feel that you belong to one group or several? How much does your group member-
ship shape your circle of friends, your experiences, and your worldview? How important is your 
group membership to your self-identity?

 4. Over the past 5 to 10 years, what signs of increasing diversity have you seen in your community? 
What benefits and challenges have come with increasing diversity?

 5. What does it mean to be American? If you asked Americans today, a popular answer might be 
freedom. What does that mean to you—freedom to do what? Or freedom from what? How do you 
think people of other countries or generations might respond?

NARRATIVE PORTRAIT: ON BEING AMERICAN

Carla, now in her 20s, is the adopted daughter of an affluent white family. She grew up in the suburbs and 
enjoyed a comfortable middle-class lifestyle. She has never met her birth parents but knows that her 
biological mother was Korean American, and just 16 years old at the time of her birth. She knows nothing 
about her birth father. Carla is beginning to reconcile herself to how most Americans perceive her.

For much of her life, Carla has felt caught between her biological heritage and that of her adopted 
family. She often hesitates when people ask about her family or where she is from. Is she Asian American, 
in the terms of the U.S. Census (Figure 1.1)? Or, should she identify herself to people (or when she fills out 
employment applications) as “non-Hispanic white” because the only lifestyle she has ever known is white, 
suburban, middle class? For her, the social construction of race is very real and, at the same time, false.

Here is part of what she has to say about her identity:
When I was growing up, my parents would try to teach me about my Korean heritage. We would 

read books about Korean history and culture, my mom learned to prepare some Korean dishes, and 
we even discussed taking a trip to Korea—but never did. Looking back, I really appreciate what they 
were trying to do, but it all felt foreign to me, you know? Like we were discussing Bolivia or Kenya. . .

But then, someone would make assumptions about me based on my looks. They would think that 
I was good at math or nerdy or couldn’t speak English. I can’t tell you how many times someone has 

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



10   Part 1 • An Introduction to the Study of Minority Groups in the United States

Healey_9e_01.indd Page 10 07/02/22  9:15 AM

asked me, “Where are you from?” When I said, “I’m from here,” most people wouldn’t believe me 
and would ask, “No, where are you really from?”

Sometimes I tried to “be Korean” and even attended some meetings of the Asian Student 
Association when I was in school, but it felt wrong—it just wasn’t me. But then, something would 
happen. . . . Like one time I was just walking through the mall, and some old white guy came up and 
said, out of the clear blue sky, “You people are ruining this country!” I mean, who did he think I was?

So, yeah, it took a long time to make peace with who I am and how others perceive me. But, now 
I think that I’m just me, you know? People can look at me one way and put me in all those different 
categories, but that’s their problem. It’s not who I am. It’s not me!

Source: Personal communication to the authors. Carla’s name and exact circumstances have been fictionalized to 
preserve her privacy.

Questions to Consider
 1. Is Carla’s confusion about her identity a result of her social and physical characteristics? Or, 

does is it result from how other people see her? Explain.
 2. How might Carla’s situation change if she were a man? What if her birth mother were Hispanic 

or black?

WHAT IS A MINORITY GROUP?

A common vocabulary will help us understand and discuss the issues raised in this text with greater 
clarity. The mathematical connotation of the term minority group implies that minority groups are 
small. However, they can be quite large—even a numerical majority. For example, most sociologists 
consider women a minority group, although they are a numerical majority of the U.S. population. 
White people are a numerical minority in South Africa, accounting for less than 8% of the population 
(Central Intelligence Agency, 2020). However, they’ve been the most powerful and affluent group 
in that nation’s history for centuries Despite the end of apartheid (state-sanctioned racial inequal-
ity) in South Africa, white people keep their advantage in many ways (e.g., economically, politically). 
Therefore, sociologists would consider them the dominant group. Sociologists define minority status 
in terms of the distribution of resources and power. We use the definition of minority group developed 
by Wagley and Harris (1958) that emphasizes these characteristics:

 1. Minority group members experience a pattern of disadvantage or inequality.

 2. Minority group members share a visible trait or characteristic that differentiates them from 
other groups.

 3. Minority group members are aware of their shared status with other group members.

 4. Group membership is usually determined at birth.

 5. Members tend to form intimate relationships (close friendships, dating partnerships, and 
marriages) within the group.

Next, we briefly explain these five characteristics. Because inequality and visibility are the most 
important characteristics of minority groups, we’ll examine them in detail later in the chapter.

 1. Inequality. The first and most important defining characteristic of a minority group is its 
inequality (some pattern of disadvantage). The degree of disadvantage varies over time and 
location and includes such slight irritants as a lack of desks for left-handed students or a policy 
of racial or religious exclusion at an expensive country club. (Note, however, that you might 
not agree that the irritant is slight if you’re a left-handed student awkwardly taking notes at a 
right-handed desk or if you’re a golf aficionado who happens to be Black or Jewish.) The most 
significant inequalities include exploitation, such as slavery and genocide (the intentional 
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killing of a group, such as the mass execution of Jewish, Slavic, Roma, gays and lesbians, and 
other people under Nazi rule in Germany).

Whatever its scope or severity, whether it affects people’s ability to gain jobs, housing, wealth, 
political power, police protection, health care, or other valued resources, the pattern of disadvantage 
is the key characteristic of a minority group. Because the group has less of what society values, some 
people refer to minority groups as subordinate groups.

The pattern of disadvantage members of the minority group experience results from the actions 
of another group that benefits from and tries to sustain the inequality. This advantaged group is the 
dominant group. We use the latter term most frequently because it reflects the patterns of inequality 
and the lack of power experienced by minority groups. Keep in mind that the inequalities we see today 
were established in the past, sometimes centuries ago or more. Privilege exists even when the beneficia-
ries are unaware of it.

 2. Visibility. The second defining characteristic of a minority group is some visible trait or 
characteristic that sets members apart and that the dominant group holds in low esteem. The 
trait can be cultural (language, religion, speech patterns, or dress styles), physical (skin color, 
stature, or facial features), or both. Groups defined primarily by their cultural characteristics 
such as Irish Americans and Jewish Americans are ethnic minority groups. Groups defined 
primarily by their physical characteristics, such as Black Americans and Native Americans, 
are racial minority groups. These categories overlap. So-called ethnic groups may also have 
what some people see as distinguishing physical characteristics (e.g., the stereotypical Irish red 
hair or “Jewish nose”). Racial groups may also have (or be thought to have) cultural traits that 
differ from the dominant group (e.g., differences in dialect, religious values, or cuisine).

These distinguishing traits help identify minority group members and facilitate separating people 
into different groups. Thus, such traits help to maintain the patterns of disadvantage. That is, the 
dominant group has (or at one time had) enough power to create the distinction between groups and 
thus solidify a higher position for itself. These markers of group membership are crucial. Without vis-
ible signs, it would be difficult or impossible to identify who was in which group, and the system of 
minority group oppression would collapse.

The characteristics marking the boundaries between groups usually aren’t significant in and of 
themselves. They are selected for their visibility and convenience and, objectively, may be trivial and 
unimportant. For example, scientists now conclude that skin color and other so-called racial traits have 
little scientific, evolutionary, medical, or biological importance (Gannon, 2016; Yudell et al., 2016). 
For example, darker skin color simply reflects the body’s response to sunlight. In areas with greater 
sunlight (closer to the equator), people’s bodies produce melanin, which screens out the sun’s ultraviolet 
rays and protects the skin. Skin color emerged as an important marker of group membership in our 
society through a complex and lengthy historical process, not because it has any inherent significance. 
Again, these markers of minority group membership become important because people give them sig-
nificance (e.g., superiority, inferiority).

 3. Awareness. A third characteristic of minority groups is that the members are aware of their 
differentiation from the dominant group and their shared disadvantage. This shared social 
status can provide a sense of solidarity and serve as the basis for strong intragroup bonds. As 
noted earlier, minority and dominant groups can experience life differently. Thus, minority 
group members may have worldviews that are markedly different from those of the dominant 
group and from other minority groups. For example, public opinion polls often show sizeable 
group differences about the seriousness and extent of discrimination in America. Figure 1.3 
shows persistent and sizeable gaps in the percentage of nationally representative samples of 
white and Black people who agree that Black and white people have equal job opportunities. 
Given their different group histories, experiences, and locations in the social hierarchy, it may 
not surprise you that Black Americans see more racial inequality than white people. Even after 
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President Obama’s election in 2008, the percentage of Black Americans who believed equal 
opportunity exists was about half the rate of white Americans.

Both groups have become more pessimistic about equal opportunity in recent years. A 2020 
national poll showed that only 64% of Americans believed Black children have the same opportunity 
as white children to get a good education. This is the lowest percentage on record since Gallup began 
asking that question in 1962, less than a decade after the Supreme Court voted to desegregate public 
schools in Brown v. the Board of Education (1954). Only 67% believe Black Americans have equal 
opportunities to get housing, which is the lowest rating on this question since 1989 (Brenan, 2020).

 4. Ascription. A fourth characteristic of minority groups is that, generally, membership is 
an ascribed status given to them, often at birth. The traits that identify minority group 
membership are typically hard to change. Thus, minority group status is usually involuntary 
and for life.

In some cases—with “racial” minority groups, for example—this defining characteristic may seem 
obvious and hardly worth mentioning. Remember, however, that group labels are social constructions, 
based on particular historical circumstances and shared cultural perceptions. Thus, group membership 
can be negotiable and changeable, and a person’s status at birth is not necessarily constant throughout 
his or her lifetime. A member of a racial minority may be able to “pass” as a member of a different group, 
and a member of a religious minority may be able to change status by changing his or her faith.

It’s important to keep in mind the qualification that minority status is generally a matter of birth. 
There are important exceptions to the general rule and a great deal more ambiguity regarding group 
membership than may appear at first glance. Also, for some groups—gays and lesbian Americans in 
particular—the notion of membership by ascription is debated. Some say homosexuality is inborn 
while others say it is learned. We’ll address this issue in Chapter 12.

 5. Intimate Relationships. Finally, minority group members tend to form emotionally close 
bonds with people like themselves. That is, members tend to choose each other as close friends, 
dating partners, and legal spouses or cohabitational partners. (Members of the dominant 
group do this, too.)

Pervasive racial and ethnic segregation of neighborhoods, schools, and other areas of American 
society influence who one meets or spends time with on a regular basis. In some cases, the domi-
nant group dictates this pattern. For example, many states outlawed interracial marriages until the 
U.S. Supreme Court declared laws against miscegenation unconstitutional in the 1967 case, Loving v. 
Virginia (Bell, 1992).
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Source: Brenan (2020).

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



Chapter 1 • Diversity in the United States  13

Healey_9e_01.indd Page 13 07/02/22  9:15 AM

The Wagley and Harris (1958) multipart definition of a minority group encompasses “traditional” 
minority groups such as Black Americans and Native Americans but we can apply it to other groups. 
For instance, women as a group fit the first four criteria, and we can analyze their experience with many 
of the same concepts and ideas that guide our analysis of racial and ethnic minority groups. Similarly, 
we can apply this concept to Americans who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender; to Americans 
with disabilities; to Americans who are left-handed; and to Americans who are very old, very short, very 
tall, or overweight. We’ll consider some of these groups in future chapters. For now, just note that you 
can apply ideas from this book more broadly than you might think at first. And, we hope that you’ll be 
able to use these insights in your life after your course ends.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 6. Consider the definition of a minority group. Which parts apply to gay and lesbian Americans? 
Which parts, if any, apply to other groups of interest that are not defined as American minority 
groups, such as Christians or men? What do your answers suggest about differences between 
minority and majority groups?

PATTERNS OF INEQUALITY

The most important defining characteristic of minority group status is inequality. As you’ll see, minor-
ity group membership affects access to jobs, education, wealth, health care, and housing. It is associated 
with a lower (often much lower) proportional share of goods and services and more limited opportuni-
ties for upward mobility.

Stratification is the hierarchical ranking of groups that results in the unequal distribution of goods 
and services in society. Every human society, except perhaps the simplest hunter–gatherer societies, 
is stratified to some degree. You can visualize these divisions as horizontal layers (or strata) that differ 
from one another by the amount of resources they command. Economic stratification results in dif-
ferent social classes; Figure 1.4 shows one view of the class system. Many criteria (e.g., education, age, 
gender, power, parent’s social class) may affect a person’s social class position and their access to goods 
and services. Minority group membership is one of these criteria, and it has a powerful impact on the 
distribution of resources in the United States and in other societies.

The next section considers different theories about the nature and dimensions of stratification. 
Then, we discuss how minority group status relates to stratification.

Theoretical Perspectives
Sociologists (and other social scientists) have been concerned with stratification and inequality since 
the formation of sociology in the 19th century. We highlight four of the most significant thinkers in 
this section. An early and important contributor to our understanding of the significance of social 
inequality was Karl Marx, the noted social philosopher and revolutionary. Half a century later, soci-
ologist Max Weber (pronounced Mahks Vay-ber), a central figure in the development of sociology, 
critiqued and elaborated on Marx’s view of inequality. Gerhard Lenski was a modern sociologist whose 
ideas about the influence of economic and technological development on social stratification are rel-
evant for comparing societies and understanding the evolution of intergroup relations. Finally, we con-
sider another modern sociologist, Patricia Hill Collins, who argues for an intersectional approach to 
inequality, which views inequalities based on class, race or ethnicity, gender (and other social statuses) 
as a single, interlocking system of inequality.

Karl Marx
Although best known as the father of modern communism, Karl Marx was also the primary architect 
of a political, economic, and social philosophy that has played a significant role in world affairs for 
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more than 170 years. Marxism is a complex theory of history and social change in which inequality is a 
central concern.

Marx argued that the most important source of 
inequality in society was the system of economic pro-
duction. He focused on the means of production, or 
the materials, tools, resources, and social relationships 
by which a society produces and distributes goods and 
services. In an agricultural society, the means of pro-
duction include land, draft animals, and plows. In an 
industrial society, the means of production include fac-
tories, commercial enterprises, banks, and transporta-
tion systems, such as railroads.

In Marx’s view, all societies include social classes 
that struggle over the means of production. In indus-
trial societies, the rise of capitalism created a new class 
system with two main classes. The bourgeoisie, or 
capitalist class, owns or controls the means of produc-
tion. It benefits from that arrangement and exploits and 
oppresses the proletariat or working class. Marx called 
them “two great hostile camps” (Marx & Engels, 1967, 
p. 1). He believed that class conflict was inevitable and 
that, ultimately, the working class would revolt against 
the bourgeoisie and create a society without exploita-
tion, coercion, or inequality. That is, it would create a classless society.

Marx is consistently named one most influential thinkers of all time; yet, scholars and others have 
extensively critiqued or modified his ideas. Nevertheless, modern social science owes a great deal to his 
insights about inequality, class struggle, social conflict, and group relations, as you’ll see in upcoming 
chapters.
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Source: Gilbert (2011).

Karl Marx (1818–1883) contributed to the found-
ing of sociology and was one of the authors of the 
Communist Manifesto.

Wikimedia
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Max Weber
One of Marx’s major critics was Max Weber, a German sociologist who did most of his work around 
the turn of the 20th century. Weber saw Marx’s view of inequality as too narrow. Weber argued that 
inequality included dimensions other than one’s relationship to the means of pro-
duction. Weber expanded on Marx’s view of inequality by identifying three separate 
components of stratification.

First, economic inequality is based on ownership or control of wealth (such as 
property) and income (money from employment, interest on bank holdings, or other 
payments). This is like Marx’s concept of class, and Weber used the term class for this 
specific form of inequality.

A second dimension of stratification involves differences in prestige, or the 
amount of honor, esteem, or respect that people give us. Different factors influence 
prestige, including one’s class position, family lineage, athletic ability, and physical 
appearance. Group membership also affects prestige. People typically give less pres-
tige to minority group members than dominant group members.

The third component of stratification is power, or the ability to influence others, 
impact the decision-making process of society, and pursue and protect one’s self-inter-
est and achieve one’s goals. One source of power is a person’s standing in politically 
active organizations that lobby state and federal legislatures, such as labor unions or 
interest groups. Some politically active groups have access to great wealth and can it to 
promote their causes. Other groups may rely more on their size and ability to mobilize 
large demonstrations to achieve their goals. Political organizations and the people 
they represent vary in the power that they can mobilize to control political decision 
making.

Typically, these three dimensions of stratification go together: wealthy, presti-
gious classes are generally more powerful (more likely to achieve their goals or protect 
their self-interest) than low-income groups or groups with little prestige. However, 
power is a separate dimension: even very impoverished groups have sometimes found 
ways to express their concerns and pursue their goals.

Weber’s concept of stratification offers more complexity than Marx’s. For example, instead of sim-
ply being bourgeoise or proletariat, Weber suggests that people can be elite in some ways but not in oth-
ers. An aristocratic family that has fallen on hard financial times might belong to the elite in terms of 
family lineage and prestige but not in terms of wealth. Or a major figure in the illegal drug trade could 
enjoy substantial wealth but be held in low esteem.

Gerhard Lenski
Gerhard Lenski was a modern sociologist who expanded on Weber’s ideas by analyzing stratification 
in the context of societal evolution, or the level of development of a society (Nolan & Lenski, 2004). 
Lenski argues that the degree of inequality or the criteria affecting a group’s position is closely related 
to subsistence technology, or how the society meets people’s basic needs for food, water, shelter, and so 
on. For example, preindustrial agricultural societies rely on human and animal labor to generate the 
food necessary to sustain life. Inequality in these types of societies centers on control of land and labor 
because they are the most important means of production for that level of development.

In modern industrial societies, land ownership isn’t as crucial as control of financial, manufactur-
ing, and commercial enterprises. Because the control of capital is more important than control of land 
for those societies, the level of development and the nature of inequality, differs.

The U. S. and other more-industrialized societies have entered another stage of development, so 
they are often referred to as postindustrial societies. In postindustrial societies, developments in new 
technology, computer-related fields, information processing, and scientific research create economic 
growth. Additionally, one’s economic success is closely related to formal education, specialized knowl-
edge, and familiarity with new technologies (Chirot, 1994, p. 88; see also Bell, 1973).

These changes in subsistence technology, from agriculture to industrialization to an information-
based society, alter the stratification system. As the sources of wealth, success, and power change, so 

Max Weber (1864–1920) was a major figure in the 
establishment of sociology. He took issue with many 
of Marx’s ideas in publications such as The Protestant 
Ethic and The Spirit of Capitalism.
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do the relationships between minority and dominant groups. For example, the shift to an information-
based, high-tech, postindustrial society means that the advantages conferred by higher levels of educa-
tion are magnified. Groups that have less access to schooling will likely rank low on all dimensions of 
stratification.

Patricia Hill Collins
Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins (2000) calls for an approach 
to the study of inequality and group relations that recognizes 
the multiplicity of systems of inequality and privilege in 
society. Some stratification systems are based on social class, 
while others categorize and rank people by their gender, race, 
ethnicity, sexuality, age, disability, and other criteria. Most 
people have complex social statuses, some more privileged 
and some less privileged. For example, consider a hetero-
sexual, college-educated man with a professional job. These 
social statuses rank high in the United States. But what if he 
is Latino or bisexual? These latter statuses put him at a disad-
vantage in a society where whiteness and heterosexuality are 
more valued.

Collins stresses intersectionality, a view that acknowl-
edges that everyone has multiple group memberships and 
that these crisscross or intersect to create different experi-
ences for people with varying combinations of statuses. For 
example, the realities faced by gay, white-collar, Mexican 
American men are different from those faced by heterosex-
ual, blue-collar Puerto Rican women, although both would 
be counted as Hispanic in Figure 1.1. From this perspective, 
you can see that no singular, uniform Hispanic American (or 
African American or Asian American) experience exists. Thus, we need to recognize how gender, class, 
sexual orientation, and other factors intersect with and reinforce one another.

Collins and other intersectional theorists critique the tendency to see inequality in terms of sepa-
rate simple dichotomous systems, such as those based on class (blue collar vs. white collar), race (Black 
vs. white), or gender (men vs. women). An intersectional approach involves seeing how these statuses 
link together to form a “matrix of domination.” For example, white Americans aren’t a homogenous 
dominant group. Some group members, such as women or poor white people, are privileged in terms of 
their race (white) but subordinate in terms of their gender (women) or class (poor). Collins’s ideas help 
us see that who is the oppressed and who is the oppressor changes across social contexts, and people can 
occupy privileged and subordinated statuses simultaneously.

The separate systems of domination and subordination overlap and reinforce one another. This 
matrix of domination shapes people’s opportunities, experiences, and perceptions. As you’ll see in later 
chapters, race and gender interact with each other and create especially disadvantaged positions for 
people who rank lower on both dimensions simultaneously (e.g., see Figure 6.6, which shows that Black 
women consistently earn less income than either Black men of the same race and white women of the 
same gender).

Likewise, stereotypes and other elements of prejudice are gendered. For example, some stereotypi-
cal traits might be applied to all Black Americans (such as laziness), but others are applied only to 
women (e.g., “uppity”) or men (e.g., “thug”).

An intersectional approach stresses the multiplicity of systems of inequality and analyzes the con-
nections between them. It sees groups as complex, not uniform. In this book, we’ll use an intersectional 
lens to explore how class and gender influence racial and ethnic minority group experiences. However, 
you can apply an intersectional approach to other dimensions of power and inequality, including dis-
ability, sexual orientation, and religion.

Patricia Hill Collins is a major contributor 
to the ongoing attempts by American social 
scientists to analyze inequality and group 
relations.

Patricia Hill Collins
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Minority Group Status and Stratification
The theoretical perspectives we’ve just reviewed raise three important points about the connections 
between minority group status and stratification. First, minority group status affects access to wealth 
and income, prestige, and power. In the United States, minority group status has been and continues 
to be one of the most important and powerful determinants of one’s life chances, or opportunities 
and access to resources such as nutritious food, health care, education, and a job that provides a good 
income. We explore these complex patterns of inequality in Part 3, but observation of American society 
reveals that minority groups control proportionately fewer resources and that minority group status 
and stratification are complexly intertwined. Consider, for example, the life chances of two 18-year-
olds. One is white, comes from a wealthy family, was educated in excellent private schools, traveled the 
world on holiday, and has had the opportunity to network with members of the American elite. The 
other is a recent immigrant who fled the war in Syria. This one is smart, hardworking, and proficient 
in English but has a low overall level of education, which makes it hard to find work that pays a living 
wage. Which person has had and will have greater life chances?

Second, although social class and minority group status are correlated, they are different dimen-
sions of inequality and they vary independently. The degree to which one status affects the other varies 
by group and across time. Some groups, such as Irish or Italian Americans, have experienced con-
siderable upward social mobility (or movement) within the class stratification system although they 
faced considerable discrimination in the past. Furthermore, as stressed by the intersectional approach, 
minority groups are internally divided by systems of inequality based on class, status, or power. Some 
members of a minority group can be successful economically, wield great political power, or enjoy high 
prestige while the majority of group members experience poverty and powerlessness. Likewise, mem-
bers of the same social class vary by ethnicity, race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, age, and other 
social statuses.

Third, the struggle to control valued goods and services creates dominant–minority group rela-
tionships. Minority group structures (such as slavery) emerge so that the dominant group can control 
commodities such as land or labor, maintain its position at the top of the stratification system, or 
eliminate perceived threats to its well-being. Struggles over property, wealth, prestige, and power lie 
at the heart of every dominant–minority relationship. Marx believed that the ruling class shaped all 
aspects of society to sustain the economic system that underlies its privileged position. The treatment 
of minority groups throughout American history provides a good deal of evidence to support Marx’s 
point, as you’ll see in upcoming chapters.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 7. Consider the people described in the chapter opening (e.g., Kim Park, Juan Yancy). How does an 
intersectional approach help us understand their lives?

 8. Consider the people described in the chapter opening. How do Weber’s ideas about prestige and 
power contribute to our understanding of their social class?

VISIBLE DISTINGUISHING TRAITS: RACE AND GENDER

In this section, we focus on the second defining characteristic of minority groups: the visible traits that 
represent membership. The boundaries between dominant and minority groups have been established 
along a wide variety of lines, including religion, language, skin color, and sexuality. Let’s consider two 
of the more visible markers of group membership—race and gender.

Race
Historically, race has been widely misunderstood, but the false ideas and exaggerated importance peo-
ple have attached to race haven’t merely been errors of logic that are subject to debate. At various times 
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and places, ideas about race have resulted in some of the greatest tragedies in human history: immense 
exploitation and mistreatment, such as slavery and genocide. Myths about race continue today, though 
in different forms. To decrease the likelihood of further tragedies, it’s important to cultivate accurate 
understandings about race.

Thanks to advances in genetics, biology, and physical anthropology, we know more about what 
race is and, more importantly, what race isn’t. We can’t address everything in these first few pages, but 
we can establish a basic framework and use the latest scientific research to dispel some of the myths.

Race and Human Evolution
Humans first appeared in East Africa more than 160,000 years ago. Our ancient ancestors were hunt-
ers and gatherers who slowly wandered away from their ancestral region in search of food and other 
resources. Over the millennia, our ancestors traveled across the entire globe, first to what is now the 
Middle East and then to Asia, Europe, Australia, and North and South America (see Figure 1.5) 
(Gugliotta, 2008; Hirst, 2017).

“Racial” differences evolved during this period of dispersion, as our ancestors adapted to different 
environments and ecological conditions. For example, consider skin color, the most visible “racial” 
characteristic. As noted earlier, skin color derives from a pigment called melanin. In areas with intense 

sunlight, at or near the equator, melanin screens out the sun’s ultraviolet rays, helping to prevent sun-
burn and, more significantly, skin cancer. Thus, people from equatorial locations produce higher levels 
of melanin and have darker skin than people who live farther away from the equator (Jablonski & 
Chaplin, 2010). This almost certainly means that the first humans were dark skinned and that lighter 
skin colors are the more recent adaptation reflecting migration away from the equator (see Figure 1.6).

The lower concentration of melanin in people adapted to areas with less intense sunlight may also 
be a biological adaptation to a particular ecology. Lighter skin maximizes vitamin D synthesis, which 
is important for the absorption of calcium and protection against health problems such as rickets. That 
is, the skin color of any group reflects the melanin in their skin that helps them balance the need for 
vitamin D against the need to protect their skin from ultraviolet rays (Jablonski & Chaplin, 2010).

The period of dispersion and differentiation, depicted in Figure 1.5, began to end about 10,000 
years ago, when some of our hunting and gathering ancestors developed a new subsistence technology 
and established permanent agricultural villages. Over the centuries, some settlements grew into larger 
societies, kingdoms, and empires that conquered and absorbed neighboring societies, some of which 
differed culturally, linguistically, and racially from each other. The great agricultural empires of the 
past—Roman, Egyptian, Chinese, Aztec—united different peoples, reversed the process of dispersion 
and differentiation, and began a phase of consolidation and merging of human cultures and genes. 

From lightest . . .

. . . to darkest skin

no data

FIGURE 1.5  ■   Skin Color Variation by Latitude

Source: Emmanuelle Bournay, UNEP/GRID-Arendal, http://maps.grida.no/go/graphic/skin-colour-map- 
indigenous-people
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Source:   Gugliotta (2008) . 

Over the next 10,000 years following the first settlements, human genes were intermixed and spread 
around the world, eliminating any “pure” races (if such ever existed). 

 The differentiation created during the period of global dispersion was swamped by consolidation, 
a process that was greatly accelerated starting about 500 years ago when European nations began to 
explore and colonize much of the rest of the world (e.g., India, Africa). This consolidation of groups 
continues today. For example, we can see it with the increasing numbers of Americans who identify as 
multiracial. We see similar patterns across the world and throughout recent history. 

 Race and Western Traditions 
 Europeans had been long aware of racial variation but, aided by breakthroughs in ship design and navi-
gation, the nations of Western Europe began regularly traveling to Africa, Asia, and eventually North 
and South America in the 1400s. The contact with the peoples of other continents resulted in greater 
awareness and curiosity about observable physical differences such as skin color. 

 European travel required tremendous time and resources. The goal wasn’t exploration for the sake 
of exploration, but to lay claim to valued resources (such as gold) that existed elsewhere. In the process, 
European nations such as England, France, Spain, and Russia conquered, colonized, and sometimes 
destroyed the peoples and cultures they encountered. This political and military domination (e.g., 
English colonization of India, French colonization of West and North Africa) required an  ideology
(belief system) to support it. From the beginning, Europeans linked physical variation with judgments 
about the relative merits of other races: People from conquering nations thought they were racially and 
culturally superior to the nations and peoples they conquered. 

 Since then, other countries have justified military conquest, genocide, exploitation, and slavery 
with similar racist and xenophobic thinking. But, the toxic form of racism that bloomed during the 
expansion of European power continues to haunt the world today. It was the basis for the concept of 
race that took root in the United States. 

 Race and Biology 
 Europeans primarily used race to denigrate, reject, and exclude people they perceived as nonwhite. 
However, as the tools of modern science developed, some people tried to apply the principles of scien-
tific research to the concept of race. These investigations focused on constructing typologies or taxono-
mies to classify every person of every race into a category. Some typologies were quite elaborate, with 
numerous races and subraces. For example, the “Caucasian” race was often subdivided into Nordics 
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(blond, fair-skinned Northern Europeans), Mediterraneans (dark-haired Southern Europeans), and 
Alpines (people between those categories, with qualities from both).

One major limitation of these classification systems is that the dividing lines between the so-called 
racial groups are arbitrary. There is no clear, definite point where, for example, “Black” skin color stops 
and “white” skin color begins. The characteristics used to define race blend imperceptibly into one 
another. Additionally, one racial trait (skin color) can appear with others (e.g., hair texture) in an infi-
nite variety of ways. A given individual might have a skin color that people associate with one race, the 
hair texture of a second, the nasal shape of a third, and so forth.

Although people vary in their physical appearance, these differences don’t sort themselves out in 
ways that enable us to divide people into precise groups like species of animals. The differences between 
the so-called human races aren’t at all like the differences between elephants and butterflies. The 
ambiguous and continuous nature of “racial” characteristics makes it impossible to establish categories 
that have clear, nonarbitrary boundaries. Even the most elaborate racial typologies can’t address the 
fact that many individuals fit into more than one category while others don’t fit into any of them. So, 
who gets to decide how many groups exist and what racial group people belong to? We’ll address that 
question in future chapters.

Over the past several decades, advances in genetic research have provided new insights into race 
that negate the validity of such racial typologies and the racial myths associated with them. One 
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FIGURE 1.7A  ■   Changes in Racial and Ethnic Categories, 1790–1930

Source: U.S. Census data
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significant finding is that genetic variation within the traditional racial groups is greater than the varia-
tion between those groups (American Sociological Association, 2003; Gannon, 2016). That is, any two 
randomly selected members of the “Black” race will probably vary genetically from each other at least 
as much as they do from a randomly selected member of the “white” race. (See Figures 1.7a and 1.7b.) 
This finding refutes traditional, nonscientific ideas that racial categories accurately reflect groups of 
homogeneous people. In other words, the traditional American perception of race as based primarily 
on skin color has no scientific validity.

The Social Construction of Race
Sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois (who you’ll read about in Chapter 5) wrote that the “problem of the twen-
tieth century is the problem of the color line” ([1903] 1997, page 45 c.f. Lee & Bean, 2007). He argues 
that our nation’s history of slavery and the resulting discrimination and inequalities were critical to 
how U.S. race relations have evolved and, by extension, to how they affect society today.

You can begin to understand the social construction of this “color line” when you examine the 
U.S. Census race/ethnicity categories over time. The U.S. Constitution (Section 2, Article 1) requires a 
census (or population count) every decade (Blank et al., 2004, p. 206). A state’s population influences 
its political representation in the U.S. House of Representatives, its taxation, and the federal resources 
it receives (Anderson & Fienberg, 1999).
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FIGURE 1.7B  ■   Changes in Racial and Ethnic Categories, 1930––2010

Source: U.S. Census data
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The census also gatherers important demographic data about household members such as their 
race, age, gender, occupation, level or education, marital status, and if they own their residence. The 
first census, in 1790, used only three racial categories. (If you consider gender, four subcategories exist; 
if you include age, there are five categories.) These categories reflect the de facto color line (and gender/
age lines) operating in U.S. society at that time:

	 •	 Free whites (males under 16 years old, males over 16 years old, females)

	 •	 All other free persons (e.g., Native Americans who paid taxes and free blacks)

	 •	 Enslaved people

Although southern states fought to define slaves as property in all other matters (e.g., see Missouri 
v. Celia in Chapter 4), they argued the opposite about census counts because states with more people 
would get more political power and resources. Such an arrangement would advantage slave holding 
states and, presumably, give them a reason to enslave more people (Blank et al., 2004). Northern and 
southern states made a compromise to count slaves as three fifths of a person to distribute power more 
equitably, writing that “direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States. . . by adding to the 
whole Number of free Persons excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons” (Blank et 
al., 2004, p. 206).

In addition to telling us about the population, census categories also tell us how people think about 
race at any given time. For example, the first census taken after the Civil War ended used these catego-
ries: White, Black, Mulatto, and Indian. (The category of “Mulatto” applied to people with unspeci-
fied “mixed” racial heritage.) By 1890, the categories changed, again, to

	 •	 White

	 •	 Black (a person defined as more than three-fourths Black)

	 •	 Mulatto (a person classified as three-eighths to five-eighths Black)

	 •	 Quadroon (quad meaning four, or one-fourth Black)

	 •	 Octoroons (octo meaning eight; that is, people defined as one-eighth or as having any 
other amount of “Black blood”)

	 •	 Indian

	 •	 Chinese

	 •	 Japanese

The addition of Chinese and Japanese categories reflects Asian immigration to the United States. 
The subcategories of quadroon and octoroon were an attempt to measure race in more detail, but still 
along a Black–white dichotomy (Blank et al., 2004), and reflect concerns about the impact of newly 
freed slaves on U.S. society (Hochschild & Powell, 2008). Specifically, lawmakers sought “to ascertain 
and exhibit the physical effects upon offspring resulting from the amalgamation of human species” and 
see if “the mulattoes, quadroons, and octoroons are disappearing and the race becoming more purely 
Negro” (Hochschild & Powell, 2008). While census takers were advised to “be particularly careful to 
distinguish between blacks, mulattoes, quadroons, and octoroons,” they were not told how to deter-
mine those specific fractions of “black blood” (Hochschild & Powell, 2008).

Identifying the amount of “Blackness” was more complicated than it sounded, and the census 
didn’t use those categories again. However, southern states continued efforts to do so by introduc-
ing the “one-drop rule.” Under this law, a person with any trace of Black ancestry, even “one drop” of 
African blood, was defined as Black and subject to the limitations of extreme racial inequality. Thus, it 
rigidly solidified the Black–white color line in law and in custom.

The racial categories for Black Americans and other groups continued to change over the years—
most notably for Black Americans (see Figure 1.7). The Census Bureau continues to add ethnic 
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categories as new immigrants come to the United States For now, ethnic categories fall under one 
of these “racial” categories: white, Black/African American, Native American/Alaskan Native, Asian 
(e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean), Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander (e.g., Samoan, Chamorro), and 
other. The Census Bureau notes that people of Hispanic origin may be of any race. Therefore, it asks 
people of Hispanic origin to identify their place of origin such as Cuba, Puerto Rico, or Mexico.

The census has changed in other ways, too. In 1960, the Census Bureau mailed its form to urban 
residences and for the first time, respondents could choose their racial identity. (In prior decades, the 
census taker determined each person’s race. This change was important for giving people agency to self-
identify their race, but it may also have produced more accurate information. That is, given the preju-
dice and discrimination against nonwhites, people may have been more likely to choose white when 
the census taker was nearby.) The first census to ask about Hispanic origin happened in 1980. The 
2000 census was the first to allow people to identify as multiracial by selecting more than one category 
(Lowenthall, 2014). For example, someone could identify as white and Cuban.

Yet even with these changes, the category of “white” has remained remarkably consistent over time 
(see Figure 1.7). Nor has it included gradations of “whiteness”; that is, there are no subcategories of 
“whiteness” as there were of “blackness” in 1890, for example (Blank et al., 2004). Thus, we might con-
sider the U.S. construction of race as involving a white–nonwhite color line (i.e., white is a dominant, 
nonchanging category) that reflects assumptions of black inferiority made at the heart of U.S. slavery 
and Jim Crow segregation.

Despite its scientific limits, the idea of race continues to shape intergroup relations in America and 
globally. Race, along with gender, is one of the first things people notice about one another. Because 
race is still a significant way of differentiating people, it remains socially important. In addition to 
discrimination by out-group members, ideas about race can also shape relations within a perceived 
racial group. For example, people within groups and outside of them may see lighter skinned Black 
Americans as superior to darker skinned Black Americans; thus, they may treat lighter skinned people 
better. Walker (1983) named this colorism. Such discrimination reflects the dominant racial hierarchy 
that prefers lighter skin tone and presumed European facial features and body types (Harris, 2008, 
p. 54). While an important area of study, we (like other researchers) focus on broadly defined racial 
groups that affect all group members (see Blank et al., 2004, p. 29).

So, how does the idea of race remain relevant? Because of the way they developed, Western con-
cepts of race have social and biological dimensions. Sociologists consider race a social construction 
whose meaning has been created and sustained not by science but by historical, social, economic, and 
political processes (see Omi & Winant, 1986; Smedley, 2007). For example, in Chapter 4, we’ll analyze 
the role of race in the creation of American slavery and you’ll see that the physical differences between 
Blacks and whites became important as a result of that system of inequality. The elites of colonial soci-
ety needed to justify their unequal treatment of Africans and seized on the visible differences in skin 
color, elevated it to a matter of supreme importance, and used it to justify the enslavement of Blacks. 
That is, the importance of race was socially constructed as the result of a particular historical conflict, 
and it remains important not because of objective realities, but because of the widespread, shared social 
perception that it is important.

Gender
You’ve seen that groups can be internally differentiated by social class and other factors (e.g., sexual ori-
entation). Gender is another source of differentiation. Like race, gender has visible and socially mean-
ingful components that make it convenient for categorizing people and organizing society. Historically, 
people have used visible biological characteristics such as genitalia to assign people into two sexes, 
female or male. (Almost 2% the U.S. population are intersex, having have biological characteristics 
from more than one sex category [see Fausto-Sterling, 1993].)

Americans primarily recognize two gender statuses: boy/man and girl/woman. Babies are given a 
gender based on their sex. For example, when a fetal ultrasound for sex shows a penis, people declare, 
“It’s a boy!” As you’ll learn, gender is also a social construct. These ideas about what is masculine or 
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feminine influence gender norms, or societal expectations about proper behavior, attitudes, and per-
sonality traits.

Gender norms vary across time and from one society to another, but sociologists and other social 
scientists have documented the close relationship between gender and inequality. Typically, men (as 
a group) have more property, prestige, and power than women. Figure 1.8 provides some perspec-
tive on the global variation in gender inequality. The map shows the Gender Gap Index, a statistic 
that measures the amount of inequality between women and men based on variables such as edu-
cation, labor market participation, reproductive health (e.g., maternal mortality rate), and political 
representation. As you can see, gender equality is generally highest in the more industrialized nations 
of North America and Western Europe and lowest in the less developed, more agricultural nations of 
Africa (e.g., Niger, Mali, Democratic Republic of Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Gambia, 
Mauritania, Benin) and the Middle East (e.g., Yemen, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Syria, Iran).

Although Western European and North American societies rank relatively high on gender equal-
ity, gender discrimination continues to be a major issue in many of them, as you’ll see throughout 
this book (Chapter 11 in particular). For example, a consistent—and large—gender income gap per-

sists, and women are decidedly underrepresented in the most lucrative and powerful occupations (see 
Figure 11.1). While many societies have made progress, gender inequality appears likely to continue for 
generations.

Part of the problem is that all societies, including Western European and North American ones, 
have strong histories of patriarchy, or systems of dominance by men. As with racial and class stratifi-
cation, dominant groups have greater resources. In patriarchal societies, men (as a group) have more 
control over the economy and more access to leadership roles in business, politics, education, and other 
institutions. Parallel to forms of racism that sought to justify and maintain racial inequality, sexism is 
an ideology that justifies and maintains gender inequality. For example, people in some societies view 
women as “delicate,” “too emotional,” and physically weak for the demands of “manly” occupations. 
(In the United States and other societies, these ideas about gender were also racialized, applying only to 
white women. The same men who placed white women “on a pedestal” didn’t hesitate to send enslaved 
women into the fields to perform the most difficult, physically demanding tasks.)

Even in the most progressive societies, women possess many characteristics of a minority group, 
especially a pattern of disadvantage based on group membership marked by visible characteristics. 
Thus, we consider women to be a distinct minority group and we’ll examine gender throughout the 

World Economic Forum
Global Gender Gap Report 2020

1 (best) – 31
32 – 62
63 – 94

95 – 125
125 – 153 (worst)
No Data

FIGURE 1.8  ■   Gender Inequality Worldwide

Source: World Economic Foundation (2020).
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book and in, especially in Chapter 11. In keeping our intersectional approach, we’ll address women’s 
and men’s experiences within each racial or ethnic minority group, as well. As stressed in the intersec-
tional approach, the experience of racial or ethnic minority group membership varies by gender (and 
other social statuses such as age, class). Likewise, the way gender is experienced isn’t the same for every 
racial or ethnic (or other) group. Therefore, some Black women may share common interests and expe-
riences with white women and different interests and experiences compared to Black American men. 
In other cases, those constellations of interests and experiences would vary. Those in power generally 
write about history from their own standpoint—ignoring, forgetting, or trivializing minority group 
experiences. For instance, slave owners wrote much of the history of slavery. Laws against education 
kept enslaved people illiterate, leaving few mechanisms for recording their thoughts or experiences. A 
more accurate picture of slavery has emerged only since the mid-20th century, when scholars started to 
reconstruct the experiences of enslaved Africans from nonwritten documentation (such as oral tradi-
tions, including folklore and songs) and from physical artifacts (such as quilts, pottery, and religious 
objects; e.g., see Fennell, 2013; Levine, 1977).

Despite these advances, the experiences of women minorities are much less well known and docu-
mented than men’s. One important trend in contemporary scholarship is to correct this skewed focus 
by systematically incorporating gender as a vital factor for understanding minority group experiences 
(Baca Zinn & Thornton Dill, 1994; Espiritu, 1996).

The Social Construction of Gender
Social scientists see race as a social construction created under certain historical circumstances (e.g., 
slavery) when it was needed to justify the unequal treatment of nonwhite groups. What about gen-
der? Have socially created ideas enabled and rationalized men’s higher status and their easier access to 
power, prestige, and property? Figure 1.8 shows that every nation has some degree of gender inequal-
ity—though it varies a lot. Does that inequality result from popular ideas about gender? For example, 
are boys and men “naturally” more aggressive, competitive and independent, and girls and women 
“naturally” more cooperative, helpful, and fragile? Where do these ideas come from? If gender isn’t a 
social construction, why do ideas about what girls/women and boy/men are like vary across time (e.g., 
1400, 1776, 2019) and place (e.g., China, Afghanistan, Sweden)? Why do ideas about what they should 
and shouldn’t do vary? And why does gender inequality vary? Many people look to the role of biology 
when explaining such variation. Yet, if people’s biology (e.g., chromosomes, hormones) is fairly con-
stant across time and location, wouldn’t gender be as well? Let’s dig a bit deeper.

First, the traits people commonly see as typical for women or men aren’t disconnected, separate cat-
egories. Every person has them, to some degree. To the extent that gender differences exist at all, they 
are manifested not in absolutes but in averages, tendencies, and probabilities. Many people consider 
aggressiveness a masculine characteristic, but some women are more aggressive than some men. As 
with race, research shows that there is more variation within categories (e.g., all women, all men) than 
between them—a finding that seriously undermines the view that gender differences are biological 
(Basow, as cited in Rosenblum & Travis, 2002).

Second, gender as a social construction is illustrated by the fact that what people think is “appro-
priate” behavior for women and men varies over time and from society to society. The behavior peo-
ple expected from a woman in Victorian England isn’t the same as those for women in 21st-century 
America. Likewise, the gender norms for men in 500 CE China are different from those in Puritan 
America. This variability makes it difficult to argue that the differences between the genders are hard-
wired in the genetic code; if they were, these variations wouldn’t exist.

Third, the relationship between subsistence technology and gender inequality illustrates the social 
nature of gender norms. As noted previously, humans evolved in East Africa and relied on hunting and 
gathering to meet their basic needs. Our distant ancestors lived in small, nomadic bands that relied on 
cooperation and sharing for survival. Societies at this level of development typically divided adult labor 
by gender (often men hunting, women gathering). Because everyone’s work was crucial to survival, 
gender inequality was minimal (Dyble et al., 2015). Women’s subordination seems to have emerged 
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with settled agricultural communities, the first of which appeared about 10,000 years ago in what is 
now the Middle East. People in preindustrial farming communities didn’t roam, and people could 
accumulate (and store) wealth (see Dyble et al., 2015). Survival in these societies required the combined 
labor of many people; thus, large families were valued. Women became consigned to domestic duties, 
especially having and raising children. Because the infant mortality rate in these societies was high 
(approximately 50% or more), women spent much of their lives confined to their homes, pregnant or 
nursing, far removed from the possibility of participating in other extra-domestic life, such as contend-
ing for community leadership roles.

Industrialization and urbanization, linked processes that began in the mid-1700s in Great Britain, 
changed the cost–benefit ratios of childbearing. As people moved to cities, the expense of having chil-
dren rose, and work increasingly required education and literacy—for women and men. As women 
increasingly participated in life outside of their homes, they gained additional resources (e.g., income, 
networks) that put them on more level footing with men. Thus, it’s probably not surprising that the 
push for gender equality is associated with industrial societies and that gender equality is highest in 
industrial and postindustrial societies (see Figure 1.7).

Researchers continue to explore the links between biology and gender (e.g., see Hopcroft, 2009; 
Huber, 2007; Udry, 2000). However, at its core, gender is primarily social, not biological Gender, like 
race, is a social construction, especially when people treat the supposed differences between men and 
women as categorical, natural, and fixed and then use those ideas to deny opportunity and equality to 
women (Booth et al., 2006, pp. 167–191; see also Ridgeway, 2011, pp. 18–23).

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 9. How do gender and race exist apart from people’s perceptions of them? How are these con-
structs similar? Different? Are they equally matters of perception?

KEY CONCEPTS IN DOMINANT–MINORITY RELATIONS

When people discuss issues such as dominant–minority group relations, the discussion often turns to 
matters of prejudice and discrimination. This section introduces and defines four concepts to help you 
understand dominant–minority relations in the United States.

This book addresses how individuals from different groups interact and how groups interact with 
each other. Thus, we need to distinguish between what is true for individuals (the more psychological 
level of analysis) and what is true for groups or society (the sociological level of analysis). Additionally, 
it’s helpful to connect these levels of analysis.

At the individual level, what people think and feel about other groups may differ from how they 
behave toward members of another group. A person might express negative feelings about other groups 
in private but deal fairly with group members in face-to-face interactions. Groups and entire societies 
may display similar inconsistencies. A society may express support for equality in its official documents 
(e.g., laws) while simultaneously treating minority groups in unfair, destructive ways. For example, 
contrast the commitment to equality stated in the Declaration of Independence (“All men are created 
equal”) and the actual treatment of enslaved Africans, Anglo American women, and Native Americans 
at that time.

At the individual level, social scientists refer to the thinking/feeling part of this dichotomy as preju-
dice and the doing part as discrimination. At the group level, the term ideological racism describes the 
thinking/feeling dimension and institutional discrimination describes the doing dimension. Table 1.1 
depicts the differences among these four concepts.

Prejudice
Prejudice is the tendency of an individual to think about some groups in negative ways, to attach 
negative emotions to those groups, and to prejudge individuals based on their group memberships. 
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On January 6, 2021, thousands of supporters of then-President Trump attacked the U.S. Capitol build-
ing. Many were members of right-wing extremist and hate groups, and came bearing racist symbols.

Individual prejudice has two aspects: cognitive prejudice, or the thinking aspect, and affective preju-
dice, or the feeling part. A prejudiced person thinks about other groups in terms of stereotypes (cogni-
tive prejudice), generalizations that they think are true for all group members. Examples of familiar 
stereotypes include notions such as “women are emotional,” “Jews are stingy,” “Blacks are lazy,” and 
“the Irish are drunks.” A prejudiced person also experiences negative emotional responses to other 
groups (affective prejudice), including contempt, disgust, arrogance, and hatred.

People vary in their levels of prejudice, and levels of prejudice vary in the same person from one time 
to another and from one group to another. We can say that people are prejudiced to the extent that they 
use stereotypes in their thinking about other groups or have negative emotional reactions to other groups.

The two dimensions of prejudice are highly correlated with each other; however, they are distinct 
and separate aspects of prejudice and can vary independently. One person may think entirely in stereo-
types but feel no particular negative emotional response to any group. Another person may feel a strong 
aversion toward a group but be unable to articulate a clear or detailed stereotype of that group.

Individual prejudice, like all aspects of society, evolves and changes. Historically, Americans’ preju-
dice was strongly felt, overtly expressed, and laced with detailed stereotypes. Overt forms declined after 
the civil rights era of the 1950s and 1960s but didn’t disappear and vast numbers of Americans came 
to view them as problematic. In modern societies that emphasize mutual respect and tolerance, people 
tend to express prejudice in subtle, indirect ways. Prejudice might manifest in language that functions 
as a kind of code (for instance, when people 
associate “welfare cheats” or criminality 
with certain minority groups). We’ll explore 
modern forms of prejudice in Chapter 3, but 
we need to be clear that you should not mis-
take the general decline of blatant prejudice 
against minority groups in modern society for 
its disappearance. As you’ll see throughout 
the book, many traditional forms of prejudice 
and discrimination have reasserted them-
selves in recent years.

Discrimination
Discrimination is the unequal treatment of 
people based on their group membership. 
For example, an employer might not hire 
someone because they are Black (or Jewish, 
Chinese, gay, etc.). If the unequal treatment is 
based on the individual’s group membership 
(e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, religion), the act is discriminatory.

Just as the cognitive and affective aspects of prejudice can be independent, discrimination and prej-
udice don’t necessarily occur together. Even highly prejudiced individuals may not act on their negative 
thoughts or feelings. In social settings regulated by strong egalitarian codes or laws (e.g., restaurants 
and other public facilities), people who are highly bigoted in their private thoughts and feelings may 

TABLE 1.1  ■   Four Concepts in Dominant–Minority Relations

Dimension Level of Analysis

Individual Group or Societal

Thinking/feeling Prejudice Ideological racism

Doing Discrimination Institutional discrimination
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follow the norms in public. However, when people approve of prejudice in social situations, such sup-
port can produce discrimination from otherwise unprejudiced individuals. In the southern United 
States during the height of segregation and in South Africa during the period of state-sanctioned racial 
inequality called apartheid, it was usual and customary for white people to treat Black people in dis-
criminatory ways. Regardless of individuals’ actual level of prejudice, they faced strong social pressure 
to conform to the official forms of racial superiority and discrimination.

Ideological Racism
Ideological racism is a belief system asserting that a particular group is inferior; it is the group or soci-
etal equivalent of individual prejudice. Members of the dominant group use ideological racism to legit-
imize or rationalize the unequal status of minority groups. Through the process of socialization, such 
ideas pass from generation to generation, becoming incorporated into the society’s culture. It exists 
separately from the individuals who inhabit the society (Andersen, 1993, p. 75; See & Wilson, 1988, 
p. 227). An example of a racist ideology is the elaborate system of beliefs and ideas that attempted to 
justify slavery in the American South. Whites explained their exploitation of slaves in terms of the sup-
posed innate racial inferiority of Blacks and the superiority of whites.

In later chapters, we’ll explore the relationship between individual prejudice and racist ideologies 
at the societal level. For now, we’ll make what may be an obvious point: People socialized into societies 
with strong racist ideologies are likely to internalize those ideas and be highly prejudiced; for example, 
a high level of personal prejudice existed among whites in the antebellum American South or in other 
highly racist societies, such as in South Africa under apartheid. Yet, ideological racism and individual 
prejudice are different phenomena with different causes and different locations in the society. Racism 
isn’t a prerequisite for prejudice and prejudice can exist in the absence of racist ideology.

Institutional Discrimination
Institutional discrimination is the societal equivalent of individual discrimination. It refers to a pattern 
of unequal treatment, based on group membership, built into the daily operations of society, whether 
or not it is consciously intended. Public schools, the criminal justice system, and political and economic 
institutions can operate in ways that put members of some groups at a disadvantage.

Institutional discrimination can be obvious and overt. For many years following the American 
Civil War, practices such as poll taxes and rigged literacy tests (designed to ensure failure) prevented 
Black Americans in the South from voting. Well into the 1960s, elections and elected offices in the 
South were restricted to whites only. The purpose of this blatant pattern of institutional discrimina-
tion was widely understood by Black and white southerners alike: It existed to disenfranchise the Black 
community and to keep it politically powerless (Dollard, 1937).

At other times, institutional discrimination may operate subtly and without conscious intent. For 
example, if schools use biased aptitude tests to determine which students get to take college preparatory 
courses, and if such tests favor the dominant group, then the outcomes are discriminatory—even if 
everyone involved sincerely believes that they are merely applying objective criteria in a rational way. If 
a decision-making process has unequal consequences for dominant and minority groups, institutional 
discrimination may well be at work.

Although individuals may implement and enforce a particular discriminatory policy, it is better to 
recognize it as an aspect of the institution. For example, election officials in the South during segrega-
tion didn’t (and public school administrators today don’t) have to be personally prejudiced to imple-
ment discriminatory policies.

However, a major thesis of this book is that racist ideologies and institutional discrimination are 
created to sustain the stratification system. Widespread institutional discrimination maintains the 
relative advantage of the dominant group. Members of the dominant group who are socialized into 
communities with strong racist ideologies and a great deal of institutional discrimination are likely to 
be personally prejudiced and to routinely engage in acts of individual discrimination. The mutually 
reinforcing patterns of prejudice, racism, and discrimination on the individual and institutional levels 
preserve the respective positions of dominant and minority groups over time.
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Institutional discrimination is one way that members of a minority group can be denied access to goods 
and services, opportunities, and rights (such as voting). That is, institutional discrimination helps sustain 
and reinforce the unequal positions of racial and ethnic groups in the stratification system.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 10. Like most Americans, you are probably familiar with the stereotypes associated with various 
groups. Does this mean you are prejudiced against those groups? Does it mean you have negative 
emotions about those groups and are likely to discriminate against them? Explain.

 11. In general, would you say that whiteness is “the norm” in U.S. society? Is racial identity “invis-
ible” to whites? How does racial privilege permit white people to ignore race?

A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

In future chapters, we’ll discuss additional concepts and theories and apply those ideas to minority 
groups in the United States. However, it is important to expand our perspective beyond our country. 
Therefore, we’ll also apply our ideas to the histories and experiences of other peoples and places. If the 
ideas and concepts developed in this book can help us make sense of intergroup relations around the 
world, we’ll have some assurance that they have some general applicability and that the dynamics of 
intergroup relations in the United States aren’t unique.

On another level, we must also take into account how economic, social, and political forces beyond 
our borders shape group relations in the United States. As you’ll see, American society can’t be understood 
in isolation because it is part of the global system of societies. Now, more than ever, we must systemati-
cally analyze the complex interconnections between the domestic and the international, particularly with 
respect to immigration issues. The next section explores one connection between the global and the local.

Immigration and Globalization
Immigration is a major concern in our society today, and we’ll address the issue in the pages to come. 
Here, we’ll point out that immigration is a global phenomenon that affects virtually every nation in the 
world. About 272 million people—about 3.5% of the world’s population—live outside their countries 
of birth, and the number of migrants has increased steadily over the past several decades (International 
Organization for Migrants, 2020). Figure 1.9 illustrates the global nature of the migration by listing 
the top 20 destinations for migrants (on the left) and the top 20 nations of origin on the right. Note that 
the United States and Western European nations are well represented among the receiving nations but 
so are other nations from around the globe. The sending nations come from every continent and area, 
including Asia, Central America, and Africa.

What has caused this massive population movement? One very important underlying cause is global-
ization, or the increasing interconnectedness of people, groups, organizations, and nations. This process 
is complex and multidimensional, but perhaps the most powerful dimension of globalization—especially 
for understanding contemporary immigration—is economics and the movement of jobs and opportunity 
from place to place. People flow from areas of lower opportunity to areas with greater opportunity.

To illustrate, consider the southern border of the United States. For the past several decades, there’s been 
an influx of people from Mexico and Central America, and the presence of these newcomers has generated 
a great deal of emotional and political heat, especially because many of these migrants are undocumented.

Some Americans see these newcomers as threats to traditional American culture and the English 
language, and may associate them with crime, violence, and drug smuggling. Others see them simply 
as people trying to survive as best they can, desperate to support themselves and their families. Few, 
however, see these immigrants as the human consequences of the economic globalization of the world.

What is the connection between globalization and this immigrant stream? The population pres-
sure on the southern border has been in large part a result of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), implemented in 1994. NAFTA united the three North American nations in a single trading 
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bloc—economically globalizing the region—and permitted goods and capital (but not people) to move 
freely among Canada, the United States, and Mexico.

Among many other consequences, NAFTA opened Mexico to the importation of food products 
produced at very low cost by the giant agribusinesses of Canada and the United States. This cheap 
food (corn in particular) destroyed the livelihoods of many rural Mexicans and forced them to leave 
their villages in search of work. Millions pursued the only survival strategy that seemed at least 
remotely sensible: migration north. Even the worst job in the United States pays many times more 
than the average Mexican wage.

Even as NAFTA changed the economic landscape of North America, the United States became 
increasingly concerned with the security of its borders (especially after the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001) and attempted to stem the flow of people, partly by building fences and increasing the size 
of the Border Patrol. The easier border crossings were quickly sealed, but this didn’t stop the pressure 
from the south. Migrants moved to more difficult and dangerous crossing routes, including the deadly, 
forbidding Sonoran Desert in southern Arizona, resulting in an untold number of deaths on the border 
since the mid-1990s. Since then, immigration has continued to be a concern for Americans. President 
Donald Trump used this concern as one of his major appeals to voters in his 2016 election campaign. 
In July 2020, NAFTA was replaced by the United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement (USMCA). At 
the time of writing, it’s too early to tell what the effects will be or how the policy might change under 
the Biden administration.

Figure 1.10 displays one estimate of recent deaths in southern Arizona, but these are only the bodies 
that have been discovered. Some estimates put the true number at 10 deaths for every recovered corpse, 
suggesting that that approximately 34,000 migrants have died in Arizona since the mid-1990s.

The relationship between NAFTA and immigration to the United States is only one aspect of 
a complex global relationship. Around the world, significant numbers of people are moving from 
less industrialized nations to those with more affluent economies. The wealthy nations of Western 
Europe, including Germany, Ireland, France, and the Netherlands, are also receiving large numbers of 
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FIGURE 1.9  ■   Top 20 Destination Nations (on the left) and Top 20 Sending Nations 
(on the Right) for Migrants, 2019 (in millions)

Source: International Organization for Migrants (2020). https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/wmr_2020.pdf, 
p. 44.
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FIGURE 1.10  ■   Recorded Migrant Deaths Along the Southern Arizona Border, 1999 to 
2018

Source: Humane Borders (2020).
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immigrants, and many citizens of these nations are concerned about their jobs, communities, housing, 
and language—and the integrity of the national cultures changing in response. Many Americans have 
similar concerns. The world is changing, and contemporary immigration must be understood in terms 
of changes that affect many nations and, indeed, the entire global system of societies.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 12. How does globalization spur immigration? Consider examples outside of the United States, too 
(e.g., from Africa to Europe).

 13. What are the most significant challenges new immigrants will face in the United States and why? 
Consider the following: (a) Transportation, (b) Communication, (c) Finding a job that pays enough 
and that you can walk to or is on the bus line, (d) Household matters (e.g., cleaning, food), (e) 
Safety, (f) Finances (e.g., getting a bank account), (g) Relationships (e.g., friends, dating), and (h) 
Education. How might prejudice or discrimination influence these challenges?

 14. Some people make a distinction between “deserving immigrants” an “undeserving immigrant” 
(Aptekar, 2015, p. 112). What do you make of this distinction? What are the most important fac-
tors to consider when deciding which immigrants to let in. How important are “merits” such as 
English fluency, education, and religion? How important are other factors such as humanitarian 
needs for safety or the ability to find work that enables people to obtain food and shelter?

CONCLUSION

Our goal in writing this book is to teach you how to apply the sociological perspective to the world 
around you. With the concepts, theories, and body of research developed over the years, we can illu-
minate and clarify the issues. In many cases, we can identify approaches and ideas that are incorrect 
and those that hold promise. This chapter raises many questions. Sociology can’t answer all questions, 
but it provides important research tools and ideas to help you think with greater depth and nuance 
about the issues facing our society and the world.

SUMMARY

We’ve organized this summary around the Learning Objectives at the beginning of the chapter.
 1.1 Explain the increasing racial and ethnic diversity of the United States.

Rates of immigration are high, and, as shown in Figure 1.1, non-Hispanic white Americans 
are declining in relative size. By midcentury, they will no longer be a numerical majority of the 
U.S. population. (Which groups are increasing in relative size? What will the United States look 
like in the future in terms of ethnicity, race, culture, language, and cuisine?)

Rates of marriage across group lines are also increasing, along with the percentage of the 
population that identifies with more than one racial or ethnic group. Groups that do not fit into 
the categories in Figure 1.1 (e.g., Arab Americans, immigrants from Africa) are growing in size.

Many of the grievances and problems that affect American minority groups (e.g., African 
Americans, Native Americans, and Hispanic Americans) have not been resolved, as we shall see 
in Part 3 of this text.

 1.2 Understand the concept of a minority group.
A minority group has five characteristics. Members of the group

	 •	 experience a pattern of disadvantage, which can range from mild (e.g., casual snubs or insults) 
to severe (e.g., slavery or genocide);
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	 •	 have a socially visible mark of identification which may be physical (e.g., skin color), cultural 
(e.g., dress, language), or both;

	 •	 are aware of their disadvantaged status;
	 •	 are generally members of the group from birth; and
	 •	 tend to form intimate associations within the group.

Of these traits, the first two are the most important.

 1.3 Explain the sociological perspectives that will guide this text, especially as they relate to the 
relationships between inequality and minority-group status.

A stratification system has three different dimensions (class, prestige, and power), and the 
nature of inequality in a society varies by its level of development. Minority groups and social 
classes are correlated in many complex ways. Minority groups generally have less access to valued 
resources and opportunity. However, minority status and inequality are separate and may vary 
independently. Members of minority groups can be differentiated by gender, social class, and 
many other criteria; likewise, members of a particular social class can vary by gender, race, 
ethnicity, and along many other dimensions.

 1.4 Explain how race and gender contribute to minority-group status.
Visible characteristics such as skin color or anatomy are widely used to identify and 

differentiate people (e.g., woman/man, black/white/Native American/Asian/Latino). So-called 
racial characteristics, such as skin color, evolved as our ancestors migrated from East Africa 
and spread into new ecologies. During the period of European colonization of the globe, racial 
characteristics became important markers of “us and them,” conqueror and conquered.

Race and gender are socially constructed ideas that become filled with social meaning 
(e.g., strong, nurturing, smart, lazy). These meanings change over time and across geographic 
location. Although they are just ideas, these social constructions feel “natural” and “real.” Thus, 
they powerfully influence the way we think about one another. They influence minority-group 
membership and, therefore, one’s life chances such as access to resources and privilege (e.g., 
education, legal rights, pay, prestige). Sexism and racism attempt to explain patterns of gender 
and racial inequality in terms group members’ “inferiority.”

 1.5 Comprehend four of the key concepts in dominant–minority relations: prejudice, discrimination, 
ideological racism, and institutional discrimination.

This text analyzes dominant–minority relationships at both the individual and societal 
levels. Prejudice refers to individual feelings and thoughts while discrimination is different 
treatment of people based on their group membership. Individual discrimination is behavior 
done by individuals. Ideological racism and institutional discrimination are parallel concepts that 
refer to prejudice and discrimination at the societal level.

 1.6 Apply a global perspective to the relationship between globalization and immigration to the 
United States.

A global perspective means that we will examine dominant–minority relations not just in 
the United States but in other nations as well. We will be sensitive to the ways group relations 
in the United States are affected by economic, cultural, political, and social changes across the 
global system of societies. The relationship between USMCA (which replaced NAFTA) and 
immigration to the United States illustrates one of the many connections between domestic and 
international processes.

KEY TERMS

affective dimension of prejudice
ascribed status
bourgeoisie
cognitive dimension of prejudice

discrimination
dominant group
ethnic minority groups
gender norms
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genocide
ideological racism
institutional discrimination
intersectionality
level of development
means of production
minority group
miscegenation
patriarchy
postindustrial society
power

prejudice
prestige
proletariat
racial minority groups
sexism
social classes
social constructions
social mobility
stereotypes
stratification
subsistence technology

APPLYING CONCEPTS

We list real and hypothetical events below. Identify which are examples of cognitive prejudice, affec-
tive prejudice, individual discrimination, ideological racism, or institutional discrimination, and 
briefly explain your reasoning. Some incidents may include elements that reflect more than one 
concept.

Note: Your instructor may ask you to complete this assignment with others as a group discussion.

Incident Concept Explanation

1 After learning that a Hispanic family is purchasing 
the house next door, Mrs. James, a white American, 
says, “Well, at least they’re not Black.”

2 Three friends put bacon on the door of a mosque. 
They also spray-paint “Muslims not wanted.”

3 The U.S. Secret Service settles a class-action 
lawsuit with Black agents for repeatedly passing 
them over for promotions.

4 Tom Smith, the CEO of Smith’s Bank, didn’t hire Judy 
Washington as the head of his human resources 
department. He worries that she might focus too 
much on family issues. Although he thinks she 
seems like a “tough broad,” he fears she might get 
“too emotional” in decision-making and in carrying 
out difficult tasks like firing people.

5 A task force investigation finds that the city police 
disproportionately focused on Black Americans. 
Black Americans make up about one third of the 
city’s population but were 72% of all investigative 
street stops. Further, 74% of the 404 people shot by 
the police between 2008 and 2015 were Black.

6 Professor Jones is talking with Professor Jimenez 
and says, “I just can’t stand it anymore. Students 
today are so lazy. They won’t read for class. They 
don’t seem to care about their homework. They 
don’t want to listen in class—they just want to text 
all day. It’s disgusting.”

REVIEW QUESTIONS

 1. What is the significance of Figure 1.1? What are some of the limitations and problems with the 
group names it uses? How are the group names social constructions? Does increasing diversity 
in the United States represent a threat, an opportunity, or both? Should we celebrate group 
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differences, or should we strive for more unity and conformity? What are the advantages and 
disadvantages of stressing unity and conformity? Explain your answers in detail.

 2. Wagley and Harris developed their five-part definition of a minority group with racial and ethnic 
minorities in mind. What other groups share those five characteristics? For example, which 
characteristics apply to religious groups such as Mormons or Muslims? To people who are left-
handed, very overweight, or very old? Why is it useful or significant to consider other groups 
beyond racial, ethnic, class, and gender-based groups?

 3. What is a social construction? As social constructions, how are race and gender the same and how 
do they differ? What does it mean to say, “Gender becomes a social construction—like race—
when it is treated as an unchanging, fixed difference and then used to deny opportunity and 
equality to women”? Consider the changing social constructions of race over time suggested by 
the Census Bureau categories. What do you make of them? Which categories make sense to you 
and why? How do those categories reflect particular meanings or ways of thinking at the time?

 4. When analyzing dominant–minority relations, why is it important to take a global perspective? 
What can we learn by looking outside the United States? Besides immigration, how does 
globalization shape dominant–minority relations in the United States?

 5. Explain the terms in Table 1.1. Cite an example of each from your own experiences, those of 
someone you know, or from current events, then compare them. How does ideological racism 
differ from prejudice? How does institutional discrimination differ from individual discrimination? 
Why is it important to analyze the societal level in addition to the individual level?

ANSWERS TO APPLYING CONCEPTS 

Concept Explanation

1 Cognitive prejudice Mrs. James seems to be thinking in terms of the traditional stereotype regarding 
the desirability of Black and Hispanic Americans.

2 Discrimination These hostile behaviors are targeted toward members of the local mosque because 
of their membership in the group, Muslims. The sign on the door is clear; the 
bacon reflects the rejection of Islamic guidelines against eating pork. It defiles the 
mosque.

3 Institutional 
discrimination

In this case, the Secret Service appears to have had a discriminatory policy. This 
discrimination reflects a broad pattern of treatment, not an individual action.

4 Cognitive prejudice Mr. Smith uses stereotypical thinking about women as more interested in family 
issues than work-related ones a human resources director might need to address. 
Although he sees Ms. Washington as a “tough broad” he puts her in the category of 
“emotional women.”

5 Institutional 
discrimination

This example comes from an analysis of Chicago policing that suggested a pattern 
of unequal treatment for Blacks there. Institutional discrimination can be overt 
(e.g., laws requiring segregated schools). At other times, it’s subtle. Behaviors that 
lead to inequality don’t have to be intentional to be discriminatory.

6 Affective prejudice Professor Jones is expressing strong feelings of anger and contempt for students. 
(She’s also stereotyping them as lazy.)

ENDNOTES

 1 When we use America or American, we are referring to the United States of America and its citizens. 
We recognize that people living in North and South America are also Americans.

 2 We sometimes use quotation marks to indicate social constructs or widely held beliefs about what is 
real or true. For example, “race” or “Caucasian.”
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 3 LGBTQIA stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, intersex, and asexual/
allied.

 4 Boldfaced terms are also defined in the glossary at the end of the book.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to do the following:

 2.1 Explain types of assimilation, including Anglo-conformity, the “melting pot,” and the 
“traditional” model of assimilation. How does human capital theory relate to each of these 
types?

 2.2 Explain types of pluralism, including cultural pluralism and structural pluralism.

 2.3 Discuss and explain other types of group relationships such as separatism.

 2.4 Describe the timing, causes, and volume of European immigration to the United States, 
and explain how those immigrants became “white ethnics.”

 2.5 Understand the European patterns of assimilation and major variations in those patterns 
by social class, gender, and religion.

 2.6 Describe the status of the descendants of European immigrants today, including the 
“twilight of white ethnicity.”

 2.7 Analyze contemporary immigration using sociological concepts in this chapter. Explain 
how the traditional model of assimilation does or does not apply to contemporary 
immigrants.

We have room for but one flag, the American flag. . . . We have room for but one language and that is 
the English language, . . . and we have room for but one loyalty and that is a loyalty to the American 
people.

 —Theodore Roosevelt, 26th president of the United States, 1915

If we lose our language [Ojibwa] . . . I think, something more will be lost. . . . We will lose something 
personal. . . . We will lose our sense of ourselves and our culture. . . . We will lose beauty—the beauty 
of the particular, the beauty of the past and the intricacies of a language tailored for our space in the 
world. That Native American cultures are imperiled is important and not just to Indians. . . . When 
we lose cultures, we lose American plurality—the productive and lovely discomfort that true differ-
ence brings.

 —David Treuer (2012, pp. 304–305)

Welcome to America. Now, speak English.

 —Bumper sticker, 2021

In the United States, people speak 350 different languages, including more than 150 different Native 
American languages. Although most of these languages are spoken or signed by small numbers of 
people, the sheer number of languages suggest the scope of diversity in America today.

ASSIMILATION AND PLURALISM
From Immigrants to White Ethnics2
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What do you think about the quotations that opened the chapter? Does the range of languages and 
cultures create confusion and inefficiency in the United States? Is there room for only one language, 
as Roosevelt suggested? Or does diversity enrich our society? How much does it matter if a language 
disappears? Would we, as Treuer suggests, lose our sense of ourselves, our culture, beauty, and the “pro-
ductive and lovely discomfort” of difference?

Americans (and the citizens of other nations) must consider such questions as we address issues of 
inclusion and diversity. Should we encourage groups to retain their unique cultural heritage, including 
language? Or, should we stress conformity? How have we addressed these issues in the past? To what 
effect? How should we approach them in the future?

In this chapter, we’ll continue looking at how ethnic and racial groups in the United States could 
relate to each other. Two sociological concepts, assimilation and pluralism, are key to our discussion. 
Assimilation is a process where formerly distinct and separate groups merge socially and come to share 
a common culture. As a society undergoes assimilation, group differences decrease. Pluralism exists 
when groups maintain their individual identities. In a pluralistic society, groups remain distinct, and 
their cultural and social differences persist over time.

Assimilation and pluralism are different processes, but they aren’t mutually exclusive. They may 
occur in various combinations within a society. Some racial or ethnic groups may assimilate while 
others maintain (or even increase) their differences. Some members assimilate while others preserve 
or revive traditional cultures. For example, some Native American groups are pluralistic. They live on 
or near reservations and are strongly connected to their heritage. Members may practice “traditional 
ways” and native languages as much as possible. Other indigenous Americans are mostly assimilated 
into the dominant society. They live in urban areas, speak English only, and know relatively little about 
their traditional cultures.

American sociologists became interested in these processes, especially assimilation, due to the mas-
sive migration between the 1820s and the 1920s when more than 31 million people crossed the Atlantic 
from Europe to the United States. Scholars have devoted tremendous amounts of time and energy to 
documenting, analyzing, and understanding the experiences of these immigrants and their descen-
dants. These efforts have resulted in a rich and complex body of knowledge about how newcomers were 
incorporated into American society in the past. We’ll call this the “traditional” perspective.

Next, we’ll consider the traditional perspective on assimilation and pluralism, and briefly examine 
other possible group relationships. Then, we’ll apply the traditional perspective to European immi-
grants and their descendants and we’ll develop a model of American assimilation based on those expe-
riences. We’ll use this model of American assimilation throughout this book to analyze other minority 
group experiences.

Since the 1960s, the United States has experienced a second mass immigration. These newest 
immigrants differ in many ways from those who came earlier. Therefore, one important issue to con-
sider is if theories, concepts, and models based on the first mass European immigration apply to this 
second wave. We’ll briefly discuss some of these issues in this chapter and we’ll explore them in detail 
in Part 3. Finally, we’ll consider the implications of Chapters 1 and 2 for our exploration of intergroup 
relations throughout the rest of the book.

ASSIMILATION

We begin with the topic of assimilation because the emphasis in American group relations has histori-
cally focused on the goal of assimilation rather than pluralism (Lee, 2009). This section presents key 
sociological theories and concepts used to describe and analyze 19th-century European immigrant 
assimilation into American society.

Types of Assimilation
Assimilation is a general term for a process that takes different forms. One type of assimilation is 
expressed in the idea of the melting pot—a metaphor based on smelting pots used to melt differ-
ent metals together. This type of assimilation occurs when diverse groups come together and create a 
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new, unique society with a common culture. The idea of the melting pot suggests that America would 
change immigrants and immigrants would, in turn, change America (Thernstrom, 2004). This popu-
lar view of assimilation emphasizes sharing and inclusion, sees assimilation positively, and suggests the 
new immigrants will continuously change the United States.

Although it’s a powerful image, the melting pot metaphor doesn’t accurately describe how assimila-
tion occurred (Abrahamson, 1980). Whites excluded some minority groups from the “melting” pro-
cess, resulting in a society with a distinct Anglocentric flavor. As Schlesinger (1992) argues, “For better 
or worse, the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant tradition was for two centuries—and in crucial respects 
still is—the dominant influence on American culture and society” (p. 28). Therefore, assimilation in 
the United States is more accurately called Americanization or Anglo-conformity.

Americanization (or Anglo-conformity) is assimilation where the dominant culture pressures 
other groups to conform to Anglo-American culture and society.

President Roosevelt’s quote in the chapter opening offers a good example of the historic emphasis 
on Anglo-conformity. Today, many Americans agree. A 2016 survey by the Pew Research Center found 
that 70% of Americans think it’s very important to speak English to truly be an American. Those 
findings were consistent among Black (71%), white (71%), and Hispanic Americans (who can be of 
any race) (70%). A 2013 Gallup poll produced similar results: 72% of respondents agreed that “it is 
essential that immigrants living in the U.S. learn to speak English.” Specifically, 77% of white, 67% of 
Black, and 58% of Hispanic Americans agreed, respectively (Jones, 2013).

Under Anglo-conformity, immigrant and minority groups are expected to adapt to Anglo-
American culture as a precondition of acceptance and access to better jobs, education, and other oppor-
tunities. This type of assimilation means that minority groups have had to give up their traditions and 
adopt Anglo-American culture. Certainly, many groups and individuals were (and remain) eager to 
undergo Anglo-conformity, even if it meant losing most or all of their heritage. For others, the emphasis 
on Americanization created conflict, anxiety, demoralization, and resentment. In Part 3, we consider 
how different minority groups have experienced and responded to the pressures of Anglo-conformity.

The melting pot is a popular and powerful image for Americans.

Source: University of Iowa Libraries Special Collections Department
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The “Traditional” Perspective on Assimilation: Theories and Concepts
Traditional assimilation theory emerged from research about European immigrants who came to 
America between the 1820s and the 1920s. Sociologists and other scholars using the traditional per-
spective made invaluable contributions, and their thinking is complex and comprehensive. This doesn’t 
mean, however, that they’ve exhausted the possibilities or answered (or asked) all the significant ques-
tions. Theorists working in the pluralist tradition and contemporary scholars studying the experiences 
of recent immigrants have critiqued aspects of traditional assimilation theory and you’ll also learn 
about their important contributions, too.

Robert Park
Robert Park’s research provided the foundation for many theories of assimilation. In the 1920s and 
1930s, Park was one of a group of scholars who played a significant role in establishing sociology as an 
academic discipline in the United States. Park felt that intergroup relations go through a predictable 
set of phases that he called a race relations cycle. When groups first come into contact (e.g., through 
immigration, conquest, or by other means), relations are conflictual and competitive. However, the 
process (cycle) eventually moves toward assimilation, or the “interpenetration and fusion” of groups 
(Park & Burgess, 1924).

Park argued further that assimilation is inevitable in a democratic and industrial society. 
Specifically, he believed that in a political system based on democracy, fairness, and impartial justice, 
all groups should eventually secure equal treatment under the law. Additionally, in industrial societies, 
people’s abilities and talents—rather than their ethnicity or race—would be the criteria used to judge 
them. Park believed that as the United States continued to modernize, urbanize, and industrialize, 
race and ethnicity would gradually lose their importance, allowing the boundaries between groups to 
eventually dissolve. The result, he thought, would be a more “rational” and unified society (see also 
Geschwender, 1978; Hirschman, 1983).

Social scientists have long examined, analyzed, and criticized Park’s conclusions. One frequent 
criticism is that he didn’t specify how long it would take to completely assimilate. Without a definitive 
time frame, researchers can’t test his idea that assimilation is “inevitable” and we can’t know whether 
his theory is wrong or if we haven’t waited long enough for it to occur. Another criticism of Park’s 
theory is that he doesn’t describe the assimilation process in detail. How would assimilation proceed? 
How would everyday life change? Which aspects of the group would change first? What do you think 
about these criticisms?

Milton Gordon
Gordon sought to clarify some issues Park left unresolved. He made a major contribution to theories of 
assimilation in his book, Assimilation in American Life (1964). Gordon broke down the overall process 
of assimilation into seven subprocesses; we’ll focus on the first three. Before considering these phases of 
assimilation, let’s consider some new concepts.

Gordon makes a distinction between the cultural and the structural components of society. Culture 
encompasses a group’s way of life, including language, beliefs systems, values, norms of behavior, cus-
toms, technology, and the ideas that people use to organize and interpret their lives. Social structure 
includes relatively enduring networks and patterns of social relationships (e.g., families, organizations, 
communities), social institutions (e.g., the economy, media, government), and stratification systems. 
Social structure organizes societal labor and connects individuals to one another and to the society.

Sociologists often separate social structure into primary and secondary sectors. The primary sector 
includes small, intimate, and personal relationships such as families and groups of friends. The second-
ary sector consists of large groups and organizations that are task oriented and impersonal such as busi-
nesses, schools, factories, and other bureaucracies.

Table 2.1 summarizes Gordon’s earliest stages of assimilation.

 1. Acculturation or cultural assimilation. Minority group members learn and adopt the 
dominant group’s culture. This may include changes great and small, such as learning the 
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primary language, changing eating habits, adopting new values and norms, and altering the 
spelling of family names.

 2. Integration or structural assimilation. The minority group has full access to the society’s 
social structure. Integration typically begins in the secondary sector and gradually moves 
into the primary sector. Specifically, before people form friendships, they must become 
acquaintances. Initial contact between group members typically occurs first in public sectors 
such as schools and workplaces (secondary sector). Then, integration into the primary sector—
and the other stages of assimilation—will follow (although not necessarily quickly). Greater 
integration of minority groups into the secondary sector, the greater the equality between 
minority and majority groups in education, income, and occupational prestige. Measures of 
integration into the primary sector include the extent of people’s interpersonal relationships 
(e.g., acquaintances, close friends, neighbors) with members of other groups.

 3. Intermarriage or marital assimilation. People are most likely to select spouses from their 
primary relations. Thus, in Gordon’s view, widespread primary structural integration typically 
comes before the third stage of assimilation—intermarriage.

Gordon argued that acculturation was a prerequisite for integration. Given the stress on Anglo-
conformity in the United States, an immigrant or minority group member couldn’t compete for jobs or 
other opportunities in the secondary sector until they adopted the dominant group’s culture. Gordon 
recognized, however, that successful acculturation doesn’t ensure that a group will begin the integra-
tion phase. The dominant group may still exclude the minority group from its institutions and limit 
their opportunities. Gordon argued that “acculturation without integration” (or Americanization with-
out equality) is a common situation for many minority groups, especially the racial minority groups.

In Gordon’s theory, movement from acculturation to integration is crucial to the assimilation pro-
cess. Once integration occurs, the other subprocesses would occur, although movement through the 
stages could be slow. Gordon’s idea that assimilation proceeds in a particular order echoes Park’s ideas 
about the inevitability of assimilation.

Recent scholarship calls some of Gordon’s conclusions into question. For example, the individual 
subprocesses that Gordon saw as occurring in order can happen independently (Yinger, 1985). For 
example, a group may integrate before it acculturates. Other researchers reject the idea that assimila-
tion is a linear or one-way process (Greeley, 1974). For example, minority groups (or its members) may 
revive parts of their traditional culture such as language and foodways. This process has been called 
“reactive assimilation,” “reverse assimilation,” or “indigenization,” among other names.

TABLE 2.1  ■   Gordon’s Stages of Assimilation

Stage Process

Acculturation (cultural 
assimilation)

The minority group adopts the dominant group’s culture.

Integration (structural 
assimilation)

	•	 At the secondary level

	•	 At the primary level

The minority group has full access to the dominant (majority) society’s 
organizations and institutions.

Minority group members enter friendships, clubs, and interpersonal networks 
with majority group members.

Intermarriage (marital 
assimilation)

Widespread patterns of marriage between minority and majority group 
members.

Source: Adapted from Gordon’s Stages of Assimilation, Assimilation in American Life, Oxford University Press, 1964.
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Ngo (2008), among others, offers critiques of assimilationist models such as Gordon’s, suggesting 
that a one-size-fits-all, unidirectional (stage) approach to acculturation overlooks critical issues. For 
example, because immigrants in the second (post-1960) wave are more diverse compared to those in 
the first wave (1820s–1920s), it’s logical to think that their assimilation process would, too. An inter-
sectional approach helps us understand this critique and the diversity of immigration experiences. For 
example, how might the immigration and assimilation process be for a 16-year-old, middle-class, het-
erosexual Catholic girl from Russia moving to Nashville, TN? How would that experience be different 
for a 40-year-old gay Muslim man from Nigeria? How would age, sexual orientation, religious affilia-
tion, gender, and class shape their immigration process and their lives?

Additionally, traditional assimilation models rarely account for the influence that one minor-
ity group has on another. For example, Fouka, Mazumder, and Tabellini (2020) analyzed data from 
the “Great Migration” of Black Americans out of the south that began in the early 20th century (see 
Chapter 5). They argue that as areas diversified, native-born whites perceived more in common with 
white immigrants as a reaction to newly arrived Black Americans. In areas where Blacks settled in 
larger numbers, white immigrants experienced higher levels of assimilation (e.g., higher rates of inter-
marriage) as a result.

Gans observes that many early scholars of assimilation were white men who had little experience 
with immigrants or speaking foreign languages. Thus, their conceptualization of the assimilation pro-
cess may reflect their own backgrounds and, perhaps, ethnocentric assumptions that assimilation into 
the dominant culture is desirable and completely possible (1979, c.f. Ngo, 2008). Critics argue that 
such models ignore power dynamics, as if assimilation is merely a matter of personal effort and will. Do 
all immigrants have an equal chance at full assimilation? To what degree should we consider structural 
and cultural inequities that immigrants face? For example, can people fully assimilate if the dominant 
culture doesn’t want them?

Indeed, some scholars suggest that models such as Gordon’s idealize assimilation; others question 
assimilation as a goal. Therefore, they argue, any use of such frameworks for national immigration or 
educational policy—is akin to a form of colonization (see Ngo, 2008). As you’ll see in Part 3, the degree 
of minority groups’ assimilation into the dominant culture varies. Because of such critiques, scholars 
have developed other models of assimilation. For example, Berry (1980) offers a bidimensional model 
and argues that we need to consider people’s cultural identity and connection to or participation in the 
dominant society. When we consider these factors, four possibilities result: (1) assimilation (which he 
defines as a desire to interact with the new culture and low interest in retaining one’s ethnic heritage), 
(2) separation (immigrants maintain their cultural heritage and reject the dominant culture), (3) inte-
gration (immigrants keep their cultural heritage but also adopt the majority culture), and (4) marginal-
ization (immigrants reject their cultural heritage and that of the host nation).

These critiques and others are useful to consider because as social life changes, our theoretical mod-
els for understanding them need to change. It would be useful to assess assimilation in other ways (e.g., 
psychological well-being). However, most of the research continues to assess contemporary immigrant 
experiences in Gordon’s terms. Because language acquisition, generation, and time in the country 
remain relevant, we’ll use his model to guide our understanding, particularly in the Part 3 case studies 
(Alba & Nee, 1997).

Human Capital Theory
Why did some European immigrant groups acculturate and integrate more rapidly than others? 
Although not a theory of assimilation per se, human capital theory offers one possible answer. This 
theory states that a person’s success (status attainment) results from individual traits (e.g., educational 
attainment, values, skills). From this perspective, education is an investment in human capital, like 
an investment a business might make in machinery or new technology. The greater the investment 
in a person’s human capital, the higher the probability of success. Blau and Duncan (1967), in their 
pioneering work on status attainment theory, found that even the relative advantage that comes from 
having a high-status father is largely mediated through education. That is, high levels of affluence and 
occupational prestige aren’t due to being born into a privileged status as much as they result from the 
advanced educational attainment that affluence makes possible.
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Human capital theory answers questions about the different pace of upward mobility for immi-
grant groups in terms of group members’ resources and cultural characteristics, especially their educa-
tion levels and English proficiency From this perspective, people or groups who “fail” haven’t tried 
hard enough, haven’t made the right kinds of educational investments, or have values or habits that 
limit their ability to compete with others which limits their movement up the social class ladder.

Human capital theory is consistent with traditional American beliefs. Both (a) frame success as an 
individual phenomenon, a reward for hard work, sustained effort, and good character; (b) assume that 
success is equally available to everyone with rewards and opportunities distributed fairly; and (c) gener-
ally see assimilation as a highly desirable, benign process that blends diverse peoples and cultures into a 
strong, unified society. From this standpoint, people or groups that resist Americanization or question 
its benefits threaten societal cohesion.

Human capital theory is an important theory of upward mobility; we’ll use it occasionally to 
analyze the experiences of minority and immigrant groups. However, because human capital theory 
resonates with American “common sense” views of success and failure, people may use it uncritically, 
ignoring its flaws.

We’ll offer a final judgment on the validity of human capital theory at the end of the book, but you 
should be aware of its major limitations. First, human capital theory is an incomplete explanation of the 
minority group experience because it doesn’t consider all factors that affect assimilation and mobility. 
Second, its assumption that American society is equally open and fair to all groups is simply wrong. 
We’ll illustrate this issue and note this theory’s other strengths and limitations throughout this book.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 1. What are the limitations of the melting-pot view of assimilation?

 2. Why does Gordon place acculturation as the first step in the assimilation process? Could one of 
the other stages occur first? Why or why not?

 3. What does human capital theory leave out? In what ways is it consistent with American values?

PLURALISM

Sociological discussions of pluralism often begin with a consideration of Horace Kallen’s work. Kallen 
argued that people shouldn’t have to surrender their culture and traditions to become full participants 
in American society. He rejected the Anglo-conformist, assimilationist model and contended that the 
existence of separate ethnic groups, even with separate cultures, religions, and languages, was consis-
tent with democracy and other core American values. In Gordon’s terms, Kallen believed that integra-
tion and equality were possible without extensive acculturation and that American society could be a 
federation of diverse groups, a mosaic of harmonious and interdependent cultures and peoples (Kallen, 
1915a, 1915b; see also Abrahamson, 1980; Gleason, 1980).

Assimilation has been such a powerful theme in U.S. history that in the decades following the 
publication of Kallen’s analysis, support for pluralism was low. In recent decades, however, some 
people have questioned whether assimilation is desirable. People’s interest in pluralism and diversity 
has increased, in part because the assimilation that Park (and many Americans) anticipated hasn’t 
occurred. Indeed, as the 21st century unfolds, social distinctions and inequalities between dominant 
and minority groups show few signs of disappearing. Unfortunately, as you’ll learn in upcoming chap-
ters, some have increased.

The significance of white identity has generally weakened and changed form over time. A nation-
ally representative survey found that just 15% of white participants say that being white is extremely or 
very “important to their identity” (Horowitz et al., 2019). However, rhetoric during the 2016 and 2020 
presidential elections stoked a sense of “cultural, economic, and physical threats posed to whites from 
non-whites” has amplified a sense of white identity among some Americans (Sides et al., 2017, p. 2). 
We’ll explore issues of “white ethnicity” at the chapter’s end.
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Another reason for the growing interest in pluralism is the everyday reality of increasing diversity in 
the United States (see Figure 1.1), particularly related to illegal immigration. Controversies over issues 
such as “English only” language policies, bilingual education, family separation and immigrant deten-
tion, birthright citizenship, immigrant eligibility for government benefits, and border wall construc-
tion are common and often bitter. In 2019, Pew Research Center (2019) found that nearly one third 
(32%) of Americans feel that diversity or pluralism has exceeded acceptable limits and that the unity 
and identity of the nation is at risk.

Finally, developments around the world have stimulated interest in pluralism. Several nation–
states have reformed into smaller units based on language, culture, race, and ethnicity. Recent events 
in India, the Middle East, former Yugoslavia, the former USSR, Canada, and Africa (to mention a few) 
have provided dramatic and often tragic evidence of how ethnic identities and hostilities can persist for 
decades (or even centuries) of submergence and suppression in larger national units.

People often couch contemporary debates about diversity and pluralism in the language of multi-
culturalism, a general term for programs and ideas that stress mutual respect for all groups and for the 
multiple heritages that have shaped the United States. Some people find aspects of multiculturalism 
controversial and, therefore, oppose them (Kymlicka, 2010). In many ways, however, these debates 
merely echo a recurring argument about the character of American society, a debate we’ll revisit 
throughout this book.

Types of Pluralism
You can distinguish distinct types of pluralism by using concepts from our discussion of assimilation. 
Cultural pluralism exists when groups haven’t acculturated and maintain their unique identities. The 
groups might speak different languages, practice different religions, and have different value systems. 
The groups are part of the same society and might live in adjacent areas, but in some ways, they live 
in different worlds. Many Native Americans are culturally pluralistic and are committed to preserv-
ing their traditional cultures. The Amish, a religious community sometimes called the Pennsylvania 
Dutch, are a culturally pluralistic group, also. They are committed to a way of life organized around 

Mulberry Street, New York City, around 1900, a bustling marketplace for Italian immigrants.

Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division
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farming, and they maintain a culture and an institutional life that’s largely separate from the dominant 
culture (see Hostetler, 1980; Kephart & Zellner, 1994; Kraybill & Bowman, 2001).

Following Gordon’s subprocesses, a second type of pluralism exists when a group has acculturated 
but not integrated. That is, the group has adopted the Anglo-American culture but, because of the 
resistance of the dominant group, doesn’t have equal access to the institutions of the dominant soci-
ety. In this situation, called structural pluralism, cultural differences are minimal, but the groups are 
socially segregated; they occupy different locations in the social structure. The groups may speak with 
the same accent, eat the same food, pursue the same goals, and subscribe to the same values, but they 
may also maintain separate organizational systems, including different churches, clubs, schools, and 
neighborhoods.

Structural pluralism occurs when groups practice a common culture but do so in different places 
and with minimal interaction across group boundaries. For example, local Christian churches may 
have congregations affiliated with specific racial or ethnic groups. Worshipers share a culture and 
express it through statements of core values and beliefs, rituals, other expressions of faith. However, 
they do so in separate congregations in different locations.

A third type of pluralism reverses the order of Gordon’s first two phases: integration without accul-
turation. This situation is exemplified by a group that has had some material success (e.g., measured by 
wealth or income) but hasn’t become fully “Americanized” (e.g., become fluent in English or adopted 
uniquely American values and norms). Some immigrant groups have found niches in American society 
in which they can survive and occasionally prosper economically without acculturating very much.

Two different situations illustrate this pattern. First, an enclave minority group establishes its own 
neighborhood and relies on interconnected businesses, usually small in scope, for its economic survival. 
Some of these businesses serve the group, while others serve the wider society. The Cuban American 
community in South Florida and Chinatowns in many larger American cities are two examples.

A second, similar pattern of adjustment, the middleman minority group, also relies on small shops 
and retail firms. However, the businesses are more dispersed throughout a large area rather than con-
centrated in a specific locale. For example, Cuban American bodegas (small corner stores) throughout 
Miami are one example. Indian American–owned motels across the United States are another (Dhingra, 
2012; Portes & Manning, 1986). We discuss these types of minority groups further in Part 3.

The economic success of enclave and middleman minorities is partly due to the strong ties of 
cooperation and mutual aid within their groups. The ties, based on cultural bonds, would weaken if 
acculturation took place. Contrary to Gordon’s idea that acculturation is a prerequisite to integration, 
whatever success these groups enjoy is due, in part, to the fact that they haven’t Americanized. Kim 
Park, who you read about in Chapter 1, is willing to work in his uncle’s grocery store for room and 
board and the opportunity to learn the business and gain experience. His willingness to forego a salary 
and prioritize the group’s needs over his own needs reflects the strength of family and kin relation-
ships. At various times and places, Jewish, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Cuban Americans have 
been enclave or middleman minorities, as you’ll see in future chapters (see Bonacich & Modell, 1980; 
Kitano & Daniels, 2001).

The situation of enclave and middleman minorities—integration without acculturation—can be 
considered either a type of pluralism (emphasizing the absence of acculturation) or a type of assimila-
tion (emphasizing the relatively high level of economic equality). Keep in mind that assimilation and 
pluralism aren’t opposites; they can occur in many combinations. It’s best to think of acculturation, 
integration, and the other stages of assimilation (or pluralism) as independent processes.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 4. Is the United States becoming more pluralistic? Explain. What are some costs and benefits to 
pluralism?

 5. How do middleman and enclave minority groups differ? How do these groups challenge the 
assumption that assimilation progresses in a certain order?
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OTHER GROUP RELATIONSHIPS

Separatism and revolution are two other possible relationships that minority groups may want (Wirth, 
1945). Separatism is when the minority group desires self-determination; thus, it may seek to sever 
political, cultural, and/or geographic ties with the society. Some Native American communities have 
expressed pluralist and separatist goals. Other groups, such as Native Hawaiians and the Nation of 
Islam, have pursued separatism. Separatist groups exist around the world, for example in French 
Canada, Scotland, Chechnya, Cyprus, Algeria, Spain, Mexico, and many other places.

A minority group promoting revolution seeks to become the dominant group or to create a new 
social order, sometimes in alliance with other groups. In the United States, this goal is relatively rare 
although some groups have pursued it (e.g., the Black Panthers; see Chapter 6). Revolutionary minority 
groups occur more commonly in countries that another nation has conquered and controlled (e.g., in 
Morocco, India, Mozambique colonized by France, the United Kingdom, and Portugal, respectively).

The dominant group may also pursue: forced migration (expulsion), continued subjugation, or 
genocide against minority groups. The Chinese Exclusion Act (1882) is an example of expulsion. The 
law forbid immigration from China and the government made concerted efforts to compel Chinese 
people to leave the country (see Chapter 8). Similarly, the U.S. government forced tribal communities 
out of their homelands via the Indian Removal Act (1830). This expulsion, and other harmful policies, 
led to what many people consider genocide of indigenous people. (See Chapters 4 and 7.)

Continued subjugation occurs when the dominant group exploits a minority group and tries to 
keep them powerless. Systemic slavery and Jim Crow segregation are good examples. (Many people 
argue that the Middle Passage, slavery, and Jim Crow constitute genocide. See Chapters 4 to 6.)

Finally, the dominant group may pursue genocide against minority groups. Millions of people have 
been killed in contemporary genocides (e.g., in Cambodia, Rwanda, Bosnia). and genocide continues 
today in Myanmar and Sudan, against the Yazidi in Iraq and the Uyghurs in China.

The most well-known genocide is the Holocaust (1941–1945) which killed at least six million 
Jews and millions of other people (e.g., Poles, Russians, Roma, gays and lesbians). Germany’s defeat 
in World War I (1914–1918) and the economic destruction that followed laid the foundation for the 
Holocaust. Hitler became the leader of the Nazi party in 1921. His charisma and promises to restore 
Germany’s economic prosperity and power on the world’s stage made him popular. He was appointed 
as Chancellor of Germany in 1933 and quickly expanded his powers and those of his party (The 
National WWII Museum, n.d.).

Like other forms of group relations, genocide is a process. Nazi propaganda—including Hitler’s 
speeches and writing—portrayed Jews as animals (e.g., rats, roaches), outsiders, deviants, and enemies 
of the state. Such dehumanization paved the way for widespread discrimination that, ultimately, led to 
horrific, systematic murder. For example, early laws banned Jews from public spaces (e.g., restaurants, 
theaters, parks, public schools) and professions (e.g., law, medicine, teaching). Then, Jews were forced 
to identify their minority status by wearing the Star of David and by adding Jewish identifiers to their 
official names (e.g., on passports and other documents). The Nazis stole their possessions, evicted them 
from their homes, segregated them into ghettos, banned them from intermarriage, rescinded their citi-
zenship, and forbid their escape.

Researchers have documented more than 42,500 locations in 21 countries (U.S. Holocaust 
Memorial Museum, 2021) where people were imprisoned or killed, including 30,000 slave labor 
camps; 1,150 ghettos; 980 concentration camps; and 1,000 prisoner-of-war camps. It’s hard to imagine. 
Yet, thousands of “regular people” worked at these facilities or saw them regularly. Some acted as infor-
mants by reporting anything “suspicious” to the police and security officials (Gellately, 2002). Still 
others supported the Holocaust by refusing to “to ask any questions” because they didn’t want to know 
what was happening (c.f. Ezard, 2001).

Dominant groups may simultaneously pursue different policies with different minority groups and 
policies may change over time. This book will explore these diverse group relations but concentrates on 
assimilation and pluralism because they’re the most typical forms in the United States.
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 FROM IMMIGRANTS TO WHITE ETHNICS 

 Next, we’ll explore the experiences of the minority groups that stimulated the development of what 
we’re calling the traditional perspective of assimilation. Massive immigration from Europe began in 
the 1820s. Over the next century, millions of people made the journey from the Old World to the New. 
They came from every corner of the European continent: Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Poland, 
Portugal, Russia, Ukraine, and scores of other nations and provinces. They came as young men and 
women seeking jobs, as families fleeing religious persecution, as political radicals fleeing the police, 
as farmers seeking land and a fresh start, and as paupers barely able to scrape together the cost of 
their passage. They came as immigrants, became minority groups upon their arrival, experienced dis-
crimination and prejudice in all its forms, went through all the varieties and stages of assimilation and 
pluralism, and eventually merged into the society that had once rejected them so viciously.  Figure  2.1   
shows the major European sending nations.  

 These immigrants were a diverse group, and their experiences in America varied along crucial soci-
ological dimensions. For example, native-born (white European) Americans marginalized and rejected 
some groups (e.g., Italians and other Southern Europeans) as racially inferior while they viewed oth-
ers (Irish Catholics and Eastern European Jews) as inferior because of their religions. And, of course, 
gender shaped the immigration experience—from start to finish—which was decidedly different for 
women and men. 

 Social class was another major differentiating factor: Many European immigrants brought few 
resources and very low human capital. They entered American society at the bottom of the economic 

ladder and often remained on the lowest occupational and economic rungs for generations. Other 
groups brought skills or financial resources that led them to a more favorable position and faster rates of 
upward mobility. All these factors—race, gender, and class—affected their experiences and led to very 
different outcomes in terms of social location, mobility paths, and acceptance within American society. 

Norway
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Russia
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Denmark
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Kingdom
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Belgium
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France
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Austro-Hungarian
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Bulgaria
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  FIGURE 2.1  ■     Approximate Number of Immigrants to the United States for 
Selected European Nations, 1820–1920  
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This first mass wave of immigrants shaped America in many ways. When the immigration started, 
America was an agricultural nation clustered along the East Coast, not yet 50 years old. The nation 
was just coming into contact with Mexicans in the Southwest, slavery was flourishing in the South, 
and conflict with Native Americans was intense and brutal. When this period of intense immigration 
ended in the 1920s, the U.S. population had increased from fewer than 10 million to more than 100 
million. Society had industrialized, stretched from coast to coast, established colonies in the Pacific 
and the Caribbean, and become a world power.

It was no coincidence that America’s industrialization and rise to global prominence occurred 
simultaneously with European immigration. These changes were intimately interlinked and were the 
mutual causes and effects of one another. Industrialization fueled the growth of American military and 
political power, and the industrial machinery of the nation depended heavily on the flow of labor from 
Europe. By World War I, for example, 25% of the American labor force was foreign-born, and more 
than half the workforce in New York, Detroit, and Chicago consisted of immigrant men. Immigrants 
were the majority of the workers in many important sectors of the economy, including coal mining, 
steel manufacturing, the garment industry, and meatpacking (Martin & Midgley, 1999; Steinberg, 
1981).

In the sections that follow, we’ll explore these groups’ experiences. First, we’ll review the forces that 
caused them to leave Europe and come to the United States. Then, we’ll assess their present status.

Industrialization and Immigration
What forces stimulated this mass movement of people? Like any complex phenomenon, immigration 
from Europe had a multitude of causes, but underlying the process was a massive and fundamental 
shift in subsistence technology: the Industrial Revolution. We mentioned the importance of subsis-
tence technology in Chapter 1. Dominant–minority relations are intimately related to the system a 
society uses to satisfy its basic needs, and those relations change as the economic system changes. The 
immigrants were pushed out of Europe as industrial technology wrecked the traditional agricultural 
way of life. They were drawn to America by the jobs created by the spread of the very same technology. 
Let’s consider the impact of this fundamental transformation of social structure and culture.

Industrialization began in England in the mid-1700s, spread to other parts of Northern and 
Western Europe, and then, in the 1800s, to Eastern and Southern Europe. As it rolled across the con-
tinent, the industrial revolution replaced people and animal power with machines and new forms of 
energy (steam, coal, and eventually oil and gas), causing an exponential increase in the productive 
capacity of society.

At the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, most Europeans lived in small, rural villages and sur-
vived by traditional farming practices that had changed very little over the centuries. The work of 
production was labor intensive, done by hand or with the aid of draft animals. Productivity was low, 
and the tasks of food production and survival required the efforts of virtually the entire family working 
ceaselessly throughout the year.

Industrialization destroyed this traditional way of life as it introduced new technology, machines, 
and sources of energy to the tasks of production (e.g., steam engines) The new technology was capital 
intensive (dependent on machine power). As agriculture modernized, the need for human labor in 
rural areas decreased. During this time, landowners consolidated farmland into larger and larger tracts 
for the sake of efficiency, further decreasing the need for human laborers. Yet, as survival in this rapidly 
changing rural economy became more difficult, the rural population began growing.

In response to these challenges, peasants left their home villages and moved to urban areas. 
Factories were being built in or near the cities, opening up opportunities for employment. The urban 
population tended to increase faster than the job supply. Thus, many migrants couldn’t find work and 
had to move on; many of them responded to opportunities in the United States. At the same time, the 
abundance of frontier farmland encouraged people to move westward, contributing to a fairly constant 
demand for labor in the East Coast areas, places that were easiest for Europeans to reach. As industrial-
ization took hold on both continents, the population movement to European cities and then to North 
America eventually grew to become one of the largest in human history. The timing of migration from 
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Europe followed the timing of industrialization. The first waves of immigrants, often called the Old 
Immigration, came from Northern and Western Europe starting in the 1820s. A second wave, the New 
Immigration, began arriving from Southern and Eastern Europe in the 1880s. Figure 2.2 shows the 
waves and rates of legal immigration up to 2019. Note that the New Immigration was much more volu-
minous than the Old Immigration, and that the number of immigrants declined drastically after the 
1920s. Later, we’ll explore the reasons for this decline and discuss the more recent (post-1965) increase 
in immigration—overwhelmingly from the Americas (mostly Mexico) and Asia—in Chapters 8 and 9.

European Origins and Conditions of Entry
European immigrants varied from one another in innumerable ways. They followed different pathways 
to America, and their experiences were shaped by their cultural and class characteristics, their countries 
of origin, and the timing of their arrival. Some groups encountered much more resistance than others, 
and different groups played different roles in the industrialization and urbanization of America. To 
discuss these diverse patterns systematically, we distinguish three subgroups of European immigrants: 

Protestants from Northern and Western Europe, the largely Catholic immigrant laborers from Ireland 
and from Southern and Eastern Europe, and Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. We look at these 
subgroups in the approximate order of their arrival. In later sections, we’ll consider other sociological 
variables such as social class and gender that further differentiated the experiences of people in these 
groups.

Northern and Western Protestant Europeans
Northern and Western European immigrants included Danes (from Denmark), Dutch, English, 
French, Germans, Norwegians, Swedes, and Welsh. These groups were like the dominant group in their 
racial and religious characteristics. They also shared many American values, including the Protestant 
ethic—which stressed hard work, success, and individualism—and support for the principles of demo-
cratic government. These similarities eased their acceptance into a society that was highly intolerant 
of religious and racial differences. These immigrant groups experienced a lower degree of ethnocentric 
rejection and racist disparagement than the Irish and immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe.
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FIGURE 2.2  ■   Legal Migration to the United States, 1820 to 2019

Sources: 1820–2010: U.S. Department of Homeland Security. (2014); 2010 to 2019: U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security (2020).
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Northern and Western European immigrants came 
from nations as developed as the United States. Thus, 
these immigrants tended to be more skilled and edu-
cated than other immigrant groups, and often brought 
money and other resources with which to secure a com-
fortable place in their new society. Many settled in the 
sparsely populated Midwest and in other frontier areas, 
where they farmed the fertile land that became avail-
able after the conquest and removal of Native Americans 
and Mexican Americans (see Chapter 3). By dispersing 
throughout the midsection of the country, they low-
ered their visibility and their degree of competition with 
dominant group members. Two brief case studies, first of 
Norwegians and then of Germans, outline these groups’ 
experiences.

Immigrants From Norway Norway had a small popu-
lation, and immigration from this Scandinavian nation to 
America was never large in absolute numbers. However, 
on a per capita basis, Norway sent more immigrants to 
America before 1890 than any other European nation 
except Ireland (Chan, 1990).

The first Norwegian immigrants were moderately prosperous farmers searching for cheap land. 
They found abundant, rich land in the upper Midwest states such as Minnesota and Wisconsin. 
However, the local labor supply was too small to cultivate the available land effectively. Many used 
their networks of relatives and friends to recruit a labor force from their homeland. Once chains of 
communication and migration linked Norway to the Northern Plains, Norwegian immigrants flocked 
to these areas for decades (Chan, 1990). Farms, towns, and cities of the upper Midwest still reflect this 
Scandinavian heritage.

Immigrants From Germany The stream of immigration from Germany was much larger than that 
from Norway. In the latter half of the 19th century, at least 25% of the immigrants each year were 
German (Conzen, 1980, p. 406) and they left their mark on the economy, political structure, and cul-
tural life of their new homeland. In 2015, about 45 million Americans (14.4%) traced their ancestries 
to Germany—more than to any other country, including England and Ireland (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2016a).

The German immigrants who arrived in the early 1800s moved into the newly opened farm-
land and the rapidly growing cities of the Midwest, as had many Scandinavians. By 1850, Germans 
had established communities in Milwaukee, St. Louis, and other Midwestern cities (Conzen, 1980). 
Some German immigrants followed the trans-Atlantic route of the cotton trade between Europe and 
the southern United States and entered through the port of New Orleans, moving from there to the 
Midwest and Southwest.

German immigrants arriving later in the century were more likely to settle in urban areas, in part 
because fertile land was less available. Many of these city-bound German immigrants were skilled 
workers and artisans, and others found work as laborers in the rapidly expanding industrial sector. The 
influx of German immigrants into the rural and urban economies is reflected in the fact that by 1870, 
most employed German Americans were involved in skilled labor (37%) or farming (25%) (Conzen, 
1980, p. 413).

German immigrants took relatively high occupational positions in the U.S. labor force, and their 
sons and daughters were able to translate that relative affluence into economic mobility. By the dawn of 
the 20th century, large numbers of second-generation German Americans were finding their way into 
white-collar and professional careers. Within a few generations, German Americans had achieved par-
ity with national norms in education, income, and occupational prestige.

Newly arrived Ruthenian immigrant.

New York Public Library / Wikimedia Commons
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Assimilation Patterns Assimilation for Norwegian, German, and other Protestant immigrants from 
Northern and Western Europe was consistent with the traditional model discussed earlier. Although 
members of these groups felt the sting of rejection, prejudice, and discrimination, their movement 
from acculturation to integration and equality was relatively smooth, especially when compared with 
the experiences of racial minority groups. Table 2.3, later in this chapter, illustrates their relative success 
and high degree of assimilation.

Immigrant Laborers From Ireland and Southern and Eastern Europe
The relative ease of assimilation for Northern and Western Europeans contrasts sharply with the expe-
riences of non-Protestant, less educated, and less skilled immigrants. These immigrant laborers came 
in two waves. The Irish were part of the Old Immigration that began in the 1820s, but the bulk of this 
group—Bulgarians, Greeks, Hungarians, Italians, Poles, Russians, Serbs, Slovaks, Ukrainians, and 
scores of other Southern and Eastern European groups—made up the New Immigration that began in 
the 1880s.

Peasant Origins Most immigrants in these nationality groups (like many recent immigrants to 
America) were peasants or unskilled laborers, with few resources other than their willingness to work. 
They came from rural, village-oriented cultures in which family and kin took precedence over indi-
vidual needs or desires. Family life for them tended to be patriarchal and autocratic; Specifically, men 
dominated decision making and controlled family resources. Parents expected children to work for the 
good of the family and forgo their personal desires. Arranged marriages were common. This cultural 
background was less consistent with the industrializing, capitalistic, individualistic, Protestant, Anglo-
American culture of the United States and was a major reason that these immigrant laborers experienced 
a higher level of rejection and discrimination than the immigrants from Northern and Western Europe.

The immigrant laborers were much less likely to enter the rural economy than were the Northern 
and Western European immigrants. Much of the better frontier land had already been claimed by the 
time these new immigrant groups arrived, and a large number of them had been permanently soured 
on farming by the oppressive and exploitative agrarian economies from which they were trying to 
escape (see Handlin, 2002).

Regional and Occupational Patterns The immigrant laborers of this time settled in the cities of 
the industrializing Northeast and found work in plants, mills, mines, and factories. They supplied the 
armies of laborers needed to power the industrial revolution in the United States, although their view 
of this process was generally from the bottom looking up. They arrived during the decades when the 
American industrial and urban infrastructure was being constructed. They built roads, canals, and rail-
roads and the buildings that housed the machinery of industrialization. For example, the first tunnels of 
the New York City subway system were dug, largely by hand, by laborers from Italy. Other immigrants 
found work in the coalfields of Pennsylvania and West Virginia and the steel mills of Pittsburgh, and 
they flocked by the millions to the factories of the Northeast.

Like other low-skill immigrant groups, these newcomers were employed in jobs where strength 
and stamina were more important than literacy or skilled labor. In fact, as industrialization proceeded 
through its early phases, the skill level required for employment declined. To keep wages low and take 
advantage of what seemed like an inexhaustible supply of cheap labor, industrialists and factory owners 
developed technologies and machines that required few skills and little knowledge of English to oper-
ate. As mechanization proceeded, unskilled workers replaced skilled workers. Frequently, women and 
children replaced men because they could be hired for lower wages (Steinberg, 1981).

Assimilation Patterns Eventually, as the generations passed, the prejudice, systematic discrimina-
tion, and other barriers to upward mobility for the immigrant laborer groups weakened, and their 
descendants began rising out of the working class. Although the first and second generations of these 
groups were largely limited to jobs at the unskilled or semiskilled level, the third and later generations 
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rose in the American social class system. As Table 2.3 shows (later in this chapter), the descendants of 
the immigrant laborers achieved parity with national norms by the latter half of the 20th century.

Eastern European Jewish Immigrants and the Ethnic Enclave
Jewish immigrants from Russia and other parts of Eastern Europe followed a third pathway into 
American society. These immigrants were a part of the New Immigration and began arriving in the 
1880s. Unlike the immigrant laborer groups, who were generally economic refugees and included 
many young, single men, Eastern European Jews were fleeing religious persecution and arrived as fam-
ily units intending to settle permanently and become citizens. They settled in the urban areas of the 
Northeast and Midwest. New York City was the most common destination, and the Lower East Side 
became the best known Jewish American neighborhood. By 1920, about 60% of all Jewish Americans 
lived in the urban areas between Boston and Philadelphia, with almost 50% living in New York City. 
Another 30% lived in the urban areas of the Midwest, particularly in Chicago (Goren, 1980, p. 581).

Urban Origins In Russia and other parts of Eastern Europe, Jews had been barred from agrarian occu-
pations and had come to make their livelihoods from jobs in the urban economy. For example, almost 
two thirds of the immigrant Jewish men had been tailors and other skilled laborers in Eastern Europe 
(Goren, 1980). When they immigrated to the United States, these urban skills and job experiences 
helped them find work in the rapidly industrializing U.S. economy of the early 20th century.

Other Jewish immigrants joined the urban working class and took manual labor and unskilled jobs 
in the industrial sector (Morawska, 1990). The garment industry became the lifeblood of the Jewish 
community and provided jobs to about one third of all Eastern European Jews residing in the major 
cities (Goren, 1980). Jewish women, like the women of more recent immigrant laborer groups, created 
ways to combine their jobs and their domestic responsibilities. As young girls, they worked in factories 
and sweatshops. After marriage, they did the same work at home, sewing precut garments together or 
doing other piecework such as wrapping cigars or making artificial flowers, often assisted by their chil-
dren (Amott & Matthaei, 1991).

An Enclave Economy Unlike most European immigrant groups, Jewish Americans became heavily 
involved in commerce. Drawing on their experience in the “old country,” many started businesses and 

Many “breaker boys” who worked in coal mines came from immigrant families.

Lewis Hine / National Archives and Records Administration / Wikimedia Commons
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small independent enterprises. Jewish neighborhoods were densely populated and provided a ready 
market for all kinds of services such as bakeries, butcher and candy shops, and other retail enterprises.

Capitalizing on their residential concentration and close proximity, Jewish immigrants created an 
enclave economy founded upon dense networks of commercial, financial, and social cooperation. The 
Jewish American enclave survived because of the cohesiveness of the group; the willingness of wives, 
children, and other relatives to work for little or no monetary compensation; and the commercial savvy 
of the early immigrants. Also, a large pool of cheap labor and sources of credit and other financial 
services were available within the community. The Jewish American enclave grew and provided a live-
lihood for many of the immigrants’ children and grandchildren (Portes & Manning, 1986). As with 
other enclave groups that we’ll discuss in future chapters–including Chinese Americans and Cuban 
Americans–Jewish American economic advancement preceded extensive acculturation. That is, they 
made significant strides toward economic equality before they became fluent in English or were other-
wise Americanized.

Americanized Generations One way an enclave immigrant group can improve its position is to 
develop an educated and acculturated second generation. The Americanized, English-speaking children 
of these immigrants used their greater familiarity with the dominant society and their language facility 
to help preserve and expand the family enterprise. Furthermore, as the second generation appeared, 
the American public school system was expanding, and education through the college level was free or 
inexpensive in New York City and other cities (Steinberg, 1981). There was also a strong push for the 
second and third generations to enter professions, and as Jewish Americans excelled in school, resistance 
to and discrimination against them increased. By the 1920s, many elite colleges and universities, such 
as Dartmouth, had established quotas that limited the number of Jewish students they would admit 
(Dinnerstein, 1977). These quotas weren’t abolished until after World War II.

Assimilation Patterns The enclave economy and the Jewish neighborhoods the immigrants estab-
lished proved to be an effective base from which to integrate into American society. The descendants of 
the Eastern European Jewish immigrants moved from their ethnic neighborhoods years ago, and their 
positions in the economy—their pushcarts, stores, and jobs in the garment industry—were taken up 
by more recent immigrants. When they left the enclave economy, many second- and third-generation 
Eastern European Jews didn’t enter the mainstream occupational structure at the bottom, as the immi-
grant laborer groups tended to do. They used the resources generated through the hard work, skills, 
and entrepreneurship of the early generations to gain access to prestigious and advantaged social class 
positions (Portes & Manning, 1986). Today, Jewish Americans, as a group, surpass national averages in 
levels of education and income (Masci, 2016) and occupational prestige (Sklare, 1971; see also Cohen, 
1985; Massarik & Chenkin, 1973). The relatively higher status of Russian Americans (shown in Table 
2.3) is due, in part, to the fact that many are of Jewish heritage.

Hester Street, New York City, was the center of the Jewish immigrant enclave a century ago.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



18  Part 1 • An Introduction to the Study of Minority Groups in the United States

Healey_9e_02.indd Page 18 07/02/22  9:23 AM

Chains of Immigration
Immigrants tend to follow chains established and maintained by group members. Some versions of 
the traditional assimilation perspective (especially human capital theory) treat immigration and status 
attainment as purely individual matters. To the contrary, scholars have demonstrated that immigra-
tion to the United States was in large measure a group (sociological) phenomenon. Immigrant chains 
stretched across the oceans, held together by the ties of kinship, language, religion, culture, and a sense 
of connection (Bodnar, 1985; Tilly, 1990).

Here’s how chain immigration worked (and, although modified by modern technology, continues 
to work today): Someone from a village in, for instance, Poland would make it to the United States. 
This successful immigrant would send word to the home village, perhaps by hiring a letter writer. 
Along with news and adventure stories, they would send their address. Within months, another immi-
grant from the village, another relative perhaps, would show up at the address of the original immi-
grant. After months of experience in the new society, the original immigrant could lend assistance, 
provide a place to sleep, help with job hunting, and orient the newcomer to the area.

Before long, others would arrive from the village in need of the same sort of introduction to the 
mysteries of America. The compatriots would typically settle close to one another, in the same build-
ing or on the same block. Soon, entire neighborhoods were filled with people from a certain village, 
province, or region. In these ethnic neighborhoods, people spoke the old language and observed the old 
ways. They started businesses, founded churches or synagogues, had families, and began mutual aid 
societies and other organizations. There was safety in numbers and comfort and security in a familiar, 
if transplanted, set of traditions and customs.

Immigrants often responded to American society by attempting to recreate as much of their old 
world as possible within the bustling metropolises of the industrializing Northeast and West Coast. 
They did so, in part, to avoid the harsher forms of rejection and discrimination and for solidarity and 
mutual support. These Little Italys, Little Warsaws, Little Irelands, Greektowns, Chinatowns, and 
Little Tokyos were safe havens that insulated the immigrants from the dominant U.S. society and 
helped them to establish bonds with one another, organize group life, pursue their own group interests, 
and have some control over the pace of their adjustment to American culture. For some groups and in 
some areas, the ethnic subcommunity was a short-lived phenomenon. For others—such as the Jewish 

Chinatowns were the centers of social and economic life for Chinese immigrants.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs
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enclave discussed earlier—the neighborhood became the dominant structure of their lives, and these 
networks functioned long after the arrival of group members in the United States.

The Campaign Against Immigration: Prejudice, Racism, and Discrimination
Today, it may be hard to conceive of the bitterness and intensity of the prejudice that greeted the Irish, 
Italians, Jews, Poles, and other new immigrant groups (though it parallels anti-immigrant sentiment 
held by some Americans today). Even as immigrants became an indispensable part of the workforce, 
Americans castigated, ridiculed, attacked, and disparaged them. The Irish were the first immigrant 
laborers to arrive; thus, they were the first to experience this intense prejudice and discrimination. 
White Americans waged campaigns against them; mobs attacked Irish neighborhoods and burned 
Roman Catholic churches and convents. Some employers blatantly refused to hire the Irish, often post-
ing signs that read “No Irish Need Apply.” Until later arriving groups immigrated and pushed them 
up, the Irish were mired at the bottom of the job market (Blessing, 1980; Dolan, 2010; Potter, 1973; 
Shannon, 1964).

Other groups felt the same sting of rejection as they arrived. Italian immigrants were particularly 
likely to be the victims of violent attacks; one of the most vicious took place in New Orleans in 1891. 
The city’s police chief was assassinated, and rumors of Italian involvement in the murder were rampant. 
The police arrested hundreds of Italians, and nine were brought to trial. All were acquitted. Anti-
Italian sentiment ran so high that a mob lynched 11 Italians while police and city officials did nothing 
(Higham, 1963; Zecker, 2011).

Anti-Catholicism
Much of the prejudice against the Irish and the new immigrants was expressed as anti-Catholicism. 
Prior to the mid-19th century, Anglo-American society had been almost exclusively Protestant. 
Catholicism, with its Latin masses, saints, celibate clergy, and cloistered nuns seemed alien, unusual, 
and threatening to many Americans. The growth of Catholicism in the United States, especially 
because it was associated with non-Anglo immigrants, raised fears among Protestants that their reli-
gion was threatened or would lose status. This fear was stoked by false rumors that the pope prohibited 
Protestants from worshipping in Rome (Franco, 2008) and that with increasing numbers of Catholics 
in the United States, such prohibitions could make their way to America (Wilensky-Lanford, 2015).

Although Protestant Americans often stereotyped Catholics as a single group, Catholic immi-
grants differed, primarily by their home country. For example, the Catholicism that people practiced 
in Ireland differed significantly from the Catholicism practiced in Italy, Poland, and other countries 
(Inglis, 2007). Therefore, Catholic immigrant groups often established their own parishes, with 
priests who could speak their native language. These cultural and national differences often separated 
Catholic groups, despite their common faith (Herberg, 1960).

NARRATIVE PORTRAIT: THE LOST BOYS OF SUDAN

The “Lost Boys of Sudan1 “ escaped the Second Sudanese Civil War (1983–2005), which killed more than 
two million people and injured and displaced many more (The Lost Boys of Sudan, IRC). To survive, 
between 20,000–25,000 of them, most 8 to 18 years old, walked nearly 1,000 miles from South Sudan to 
Ethiopia. They suffered from exhaustion, starvation, dehydration, exposure to the elements, and threats 
to their lives from animals and people. They occasionally crossed into war zones where some were cap-
tured, threatened, beaten, or conscripted into the army as “child soldiers.” They stayed in Ethiopia for 
about five years until war drove them out (personal communication with author). They walked to Kenya 
and resettled in the Kakuma Refugee Camp where they lived for years. Only about half of the original 
group made it. Of those, about 3,000 were girls (Jack, 2010, p. 22).

Gender affects people’s experiences, including experiences of war. “Lost boys” could escape the war 
because they were tending cows away from their villages making it easier to run or hide. Some girls 
escaped, but when they arrived in Ethiopia, gender conventions influenced the decision to segregate them 
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from the boys, usually by placing them in foster families. Thus, they typically could not take advantage 
of education, counseling, or sports programs in the camp. When the U.S. government decided to accept 
some of these refugees, they stipulated that they be orphans. Because the girls had been living with fami-
lies for several years, they did not meet that requirement. Hence, of the 2,000 South Sudanese refugees 
to settle in the United States, only 89 were girls (Jack, 2010, p. 22).

As new immigrants, the Lost Boys faced many challenges of adapting to American culture while trying 
to maintain their cultural identities as Dinka and Nuer. The following excerpt describes John Bul Dau’s 
arrival to the United States.

The airport hummed with so much activity, so many people moving so fast in so many directions. 
My first look at Americans in America, I thought. What do they look like? So many of them were short 
by Dinka standards, and they walked like crazy, almost as if they were running. They seem to all be 
in a hurry. The woman behind the immigration desk asked for papers by saying, “Next.” That was 
all she said. “Next. Next. Next.” I gave her my precious, sealed envelope. She opened it and looked 
it over. She signed my name to some documents and gave me more papers. Then she motioned me 
through, very fast. “Next,” she said.

I had questions about how to find the waiting area. Sometimes, busy Americans don’t even speak 
to answer. They just pointed... we were hungry and tired, and I felt sick from the malaria medicine 
. . . I walked into the men’s room at LaGuardia and saw the toilets and fancy sinks. I had seen pic-
tures of them at orientation, but they still seemed strange. I have watched a lesson on how to work 
a toilet, and I used it without incident. But the sink was another matter. It had no faucets. I needed 
to wash my hands... without warning, when I moved my hands... the water came on by itself. This is 
a magic country, I thought, and white people—that’s how I thought of Americans—are so cunning. 
They make things easy for themselves; they make things work for them. I wondered if that made it 
tempting to be lazy.

. . . I had no bags . . . I stepped into a brightly lit room and spotted three Lost Boys, now Sudanese 
Americans, who had come to greet me. There were some white people, including a woman and her 
son . . . “Welcome,” said the woman who first greeted me, and everyone joined in.

Welcome to Syracuse. Welcome to America. Welcome.

Questions to Consider
 1. What concepts from Chapters 1 and 2 are most applicable to this passage? Why?
 2. What are the most significant challenges the Lost Boys—or other refugees—will face in the 

United States?

Children in a refugee camp in Kakuma, Kenya.

SOPA Images/Contributor/Getty Images
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 3. The “Lost Boys” are what some people call “deserving immigrants” who presumably differ 
from “undeserving immigrants” who enter the country illegally (Aptekar, 2015, p. 112). What do 
you make of this distinction? What are the most important factors to consider when deciding 
which immigrants to let in. How important are “merits” such as English fluency, education, and 
religion.? Can “merit” be balanced against human needs (e.g., safety, work)? How?

 4. Most of the Sudanese refugeed worked extremely hard to assimilate—working, taking classes, 
and adopting American norms. Yet, many struggled to find good jobs and attain financial 
security, especially in the years after their arrival. Discuss this situation considering human 
capital theory.

Anti-Semitism
Biased sentiments and negative stereotypes of Jews have, unfortunately, been common for centuries. 
For example, Christians chastised and persecuted European Jews as the “killers of Christ” and stereo-
typed them as materialistic moneylenders and crafty business owners (Cohen, 1982; Dollinger, 2005; 
Rozenblit, 2010).

Europeans brought these stereotypes with them to the new world. For example, in 1654, 23 Jews 
sought asylum in the New Netherland (present-day New York). The Dutch government gave them per-
mission to enter. However, the local director general hoped to expel them, saying they were a “deceitful 
race . . . [who should] be not allowed to further infect and trouble this new colony" (Jacobson, 1999, p. 
171).

Before the mass immigration of Eastern European Jews began in the l880s, anti-Semitism in the 
United States was relatively mild, perhaps because the group was so small. However, it intensified when 
large numbers of Jewish immigrants began arriving from Russia and Eastern Europe. These Jews expe-
rienced forced migration, fueled in part by violent anti-Jewish pogroms. In Russian, pogrom means “to 
wreak havoc, to demolish violently.” Pogroms involved the theft and destruction of Jewish-owned prop-
erty as well as the physical and emotional assault of Jewish people. One of the first pogroms occurred 
in 1821. Between 1881–1884, pogroms had become widespread in Russia and Ukraine. Between 1918–
1920 another wave happened in Belarus and Poland. Overall, perpetrators of the pogroms killed tens of 
thousands of Jews (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, n.d.).

The most well-known pogrom, Kristallnacht (The Night of Broken Glass), took place in 1938 
throughout Germany, Austria, and the Sudetenland (now part of Czechoslovakia). In just two days, 
attacks orchestrated by Nazi leaders, left a path of destruction: 7,500 Jewish-owned businesses were 
plundered or destroyed, 267 synagogues were destroyed (usually by being burned down), and Jewish 
cemeteries were desecrated. Thousands of Jews were terrified, physically attacked, or forced to perform 
humiliating acts. Approximately 30,000 Jewish men were arrested and sent to concentration camps. 
After Kristallnacht, the Nazis passed many anti-Jewish laws and required Jews to pay an “atonement 
tax” of 1 billion Reichsmark, equivalent to 2.49 billion dollars (United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum, n.d.). In 2020, after being adjusted for inflation, Jews would have been taxed the equivalent 
of $46, 496, 370 (Friedman, n.d.).

As Jews entered the United States in record numbers, many Americans held on to their biases. For 
example, in the late 19th century, white Americans began banning Jews from social clubs, summer 
resorts, hotels, and other organizations (Anonymous, 1924; Kennedy, 2001; Meenes, 1941; Shevitz, 
2005). Some businesses posted notices such as, “We prefer not to entertain Hebrews” (Goren, 1980, 
p. 585) and “Patronage of Jews is Declined” (Bernheimer, 1908, p. 1106). Such language attempted to 
mask white resistance to Jewish integration as a matter of preference. This prejudice and blatant dis-
crimination hinted at forms of modern racism to come.

By the 1920s and 1930s, the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and other extreme racist groups espoused anti-
Semitism. Because many of the political radicals and labor leaders of the time were Jewish immigrants, 
anti-Semitism seemingly merged with a fear of Communism and became prominent among American 
prejudices (Muller, 2010).

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



22  Part 1 • An Introduction to the Study of Minority Groups in the United States

Healey_9e_02.indd Page 22 07/02/22  9:23 AM

Some well-known Americans championed anti-Semitic views. For example, Henry Ford, the 
founder of Ford Motor Company and one of the most famous men of his time, believed “the Jews” were 
responsible for WWI and a host of other things. In 1919, he bought a newspaper to communicate his 
views, most notably in a 91-week series called “The International Jew, the World’s Foremost Problem,” 
that he published later as a book. According to Logsdon (n.d.), it was “the largest and most damaging 
campaign against Jews ever waged in the United States.” Additionally, it had tremendous influence 
on Hitler and, by extension, the Nazis. Similarly, Father Charles Coughlin, a Catholic priest, reached 
millions of people through his radio program (Selzer, 1972) and through a newsletter for an organiza-
tion he started, the National Union for Social Justice (NUSJ). The NUSJ had millions of members 
who pledged to “restore America to the Americans” (Carpenter, 1998, p. 71). A federal investigation 
declared him pro-Nazi and guilty of restating enemy propaganda (United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum, n.d.).

Anti-Semitism peaked before World War II, then decreased before reemerging after the war 
(Norwood, 2013). Social norms at the time made it easy for people to express anti-Semitic views or 
to discriminate against Jews. Unfortunately, anti-Semitism didn’t stop with greater knowledge of the 
Holocaust at World War II’s end. Research based on a sample of 53,100 people in 100 countries sug-
gests that more than one billion people worldwide have anti-Semitic beliefs (Anti-Defamation League, 
2017). However, attitudes vary by country and change over time. A 2015 poll of 10,000 people in 18 of 
the countries originally surveyed in 1964 and in subsequent years showed increases in anti-Semitism 
in Italy, the Netherlands, and Romania. Decreases occurred in Poland, Russia, and Ukraine. The 2019 
survey showed increases in Argentina, Brazil, Poland, Russia, South Africa, and Ukraine. Austria, 
Canada, and Italy showed decreased anti-Semitic attitudes while attitudes remained consistent in sev-
eral countries. In America, anti-Semitic attitudes decreased significantly since the 1960s. However, it 
increased in recent years though it wasn’t included in the 2019 survey (Anti-Defamation League, 2017, 
2019).

Starting in n the 1960s, people began expressing anti-Semitism in subtler forms (Benowitz, 2017; 
Borstelmann, 2009; Nirenberg, 2014). One notable exception to this is anti-Semitism within many 
extremist groups, which remains significant, overt, and hostile. In the past few years, the number of 
such groups has increased, as have anti-Semitic incidents. Though some groups names are recognizable 
(e.g., Aryan Nations, KKK), others mask the groups’ beliefs (e.g., Creativity Movement, Vanguard 
America, Vinlanders Social Club). Not all groups share the same exact ideology; for example, white 
nationalists, “skinheads,” and KKK-related organizations are slightly different. However, many came 
together in August 2017 for a “Unite the [Alt] Right” rally in Charlottesville, VA, which made their 
anti-Semitism clear. For example, some shouted “Jews will not replace us” and “blood and soil”—the 
latter is a reference to Nazi ideology (Swaney, 2004).

Some targeting of Jews increases during economic recession and may be related to the stereotypical 
view of Jewish Americans as extremely prosperous and materialistic, as often depicted in media such 
as film and television (Cohen, 1982). The type of prejudice that occurs under these conditions is called 
“envious prejudice” (Cuddy et al., 2008).

Recent years have seen a sharp increase in anti-Semitic attacks. The Ant-Defamation League 
(ADL) reports that there were 2,100 Anti-Semitic attacks in 2019, the highest number the group has 
recorded since 1979 and 2020, a year in which most Americans stayed home because of the pandemic, 
saw the third highest number of attacks (Harris & Shammas, 2021). We’ll discuss hate crimes against 
Jewish Americans a bit more in Chapter 3.

A Successful Exclusion
The prejudice and racism directed against the immigrants also found expression in organized, wide-
spread efforts to stop the flow of immigration. Various anti-immigrant organizations appeared almost 
as soon as the mass European immigration started in the 1820s. The strength of these campaigns 
waxed and waned, largely in harmony with the strength of the economy and the size of the job supply. 
Anti-immigrant sentiment intensified, and the strength of its organized expressions increased during 
hard times and depressions and tended to soften when the economy improved.
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The campaign ultimately triumphed with the passage of the National Origins Act in 1924, which 
established a quota system limiting the number of immigrants that America would accept each year 
from each sending nation. This system was openly racist. For example, the quota for European nations 
was based on the proportional representation of each nationality in America as of 1890. Legislators 
chose this year because it predated the bulk of the New Immigration and, therefore, gave nearly 70% 
of the available immigration slots to the nations of Northern and Western Europe, despite the fact that 
immigration from those areas had largely ended by the 1920s.

Moreover, the National Origins Act banned immigration from Asian nations altogether. At 
this time, various European nations still colonized most of Africa, which received no separate quo-
tas. (Specifically, the quota for African immigrants was zero.) The National Origins Act drastically 
reduced the number of immigrants that would be admitted into the United States each year. Figure 
2.2 shows the effectiveness of the numerical restrictions. By the time the Great Depression took hold 
of the American economy in the 1930s, immigration had dropped to the lowest level in a century. The 
National Origins Act remained in effect until 1965.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 6. What caused people to leave Europe and come to North America? How did these reasons change 
from time to time and from place to place?

 7. What influenced resistance and discrimination in the United States? How did the exclusionists 
triumph? What role did class play in these processes?

PATTERNS OF ASSIMILATION

In this section, we’ll explore common patterns of assimilation European immigrants and their descen-
dants followed: assimilation by generation, ethnic succession, and structural mobility. These patterns 
are consistent with Gordon’s model of assimilation.

The Importance of Generations
People today—social scientists, politicians, and ordinary citizens—often do not recognize the time 
and effort it takes for a group to become completely Americanized. For most European immigrant 
groups, the process took generations. It was the immigrant’s grandchildren or the great-grandchildren 
(or even great-great-grandchildren) who completed acculturation and integration. Mass immigration 
from Europe ended in the 1920s. However, the assimilation of some European ethnic groups wasn’t 
completed until late in the 20th century.

Here’s a summary of how assimilation proceeded for European immigrants: The first generation, 
the actual immigrants, settled into ethnic neighborhoods, such as Little Italy in New York City. They 
made limited movement toward acculturation and integration. They focused their energies on social 
relationships within their own groups, especially family networks. Many of them—usually men—had 
to leave their neighborhoods for work and other reasons, and this required some familiarity with the 
society. The people had to learn some English and taking a job outside the neighborhood is, almost 
by definition, a form of integration. Nonetheless, this first generation of immigrants primarily lived 
within a version of the old country, which they recreated within the new.

The second generation—the immigrants’ children—were psychologically or socially marginalized 
because they were partly ethnic and partly American but not full members of either group. They were 
born in America but in households and neighborhoods that were ethnic, not American. They learned 
the old language first and were socialized in the old ways. As they entered childhood, however, they 
entered the public schools and became socialized into the Anglo-American culture.

Often, what they learned at school conflicted with their home lives. For example, old country 
family values included expectations for children to put family interests before self-interests. Parents 
arranged marriages, or at least heavily influenced them; marriages were subject to parents’ approval. 
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These customs conflicted sharply with American ideas about individualism and romantic love. 
Cultural differences like these often created painful conflict between the ethnic first generation and 
their Americanized children.

As the second generation progressed toward adulthood, they tended to move away from the old 
neighborhoods, often motivated by desires for social mobility. They were much more acculturated than 
their parents, spoke English fluently, and enjoyed a wider range of opportunities, including occupa-
tional choices. Discriminatory policies in education, housing, and the job market sometimes limited 
them. However, they were upwardly mobile, and in pursuit of their careers, they left behind their eth-
nic communities and many of their parents’ customs.

The third generation—the immigrants’ grandchildren—were typically born and raised in non-
ethnic settings. English was their first (and often only) language, and their beliefs and values were 
thoroughly American. Family and kinship ties with grandparents and the old neighborhood often 
remained strong and weekend and holiday visits along with family rituals revolving around the cycles 
of birth, marriage, and death connected the third generation to the world of their ancestors. However, 
they were American; their ethnicity was a relatively minor part of this generation’s identities and daily 
life.

The pattern of assimilation by generation progressed as follows:

	 •	 The first generation began the process of assimilation and was slightly acculturated and 
integrated.

	 •	 The second generation was very acculturated and highly integrated (at least into the society’s 
secondary sectors).

	 •	 The third generation finished the acculturation process and enjoyed high levels of integration 
at the secondary and the society’s primary sectors.

Table 2.2 illustrates Italian American’s patterns of structural assimilation. As the generations 
change, this group’s educational and occupational characteristics converge with those of white Anglo-
Saxon Protestants (WASPs). For example, the percentage of Italian Americans with some college shows 
a gap of more than 20 points between the first and second generations and WASPs. However, third- 
and fourth-generation Italians are virtually identical to WASPs on this measure of integration in the 
secondary sector of society. Likewise, the other differences between Italians and WASPs shrink from 
generation to generation.

TABLE 2.2  ■   Some Comparisons Between WASPs and Italian Americans

Indicators WASPS*

Generation

First Second Third and Fourth

Percentage with some college 42.4% 19.0% 19.4% 41.7%

Average years of education 12.6 9.0 11.1 13.4

Percentage with white-collar jobs 34.7% 20.0% 22.5% 28.8%

Percentage with blue-collar jobs 37.9% 65.0% 53.9% 39.0%

Average occupational prestige 42.5 34.3 36.8 42.5

Percentage of “unmixed” Italian men marrying 
non-Italian women

N/A 21.9% 51.4% 67.3%

*Note: White Anglo-Saxon Protestants (WASPs) weren’t separated by generation, and some of the differences between groups 
may be the result of factors such as age. That is, older WASPs may have levels of education more comparable to first-gener-
ation Italian Americans than to those of WASPs as a whole.

Source: Adapted from Alba (1985, Tab. 5-3, 5-4, 6-2). Data are originally from the NORC General Social Surveys (1975–1980) and 
the Current Population Survey (1979). Copyright © 1985 Richard D. Alba.
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Table 2.2 shows the first five measures of educational and occupational attainment the genera-
tional pattern of integration (or structural assimilation). The sixth measures marital assimilation, or 
intermarriage. It displays the percentage of men of “unmixed” (100% Italian) heritage who married 
women outside the Italian community. Note once more the tendency for integration, now at the pri-
mary level, to increase across the generations. Most first-generation men married within their group—
only 21.9% married non-Italians. By the third generation, 67.3% of the men married non-Italians.

This model of step-by-step, linear assimilation by generation fits some groups better than others. 
For example, immigrants from Northern and Western Europe (except for the Irish) were generally 
more similar, culturally, to the dominant group in America. They tended to be more educated and 
skilled. Thus, they were accepted more quickly than other immigrant groups, which helped them com-
plete the assimilation process in three generations or less.

In contrast, immigrants from Ireland and from Southern and Eastern Europe were mostly unedu-
cated, unskilled people who were more likely to join the huge groups of industrial laborers who ran 
the factories, mines, and mills. These immigrants were more likely to remain at the bottom of the 
American class structure for generations; indeed, they only attained middle-class prosperity in the 
second half of the 20th century. As mentioned earlier, Eastern European Jews followed a distinctly dif-
ferent pathway to assimilation. Although widespread anti-Semitic attitudes and policies limited them, 
they formed an enclave that served as a springboard to launch the second and third generations into the 
society.

It’s important to keep generational patterns in mind when examining current immigration to the 
United States. It’s common for people to criticize contemporary newcomers (especially Hispanics) for 
their slow pace of assimilation. But this process should be considered in the light of the generational 
time frame for assimilation followed by European immigrants. Modern forms of transportation allow 
immigration to happen quickly. Assimilation, however, is slow.

Ethnic Succession
A second factor that shaped the assimilation experience is captured in the concept of ethnic succession, 
or the ways European ethnic groups unintentionally affected one another’s positions in the society’s 
class structure. The overall pattern was that each European immigrant group tended to be pushed to 
higher social class levels and more favorable economic situations by the groups that arrived after it. As 
more experienced groups became upwardly mobile and moved from the neighborhoods that served as 
their ports of entry, new groups of immigrants replaced them and began the process anew. Some cit-
ies in the Northeast served as ethnic neighborhoods—the first haven in the new society—for various 
successive groups. Some places, such as the Lower East Side of New York City, continue to fill this role 
today.

This process of ethnic succession can be understood in terms of the second stage of Gordon’s model: 
integration at the secondary level (see Table 2.1), or entry into the public institutions and organizations 
of the larger society. Three pathways of integration tended to be most important for European immi-
grants: politics, labor unions, and the church. We’ll discuss each in turn, illustrating with the Irish, the 
first immigrant laborers to arrive in large numbers; but the general patterns apply to all white ethnic 
groups.

Politics
The Irish tended to follow the Northern and Western Europeans in the job market and social class 
structure and were, in turn, followed by the wave of new immigrants. In many urban areas of the 
Northeast, they moved into the neighborhoods and took jobs left behind by German laborers. After 
a period of acculturation and adjustment, the Irish began creating their own connections to main-
stream American society to improve their economic and social positions. They were replaced in their 
neighborhoods and at the bottom of the occupational structure by Italians, Poles, and other immigrant 
groups arriving after them.

As the years passed and the Irish gained more experience, they forged more links to society. 
Specifically, they aligned with the Democratic Party and helped construct the political machines that 
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dominated many city governments in the 19th and 20th centuries, including Boston, Philadelphia, and 
Chicago (Erie & Kogan, 2016). Machine politicians were often corrupt and even criminal, regularly 
subverting the election process, bribing city and state officials, using city budgets to fill the pockets of 
the political bosses and their followers, and giving city jobs to people who provided favors and faithful 
service. Nevertheless, the political machines gave their constituents and loyal followers valuable social 
services. Machine politicians, such as Boss Tweed of Tammany Hall in New York City, found jobs, 
provided food and clothing for the destitute, aided victims of fires and other calamities, and intervened 
in the criminal and civil courts (Golway, 2014; Warren, 2008).

Much of the urban political machines’ power resulted from their control of city budgets. The 
machines’ leaders used municipal jobs and city budgets as part of a “spoils” or patronage system that 
granted rewards to their supporters and allies. To represent diverse workers’ as a single social class, 
union leaders had to coordinate and mobilize the efforts of many people and connected Irish Americans 
to a central and important institution of the dominant society. Using the resources controlled by local 
governments as a power base, the Irish (and other immigrant groups after them) began integrating into 
American society (Menes, 2001).

Labor Unions
The labor movement provided another connection among the Irish, other European immigrant 
groups, and American society. Although virtually all white ethnic groups had a hand in the creation 
and eventual success of the movement, many of the founders and early leaders were Irish. For example, 
Terence Powderly, an Irish Catholic, founded one of the first American labor unions. In the early 20th 
century, about one third of union leaders were Irish and more than 50 national unions had Irish presi-
dents (Bodnar, 1985; Brody, 1980).

As the labor movement grew in strength and acquired legitimacy, its leaders gained status, power, 
and other resources, and the rank-and-file membership gained job security, increased wages, and bet-
ter benefits. In short, the labor movement provided another channel through which resources, power, 
status, and jobs flowed to the white ethnic groups.

Because of how Union work typically required communication and cooperation across ethnic 
lines. The American workforce at the turn of the 20th century was multiethnic and multilingual. 
To represent diverse workers’ as a single social class, union leaders had to coordinate and mobilize the 
efforts of many different cultural groups. Thus, labor union leaders became important intermediaries 
between society and European immigrant groups.

European immigrant women were heavily involved in labor movement and some filled leadership 
roles, including top positions, such as union president (although usually in women-dominated unions). 
One of the most important union activists was Mother Jones, an Irish immigrant who worked tirelessly 
to organize miners:

Until she was nearly one hundred years old, Mother Jones was where the danger was greatest—cross-
ing militia lines, spending weeks in damp prisons, incurring the wrath of governors, presidents, 
and coal operators—she helped to organize the United Mine Workers with the only tools she felt she 
needed: “convictions and a voice.” (Forner, 1980, p. 281)

Women workers often faced opposition from men workers and from employers. The major unions 
weren’t only racially discriminatory but also hostile to organizing women. For example, in the early 
20th century, companies required women laundry workers in San Francisco to live in dormitories and 
work from 6 a.m. until midnight. When they applied to the international laundry workers union for 
a charter, men union members blocked them from joining. The women eventually went on strike and 
won the right to an eight-hour workday in 1912 (Amott & Matthaei, 1991). Women in other protest 
movements have had to deal with similar opposition from men, as you’ll see in future chapters.

Women led some of the labor movement’s most significant events. For example, one of its first vic-
tories was the Uprising of 20,000 (also known as the New York Shirtwaist Strike of 1909). Thousands 
of mostly Jewish and Italian girls and women (many in their teens) staged a strike opposing the gar-
ment industry’s abusive working conditions (Kheel Center, 2017). Despite factory owners and machine 
bosses hiring people to attack the strikers and the local police unlawfully assaulting the participants, 
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Women striking for a 40-hour work week.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division

the strike lasted four months. The strikers eventually won union recognition from many employers, a 
reversal of a wage decrease, and a reduction in the 56- to 59-hour workweek (Goren, 1980).

Despite their efforts, European immigrant women were among the most exploited segments of the 
labor force, often relegated to the lowest paying jobs in difficult or unsafe working conditions. (Today, 
we’d call them sweatshops.) For example, they were the primary victims of one of the greatest tragedies 
in U.S. labor history. In 1911, a fire swept through the Triangle Shirtwaist Company, a garment indus-
try shop on the 10th floor of a building in New York City. The fire spread rapidly, fueled by paper and 
fabric scraps. Because of concerns that workers would take breaks or steal fabric, management locked 
and guarded the doors (von Drehle, 2004). Overcrowding and a lack of exits (including a collapsed fire 
escape) made escape nearly impossible. Many workers leaped to their deaths to avoid being killed by 
fire. One hundred forty-six people were killed, 120 of them were young immigrant women, the young-
est only 14 years old. The disaster outraged the public, and more than a quarter of a million people 
attended the victims’ funerals. The incident fueled a drive for reform and improvement of work condi-
tions and safety regulations (Amott & Matthaei, 1991; see also Kheel Center, 2017).

Religion
Religious institutions provided a third avenue of mobility for the Irish and other white ethnic groups. 
The Irish were the first large group of Catholic immigrants to come to the United States and therefore 
were in a favorable position to dominate the church’s administrative structure. The Catholic priest-
hood became largely Irish and, as these priests were promoted through the Church hierarchy, they 
eventually became bishops and cardinals. The Catholic faith was practiced in different ways in differ-
ent nations. As other Catholic immigrant groups began arriving, conflict within the Irish-dominated 
church increased. Italian and Polish Catholic immigrants demanded their own parishes in which they 
could speak their own languages and celebrate their own customs and festivals. Dissatisfaction was so 
intense that some Polish Catholics broke with Rome and formed a separate Polish National Catholic 
Church (Lopata, 1976).
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The other Catholic immigrant groups eventually began supplying priests and other religious func-
tionaries and to occupy Church leadership positions. Although the Irish continued to disproportion-
ately influence the Church, it served as a power base for other white ethnic groups to gain acceptance 
and become integrated into mainstream American society (McCook, 2011).

Other Pathways
Besides party politics, the union movement, and religion, European immigrant groups forged other 
not-so-legitimate pathways of upward mobility. One alternative to legitimate success was offered by 
crime, a pathway that has been used by every ethnic group to some extent. Crime became particularly 
lucrative and attractive when Prohibition, the attempt to eliminate alcohol use in the United States, 
went into effect in the 1920s. The criminalization of liquor didn’t lower the demand, and Prohibition 
created an economic opportunity for those willing to take the risks involved in manufacturing and sup-
plying alcohol to the American public.

Italian Americans headed many of the criminal organizations that took advantage of Prohibition. 
Criminal leaders and organizations with roots in Sicily, a region with a long history of secret antiestab-
lishment societies, were especially important (Alba, 1985). The connection among organized crime, 
Prohibition, and Italian Americans is well known, but it isn’t widely recognized that ethnic succession 
operated in organized crime as it did in the legitimate opportunity structures. The Irish and Germans 
had been involved in organized crime for decades before the 1920s. The Italians competed with these 
established gangsters and with Jewish crime syndicates for control of bootlegging and other crimi-
nal enterprises. The patterns of ethnic succession continued after the repeal of Prohibition in 1933, 
and members of groups newer to urban areas, including African Americans, Jamaicans, and Hispanic 
Americans, have recently challenged the Italian-dominated criminal families.

You can see ethnic succession in sports, too. Since the beginning of the 20th century, sports have 
offered a pathway to success and affluence that has attracted millions of young people. Success in many 
sports requires little in the way of formal credentials, education, or English fluency; historically, sports 
have been particularly appealing to the young men in minority groups who’ve had limited opportuni-
ties or resources (Eitle & Eitle, 2002).

For example, at the turn of the 20th century, the Irish dominated boxing, but boxers from the 
Italian American community and other new immigrant groups eventually replaced them. Each succes-
sive wave of boxers reflected the concentration of a particular ethnic group at the bottom of the class 
structure. The succession of minority groups continues today, with boxing now dominated by Black 
and Latino fighters (Rader, 1983). We can see a similar progression, or “layering,” of ethnic and racial 
groups in other sports.

The institutions of American society, whether legitimate or illegal, reflect the relative positions 
of minority groups at a moment in time. Just a few generations ago, European immigrant groups 
dominated crime and sports because they were blocked from legitimate opportunities. Now, it’s racial 
minority groups, still excluded from the mainstream job market and mired in the urban underclass, 
which supply disproportionate numbers of people for these alternative opportunity structures.

Continuing Industrialization and Structural Mobility
We’ve already mentioned that dominant–minority relations typically change with changes in subsis-
tence technology. The history of European immigrant groups throughout the 20th century illustrates 
this relationship. Industrialization is a continuous process. As it proceeded, work in America evolved 
and changed and created opportunities for upward mobility for the white ethnic groups. One impor-
tant form of upward mobility throughout the 20th century, called structural mobility, resulted more 
from changes in the structure of the economy and the labor market than from any individual effort or 
desire to get ahead.

Structural mobility is the result of the continuing mechanization and automation of the workplace. 
As machines replaced people in the workforce, the supply of manual, blue-collar jobs that had provided 
employment for so many first- and second-generation European immigrant laborers dwindled. At the 
same time, the supply of white-collar jobs increased, but access to the better jobs depended heavily on 
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educational credentials. For white ethnic groups, a high school education became much more available 
in the 1930s, and college and university programs expanded rapidly in the late 1940s, spurred in large 
part by the educational benefits made available to World War II veterans. Each generation of white 
ethnics, especially those born after 1925, was significantly more educated than the previous generation, 
and many were able to translate their increased human capital into upward mobility in the mainstream 
job market (Morawska, 1990).

The descendants of European immigrants became upwardly mobile not only because of their indi-
vidual ambitions and efforts but also because of the changing location of jobs and the progressively 
greater opportunities for education. Of course, the pace and timing of this upward movement was 
highly variable from group to group and from place to place. Ethnic succession continued to operate, 
and the descendants of the most recent European immigrants (Italians and Poles, for example) tended 
to be the last to benefit from the general upgrading in education and the job market.

Still, structural mobility is key to the eventual successful integration of all ethnic groups. In Table 
2.3, you’ll see differing levels of educational attainment and income for white ethnic groups. During 
these same years, racial minority groups, particularly Black Americans, were excluded from the domi-
nant group’s educational system and from the opportunity to compete for better jobs. We’ll discuss 
these patterns of exclusion more in Parts 2 and 3.

VARIATIONS IN ASSIMILATION

In the previous section, we discussed patterns common to European immigrants and their descen-
dants. Now we address some of the sources of variation and diversity in assimilation, a complex process 
that’s never identical for any two groups. Sociologists have paid particular attention to how similar-
ity, religion, social class, and gender shaped the overall assimilation of the descendants of the mass 
European immigration. They’ve also investigated how immigrants’ reasons for coming to the United 
States have affected different groups’ experiences.

Degree of Similarity
Since the dominant group consisted largely of Protestants with ethnic origins in Northern and Western 
Europe and especially in England, it isn’t surprising to learn that the degree of resistance, prejudice, 
and discrimination encountered by the different European immigrant groups varied, in part by how 
much they differed from these dominant groups. The most significant differences included religion, 
language, cultural values, and, for some groups, physical characteristics (often viewed as “racial”). 
Thus, Protestant immigrants from Northern and Western Europe experienced less resistance than the 
English-speaking Catholic Irish, who in turn were accepted more readily than the new immigrants, 
who were non–English speaking and overwhelmingly non-Protestant.

The dominant group’s preferences correspond roughly to the arrival times of the immigrants. The 
most similar groups immigrated earliest, and the least similar tended to be the last to arrive. Because of 
this coincidence, resistance to any one group of immigrants tended to fade as new groups arrived. For 
example, anti-German prejudice and discrimination never became particularly vicious or widespread 
(except during the heat of the World Wars) because the Irish began arriving in large numbers at about 
the same time. Concerns about the German immigrants were swamped by the fear that the Catholic 
Irish could never be assimilated. Then, as the 19th century drew to a close, immigrants from Southern 
and Eastern Europe—even more different from the dominant group—began arriving and made con-
cerns about the Irish seem trivial.

Additionally, the New Immigration was far larger than the Old Immigration (see Figure 2.2). 
Southern and Eastern Europeans arrived in record numbers in the early 20th century. The sheer vol-
ume of the immigration raised fears that American cities and institutions would be swamped by hordes 
of what were seen as racially inferior, unassimilable immigrants, a fear that resonates today in our 
debates about modern immigrants.

Thus, a preference hierarchy was formed in American culture that privileged Northern and 
Western Europeans over Southern and Eastern Europeans, and Protestants over Catholics and Jews. 
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These rankings reflect the ease with which the groups assimilated and have made their way into society. 
To further illustrate the hierarchy of ethnic preference and prejudice, see the social distance scores in 
Table 3.3 in Chapter 3. The anti-ethnic prejudices illustrated in the table are much more muted today 
than at the peak of immigration.

Religion
Gordon and other scholars of American assimilation recognized that religion was a major factor that 
differentiated the experiences of European immigrant groups. Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish immi-
grants lived in different neighborhoods, occupied different niches in the workforce, formed separate 
groups and networks of affiliation, and chose their marriage partners from different groups.

Sociologist Ruby Jo Kennedy’s research (1944) documented the importance of religion for 
European immigrants and their descendants. Specifically, she studied intermarriage among Catholics, 
Protestants, and Jews in New Haven, Connecticut from 1870 to 1940. She found that immigrants gen-
erally chose marriage partners from certain ethnic and religious groups. For example, Irish Catholics 
married other Irish Catholics, Italian Catholics married Italian Catholics, Irish Protestants married 
Irish Protestants, and so forth for all the ethnic and religious groups that she studied.

However, later generations showed a different pattern: The immigrants’ children and grandchil-
dren continued to select marriage partners from groups bounded by religion, but not much by ethnic-
ity. For example, later generations of Irish Catholics continued to marry other Catholics (religion) but 
were less likely to marry other Irish (ethnicity). As assimilation proceeded, the ethnic group boundar-
ies faded (or “melted”), but religious boundaries didn’t. Kennedy (1944) described this phenomenon 
as a triple melting pot: a pattern of structural assimilation within each of the three denominations 
(Catholics, Jews, Protestants).

Will Herberg (1960), another important scholar of American assimilation, also explored the con-
nection between religion and ethnicity. He noted that the pressures of acculturation didn’t equally 
affect all aspects of ethnicity. European immigrants and their descendants were strongly encouraged 
to learn English. However, they weren’t as pressured to change their beliefs, and religion was often 
the strongest connection between later generations of immigrants and their immigrant ancestors. The 
American tradition of religious tolerance allowed the European immigrants’ descendants to preserve 
this connection to their ethnic heritage without others seeing them as un-American. Therefore, the 
Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish faiths eventually came to occupy roughly equal degrees of legitimacy 
in American society.

Thus, for the descendants of the European immigrants, religion became a way to express their eth-
nicity. For many members of this group, religion and ethnicity were fused, and ethnic traditions and 
identities came to have a religious expression.

Social Class
Social class is a central feature of social structure, and it isn’t surprising that it affected the European 
immigrant groups in several ways. First, social class combined with religion to shape the social world 
of the descendants of the European immigrants. Gordon (1964) concluded that United States in the 
1960s incorporated four melting pots (one for each of the major ethnic or religious groups and one for 
Black Americans), each internally subdivided by social class. In his view, the most significant structural 
unit within American society was the ethclass, defined by the intersection of the religious, ethnic, 
and social class boundaries (e.g., working-class Catholic, upper class Protestant). Thus, people weren’t 
“simply American” but tended to identify with, associate with, and choose their spouses from within 
their ethclass.

Second, social class affected structural integration. The vast majority of the post-1880s European 
immigrants were working class. They “entered U.S. society at the bottom of the economic ladder, and 
. . . stayed close to that level for the next half century;” thus “ethnic history has been essentially work-
ing-class history” (Morawska, 1990, p. 215; see also Bodnar, 1985). For generations, many groups of 
Eastern and Southern European immigrants didn’t acculturate to middle-class American culture but 
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to an urban working-class, blue-collar one. Even today, ethnicity for many groups remains intercon-
nected with social class factors.

Gender
Historically, scholars didn’t study women’s lives. They either didn’t consider it important, or they 
assumed that women’s lives were the same as men’s lives. At the time, societal norms encouraged 
women to focus on home and family and discouraged women from interacting with men they didn’t 
know. Women were discouraged from having a public life, which resulted in them having much less 
access to education, fewer leadership roles in the community, and less outside employment, especially 
in prestigious or high-paying occupations. Immigrant women may have felt these prohibitions most 
strongly and they, like others, may have been wary of researchers. This made it harder to gain access to 
immigrant women for the few researchers who were interested in women’s lives. Due to lack of educa-
tion and interaction in the greater society, immigrant women had fewer opportunities to learn English. 
So, in cases where access was possible, language barriers could complicate matters. Thus, although 
a huge body of research about immigration exists, the bulk of it focuses on immigrant men. As with 
women of virtually all minority groups, researchers documented immigrant women’s experiences far 
less often (Gabaccia, 1991; Weinberg et al., 1992). However, the research that has been done shows that 
immigrant women played multiple roles during immigration and the assimilation process. The roles of 
wife and mother were central, but they were involved in many other activities.

Generally, men immigrants preceded women, and sent for the women (and children) in their lives 
only after securing lodging, jobs, and some stability. However, women immigrants’ experiences were 
quite varied, often depending on the economic situation and cultural traditions of their home societies. 
In some cases, women were prominent among the “first wave” of immigrants who began the process of 
acculturation and integration. For example, during the latter part of the 19th century, more than one 
million Irish people sought refuge elsewhere, in large part due to the Great Famine, sometimes called 
the Great Hunger or the Irish Potato Famine, which killed more than one million of them.

The famine led to changes in rules of land ownership, marriage, and inheritance, which made 
it hard for single women to marry and to find work (Flanagan, 2015; Jackson, 1984). Interestingly, 
Kennedy (1973, p. 66) notes that more Irish women (55,690) than men (55,215) emigrated between 
1871 and 1891; a high percentage of Irish immigrants were young, single women. They came to 
America seeking opportunities for work. Typically, they worked as domestics, doing cooking, cleaning, 
and childcare (Maurer, 2017), a role that permitted them to live “respectably” in a family setting. In 
1850, about 75% of all employed Irish immigrant women in New York City worked as servants. The 
second most common form of employment was in textile mills and factories (Blessing, 1980; see also 
Steinberg, 1981). This pattern continued, and as late as 1920, 81% of employed Irish-born immigrant 
women worked as domestics.

Due to the economic situation of immigrant families, other immigrant women typically worked 
outside of their homes, too, though the type and location of the work varied. For example, Italian 
women rarely worked outside the home because of strong patriarchal norms in Italian culture, includ-
ing a strong prohibition against contact between women and men they didn’t know (Alba, 1985). Thus, 
Italian women primarily worked from home: taking in laundry or boarders or doing piecework for the 
garment industry. Those employed outside the home tended to work in single-gender settings among 
other immigrant women. Thus, Italian women tended to be far less acculturated and integrated than 
Irish women.

Eastern European Jewish women experienced another pattern of assimilation. Most came with 
their husbands and children as refugees from religious persecution. Therefore, few were breadwinners. 
They “worked in small shops with other family members” while others worked in the garment industry 
(Steinberg, 1981, p. 161).

Generally, social norms dictated that immigrant women, like other working-class women, should 
quit working after they married, while their husbands were expected to support them and their chil-
dren. However, many immigrant men couldn’t earn enough to support their families, and their wives 
and children were required by necessity to contribute to the family budget. Immigrant wives sometimes 
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continued to work outside the home, or they found other ways to make money. They took in boarders, 
did laundry or sewing, tended gardens, and participated in many other activities that permitted them 
to contribute to the family income while staying home attending to family responsibilities.

A 1911 report on Southern and Eastern European households found that about half kept lodgers. 
The income from this activity amounted to about 25% of the husbands’ wages. Children contrib-
uted to the family income by taking after-school and summer jobs (Morawska, 1990, pp. 211–212). 
Compared with immigrant men, immigrant women spent much more time at their homes and in their 
neighborhoods. Thus, they were less likely to learn to read or speak English or otherwise acculturate. 

However, this made them significantly more influential in preserv-
ing the heritage of their groups.

When they sought employment outside the home, they found 
opportunities in the industrial sector and in clerical and sales work, 
occupations that quickly became stereotyped as “women’s work.” 
Employers saw working women as wanting only to supplement fam-
ily finances, and they used that assumption to justify lower wages for 
women. In the late 1800s, “whether in factories, offices, or private 
homes . . . women’s wages were about half of those of men” (Evans, 
1980, p. 135). This assumption hurt all immigrant women but single 
and widowed women the most because they didn’t have husbands 
who could bring in most of the necessary income.

Finally, in addition to their other responsibilities, women were 
the primary keepers of “old country” traditions. Husbands were 
often more involved in the society, giving them greater familiarity 
with Anglo culture and the English language. Women, even when 
employed, tended to spend more time at home and in the neighbor-
hood. They tended to be more culturally conservative and more resis-
tant to Anglo values and practices than immigrant men. Therefore, 
immigrant women were more likely to practice traditional foodways 
and dress, speak to their children in the old language, and observe 
the time-honored holidays and religious practices. Thus, they per-
formed crucial cultural and socialization functions. This pattern 
remains among many immigrant groups today in the United States 
and in Western Europe.

Sojourners
Some versions of the traditional perspective and the taken-for-granted views of many Americans assume 
that assimilation is desirable and therefore desired by immigrants. However, European immigrant 
groups varied widely in their interest in Americanization; this attitude greatly shaped their experiences.

Some groups were very committed to Americanization. For example, Eastern European Jews came 
to America because of religious persecution. They came fearing for their lives. They planned to make 
America their home because they couldn’t return and had nowhere else to go. (Israel wasn’t founded 
until 1948.) They committed to learning English, becoming citizens, and familiarizing themselves 
with their new society as quickly as possible, although, as we have noted, it was their children who 
Americanized most readily.

Other immigrants had no intention of becoming American citizens and, therefore, had little inter-
est in becoming Americanized. These sojourners, or “birds of passage,” intended to return to the old 
country once they accumulated enough capital to be successful. Because immigration records aren’t 
very detailed, it’s hard to know the exact numbers of immigrants who returned to the old country (see 
Wyman, 1993), but we know, for example, that a significant percentage of Italian immigrants were 
sojourners. Although 3.8 million Italians landed in the United States between 1899 and 1924, around 
2.1 million departed during that same time (Nelli, 1980, p. 547).

Woman worker at a textile mill, early 20th century.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 8. To understand the process of assimilation, why do we need to consider generation(s)?

 9. What were the major institutional pathways through which European immigrants adapted to 
American society? Can you cite evidence from your home community of similar patterns for 
immigrant groups today?

 10. What are some important variations how European immigrants adjusted to the United States?

 11. What was the triple melting pot, and how did it function?

 12. What important gender differences existed in European immigrant groups?

THE DESCENDANTS OF THE IMMIGRANTS TODAY

Geographical Distribution
Figure 2.3 shows the geographical distribution of 20 racial and ethnic groups across the United States 
in 2010 (the most recent year available). The map displays the single largest group in each county and 
offers great detail. However, we’ll focus on some of the groups mentioned in this chapter, including 
Norwegian, German, Irish, and Italian Americans. (The Jewish population is too small to appear on 
this map.)

As noted in Figure 2.3, Germans are the single largest ancestry group in America (see the pre-
dominance of gray from Pennsylvania to the West Coast). Also note how the map reflects this group’s 
original settlement areas, especially in the Midwest. Norwegian Americans are numerically dominant 
in some sections of the upper Midwest (e.g., northwestern Minnesota, northern North Dakota). Irish 
Americans and Italian Americans are concentrated in their original areas of settlement—the Irish in 
Massachusetts and the Italians concentrated more around New York City.

Thus, almost a century after the end of mass immigration from Europe, many of the immigrants’ 
descendants haven’t gone far from where their ancestors settled. The map also shows that the same 
point could be made for other groups, including Blacks (concentrated in the “black belt” across the 
states of the old Confederacy), and Mexican Americans (concentrated along the southern border from 
Texas to California).

Given all that has changed in American society over the past century—industrialization, popu-
lation growth, urbanization, and massive mobility—the stable location of white ethnics (and other 
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FIGURE 2.3  ■   Ancestry with Largest Population in Each County, 2000
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ethnic and racial groups) seems remarkable. Why aren’t people distributed more randomly across the 
nation’s landscape?

That stability is easier to explain for some groups than others. African Americans, Mexican 
Americans, and Native Americans were limited in their geographic and social mobility by institution-
alized discrimination, racism, and limited resources. We’ll examine the power of these constraints in 
later chapters.

For white ethnics, however, the power of exclusion and rejection waned as the generations passed 
and immigrants’ descendants assimilated and integrated. Their current locations may suggest that the 
United States is a nation of groups and of individuals. Our group memberships, especially family and 
kin, exert a powerful influence on our decisions about where to live and work and, despite the tran-
sience and mobility of modern American life, can keep people connected to their relatives, the old 
neighborhood, their ethnic roots, and the sites of their ancestors’ struggles.

Integration and Equality
One crucial point about white ethnic groups (the descendants of the European immigrants) is that 
they are almost completely assimilated today. Even the groups that were the most despised in earlier 
years (e.g., the Irish) are now acculturated, integrated, and thoroughly intermarried. Consider Table 
2.3, which shows the degree to which nine of the more than 60 white ethnic groups had become inte-
grated as far back as 1990. The groups include the two largest white ethnic groups (German and Irish 
Americans) and seven others that represent a range of geographic origins and times of immigration.

The table shows that by 1990, the nine groups were at or above national norms (“all Americans”) 
for all measures of equality. Variation exists among the groups, but all exceeded the national averages 
for high school and college education, and they had dramatically lower poverty rates, usually less than 
half the national average. All nine groups exceed the national median for household income—some by 
a considerable margin—Russians, for example, many of whom are also Jewish.

The evidence for assimilation and equality in other areas is persuasive. For example, the distinct 
ethnic neighborhoods that these groups created in American cities (e.g., Little Italy, Greektown, Little 
Warsaw) have faded away or been taken over by other groups. Additionally, the rate of intermarriage 
between members of different white ethnic groups is quite high. For example, data from the 1990 

TABLE 2.3  ■   Median Household Income, Percentage of Families Living in Poverty, and 
Educational Attainment for Selected White Ethnic Groups, 1990

Median 
Household 
Income

Percentage of 
Families Living 
in Poverty

Percentage Who 
Completed High 
School or More

Percentage Who 
Received an 
Undergraduate Degree 
or More

All 
Americans

$30,056 10% 75.2% 20.3%

Russian $45,778 3.6% 90.8% 49%

Italian $36,060 4.9% 77.3% 21%

Polish $34,763 4.3% 78.5% 23.1%

Ukrainian $34,474 4% 77.5% 28.3%

Swedish $33,881 4.5% 87.3% 27.4%

German $32,730 5.5% 82.7% 22%

Slovak $32,352 3.8% 78.2% 21.6%

Norwegian $32,207 5.1% 85.9% 26%

Irish $31,845 6.5% 79.6% 21.2%
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census showed that about 56% of all married whites have spouses with ethnic backgrounds different 
from their own (Alba, 1995, pp. 13–14).

The Evolution of White Ethnicity
Integration into the American mainstream was neither linear nor continuous for the descendants of 
European immigrants. Over the generations, white ethnic identity sporadically reasserted itself in 
many ways; two are especially notable. First, later generations tended to be more interested in their 
ancestry and ethnicity than earlier generations. Hansen (1952) captured this phenomenon in his prin-
ciple of third-generation interest: “What the second generation tries to forget, the third generation 
tries to remember” (p. 495). Hansen observed that the immigrants’ children tended to minimize or de-
emphasize (“forget”) their ethnicity to avoid society’s prejudice and intolerance and compete on more 
favorable terms for jobs and other opportunities. As they became adults and started families of their 
own, the second generation (the immigrants’ children) tended to raise their children in nonethnic set-
tings, with English as their first and only language.

By the time the third generation (the immigrants’ grandchildren) reached adulthood, American 
society had become more tolerant of white ethnicity and diversity (especially of New Immigrant groups 
that arrived last). Unlike earlier generations, the third generation had little to risk and, therefore, tried 
to reconnect with its grandparents and roots. These descendants wanted to understand the “old ways” 
and their ethnic heritage and they wanted to incorporate it into their personal identities, giving them a 
sense of who they were and where they belong.

Ironically, the immigrants’ grandchildren couldn’t recover much of the richness and detail of their 
heritage because their parents had tried to forget it. Nonetheless, the desire of the third generation to 
reconnect with its ancestry and recover its ethnicity shows that assimilation isn’t a simple, one-dimen-
sional, or linear process.

In addition to this generational pattern, the strength of white ethnic identity also responded to 
the changing context of American society, including other groups. For example, in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, there was a notable increase in the visibility of and interest in white ethnic heritage, an 
upsurge sometimes called the ethnic revival. The revival manifested itself in many ways. Some people 
became more interested in their families’ genealogical roots, and others increased their participation 
in ethnic festivals, traditions, and organizations. The “white ethnic vote” became a factor in local, 
state, and national politics, and appearances at the churches, meeting halls, and neighborhoods associ-
ated with white ethnic groups became almost mandatory for candidates for office. People organized 
demonstrations and festivals celebrating white ethnic heritages, often sporting buttons and bumper 
stickers proclaiming their ancestry. Politicians, editorialists, and intellectuals endorsed, legitimized, 
and reinforced the ethnic revival (e.g., see Novak, 1973), which were partly fueled by the desire to 
reconnect with ancestral roots—although by the 1960s most groups were well beyond their third gen-
erations. More likely, ethnic revival was a reaction to the increase in pluralistic sentiment at the time, 
including the pluralistic, even separatist assertions of other groups. In the 1960s and 1970s, virtually 
every minority group generated a protest movement (e.g., Black Power, Red Power, Chicanismo) and 
proclaimed a recommitment to its own heritage and to the authenticity of its own culture and experi-
ences. The visibility of these calls for cultural pluralism helped make it more acceptable for European 
Americans to express their own ethnic heritage.

The resurgence of white ethnicity also had some political and economic dimensions that relate to 
issues of inequality and competition for resources. In the 1960s, a white-ethnic urban working class 
made up mostly of Irish and Southern and Eastern European groups remained in the neighborhoods 
of the industrial Northeast and Midwest and they continued to breathe life into the old networks and 
traditions (see Glazer & Moynihan, 1970; Greeley, 1974). While many Americans were beginning to 
view cultural pluralism as legitimate, this ethnic working class began feeling threatened by minority 
groups of color (Blacks, Hispanics) who increasingly lived in adjoining neighborhoods, therefore in 
direct competition with white ethnics for housing, jobs, and other resources.

Many white ethnic working-class people saw racial minority groups as inferior and perceived the 
advances made by these groups as unfair, unjust, and threatening. Additionally, they reacted to what 
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they saw as special treatment based on race, such as affirmative action. They had problems of their own 
(e.g., declining number of good, unionized jobs; inadequate schooling) and believed that their prob-
lems were being given lower priority and less legitimacy because they were white. The revived sense of 
ethnicity in the urban working-class neighborhoods was, in large part, a way of resisting racial reform 
and expressing resentment for the racial minority groups. Thus, competition for resources and oppor-
tunities also fueled the revival of white ethnicity that began in the 1960s. As you’ll see throughout this 
book, such competition frequently leads to increased prejudice toward people who are perceived as dif-
ferent—while it simultaneously creates a sense of cohesion among people who see themselves as similar.

The Twilight of White Ethnicity?2

As the conflicts of the 1960s and 1970s faded, white ethnic groups left their old neighborhoods and 
rose in the class structure. This contributed to the slow demise of white ethnic identity. Today, white 
ethnic identity has become increasingly nebulous and largely voluntary. Sociologists call this symbolic 
ethnicity or an aspect of self-identity that symbolizes one’s roots in the old country but is otherwise 
insignificant. That is, these descendants of the European immigrants might feel vaguely connected to 
their ancestors, but this doesn’t affect their lifestyles, circles of friends and neighbors, job prospects, eat-
ing habits, or other everyday routines (Gans, 1979; Lieberson & Waters, 1988). They may express this 
part of their identities only on occasion; for example, by joining ethnic or religious celebrations such 
as St. Patrick’s Day (Irish Americans) or Columbus Day (Italian Americans). Because many people 
have ancestors from more than one ethnic group, they may change their sense of group affiliation over 
time, sometimes emphasizing one group’s traditions and sometimes another’s (Waters, 1990). In stark 
contrast to their ancestors, members of racial minority groups, and recent immigrants, the descendants 
of the European immigrants have choices: They can emphasize their ethnicity, celebrate it occasionally, 
or ignore it completely. In short, symbolic ethnicity is superficial, voluntary, and changeable.

White ethnic identity may be on the verge of disappearing. For example, based on a series of in-
depth interviews with white Americans from various regions of the nation, Gallagher (2001) found a 
sense of ethnicity so weak that it didn’t even rise to the level of “symbolic.” His respondents were the 
products of ancestral lines so thoroughly intermixed and intermarried that any trace of a unique heri-
tage from a particular group was completely lost. They had virtually no knowledge of their immigrant 
ancestors’ experiences or the cultures of the ethnic communities they’d inhabited. For many, their 
ethnic ancestries were no more meaningful to them than their states of birth. Their lack of interest in 
and information about their ethnic heritage was so complete that it led Gallagher (2001) to propose an 
addendum to Hansen’s principle: “What the grandson wished to remember, the great-granddaughter 
has never been told.”

At the same time, as more specific white ethnic identities are disappearing, they’re also evolving 
into new shapes and forms. In the view of many analysts, a new identity is developing that merges the 
various ethnic identities (e.g., German American, Polish American) into a single, generalized European 
American identity based on race and a common history of immigration and assimilation. This new 
identity reinforces the racial lines of separation that run through contemporary society, but it does 
more than simply mark group boundaries. Embedded in this emerging identity is an understanding, 
often deeply flawed, of how white immigrant groups succeeded and assimilated in the past and a view, 
often deeply ideological, of how the racial minority groups and many recent immigrants should behave 
today. These understandings are encapsulated in “immigrant tales”—legends that stress heroic indi-
vidual effort and grim determination as key ingredients leading to success in the old days. These tales 
feature impoverished, victimized immigrant ancestors who survived and made a place for themselves 
and their children by working hard, saving their money, and otherwise exemplifying the virtues of 
the Protestant ethic and American individualism. They stress the idea that past generations became 
successful despite the brutal hostility of the dominant group and with no government intervention, 
and they equate the historical difficulties faced by European immigrants with those suffered by racial 
minority groups (e.g., slavery, segregation, and attempted genocide). They strongly imply—and some-
times blatantly assert—that the latter groups could succeed in America by simply following the exam-
ple set by the former (Alba, 1990; Gallagher, 2001).
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These accounts mix versions of human capital theory and traditional views of assimilation with 
prejudice and racism. Without denying or trivializing the resolve and fortitude of European immi-
grants, equating their experiences and levels of disadvantage with those of African Americans, Native 
Americans, and Mexican Americans is widely off the mark, as you’ll see in future chapters. These views 
support an attitude of disdain and lack of sympathy for the multiple dilemmas faced today by the racial 
minority groups and many contemporary immigrants. They permit a subtler expression of prejudice 
and racism and allow whites to use these highly distorted views of their immigrant ancestors as a rhe-
torical device to express a host of race-based grievances without appearing racist (Gallagher, 2001).

Alba (1990) concludes as follows:

The thrust of the [emerging] European American identity is to defend the individualistic view of the 
American system, because it portrays the system as open to those who are willing to work hard and 
pull themselves out of poverty and discrimination. Recent research suggests that it is precisely this 
individualism that prevents many whites from sympathizing with the need for African Americans 
and other minorities to receive affirmative action in order to overcome institutional barriers to their 
advancement. (p. 317)

What can we conclude? The generations-long journey from immigrant to white ethnics to 
European American seems to be ending. The separate ethnic identities are merging into a larger sense 
of whiteness that unites immigrants’ descendants with the dominant group and provides a rhetor-
ical device for expressing disdain for other groups, especially Black Americans and undocumented 
immigrants.

As attachment to specific white ethnic groups fades, the generalized white identity seems to be 
growing in importance in American politics and other areas of everyday life. While relatively few white 
Americans espouse the most virulent forms of racism or support the most extreme white racist groups 
like the Ku Klux Klan or the Proud Boys (see Chapter 3), many express strong attachments to their 
white racial identity (Jardina, 2019) and feel threatened by the increasing percentage of non-whites in 
the population (see Figure 1.1). These feelings of anxiety and racial resentment can be exploited and 
harnessed by political leaders, as displayed in the presidential campaigns of 2016 and 2020.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 13. Why do many people see European immigrants and their descendants as successful? What facili-
tated the success of the group?

 14. What is Hansen’s principle? Why is it significant? What is Gallagher’s addendum to this principle? 
Why is it important?

 15. Does white ethnic identity have a future? Why or why not?

CONTEMPORARY IMMIGRANTS: DOES THE 
TRADITIONAL PERSPECTIVE APPLY?

Does the traditional perspective—based on the experiences of European immigrants and their descen-
dants—apply to more recent immigrants in the United States? Will contemporary immigrants dupli-
cate the experiences of earlier groups? Will they acculturate before they integrate? Will religion, social 
class, and race be important forces in their lives? Will they take three generations to assimilate? More 
than three? Fewer? What will their patterns of intermarriage look like? Will they achieve socioeco-
nomic parity with the dominant group? When? How?

Sociologists (policymakers and the public) differ in their answers to these questions. Some social 
scientists believe that the traditional perspective on assimilation doesn’t apply and that the experi-
ences of contemporary immigrant groups will differ greatly from those of European immigrants. They 
believe that assimilation today is fragmented (known as segmented assimilation) and will have sev-
eral different outcomes: Some contemporary immigrant groups will integrate into the middle-class 
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mainstream, but others will be permanently mired in the impoverished, alienated, and marginalized 
segments of racial and ethnic minority groups. Still others may form close-knit enclaves based on their 
traditional cultures and become successful in America by resisting the forces of acculturation (Portes 
& Rumbaut, 2001).

In stark contrast, other theorists believe that the traditional perspective on assimilation remains 
relevant and that contemporary immigrant groups will follow the established pathways of mobility and 
assimilation. Of course, the process varies by group and location, but even the groups that are the most 
impoverished and marginalized today will, eventually, move into mainstream society.

Is the United States growing more tolerant of diversity, more open and equal? If so, this would seem 
to favor the traditionalist perspective. If not, this trend would clearly favor the segmented-assimilation 
hypothesis. Although we won’t resolve this debate, we’ll consider the traditional and segmented views 
on assimilation as a useful framework to understand the experiences of these groups (see Part 3).

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 16. What is segmented assimilation, and why is this an important concept? How would social class 
and gender relate to debates about whether contemporary assimilation is segmented?

IMPLICATIONS FOR EXAMINING DOMINANT–MINORITY RELATIONS

Chapters 1 and 2 introduced many of the concepts and themes that form the foundation of this book. 
Although the connections between the concepts are complex, we can summarize the key points so far.

First, we discussed the five components of minority group status in Chapter 1. Being in a minority 
group has much more to do with lack of power and the distribution of resources than with the size of 
the group. Additionally, we addressed themes of inequality and differentials in status in our discussion 
of prejudice, racism, and discrimination. To understand minority relations, we must examine some 
basic realities of human society: inequalities in wealth, prestige, and the distribution of power. To 
discuss changes in minority group status, we must be prepared to discuss changes in how society does 
business, makes decisions, and distributes education, income, police protection, jobs, health care, and 
other opportunities.

Second, we’ve raised questions about how the United States could develop. We’ve discussed assimi-
lation and pluralism, including their variations. For more than a century, social scientists have exten-
sively studied both paths. Additionally, political leaders, decision-makers, and citizens have discussed 
them. Yet, in many ways, Americans seem more divided than ever about which path the country should 
take. We’ll continue to analyze and evaluate both pathways throughout the book.

U.S. society currently faces a variety of crises, all of which are linked to patterns of assimilation, 
pluralism, and the distribution of power, equity, and injustice. Rising income inequality, access to 
health care during the COVID-19 pandemic, and police violence are just some of the “hot button” 
issues filling headlines, news broadcasts, and social media. How shall we approach these and similar 
issues? What policies are most likely to lead to a more just and fair society?

COMPARATIVE FOCUS
IMMIGRATION AND IRELAND

Just as the United States has been a major receiver of immigrants for the past 200 years, Ireland 
has been a major supplier. Mass migration from Ireland began with the potato famines of the 1840s 
and continued through the end of the 20th century, motivated by continuing hard times, political 
unrest, and unemployment. This mass out-migration—combined with the death toll of the fam-
ines—cut the 1840 Irish population of over eight million in half in a few decades. The population 
today is still only about 4.9 million.
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History rarely runs in straight lines. In the 1990s and into the 21st century, after nearly 200 years 
of supplying immigrants, Ireland (along with other nations of Northern and Western Europe) became 
a receiver. As Figure 2.4 shows, the number of newcomers entering Ireland soared between 1987 
and 2007, and the number of people leaving decreased. Around 2007, the trend reversed: The num-
ber of newcomers plummeted, and the historic pattern of out-migration reappeared. Then, in the 
most recent years, the pattern changed again as migration to Ireland increased and out-migration 
leveled off and began decreasing.

What explains these patterns? Fortunately, answers aren’t hard to find. The influx of immigrants 
starting in the late 1980s was largely a response to rapid economic growth. The Irish economy—the 
so-called Celtic Tiger—had entered a boom phase, spurred by investments from multinational cor-
porations and the benefits of joining the European Economic Union. Irish nationals who had left to 
seek work abroad returned home in large numbers, and people from Europe and other parts of the 
world also began arriving. Ireland also began receiving refugees and people seeking asylum from 
Africa, the Middle East, and other troubled areas.

The changes from 2007 to about 2012 have an equally obvious cause. The global economy fal-
tered badly in 2007, and the Irish economy followed suit. Banks failed, companies went bankrupt, 
the housing market collapsed, and jobs disappeared. The Irish returned to their historic role as a 
supplier of immigrants to other economies around the world. In recent years, the Irish economy 
recovered from the global Great Recession and migration patterns shifted accordingly. We should 
also note that recent immigration into Ireland is much more global and shares many characteristics 
with recent immigrants to the United States (O’Connell, 2016).

These migration patterns have created significant changes in Ireland. For example, the number 
of Irish of African and Asian descent has increased by a factor of 8 since 1996. (They are, respec-
tively, 1% and 2% of the total population.) Over the centuries, many diverse groups (e.g., Vikings, 
Spanish, and Anglo-Normans) have become part of Ireland but for the first time, the Irish are con-
sidering issues of racial diversity.

Questions to Consider
 1. What similarities can you see between immigration to Ireland and immigration to the United 

States?
 2. Do you suppose that immigrants to Ireland will assimilate in the same way as immigrants 

to the United States? If you could travel to Ireland, what would be helpful to know about the 
assimilation process?
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FIGURE 2.4  ■   Migration Into and Out of Ireland, 1987–2020

Source: Central Statistics Office (Ireland) (2020).
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SUMMARY

We organize this summary to parallel the chapter’s Learning Objectives.
 2.1 Explain types of assimilation, including Anglo-conformity, the “melting pot,” and the 

“traditional” model of assimilation. How does human capital theory relate to each of these types?
Assimilation is one broad pathway of development for intergroup relations. In the United 

States, assimilation hasn’t followed the melting pot model (where people from different groups 
contribute fairly equally to a new culture). Instead, Anglo-conformity (or Americanization) has 
been the dominant model. Gordon theorized that assimilation occurs in stages: acculturation, 
integration at the secondary and primary levels, and intermarriage. He saw integration as the 
most crucial. Human capital theory is a perspective on social mobility that stresses individual 
effort and is especially compatible with the traditional model of assimilation.

 2.2 Explain types of pluralism, including cultural pluralism and structural pluralism.
Pluralism is a second broad pathway of development for group relations. Under pluralism, 

group differences remain over time. In cultural (or “full”) pluralism, groups differ both culturally 
and structurally. Under structural pluralism, groups share essentially the same culture but occupy 
different locations in the social structure.

 2.3 Discuss and explain other group relationships such as separatism.
Group relations other than assimilation and pluralism include separatism, revolution, forced 

migration and expulsion, genocide, and continued subjugation.

 2.4 Describe the timing, causes, and volume of European migration to the United States, and explain 
how those immigrants became “white ethnics.”

The period of mass European immigration stretched from the 1820s to the 1920s and 
included both “Old” (from Northern and Western Europe) and “New” (from Southern and 
Eastern Europe) phases. More than 30 million people made the journey from Europe to the 
United States during this time. People moved for many reasons, including the pursuit of religious 
and political freedom, but the underlying motive force was industrialization and urbanization. 
European immigrants were minority groups at first but, over a series of generations, assimilated, 
became upwardly mobile and integrated, and Americanized. Their experiences varied by religion, 
social class, gender, race, and the extent of sojourning. Generally, most groups followed the 
“traditional” model of assimilation (which was based on these groups).

 2.5 Understand the European patterns of assimilation and major variations in those patterns by social 
class, gender, and religion.

Assimilation for European immigrant groups generally followed a three-generation pattern, 
with the grandchildren of the original immigrants completing the process. Ethnic succession 
occurred when newly arrived groups of immigrants pushed older groups up the occupational 
structure in the occupational structure. The three major pathways of integration were politics, 
labor unions, and religion, but others included organized crime and sports. Structural mobility 
occurred as the American industrial economy matured and changed. Continuing mechanization 
and automation changed the sort of work, creating more opportunities in the middle-class, 
white-collar areas. The descendants of the immigrants were generally able to take advantage of 
expanding opportunities for education and move higher in the class structure than their parents 
and grandparents did. The experience of assimilation varied by the physical appearance of the 
group, its religion, social class, gender, and extent of sojourning.

 2.6 Describe the status of the descendants of European immigrants today, including the “twilight of 
white ethnicity.”

These groups are, on the average, at or above national norms for affluence and success. 
White ethnicity seems to be fading although it remains important for some. It also may be being 
absorbed into a broader sense of “whiteness” in racially divided America.
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 2.7 Analyze contemporary immigration using sociological concepts in this chapter. Explain how the 
traditional model of assimilation does or does not apply to contemporary immigrants.

Research is ongoing but, at least for some immigrant groups, assimilation today may be 
segmented and may have outcomes other than equality and acceptance. (We’ll consider these 
possibilities in Part 3.)

KEY TERMS

Acculturation
Americanization
Anti-Semitism
Assimilation
birds of passage
Capital-intensive technology
Cultural pluralism
Culture
Enclave minority group
Ethclass
Ethnic succession
Human capital theory
Industrial Revolution
Integration
Intermarriage
Labor-intensive production
Melting pot

Middleman minority group
Multiculturalism
New Immigration
Old Immigration
Pluralism
Primary sector
Protestant ethic
Race relations cycle
Revolution
Secondary sector
Segmented assimilation
Separatism
Social Structure
Structural mobility
Structural pluralism
Triple melting pot

APPLYING CONCEPTS

To practice using Gordon’s model of assimilation (see Table 2.1), we’ve written some questions about 
immigrant assimilation experiences to consider. Sociologists document social patterns. Yet each of you 
has a unique family history of one form or another. Therefore, we’ve provided you with some options 
based on what’s most appropriate for you:
 1. If you’re a third- or fourth-generation immigrant whose family came from Europe, you may 

be able to interview your grandparents or great-grandparents about your family’s assimilation 
experiences, which would make this exercise particularly meaningful, interesting, and fun.

 2. If your family immigrated from somewhere else and you have older family members that you can 
interview (e.g., grandparents, great-grandparents), ask them about their immigration experience.

 3. Interview older people that you know, such as teachers or neighbors. Imagine what answers a 
third- or fourth-generation immigrant might say based on what you’ve learned.

Next, identify which part of Gordon’s model each question tests. If you think of other questions that 
would fit, consider them, too. Place the letter of each question in the appropriate row of the box.

 A. What language did you speak at home when you were growing up?

 B. What was your total household income last year?

 C. (If married/partnered) Does your spouse/partner share your religious faith?

 D. (If married/partnered) Does your spouse/partner share your ethnic background?

 E. Did your parents have the same ethnic background? How about your grandparents?

 F. Did you vote in the most recent presidential election?
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 G. What percentage of your friends share your ethnic background?

 H. What percentage of your friends share your religious faith?

 I. What is the highest level of education you have achieved?

 J. Have family names changed or become Americanized? If so, what was the original name and 
what did it become? If you feel comfortable sharing, explain how and why that change occurred?

Stage Items A–J

Acculturation

Integration (secondary level)

Integration (primary level)

Marital assimilation

See the answers after the Review Questions.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

 1. Summarize Gordon’s model of assimilation. Identify and explain each stage and how the stages 
are related. Use Gordo’s model to explain Table 2.2.

 2. Explain this statement: “Human capital theory is not so much wrong as it is incomplete.” What 
are the strengths and weaknesses of human capital theory? Consider underlying assumptions in 
your answer.

 3. Explain how and why people’s experience of assimilation can vary.

 4. Define pluralism and explain how it differs from assimilation. Why has interest in pluralism 
increased? Explain the difference between structural and cultural pluralism and give examples of 
each. Describe enclave minority groups in terms of pluralism and in terms of Gordon’s model of 
assimilation. How have contemporary theorists added to the concept of pluralism?

 5. Define and explain segmented assimilation. Then, explain how it differs from Gordon’s model. 
What evidence suggests that assimilation for recent immigrants isn’t segmented? What is the 
significance of this debate for the future of American society? For other minority groups (e.g., 
Black Americans)? For immigrants?

 6. Do American theories and understandings of assimilation apply to Ireland? Do you think that 
immigrants to Ireland would assimilate similarly to immigrants to the United States? To answer, 
what questions would you ask about the assimilation process there?

ANSWERS TO APPLYING CONCEPTS

Stage Items

Acculturation A, J

Integration (secondary level) B, F, I

Integration (primary level) G, H

Marital assimilation C, D, E

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



Chapter 2 • Assimilation and Pluralism  43

Healey_9e_02.indd Page 43 07/02/22  9:23 AM

ENDNOTES

 1 This name is a reference to Peter Pan and the “lost boys” who took care of one another in Never Never 
Land. The name is problematic because it linguistically erases girls. Interviews with the refugees 
suggest mixed appeal. A common negative response was like this one, “I don’t like the name because 
we are not lost. Being called lost means that you don’t know where you come from. If I were to change 
the name I would make it the ‘Young Generation of Sudan.’” (Muhindi & Nyakato, 2002, p. 12).

 2 This phrase comes from Alba (1990).
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UNDERSTANDING 
DOMINANT–MINORITY 

RELATIONS IN THE 
UNITED STATES TODAY

Chapter 6 Black Americans

Chapter 7 Native Americans

Chapter 8 Hispanic Americans

Chapter 9 Asian Americans

Chapter 10 New Americans, Assimilation, and Old Challenges

In Part 3, we’ll emphasize the current situation of American racial and ethnic minority groups 
and investigate how contemporary intergroup relations developed. We’ll explore how minority and 

dominant groups respond to each other and to a changing society. Additionally, we’ll examine how 
minority groups define and pursue their self-interests in interactions with other groups and within the 
broader society, including its culture and social institutions.

We’ll continue using the themes and ideas from earlier chapters to analyze the current situation 
of specific minority groups. (We’ll call these case studies.) Additionally, we’ve organized Chapters 
to roughly follow the Blauner hypothesis. That is, colonized groups (e.g., Black Americans, Native 
Americans) come first, followed by Hispanic Americans, who were created by colonization in the 
19th century and have been largely shaped by immigration in more recent years. Finally, we consider 
minority groups created by immigration, Asian Americans and (Chapter 9) and other “New Americans 
(Chapter 10)

The history and present conditions of each minority group are unique; no groups have had the same 
experiences. To help identify and understand these differences, we use prior concepts together with a 
common comparative frame of reference. We stress assimilation and pluralism; inequality and power; 
and prejudice, racism, and discrimination. For ease of comparison, the final sections of Chapters 6 
through 9 use the same headings and subheadings, in the same order.

Much of the conceptual frame of reference that we’ll use to analyze the upcoming case studies 
can be summarized in seven themes. You’ve already learned the first six; you’ll learn the last theme in 
Chapters 6 through 9.

 1. Consistent with the Noel hypothesis, the present conditions of America’s minority groups 
reflect their contact situations, especially the nature of their competition with the dominant 
group (e.g., competition for land versus competition for labor) and the size of the group power 
differential at first contact.

 2. Consistent with the Blauner hypothesis, minority groups created by colonization experience 
economic and political inequalities that have lasted longer and been more severe than those 
experienced by groups created through immigration.

3
PART  
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2   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

 3. Power and economic differentials and barriers to upward mobility are especially pronounced 
for groups identified by racial or physical characteristics as opposed to cultural or linguistic 
traits.

 4. Consistent with themes in Chapters 4 and 5, dominant–minority relations reflect the 
economic and political characteristics of the larger society and change as those characteristics 
change. Changes in the subsistence technology of the larger society are particularly 
significant. The shift from a manufacturing to a service economy (deindustrialization) is a key 
factor shaping contemporary dominant–minority relations.

 5. As you learned in Chapter 3, the “mood” of the dominant group over the past four decades 
combines a rejection of blatant racism with the belief that the modern United States is non-
discriminatory and that success is attainable for all who are willing to work hard enough. It 
is also common for dominant-group Americans to believe that further reforms of the larger 
society or special programs or treatment for minorities are unnecessary and unjustified. 
Efforts to address contemporary minority-group problems must deal with the pervasive 
“modern racism” of the dominant group.

 6. The development of group relations, both in the past and for the future, can be analyzed in 
terms of assimilation (more similarity) and pluralism (more diversity). Group relations in 
the past (e.g., the degree of assimilation allowed or required of the minority group) mainly 
reflected the dominant group’s needs and wishes. Although the pressure for Americanization 
is still considerable, more flexibility and variety exist in group relations today.

 7. Since World War II, minority groups have gained significantly more control over the direction 
of group relations. This trend reflects the decline of traditional prejudice in America as well 
as minority groups’ successful efforts to protest, resist, and change patterns of exclusion and 
domination. These successes have occurred, in large part, because minority groups have 
increased their political and economic resources.
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3

6 BLACK AMERICANS
From Segregation to Modern Racism 
and Institutional Discrimination

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to do the following:

 6.1 Explain the forces that led to the end of de jure segregation, including relevant 
organizations, leaders, and legal changes.

 6.2 Compare and contrast the Civil Rights Movement with the Black Power Movement.

 6.3 Explain the most important issues and trends pertaining to Black–white relations since the 
1960s, including: the many dimensions of the continuing separation of Blacks and whites, 
the relationship between the criminal justice system and the Black community, class 
inequality within the Black community, family forms and family as a social institution, 
new racial identities, prejudice, and individual and institutional forms of discrimination.

 6.4 Analyze the contemporary situation for Black Americans using the concepts of 
assimilation and pluralism, especially in terms of acculturation, secondary structural 
assimilation, and primary structural assimilation.

 6.5 Use sociological concepts and evidence from the chapter to evaluate the overall situation 
for Black Americans today. Evaluate the progress made compared with remaining 
problems.

When I was out with my oldest daughter, who’s [four years old], we were in a shopping mall, in a 
garage in Los Angeles . and there was a lady, who was with her husband. And I could tell they were 
just really nervous around me. And then we went to an ATM—I had to get some money—and 
there’s another couple and I heard the woman say “Hurry up, let’s go, let’s go.” Like I was going to rob 
them, and my daughter was all like “What happened dad? What was that all about?” And I have to 
go into this conversation, “Well honey, sometimes people look at the color of my skin and they think I 
am a threat to them.”

Sometimes if I am walking down a street or something, I am whistling Frozen songs just to prove 
that “Hey I have kids, I am not a threat to you. I just want to go home to my family.” So often people 
just view this as, “Oh gosh, you’re just whining,” or “they are just making excuses or pulling out some 
mythical race card that doesn’t exist.” This is a real thing.

 —Doyin Richards (a blogger who writes about fathers and fathering)

It’s like we are seen as animals. Treated like animals. It’s not easy.

 —William Jones (high-end retail worker)
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[I was] walking home in my beautiful upper-middle-class neighborhood in DC, when the cops start 
following me—kind of like this cat-and-mouse thing. They are in their car, and you know, every 
time I move, they move. And we get up to my house and I just stop on the street and say, “What are 
you doing?” And then they say, “What are you doing?” I say, “I live here.” They say, “Prove it.” They 
made me go to my porch, and then when I got there I said, “You know what, I don’t have to prove 
anything.” I knew this because I am a law professor. They said, “We are not leaving until you go in 
the house, because we think you’re a burglar.” I say, “You’re doing this because I am Black.” They 
said, “No, we are not, we’re Black too,” and that was true. These were African American officers. 
Even they were [racially] profiling me, another Black man.

 —Paul Butler (law professor)

Every day, I live and operate with that feeling of fragility, that feeling that I could be taken out at 
any time. I am a chokehold away from being Eric Garner.

 —Ben Saunders (psychology professor)

These opening narratives describe a common experience for African American men—being seen by 
others as a threat or an outsider, guilty of something without reason. These perceptions are strikingly 
similar to the stereotypes about Black men under slavery and Jim Crow. Why do they persist? What are 
the consequences?

Shopkeepers watch Black boys and men with special attention; police routinely stop, question, and 
frisk them; and pedestrians may cross the street when they see a Black man approaching. People think 
Black men are bigger than white men of comparable size (Wilson et al., 2017). They view Black boys 
over the age of 10 as older than they are—by about 4.5 years—and “less innocent” than other children 
(Goff et al., 2014; Williams, 2019).

At school, teachers and administers punish Black boys more often and more harshly than white 
boys, even for the same behaviors. Administrators are more likely to suspend and expel Black children, 
even preschoolers, compared to white children (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 
2014). Even Black boys with disabilities are disproportionately restrained at school compared with 
white boys with disabilities (Lewin, 2012; research about Black girls and women report similar find-
ings; see Meyerson, 2017). For example, in 2021 Florida passed the Kaia Rolle Act to prohibit the arrest 
of children less than 7 years of age. The act was named after Kaia Rolle, a six-year-old girl, who was 
zipped-tied, finger-printed and arrested, for having a medically related tantrum at school (Deaderick, 
2021).

Sometimes the price is quite high. The news is filled with cases in which interactions, shaped 
by presumptions, have escalated quickly and turned violent. One of the most recent such incidents 
occurred in Minneapolis in 2020 when George Floyd, an African American, was arrested and killed by 
Derek Chauvin, a white police officer, who kept his knee on Floyd’s neck for more than nine minutes. 
A video showed Floyd saying that he couldn’t breathe 28 times (International Commission of Inquiry, 
2021). A jury found Chauvin guilty of second- and third-degree murder as well as second-degree man-
slaughter (Eligon et al., 2021). Floyd’s murder echoed Eric Garner’s words in 2014. As with Garner, 
Floyd’s death spurred nation-wide protests. Widely referred to as a “racial reckoning” Floyd’s death 
continues to shed light on issues of policing that we’ll discuss later in this chapter.

Black Americans are all-too-aware of these perceptions and incidents which take an emotional 
and physical toll (Butler, 2018; Davis et al., 2015). These situations demonstrate that on many levels, 
people (especially whites) continue to see Black Americans as outsiders, apart from and alien to the 
(white) American mainstream. Certainly, America has made progress toward racial justice and inclu-
sion. However, as this chapter will show, Black Americans still suffer from race-based inequalities that 
are deeply rooted in the past. Thus, America’s struggle for racial equality is far from over. Where do we 
begin if we want to make changes toward equality and equity?
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At the start of the 20th century, Black Americans primarily lived in the rural South. Jim Crow 
stripped away the legal and civil rights that they briefly enjoyed during Reconstruction (1865–1877). 
They had limited access to quality education and had few occupational choices. Whites exploited them 
through the sharecropping system and blocked them from the better paying industrial jobs in urban 
areas. Additionally, Black Americans had few political rights and few ways to express their concerns 
and grievances to the larger society or to the world.

Since then, the United States has seen greater equality between the dominant and minority groups, 
including Black Americans. The election of Barack Obama as president of the United States in 2008 
and 2012 is, perhaps, the single most significant sign of progress. If we take a “glass half-full” perspec-
tive, we see signs of improvement in most areas of social life. For example, Black Americans are earn-
ing advanced degrees in greater numbers than ever before and are employed in diverse occupations. 
They’ve reached the highest levels of society, serving on the Supreme Court and in other important 
government positions, leading some of the most important corporations (e.g., American Express, Time 
Warner), and teaching at our most prestigious universities. Some of the best known, most success-
ful, most respected people in the world are African American: Martin Luther King Jr. (civil rights 
leader), Maya Angelou (writer), Thurgood Marshall (Supreme Court Justice), Beyoncé (entertainer), 
Muhammad Ali (athlete/activist), Serena and Venus Williams (athletes/entrepreneurs), Colin Powell 
(Secretary of State), Shirley Chisolm (congressperson/activist) August Wilson (playwright), Oprah 
Winfrey (media mogul), Ta-Nehisi Coates (scholar/writer), Michelle Obama (former First Lady/
author) and Toni Morrison (Pulitzer prize–winning author), to name a few.

Additionally, Black Americans continue to break barriers. For example, in 2012, Ana Duverney 
became the first Black woman to win the Best Director award at Sundance Film Festival (Hall & 
Renee, 2016). In 2015, Misty Copeland became the first African American woman to become the 
lead dancer for the world-renowned American Ballet Theatre (“Misty Copeland, Top 100,” 2016). 
That same year, Vincent R. Stewart became the first African American director of the U.S. Defense 
Intelligence Agency, Loretta Lynch became the first Black woman to serve as the U.S. attorney general 
(Chung, 2015), and Michael Curry became the first Black presiding bishop of the Episcopal church 
(Associated Press, 2005). In 2016, Maurice Ashley became the first African American grandmaster 
nominated to the U.S. Chess Hall of Fame. Simone Biles won four gold medals (and a bronze medal) 
in women’s gymnastics—the first American woman to do so at a single Olympic game (Hall & Renee, 
2016). In 2018, Stacey Abrams became the first African American woman nominated for state gover-
nor by a major party. Finally, in 2021, Kamala Harris became the first Black (and Asian) woman vice 
president of the United States.

Compared with 200 years ago, Black Americans’ lives are much improved. However, social sci-
entists caution against using a few examples, such as those listed above, as evidence of larger societal 
trends. As you’ll see, the journey to racial equality is far from accomplished. A large percentage of Black 
Americans continue to experience exclusion, discrimination, and persistent inequalities in education, 
health care, housing, employment, and other areas of social life. They have fewer resources to fall back 
on in challenging times and weaker connections to the sources of power and privilege. The glittering 
success stories of the most famous Black Americans obscure the significant problems faced by many 
others.

To understand contemporary Black–white relations, you must understand the watershed events 
of the recent past: the end of de jure segregation, the triumphs (and limitations) of the Civil Rights 
Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, the urban riots and Black Power Movement of the 1960s, and 
the continuing racial divisions within U.S. society since the 1970s. Behind these events were power-
ful pressures of industrialization and modernization: the shift from rigid to fluid competitive group 
relations, deindustrialization, modern institutional discrimination, changing distributions of power 
and forms of intergroup competition, the shift from traditional prejudice to modern racism, and ideas 
about assimilation and pluralism. In general, you’ll see that Black–white relations changed as a direct 
result of resistance, protest, and the concerted actions of thousands of people of all races and ethnicities.

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



6   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

THE END OF DE JURE SEGREGATION

As a colonized minority group, Black Americans entered the 20th century facing extreme inequality, 
relative powerlessness, and sharp limitations on their freedom. Their most visible enemy was the system 
of de jure segregation in the South, the rigid competitive system of group relations that controlled most 
Black Americans’ lives.

Why and how did de jure segregation—segregation by law—end? Recall from Chapter 5 that 
dominant–minority relationships change as the larger society and its subsistence technology change. 
As America industrialized and urbanized during the 20th century, a series of social, political, eco-
nomic, and legal processes were set in motion that ultimately destroyed Jim Crow segregation.

The mechanization and modernization of agriculture in the South had a powerful effect on race 
relations. As machines replaced people, farm work became less labor intensive and landowners’ need for 
a large, powerless workforce declined (Geschwender, 1978). Thus, one of the primary motivations for 
Jim Crow segregation and the sharecropping system lost importance.

Additionally, the modernization of southern agriculture helped spur Black Americans’ migration 
northward and to southern urban areas. (See Chapter 5.) Outside the rural South, it was easier for 
Black Americans to vote and to pursue different avenues for improving their lives. The power of the 
growing African American vote was first felt in the 1930s and was significant enough to have influ-
ence in local, state, and even national elections by the 1940s. In 1948, for example, President Harry 
Truman recognized that he couldn’t be reelected without the support of African American voters. 
Therefore, the Democratic Party adopted a civil rights plank in the party platform—the first time 
since Reconstruction that a national political party had taken a stand on race relations (Wilson, 1973, 
p. 123).

The weight of these changes accumulated slowly. De jure segregation ended as it had begun: gradu-
ally and in a series of discrete events. By the mid-20th century, white resistance to racial change was 
weakening and the power resources of Black Americans were increasing. This enhanced freedom and 
strength fueled many efforts that hastened the demise of Jim Crow segregation. Understanding why 
Jim Crow segregation ended is essential to understanding modern Black–white group relations.

Wartime Developments
One of the first successful applications of the growing stock of Black power resources occurred in 1941, 
as America was mobilizing for war against Germany, Italy, and Japan. Despite the crisis atmosphere, 
racial discrimination was common, even in the defense industry. A group of Black Americans, led by 
labor leader A. Philip Randolph, head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, threatened to march 
on Washington to protest discriminatory treatment (Brown, 2015).

To forestall the march, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed an executive order ban-
ning discrimination in defense-related industries and created a watchdog federal agency, the Fair 
Employment Practices Commission, to oversee compliance with the new policy (Franklin & Moss, 
1994; Geschwender, 1978). This was significant in two ways. First, a group of Black Americans had 
their grievances heard at the highest level of society and they succeeded in getting what they wanted. 
Underlying their effectiveness was the rising political and economic power of the African American 
community outside the South and the need to mobilize everyone for a world war. Second, the fed-
eral government made an unprecedented commitment to fair employment rights for Black Americans. 
This alliance between the federal government and Black Americans was tentative, but it foreshadowed 
some of the dynamics of racial change that would occur in the 1950s and 1960s.

The Civil Rights Movement
The Civil Rights Movement was a multifaceted campaign to end legalized segregation and amelio-
rate the massive inequalities experienced by Black Americans. The campaign lasted for decades and 
included courtroom battles, protest marches, education, voter registration drives, boycotts, and other 
forms of activism. We begin by looking at the movement’s successful challenge to legalized racial 
segregation.
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  7

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka
In 1954, the Supreme Court’s ruling on Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka delivered the single most 
powerful blow to de jure segregation. It reversed the Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896 (see Chapter 
5) and ruled that racially separate facilities are inherently unequal and, therefore, unconstitutional. 
Segregated school systems—and all other forms of legalized racial segregation—would have to end.

The landmark Brown decision was the culmination of decades of planning and effort by the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and individuals such as 
Thurgood Marshall, the NAACP’s chief counsel. (Marshall became a Supreme Court Justice in 
1967). The NAACP’s strategy was to dismantle Jim Crow laws by finding instances when an African 
American’s civil rights had been violated, then suing the relevant governmental agency.

The NCAAP intended for the impact of these lawsuits to extend far beyond each specific case. The 
goal was to persuade the courts to declare segregation unconstitutional not only in the specific instance 
being tried but also in all similar cases. The Brown (1954) decision was the ultimate triumph of this 
strategy. The significance of the Supreme Court’s decision was not that Linda Brown—the child in 
whose name the case was argued—would attend a different school or even that the Topeka, Kansas, 
school system would be integrated. Instead, the significance was the court’s rejection of the principle of 
de jure segregation in the South and, by extension, throughout America.

Southern states responded to Brown (1954) by mounting massive resistance campaigns, which 
allowed Jim Crow laws to remain on the books for years. Most white southerners strongly supported 
the system of racial privilege and attempted to forestall change through a variety of means, including 
violence and intimidation. The Ku Klux Klan (KKK), largely dormant since the late 1920s, reap-
peared, along with other racist terrorist groups such as the White Citizens’ Councils. White politi-
cians and other leaders competed with one another to express the most adamant statements of racist 
resistance (Wilson, 1973, p. 128). One locality, Prince Edward County in central Virginia, chose to 
close its public schools for five years rather than integrate them. During that time, white children 
attended private, segregated academies. The county provided no schooling for African American chil-
dren (Franklin, 1967, p. 644). If they wanted to attend school, they had to travel outside the county, but 
most Black families didn’t have the resources to send them.

A demonstration protesting school segregation organized by the NAACP.

Bettmann / Getty Images
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8   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

Nonviolent Direct Action Protest. The principle established by Brown (1954) was assimilationist: 
It ordered the dominant group to open its educational institutions freely and equally to all. Southern 
states and communities overwhelmingly rejected this principle. Centuries of racist tradition and privi-
lege were at stake and it would take considerable collective effort to overcome southern resistance. The 
central force in this struggle was a protest movement that many people trace to Montgomery, Alabama. 
There, in 1955, Rosa Parks was riding the bus home from work. The driver ordered her to surrender her 
seat to a white man. She refused, and the police arrested her for violating a local segregation ordinance.

Although Parks didn’t plan her civil disobedience that day, it didn’t “just happen.” She’d been 
fighting for equal rights as a member of the Montgomery chapter of the NAACP. When she joined 
the organization in 1943, she “was the only woman there” ( Theoharis, 2015, p. 17). She first served as 
the organization’s secretary, and over the next decade engaged in other types of activism, such as voter 
registration and documenting African Americans’ experiences of discrimination. Just months before 
her arrest, Parks attended a desegregation workshop at the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee (now 
called the Highlander Research and Education) (Theoharis, 2015).

But, it was her work for the NAACP in 1944 that helped lay the foundations for the powerful civil 
rights protest to come and, according to Parks, that motivated her actions on the bus that day. As you 
learned in Chapters 4 and 5, sexualized violence (or the threat of it) against enslaved women was a 
mechanism of social control in the antebellum South and it remained so under Jim Crow. In 1944, in 
Abbeville, Alabama, six white men stopped Recy Taylor and Fannie and West Daniels as they walked 
home from church. The men abducted Taylor, a 24-year-old African American woman, at gunpoint, 
took her to a secluded area, and raped her. The police identified the men but did not arrest them. Police 
did not arrange for a suspect lineup and Taylor could not identify the men by name. Though the case 
went to trial, the jury of white men deliberated only for a few minutes before finding the accused men 
“not guilty” (McGuire, 2010). After the trial, Taylor and her family received threats including an attack 
on their home. The case sent shockwaves through the Black community, so the NAACP sent Parks to 
investigate. The information she gathered helped inspire the Committee for Equal Justice to document 
African American women’s experience of violence at the hands of white men (McGuire, 2010, p. 13).

Although Parks says she did not plan her act of civil disobedience on the bus that day, her training 
and activism helped to prepare her for that moment. Her case galvanized the African American com-
munity, which organized a boycott of the city buses, with the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., the 
new minister of a local Baptist church, leading the boycott. However, it took collective, sustained effort 
to make the boycott successful. Participants set up carpools, shared taxis, and walked or biked to and 
from work, school, worship services, and other places—sometimes for miles. The boycott drew atten-
tion, sympathy, and resources from people across the world. They stayed off the buses for more than a 
year until the courts ruled that Alabama’s segregated city buses were unconstitutional

Many courageous individuals, before and after Parks, resisted similar treatment and participated 
in collective and individual nonviolent civil disobedience. For example, from 1905 to 1906, Black 
Americans in Nashville, Tennessee effectively boycotted the city’s streetcars (Cardona, 2015). And in 
1953, Blacks in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, successfully boycotted the city’s busses and created the model 
for the Montgomery boycott. Due to space limitations, we can’t name all the individuals who paved the 
way for the Montgomery bus boycott, but here are some:

	 •	 1946, Irene Morgan, age 27, was riding the bus back to Maryland after visiting her mother in 
Virginia. When the bus became crowded, the driver asked her to give up her seat; she refused 
saying that Virginia’s law didn’t apply to travel across states (Wormser, n.d.). A police officer 
got involved and grabbed Morgan, but she fought back. A court found her guilty. She paid 
the $100 fine for resisting arrest (equivalent to about $1,370 in 2021) but wouldn’t pay the 
$10 fine for violating segregation laws. The NAACP took her case before the Supreme Court 
(Morgan v. Virginia, 1946). Instead of arguing the case on the grounds of racial inequality, 
they contended that segregated seating on interstate travel violated the U.S. Constitution. The 
Court agreed, saying such practices were “an undue burden on commerce” (Pilgrim, 2007).

	 •	 Many southern private bus companies skirted this verdict by passing segregation rules. In 
1947, the Congress of Racial Equality organized to fight them. Sixteen men (eight Black and 
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  9

eight white) traveled by bus on a “Journey of Reconciliation.” The white men sat in the colored 
section and Black men sat in the white section. Some were arrested and jailed, including 
Bayard Rustin, a gay man, who was sentenced to 30 days on a chain gang. Ever the activist, 
he published a report about his horrific experience, which led to prison reforms. He would go 
on to become one of the movement’s leaders, and the group’s action became a model for the 
Freedom Rides (Rustin, 1947; Rustin, n.d.).

	 •	 1952—Sarah Louise Keys was traveling across state lines by bus, sitting toward the front. 
When a new driver boarded, he asked her to move. When she refused, the driver had the other 
passengers get on a different bus. Local law enforcement arrested, fined, and jailed Keys, and 
a North Carolina court upheld her conviction. The NAACP took her case before the Supreme 
Court (Sarah Keys v. Carolina Coach Company, 1955). Less than a week before Parks’s arrest, 
it ruled in Keys’s favor (Richardson & Luker, 2014, pp. 267–268). The case was heralded as a 
“symbol of a movement that cannot be held back” (McCabe & Roundtree, 2009, p. 154).

The movement’s central strategy was nonviolent direct action, which involved confronting de jure 
segregation head on, not in the courtroom or the state legislature but where people experienced it (e.g., 
busses, stores, theaters). The movement adopted principles of nonviolence based on Christian doctrine 
and the teachings of Mohandas K. Gandhi, Henry David Thoreau, and others. Dr. King (who earned 
his undergraduate degree in sociology) expressed this philosophy in numerous speeches and publica-
tions: People should confront the forces of evil rather than the people who were doing evil (see King, 
1958, 1963, 1968). The movement didn’t want to defeat or humiliate its enemies; it wanted to gain their 
support. As Dr. King (1958) said, it wasn’t a method for cowards; it required courage and discipline (pp. 
83–84).

The movement used different tactics, including sit-ins at segregated restaurants, protest marches, 
prayer meetings, and voter registration drives. The police and terrorist groups such as the KKK often 
responded to these efforts with brutal repression and violence. Protesters were routinely imprisoned and 
physically attacked not only by white bystanders and by police who used fists and billy clubs but also 
by police dogs, high-pressure water cannons, and tear gas. The violent resistance sometimes included 
murder, such as the 1963 bombing of a Black church in Birmingham, Alabama, which took the lives 
of four little girls, and the 1968 assassination of Dr. King. Resistance to racial equality was intense. It 
would take more than prayers and protests to end de jure segregation, and Congress finally provided 
the necessary tools to do so (see D’Angelo, 2001; Halberstam, 1998; Killian, 1975; King, 1958, 1963, 
1968; Lewis & D’Orso, 1999; Morris, 1984).

Rosa Parks is fingerprinted following her arrest for violating the 
Montgomery, Alabama, bus segregation law. The U.S. Congress later 
called her “the first lady of civil rights” and “the mother of the freedom 
movement.”

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division. LC-USZ62-109643.
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10   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

Landmark Legislation. The successes of the civil rights movement, combined with changing public 
opinion and the legal principles established by the Supreme Court, coalesced in the mid-1960s to 
stimulate the passage of two laws that ended Jim Crow. First, in 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson 
urged Congress to pass the Civil Rights Act (CRA). The law banned discrimination based on race, color, 
gender, religion, or national origin by publicly owned facilities (e.g., city pools), facilities open to the 
public (e.g., stores, theaters), and programs receiving federal aid (e.g., colleges).

Second was the 1965 Voting Rights Act (VRA), which required that federal, state, and local gov-
ernments treat all citizens equally in election practices. For example, it banned literacy tests, whites-
only primaries, poll taxes, property requirements, and other practices used to prevent Black Americans 
from registering to vote. The VRA gave the franchise back to Black Southerners for the first time since 
Reconstruction and laid the groundwork for increasing Black political power.

We cannot overstate the significance of these two laws for ending state-sponsored racial discrimi-
nation and furthering the nation’s commitment to equality and justice. The principles of the CRA are 
now firmly implanted in American culture and law, and the hypocrisies of the past that granted equal 
rights only to whites seem like hopelessly outdated relics.

Unlike the CRA, the VRA was specifically designed to remedy discriminatory practices occurring 
in specific states in the mid-1960s. Congress has renewed the VRA periodically, most recently in 2006, 
when it was extended with bipartisan support through 2031 (Hagler, 2015). However, in 2010, many 
states began creating new voting regulations that some argue diluted the progress made by the VRA.

The most significant change to the VRA happened in 2013, when the Supreme Court ruled that 
parts of it were unconstitutional because they violated the “fundamental principle of equal [state] sov-
ereignty” (see Shelby County v. Holder, 2013). The majority opinion also said that such protections were 
unnecessary because “things have changed dramatically” (Roberts, 2013). Justice Ginsberg (2013), 
writing for the minority, argued with this interpretation, saying the court’s decision was “like throwing 
away your umbrella in a rainstorm because you are not getting wet.” (We’ll consider implications of 
this decision in the section on political power.)

The Successes and Limitations of the Civil Rights Movement. Why did the Civil Rights 
Movement succeed? A comprehensive list of reasons would be lengthy; so, we’ll focus on important 
causes most consistent with the points we’ve made about dominant–minority relations throughout this 
book.

 1. Changing subsistence technology. The continuing industrialization and urbanization of 
America—and the South in particular—weakened Jim Crow’s rigid competitive system of 
minority group control and segregation. (See our discussion of the impact of the changing 
subsistence technology and the end of paternalistic controls in Chapter 5, including Table 
5.2.)

 2. An era of prosperity. Following World War II, America enjoyed a period of prosperity into 
the 1960s. Consistent with the Noel hypothesis, this was important because it reduced the 
intensity of intergroup competition, at least outside the South. During prosperous times, 
resistance to change weakens. If the economic “pie” is expanding, the “slices” that minority 
groups claim can increase without threatening to reduce anyone else’s portions, and prejudice 
generated by intergroup competition is held in check (see the Robber’s Cave experiment in 
Chapter 3). Thus, these good times muted the dominant group’s sense of threat sparked by the 
civil rights movement.

 3. Increasing resources in the Black community. Some economic prosperity of this era found its way 
into African American communities and increased their economic and political resources. 
Networks of independent organizations, owned and operated by Black Americans, were 
created or grew in size and power (e.g., colleges, businesses, churches). This increasingly 
elaborate infrastructure of the Black community included protest organizations such as the 
NAACP and provided material resources, leadership, and “people power” to lead the fight 
against discrimination.
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  11

 4. Assimilationist goals. The Civil Rights Movement demanded civil, legal, and political rights for 
Black Americans, but within a framework that emphasized liberty, equality, freedom, and fair 
treatment. Thus, many whites didn’t feel threatened by the movement’s philosophy and goals, 
which they saw as consistent with mainstream American values, especially in contrast to the 
intense, often violent resistance by southern whites.

 5. Coalitions. Black Southerners had few resources other than their numbers and courage. 
However, the perceived legitimacy of the movement’s goals created opportunities to form 
alliances with other groups such as white liberals, Jews, and college students. By mobilizing 
these groups’ resources (e.g., legitimacy, money, political power, labor power), Black 
Southerners were in a much stronger position to challenge their opposition.

 6. Mass media. Widespread sympathetic mass media coverage, particularly television, was 
crucial to the movement’s success. The frequent broadcasts of whites brutally attacking Black 
Americans protesting for equal rights outraged many Americans and reinforced the moral 
consensus needed to eventually reject traditional racial prejudice and Jim Crow segregation 
(see Chapter 3).

The Southern Civil Rights Movement ended de jure segregation, but its confrontational tactics, 
effective against Jim Crow, were less useful in fighting race-based inequalities such as the unequal 
distribution of opportunities and resources between whites and Blacks (such as jobs, wealth, political 
power, education, and other valued goods and services). These issues had long been the primary con-
cern of Black Americans outside the South and they’re what we’ll examine next.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 1. How did broad social changes help end Jim Crow segregation? How did individuals and organiza-
tions aid in this process? Which seems most important, and why?

 2. How did Supreme Court decisions or other legal changes affect segregation?

 3. How do the concepts of competition and power differentials in the Noel hypothesis apply to the 
demise of the Jim Crow system of segregation?

 4. Explain the important reasons for the success of the civil rights movement. Which seem most 
significant and why?

DEVELOPMENTS OUTSIDE THE SOUTH

De Facto Segregation
Chapter 5 discussed some of the difficulties that Black Americans encountered as they left the rural 
South, such as frequent discrimination by labor unions, employers, and white ethnic groups. Racial 
discrimination outside the South was less constant and less overt but still pervasive, especially in hous-
ing, education, and employment.

The pattern of racial separation and inequality outside the South during this time is called de facto 
(“in fact” or by practice) segregation. As opposed to Jim Crow or South African apartheid, no obvious 
or overt public laws mandated racial separation, but it existed all the same. Consider it as de jure segre-
gation in disguise.

Many people imagine that de facto segregation “just happens” as people choose where to live, work, 
shop, or worship—perhaps, for example, out of the desire to be with one’s “own kind.” However, this 
is not the case. De facto segregation results from intentionally racist decisions and actions by govern-
mental and quasi-governmental agencies, such as real estate boards, school boards, and zoning boards 
(see Massey & Denton, 1993, pp. 74–114; also see Loewen, 2005). When local and state authorities 
actively colluded with private citizens behind the scenes, ignored racist practices within their jurisdic-
tions, and “simply refrained from enforcing Black social, economic, and political rights so that private 
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12   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

discriminatory practices could do their work,” that was de facto segregation (Massey, 2007, p. 57). For 
example, shortly after World War I, the real estate board in Chicago, Illinois, adopted a policy requir-
ing its members, on penalty of “immediate expulsion,” to enforce racial residential segregation (Cohen 
& Taylor, 2000, p. 33; Rothstein, 2014, 2019). The city hadn’t passed any laws, but the result was the 
same: Whites treated Blacks unequally.

Black Americans outside the South faced more poverty, higher unemployment, and lower quality 
housing and schools than whites. Yet, there wasn’t an obvious equivalent to a Jim Crow system that 
was creating inequalities and, therefore, there was no obvious system to fight. The triumphs of the civil 
rights movement in the South had little impact on the lives of Blacks living elsewhere. In the 1960s, the 
African American community outside the South expressed its frustration over the slow pace of change 
in two main ways: urban unrest and the creation of a new movement that rose to prominence as the 
Civil Rights Movement began to fade.

Urban Unrest
Full racial equality continued to seem remote to many Black Americans living outside the South. In 
the mid-1960s, the frustration and anger within urban Black communities erupted into a series of vio-
lent uprisings. The riots began in the summer of 1965 in Watts, a Black neighborhood in Los Angeles, 
California.

Racial violence wasn’t a new phenomenon in America. Race “riots” had existed as early as the Civil 
War and sometimes included considerable violence. Earlier race riots involved whites attacking Black 
Americans, often invading and destroying Black neighborhoods (e.g., see D’Orso, 1996; Ellsworth, 
1982; Phillips, 2016)—for example, the Memphis massacre of 1866, Thibodaux massacre in 1887, 
and the Springfield Race Massacre of 1908. One of the most significant occurred over two days in 
1921, when whites destroyed the Greenwood District of Tulsa, Oklahoma, also known as “Black Wall 
Street.” Hundreds of people died, and many more were injured in the Tulsa Race Massacre. Most Black 
Americans’ homes were destroyed, as were their churches, businesses, a hospital, and other community 
buildings—1,200 buildings total (Oklahoma Commission to Study the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921, 2001, 
p. 12). However, the riots of the 1960s were different.

The urban unrest of the 1960s, in contrast, consisted largely of attacks by Black Americans against 
white-owned businesses operating in Black neighborhoods and against the police (almost all white), 
who they saw as an army of occupation and whose use of excessive force precipitated the riots (Conot, 
1967; Mozingo & Jennings, 2015; National Advisory Commission, 1968). For example, the 1965 
“Watts Rebellion” occurred after police stopped an African American man, Marquette Frye, on suspi-
cion of drunk driving (Alonso, 1998). The situation quickly escalated. (The police claimed that Frye 
resisted arrest. Frye said that when his mother tried to stop the police from impounding their vehicle, 
the police “roughed [her] up” and knocked him unconscious.) During the altercation, a large crowd 
gathered and quickly grew angry, viewing the situation as another example of excessive force by the 
police (United Press International, 1986). The riot lasted five days. More than $40,000,000 of prop-
erty was destroyed, 34 people died, 1,032 people were injured, and almost 4,000 people were arrested 
(Alonso, 1998; Hinton, 2016, pp. 68–72).

Housing discrimination against Blacks (and others) contributed to massive overcrowding in Watts 
and other minority neighborhoods. Remember from Chapter 5 that approximately 1.6 million Black 
Americans left the South to live elsewhere in the country during the first wave of the Great Migration. 
Millions more left during the second wave that began in 1940. Between 1940 in 1965, the Black popu-
lation of Los Angeles increased almost 5.5 times (Simpson, 2012).

Like other parts of the country, Los Angeles was racially segregated due to redlining and other 
housing-related discrimination (e.g., higher rents for minorities). Additionally, real estate covenants 
barred people of color from renting or buying certain properties. Thus, in 1940, Black Americans (and 
other racial/ethnic minorities) had to live in only 5% of residential Los Angeles, creating significant 
overcrowding in those parts of the city (Alonso, 1998; Mozingo & Jennings, 2015; Redford, 2017).

As more Black Americans (and Asians and Hispanics) moved into Los Angeles, pressures to find 
housing increased. Minorities tried moving into other neighborhoods but were subjected to violence or 
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  13

threats of violence (e.g., cross burnings) from whites who wanted to keep them out of “their” neighbor-
hoods. During this time, the Los Angeles suburbs grew as record numbers of white families left the city 
because people of color were moving in. This phenomenon, called white flight, also occurred through-
out the country (see Logan et al., 2017; Woldoff, 2011).

The Rumford Fair Housing Act of 1963 made it illegal for property owners to deny housing to 
anyone because of race, ethnicity, gender, physical ability, religion, and so on. However, in 1964, 
Californians approved Proposition 14, which gave property owners the right to “decline to sell, lease or 
rent such property to such person or persons as he, in his absolute discretion, chooses” (Brilliant, 2010, 
p. 193; Dougherty, 2019). Though the courts ruled Proposition 14 unconstitutional in 1966, “Prop 14” 
made it harder for people of color (and others) to find housing. Because it contributed to the extreme 
pressure facing the Watts community, it also contributed to the 1965 riots (Alonso, 1998; Gazzar, 2017; 
Theoharis, 2006, pp. 47–49).

MY GENDER IS BLACK
HARI ZIYAD

Hari Ziyad is a 2021 Lambda Literary Fellow and the best-selling author of Black Boy Out of Time. 
Ziyad has published in a variety of outlets, including Critical Ethnic Studies, Vanity Fair, Salon, The 
Guardian, Ebony, Out, and Slate. Formerly the managing editor of the Black Youth Project, Ziyad now 
works as the editor-in-chief of RaceBaitr, an online platform that explores intersections of race and 
gender, among other topics. In this Narrative Portrait, Ziyad reflects on how constructions of race 
and gender are connected—and confining. As such, he calls for new ways to embody Blackness and 
gender.

My gender is Black. Black gender and anyone who embraces its margins were never supposed 
to exist comfortably in this world in the first place, a world this boy was taught to try to become part 
of just like so many of us were––just like I was––even if he is destined always to fail.Black gender 
has not been used to indicate a shared womanhood or manhood with people within white society, 
but to highlight how Black people are out of step with womanhood and manhood. Black gender is 
always gender done wrong, done dysfunctionally, done in a way that is not “normal.”

Even if we didn’t have the language to describe this experience, all Black people have lived 
through it. This is why Black boys are hyper-criminalized just as Black girls and other Black non-
male children are made invisible when talking about the issues of Black children. But instead of 
accepting the impossibility of Black gender as reality, and using it to create a different, freer, under-
standings of Black being, we are pressured to force our way into categories that weren’t just not 
made for us, but designed specifically for our exclusion.

This pressure to salvage something of this anti-Black world rather than reject it fully is part of 
why we insist on going out of our way to “prove” a manhood and womanhood that was never ours to 
have in the first place at the expense of trans, non-binary, and queer Black folks alike.

Any attempt to fulfill gender roles as outlined outside of Blackness is not only ultimately futile 
in gaining Black people some sort of access to human treatment, but it also reinforces the violence 
against Black people who are attempting to build worlds that embrace their nonconformity.

To argue that “my gender is Black” is not to ignore our different experiences within Blackness, 
or to erase the unique struggles of different gender nonconforming individuals.

I am not saying that my experience is the same as a Black woman’s, or a Black trans person’s. 
I am simply trying to emphasize the importance of recognizing how none of us Black folk can 
“conform” to manhood and womanhood as those constructs have been formed, nor can we even 
“conform” to queer, trans and non-binary genders that way either––the way that makes the state 
recognize us as human.

“My gender is Black” is an argument that is rooted in the understanding that Blackness is not 
a race, and therefore could never be “race first.” . . . Blackness is that which is denied access to 
humanity, and thus Blackness is denied access to human gender/sexuality identities. Because the 
Black people we read as queer or as women epitomize this lack of access to gender uniquely, fore-
fronting Blackness is actually an attempt to bring these realities into the conversation about anti-
Blackness in a necessary way.

“My gender is Black” is also not an argument against using terms that dictate gender for Black 
folk.
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14   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

We are operating within a language that does not make room for us, and I understand that many 
times we just have to make do.

But part of creating space that does make room for Black people is acknowledging the way our 
current conception of gender is limited… This requires a (re)discovery of the ways we can relate to 
our selves and our bodies that are conducive to our freedom.

Gender identity under whiteness is a tool, not an end. How do we get to that end, that world in 
which all of our genders or lack thereof aren’t used as the basis for our inhuman treatment? That 
is the question.

Questions to Consider
 1. What is Ziyad’s argument? Do you agree with it? Why or why not?
 2. How do Ziyad’s relate to the Tizon’s Narrative Portrait in Chapter 9?
 3. How might people “create space” for the expression of Black gender?

The Black Power Movement
The urban riots of the 1960s were an unmistakable sign that the problems of race relations didn’t end 
with the death of Jim Crow segregation. Outside the South, the problems were different and neces-
sitated different solutions. While the Civil Rights Movement was celebrating its victory in the South, 
a new protest movement was rising in prominence. The Black Power Movement was a loose coalition 
of organizations and individuals that encompassed a variety of ideas and views, many that differed 
sharply from those of the civil rights movement. Most Black Power advocates rejected the Civil Rights 
Movement’s assimilationist goals, arguing that integration would cause Black Americans to become 
part of the very system that had oppressed, disenfranchised, and devalued them for centuries. Instead, 
Black Power groups embraced Black nationalism and celebrated Black identity, including African 
heritage, and encouraged racial pride, the latter exemplified by a popular saying of the day, “Black is 
beautiful!”

Most Black Power supporters believed that white racism and institutional discrimination, bur-
ied deep in the core of American culture and society, were the primary causes of racial inequality. 
They believed that to become truly empowered, Blacks would have to liberate themselves and become 
self-sufficient. They created alternate ways to meet their needs, such as urban farms and food co-ops, 
restaurants and other businesses, medical facilities, media, and schools—all owned and run by Black 
Americans.

The Black Panther Party (for Self-Defense) was one well-known expression of the Black Power 
movement. In the beginning (1966), it focused on creating armed, open carry street patrols to mon-
itor police and guard against police brutality, which had been frequent. The Panthers argued that 
every American had the right to own and carry a gun. (Their legal battles began to shift public atti-
tudes about the Second Amendment, which, until that time, was of extremely low importance to most 
Americans. See More Perfect, 2018.) As they gained national attention, the dominant image of militant 
Blacks with guns became equated with the broader Black Power movement and it frightened many 
Americans, especially whites, who remained largely unaware of the social programs (e.g., education, 
food security, and health care.) created by the Panthers and other Black Power organizations to improve 
the lives of Black Americans (see Brown, 2016; Potorti, 2017).

The Nation of Islam. The ideological roots of Black Power were centuries old. In the 1920s, Marcus 
Garvey popularized many of them. In the 1960s, the Nation of Islam (NOI), sometimes called Black 
Muslims, embraced and further developed them. The NOI is one of the best known and most militant 
organizations within the Black Power movement. They denounced the hypocrisy, greed, and racism 
they saw in the larger society and advocated staunch resistance to and racial separation from white 
America.

The Nation of Islam did more than talk. Pursuing the goals of autonomy and self-determination, 
members opened businesses in Black American neighborhoods and tried to deal only with Muslim-
owned Black companies. Their goal was to create a separate, independent Black-owned economy 
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  15

that would support and develop the Black American community by supplying jobs and creating capi-
tal that would allow them to expand their efforts (Essien-Udom, 1962; Lincoln, 1961; X. Malcolm, 
1964;Marable, 2011; Wolfenstein, 1993).

The NOI and other Black Power groups distinguished between racial separation and racial segrega-
tion. They viewed the former as empowering because, as a group, they’d grow stronger by becoming 
more autonomous. They saw the latter as a system of inequality controlled by the dominant group, 
which kept the Black community powerless. Thus, the Black Power groups worked to find ways in 
which Black Americans could develop their own resources and deal with the dominant group from 
a more powerful position, a strategy like the ethnic enclaves created by other minority groups (see 
Chapter 2).

Malcolm X was the best-known representative for the NOI and was one of the most charismatic 
figures of the 1960s. He powerfully articulated the values and goals of the Black Power movement. 
Born Malcolm Little, he converted to Islam while in prison. He rejected his “slave name” and adopted 
X to reflect his unknown heritage. Malcolm X became the group’s chief spokesperson and a well-known 
but threatening figure to many white Americans. After a dispute with Elijah Muhammad, the leader of 
the NOI, Malcolm X founded his own organization and continued to express and develop the ideas of 
Black nationalism. In 1965, like so many protest leaders of the era, someone assassinated him (Marable, 
2011).

Black Power leaders such as Malcolm X advocated autonomy, independence, and a pluralistic direc-
tion for the Black American protest movement. They saw the Black community as a colonized, exploited 
population that needed liberation from the unyielding racial oppression of white America, not integra-
tion into the system that oppressed them. In the 1970s, the group splintered into different factions. One 
sought greater assimilation into the dominant society. The other seems to have become more radicalized, 
leading to their classification by some as a hate group (Southern Poverty Law Center, n.d.).

PROTEST, POWER, AND PLURALISM

The Black Power Movement in 
Perspective
By the end of the 1960s, the riots had ended, and the 
most militant and dramatic manifestations of the 
Black Power Movement had faded. In many cases, the 
passion of Black Power activists was countered by the 
violence of the police and other agencies, such as the 
FBI. Many of the movement’s most powerful spokes-
people were dead, in jail, or in exile. America’s com-
mitment to racial change wavered and weakened as 
other concerns, such as the Vietnam War, competed 
for public attention. In 1968, Richard M. Nixon was 
elected president and indicated that his administration 
wouldn’t ally itself with the Black Protest Movement. 
The federal government’s commitment to racial equal-
ity decreased. The boiling turmoil of the mid-1960s 
faded, but the idea of Black Power had become thor-
oughly entrenched in the Black American community.

Some pluralistic themes of Black Power were a 
reaction to the failed assimilation and integration 
efforts of the 1950s and 1960s. Widely publicized court decisions had chipped away at racial inequali-
ties (e.g., Brown v. Board of Education). The government had passed legislation to foster equality (e.g., 
CRA, VRA). Presidents, congresspeople, ministers and rabbis, and other leaders had pledged support 
for racial equality. Yet, for many Black Americans, not much had changed. Their parents’ and grand-
parents’ problems continued to constrain their lives and many expected that these problems would 

Buildings burning during a riot in the Watts area of Los Angeles, 1965.

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, NYWT&S Collection, LC-USZ62-113642.
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16   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

affect their children’s lives, too. The Black Power ideology emerged from America’s failure to go beyond 
the repeal of Jim Crow and fully implement the promises of integration and equality.

Black nationalism, however, was more than simply a reaction to a failed dream. In the context of 
Black–white relations in the 1960s, the Black Power movement served many purposes. First, along 
with the civil rights movement, it offered new ways of defining what it meant to be Black in America 
and new ways of seeing Black Americans. The dominant cultural stereotypes of Black Americans 
emphasized their supposed laziness, irresponsibility, dangerousness, and inferiority. The Black Power 
movement rejected these ideas, emphasizing, instead, Black power, seriousness of purpose, intelligence, 
beauty, assertiveness, independence, and courage.

Second, Black Power served as a new rallying cry for solidarity and unified action. Following the 
success of the Civil Rights Movement, Black Power focused attention on America’s “unfinished busi-
ness”—continuing inequalities between Blacks and whites.

Finally, Black Power’s ideology offered an analysis of the problems of American race relations in the 
1960s. The civil rights movement had analyzed race relations in terms of integration, equality of oppor-
tunity, and an end to exclusion. After the demise of Jim Crow, that analysis became less relevant. A new 
language was needed to describe and analyze continuing racial inequality. Black Power argued that 
the continuing problems of American race relations were structural and institutional, not individual. 
Therefore, the next steps toward actualizing racial equality and justice would require a fundamental 
and far-reaching restructuring of society. Ultimately, most white Americans, as the beneficiaries of 
societal arrangements, didn’t support restructuring society. Thus, the necessary energy and commit-
ment had to come from Black Americans pursuing their own self-interests.

The nationalistic and pluralistic demands of the Black Power movement evoked a sense of threat 
and defensiveness in white society. By questioning the value of assimilation and celebrating a sepa-
rate African heritage equal in legitimacy with white European heritage, the Black Power movement 
raised questions about the worth and validity of Anglo-American values and norms. Many Black Power 
spokespersons condemned Anglo-American values fiercely and openly and implicated them in creat-
ing and maintaining a centuries-long system of racial repression. Today, more than 50 years after the 
successes of the Civil Rights Movement, many people still perceive the demands and critiques from the 
Black community as threatening.

Memphis sanitation workers on strike for better wages, working conditions, and dignity. Many had served the country 
fighting overseas yet returned to racial inequality as had Black soldiers before them who fought in the Civil War, World 
War I, and World War II. Whites, for example, often called them “boy.” The I AM A MAN signs speak to that indignity. Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr., who led the march, was assassinated just days after this photo was taken.

Bettmann / Getty Images
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  17

Gender and Black Protest
Paradoxically, the Civil Rights and Black Power Movement organizations accepted many of that era’s 
gender stereotypes (some of which remain); for example, that men are “naturally better” leaders or 
“more intelligent” than women. As in the larger society (e.g., workplaces, schools, places of worship), 
men dominated leadership positions and many members viewed women as men’s supporters, not equal 
partners, in the fight for racial equality. For example, when Rosa Parks joined the NAACP in 1943, 
the local leader, Edgar Nixon, reportedly said, “Women don’t need to be nowhere but the kitchen” 
(Theoharis, 2013, p. 28). However, he asked Parks to become the organization’s secretary a “woman’s 
job” that opened the door for her later activism. According to activist Gwendolyn Zoharah Simmons, 
even getting resources to do their work was challenging. Women “had to fight for resources” like “good 
typewriters and a good car because the guys would get first dibs on everything” (Simmons, 2011). The 
women challenged that sexism. For example, the women in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC) wrote position papers to protest their relegation to clerical positions and to being 
called “girls” (Andersen, 1993, p. 284; Dastagir, 2018).

Similarly, the NOI emphasized girls’ and women’s subservience, imposed a strict code of behavior 
(e.g., rules about clothing), and organized many activities by gender. Given the continuing failures of 
the Civil Rights Movement, some Black women viewed this “patriarchal bargain” with NOI as reason-
able, even desirable, if it led to safety, independence, and greater financial stability for themselves and 
Black Americans as a group (McDuffie, 2018; Taylor, 2017).

Thus, the battle against racism and the battle against sexism were separate struggles with separate, 
often contradictory agendas (Amott & Matthaei, 1991; Theoharis, 2013). Although often denied orga-
nizational leadership roles, Black women were key participants—many people view them as the back-
bone of both movements. When the protest movements began, Black American women were already 
heavily involved in communities and used their skills, intellect, creativity, and energy to further the 
cause of racial equality. Even if relegated to less glamorous but vital organizational work, Black women 
shaped how the movements developed (Evans, 1979; Taylor, 2017).

Fannie Lou Hamer, an Black American who became a prominent Civil Rights Movement leader, 
illustrates the importance of women’s activism. Born in 1917 to sharecropper parents, Hamer’s life was 
so circumscribed that until she attended her first rally at the beginning of the Cvil Rights Movement, 
she was unaware that Black Americans could—even theoretically—register to vote. The day after the 
rally, she quickly volunteered to register:

I guess if I’d had any sense I’d have been a little scared, but what was the point of being scared? 
The only thing they could do to me was kill me and it seemed like they’d been trying to do that 
a little bit at a time ever since I could remember. (Amistad Research Center, n.d.)

She devoted herself entirely to the Civil Rights Movement, helping to organize Mississippi’s 
Freedom Summer, for example. Later, she founded the Freedom Party, which successfully challenged 
the racially segregated Democratic Party and the all-white political structure of the state of Mississippi. 
Because of her activism, Hamer lost her job, was evicted from her house, and was jailed and beaten on 
several occasions (Brown, 2020; Evans, 1979; Hamer, 1967).

Much of the energy that motivated Black protest was forged in the depths of segregation and exclu-
sion, an oppressive system that affected all Black Americans. However, social class and gender signifi-
cantly shaped Black American’s lives. Black women experienced distinct multiple jeopardy created by 
the interlocking systems of racism and sexism combined with class (particularly within a capitalist 
economy; Jones, 1949; Stanford Social Innovation Review, 2019). As you’ll see in upcoming sections, 
those patterns still remain.
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18   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 5. How did de facto segregation differ from de jure segregation? Were the differences cosmetic or 
substantial? Explain.

 6. How and why did the Black Power Movement differ from the Civil Rights Movement?

 7. To what degree did the Black Power Movement succeed in achieving its goals? Explain.

 8. What were some of the important gender dimensions of Black protest movements?

 9. Compare women’s experiences under Jim Crow segregation with that of the antebellum South. 
How did they reflect the larger society?

 10. What were you most surprised to learn so far in this chapter? Why might that be useful to 
understand?

 11. Consider what you’ve learned so far throughout this book. What connections do you see between 
the past and present?

Fannie Lou Hamer, a leader of the Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi. Among 
other notable accomplishments, she founded the Freedom Party, which chal-
lenged the racially segregated state Democratic Party.

Bettmann / Getty Images
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  19

BLACK–WHITE RELATIONS SINCE THE 1960S: ISSUES AND TRENDS

Black–white relations have changed since the 1960s and the United States has taken steps toward 
reducing racial inequality and increasing integration. Barack Obama’s election to the presidency—
unimaginable just decades ago—stands as one unmistakable symbol of racial progress. Indeed, it was 
a breakthrough so stunning that many Americans claimed it meant the United States had become 
postracial and that race no longer influenced people’s lives. As you’ll see, that argument doesn’t hold up 
to evidence.

Without denying improvements, Americans must also recognize that progress in many areas has 
stagnated; basic patterns of Black inequality and white dominance persist. Remaining problems are 
deeply rooted in and inextricably mixed with the structure and operation of society. As in earlier eras, 
we can’t address contemporary racism and racial inequality apart from larger societal changes, espe-
cially changes in subsistence technology.

COMPARATIVE FOCUS
RACE IN ANOTHER AMERICA

One of the key characteristics of traditional American anti-Black prejudice is a simple two-race 
view: Everyone belongs to one and only one race; a person is either Black or white. At its core, this 
perspective suggests ideas about Black inferiority that were at the heart of the American system 
of slavery and Jim Crow segregation in the South. Southern states (and a few others) formalized 
this racial dichotomy in law and in custom, including the “one-drop rule.” If a person had any trace 
of Black ancestry, even “one drop” of “African blood,” the law defined them as Black and subjected 
them to all the related consequences of that label.

The dichotomous white/Black construction of race contrasts sharply with many other nations. 
Racial histories in Brazil and the United States are parallel in many ways. However, people in each 
country perceive race differently.

Most people in Brazil identify with one of about 10 racial categories, including branco (white), 
moreno (brown), moreno claro (light brown), claro (light), pardo (mixed race), and negro and preto 
(Black) (Monk, 2016; Petruccelli, 2015; Telles, 2004, p. 82). However, when the government asked 
people to describe their race in something equivalent to our census, they got 134 categories, includ-
ing “pinkish white,” “burnt yellow,” and “cinnamon,” among others (Garcia-Navarro, 2015).

Race is more fluid in Brazil. Qualities such as hair texture, eye color, ethnicity, and social class 
(e.g., education, occupation, income) affect one’s race in Brazil (Caldwell, 2008; Flavia et al., 2003). 

Pardo
(Mixed-race)

Black
+

White

Black
+

Indian

White
+

Indian

White
+

Japanese

Black
+

Indian
+

White

Mulatto Cafuzo
Caboclo
(Mamluk) Juçara Ainocô

Indian Black
Yellow

(Mongoloid Asian)
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FIGURE 6.1  ■   Main Ethnic Groups in Brazil

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Main_ethnic_groups_in_brazil.JPG
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20   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

For example, people with higher class status are considered “whiter” than those of lower status, 
regardless of their actual skin color (Bucciferro, 2015; Wade, 1997). Additionally, people may be 
seen as “whiter” simply by marrying a lighter skinned person (Freelon, 2017; Hernandez, 2007).

Past scholarship has likened Brazil to a racial utopia (Freyre, 1946) and Brazil has taken pride in 
being called a racial democracy. Yet, more expansive constructions of race don’t mean that Brazil 
is egalitarian if the construction of race connects whiteness to wealth, education, and success while 
associating Blackness with poverty, lack of refinement, and other negative qualities.

Prejudice, discrimination, and widespread racial inequalities remain a part of Brazilian soci-
ety. Brazilian sociologist Antonio Risério says, “It’s clear that racism exists in the United States. 
It’s clear that racism exists in Brazil. But they are distinct kinds of racism” (c.f. Reid, 2014, p. 181; 
Risério, 2007, p. 17). In Brazil, Black and multiracial Brazilians have higher illiteracy, unemploy-
ment, and poverty rates and are less likely to have access to a university education than white 
Brazilians (Bourcier, 2012; Gradín, 2007; IBGE News Agency, 2016; Saraiva, 2019). Additionally, they 
are more likely than whites to experience police-based violence (Salhani, 2015). Whites dominate 
the more prestigious and lucrative occupations and the leadership positions in the economy and in 
politics, while Black Brazilians are concentrated at the bottom of the class system, with multiracial 
people in between (Haan & Thorat, 2012; Marteleto, 2012). In short, Brazilian patterns mirror our 
own.

We’ll explore this topic further in Chapter 13. For now, consider these points:
	•	 The foundation for contemporary race relations in Brazil and the United States was laid in 

the distant past. The Portuguese, the colonial conquerors of Brazil, were mostly single men. 
They married women from other racial/ethnic groups and produced multiracial children. 
European settlers in the American colonies often already had families. For those that didn’t, 
miscegenation laws prevented intermarriage.

	•	 In Brazil, people didn’t equate slavery as thoroughly with race as in America, where slavery, 
Blackness, and inferiority were tightly linked in the dominant ideology. However, Brazilians did 
link “Blackness” with inferiority, which contributed to its somewhat fluid construction of race 
(including the tendency for people to “self-whiten”). Contemporary social inequalities reflect 
these racial ideologies.
After slavery ended, Brazil didn’t go through a period of legalized racial segregation, similar to 

the Jim Crow system in the American South or apartheid in South Africa. Since groups had always 
mingled, Brazil had a smoother societal transition after the end of slavery (“Affirming a Divide,” 
2012).

Question to Consider
 1. How would you explain the social constructions of race in America and Brazil?
 2. What do you think about the fluidity of racial categories in Brazil compared with those in the 

United States? What does that tell you about race as a social construct?

Continuing Separation
Just over 50 years ago, a presidential commission charged with investigating Black urban unrest 
warned that America was “moving towards two societies, one Black, one white, separate and unequal” 
(National Advisory Commission, 1968, p. 1). The phrase “moving towards” incorrectly suggests that 
America was racially unified at one time. Nevertheless, the warning seems prophetic.

Black Americans’ lives have improved in many ways (e.g., increasing education and wealth, greater 
political power, increased job opportunities) and contemporary race relations have improved. However, 
inequality and power differentials between Blacks and whites continue as the legacy of our past. In 
many ways, Black and white Americans still live in separate worlds, especially when we consider social 
class and residence. The Black urban poor lead lives that barely intersect with the lives of the affluent 
whites in suburbia.

The social construction of race, patterns of inequality, and power differentials between the two 
groups that are the legacy of our racist past structure everyday reality so that many white people see 
Black Americans as “invaders” pushing into areas where they “do not belong” and aren’t wanted. 
Sometimes, the reactions to these perceived intrusions are immediate and bloody, as you’ll learn later 
in the chapter. Sociological research suggests that attempts to exclude Black Americans remain part of 
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  21

everyday life. It can be intentional or unintentional, but the result is the same: profound negative effects 
for Black Americans that often lead to cumulative disadvantage. For example, you read about redlining 
practices that result in mortgage loans being denied to Black Americans or to Black Americans being 
charged much higher rates compared with white loan applicants with similar credit scores (see Chapter 
5). In 2016, the Department of Justice and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau brought charges 
against a Mississippi-based bank for its widespread discriminatory lending practices. Compared with 
white counterparts, the bank denied personal and business loans twice as often for Black American 
applicants than for comparable whites and charged Blacks higher percentage rates, costing them more 
over time and, potentially, making it harder to pay back their loans. Moreover, the bank “structur[ed] 
its business to avoid and discourage consumers in minority neighborhoods from accessing mortgages” 
(Lane, 2016).

Evidence of continuing racial separation that characterizes much of American society is abundant. 
For example, the files of the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) document 
many cases. The EEOC is charged with investigating and attempting to resolve charges of different 
types of discrimination (e.g., by race, gender, disability, age) related to hiring, unequal pay and promo-
tion, and hostile work environments. To illustrate, a 2012 case involving an environmental services 
company found that Black American employees were subjected to physical threats, implied threats via 
the repeated displays of nooses, disrespect, and disparagement by being repeatedly called the “N-word,” 
among other forms of harassment. Several plaintiffs claimed the company fired them because of their 
race. One supervisor said that he could fire that [racial slur] (“EEOC v. WRS Infrastructure,” 2012). 
Additionally, several white employees reported being harassed and fired in retaliation for supporting 
their Black American co-workers. As with many cases of discrimination, the company allowed this 
systemic, repeated discrimination. They didn’t acknowledge, prevent, or rectify it, even when notified 
by employees. Management even ignored the “extreme symbolism of a noose” intended to intimi-
date Black Americans. Lastly, they didn’t provide a “written policy forbidding racial harassment to its 
employees, post it at the job-site, or train the employees about what constitutes harassment and how 
to report it,” which allowed the harassment to continue (“EEOC v. WRS Infrastructure,” 2012). Many 
similar lawsuits have been brought forth in recent years including those against Bass Pro Outdoor 
World, Pepsi, Abercrombie & Fitch, BMW, Hillshire Brands (formerly Sara Lee), and Albertsons 
Grocery Stores (see U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, n.d.).

Many cases brought before the courts involve widespread institutional discrimination—discrimi-
nation built into organizational policies and procedures—rather than one individual discriminating 
against another. The largest class action racial discrimination lawsuit to date (Pigford v. Glickman) 
was brought before U.S. District Court for the District of Colombia in 1999 by 13,000 Black farmers 
who charged the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) with widespread discrimination between 
1983 and 1997. Evidence showed that the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) systematically 
discriminated against Black farmers in many ways. For example, it was much less likely to give loans 
to Black farmers to buy necessary farm supplies (e.g., equipment, fertilizer) and Black farmers had to 
wait three times as long for loan approval compared with white farmers who applied for similar loans. 
Additionally, the USDA often “supervised” Black farmers, requiring them to get an approval signature 
from a USDA official before taking their money out of the bank.

When one group is discriminated against, another group is advantaged—even if the group that 
benefits isn’t aware of their advantage and didn’t seek it. By some accounts, decades of preferential 
treatment for white farmers pushed Black farmers out of agriculture. Although USDA policies were 
“colorblind,” the loan application and approval process occurred at the county level. Evidence showed 
that although many of the counties had majority Black populations, almost no people of color were 
included on local county loan approval committees. The court awarded nearly $1 billion of payments 
to the farmers. However, because the suit didn’t include 70,000 Black farmers who had been affected, 
Congress approved another $1.2 billion in restitution payments in 2010.

While Barack Obama’s election inspired strong optimism about the future of race relations, the 
current mood is pessimistic, as national polls over the last two decades show. In 1996, more than half 
(54%) of the adults surveyed saw racism in America as a “big problem.” When Obama took office 
in 2009, that rate dropped dramatically to 26%. By 2015, people’s optimism had faded: 50% of the 
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22   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

respondents saw racism as a major problem, a rate that increased to 57% in 2017 (Neal, 2017). While 
both whites and Blacks expressed increasing concern about racism, the rate in 2017 was significantly 
higher for Blacks (81%) than for whites (52%) (Neal, 2017). Brenan (2020) has surveyed Americans 
about this issue since 2001. Their latest results show the lowest satisfaction levels to date with 65% of 
Americans dissatisfied with the treatment of Black people. Interestingly, Black Americans’ satisfaction 
ratings have remained consistently low over time. What appears to be driving the overall decrease in 
satisfaction are changing attitudes among white Americans. Their ratings dropped 10% since the last 
survey in 2018.

As full racial equality and integration continue to seem remote, frustration and anger run high 
among Blacks and whites, though sometimes for different reasons. (See our discussion about the differ-
ences in Black and white beliefs about race relations in Chapter 1.) Next, we’ll explore some signs of the 
continuing separation between Black and white Americans.

Continuing Separation: The Social Construction of Race, Difference, and Danger
Racial segregation still exists in some forms—in neighborhoods, schools, workplaces, and churches, 
for example. For Black Americans, segregation results in higher rates of unemployment, poverty, incar-
ceration, and lower rates of degree completion, home ownership, and voting.

“Living While Black” (LWB) describes a phenomenon that’s recently gained national attention 
because it illustrates continuing race-based exclusion or segregation. LWB occurs when whites feel 
concern, suspicion, or discomfort about Blacks and call the police as a result (Lockhart, 2018b). These 
reactions suggest that some whites feel, at least to some degree, that Black Americans don’t belong in 
particular places, which seems reminiscent of Jim Crow segregation (Billings, 2017).

Whites’ apprehension about Black people isn’t unfamiliar; what’s new about LWB is that (1) these 
interactions are typically documented with cell phone cameras and (2) the calls are about Black people 
doing everyday activities in “white spaces” where Blacks “are typically absent, not expected, or mar-
ginalized when present” (Anderson, 2015, p. 10). In 2018, for example, white people called the police 
about Black Americans eating at restaurants, moving into an apartment, working out, napping in a 
dorm’s common area, cashing a check at the bank, sitting in a coffee shop, barbequing, being at the 
pool, mowing a lawn in their neighborhood, golfing, delivering newspapers, checking out of an Airbnb 
rental, and calling someone from their hotel lobby ( Lockhart, 2018b; Nash, 2018; Patton & Farley, 
2018).

These examples may seem trivial to some people, but Anderson (2015, p. 15) argues that they 
reflect an attempt by white people to protect what they see as “theirs.” That assessment, if true, sug-
gests an underlying sense of tension and competition that’s at the root of prejudice and discrimination. 
Additionally, these examples indicate broader suspicions aimed at Black people. For example, 40% of 
Black Americans surveyed in 2017 as part of a national study reported people being afraid of them spe-
cifically because of their race. Ideas about men and masculinity magnified people’s fear of Black men. 
More than half of Black men (57%) reported people being fearful of them (NPR et al., 2017a, p. 10). 
Just 7% of white people and 11% of white men reported people being afraid of them due to their race 
(NPR et al., 2017c, p. 12). Similarly, a national survey in 2016 by the Pew Research Center found that 
almost half (47%) of the Black respondents thought someone had viewed them with suspicion because 
of their race at some point over the last year. These and other experiences are marginalizing and result 
in Blacks feeling the need to justify their existence (Lockhart, 2018a) and to carefully navigate pre-
dominantly white settings in particular (Anderson, 2018).

Some people might suggest that calling the police simply reflect a desire to stay safe. Others might 
propose that callers are trying to do good, not harm. We don’t have the intimate details of every case; 
besides, the callers, like most people, probably aren’t aware of their biases. We’d offer that these aren’t 
either/or situations (e.g., “they’re trying to help” or “they’re racist”) as much as those involving both/
and: People want to be safe and they’ve internalized stereotypes of Black people that were created hun-
dreds of years ago and that have largely gone unchallenged. It might be helpful to ask, why don’t whites 
call the police about Asian men or white women doing everyday activities? And why are there so many 
“white settings” to begin with?
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Although whites’ attitudes about Blacks have improved, the LWB phenomenon suggests two kinds 
of continuing separation between Blacks and whites. The first is at the level of abstract thinking and 
feeling, the other is in the physical world where people go about their daily lives. To create racial equal-
ity, we’ll have to address both.

Continuing Separation: Protests, Riots, and Activism
One major source of Black discontent and frustration for Black Americans (and others) involves police 
actions toward them. Several major police-related incidents have sparked violence and riots. One of the 
most widely publicized examples was incited by the 1991 beating of Rodney King by police officers in 
Los Angeles. National and international news outlets covered the incident widely, showing video of 
the police using a Taser and kicking and hitting King with a nightstick, while he lay on the ground. 
The video stunned the nation; in only 81 seconds, officers kicked or hit him 56 times (Matiash & 
Rothman, 2016; Sastry & Bates, 2017).

Four officers were charged with assault with a deadly weapon and use of excessive force. Contrary 
to most people’s expectations, an all-white jury acquitted them of most charges. On hearing word of 
the acquittals, communities in several cities erupted into violence. The worst disturbance occurred in 
the Watts section of Los Angeles—the same location as the 1965 Watts Rebellion. More than 60 people 
died and 2,300 were injured. More than 1,100 buildings, valued between $785 million and $1 billion, 
were destroyed. Police arrested about 12,000 people (Kim & Kim, 1999; Lee, 2015; Los Angeles Times 
Graphics Staff, 2017; Wilkens, 1992).

The 1992 riots illustrate two ingredients that have roused Black collective protest and violence 
since the 1960s: police behavior and the pervasiveness of recording devices. Today, cell phones and 
police cameras can supply important visual evidence about these interactions. Yet, focusing closely 
on micro-level interactions can distract from their social context. For example, in 2009 in Oakland, 
California, Oscar Grant, a 23-year-old Black man, was returning from New Year’s Eve celebrations. 
Police got reports of a fight on a subway train and detained several people. During the interaction, 
Officer Johannes Mehserle shot Grant in the back. Mehserle claimed that Grant was reaching for his 
waistband—possibly for a gun. Grant was unarmed. Videos of the situation went viral (J. McKinley, 
2009). Many people saw Grant’s death as intentional and unprovoked, since he appeared to be cooper-
ating. Yet, the court found Mehserle guilty of involuntary manslaughter and sentenced him to just two 
years in prison ( McKinley, 2010). The community—primarily Black Americans but also including 
whites, Asians, and Hispanics—responded with peaceful protests and violent rioting (Bulwa, 2010; 
Egelko, 2009).

In recent years, similar unrest has followed the police-related killings of Black Americans including 
(but not limited to):

	 •	 Eric Garner (July 17, 2014, in Staten Island, New York)

	 •	 Michael Brown (August 9, 2014, in Ferguson, Missouri)

	 •	 Tamir Rice (November 22, 2014, in Cleveland, Ohio)

	 •	 Walter Scott (April 4, 2015, in Charleston, South Carolina)

	 •	 Freddie Gray (April 12, 2015, in Baltimore, Maryland)

	 •	 Sandra Bland (July 13, 2015, in Hempstead, Texas)

	 •	 Philando Castile (July 6, 2016, in Falcon Heights, Minnesota)

	 •	 Terence Crutcher (September 16, 2016, in Tulsa, Oklahoma)

	 •	 Angel Viola Decarlo (December 18, 2018, in Hopewell, Virginia)

	 •	 Nina Adams (March 13, 2019, in Greensburg, Pennsylvania)

	 •	 Ariane McCree (November 23, 2019, in Chester, South Carolina)
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24   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

	 •	 Ahmaud Arbery (February 23, 2020, in Brunswick, Georgia)

	 •	 Breonna Taylor (March 13, 2020, in Louisville, Kentucky)

	 •	 George Floyd (May 25, 2020 in Minneapolis, Minnesota)

	 •	 Priscilla Slatter (June 10, 2020 in Harper Woods, Michigan)

	 •	 Casey Goodson Jr. (December 4, 2020 in Columbus, Ohio)

	 •	 Roger Allen (April 7, 2021 in Daly City, California)

	 •	 Anthony J. Thompson Jr. (April 12, 2021 in Knoxville, TN

The shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, sparked some of America’s most significant 
recent protests. The incident garnered international attention and led to investigations by Amnesty 
International, governmental agencies, and a host of independent researchers. Findings pointed to racial 
tensions within the predominately Black community that stemmed from persistent discrimination by 
members of a nearly all-white police (Lowery et al., 2014). The U.S. Department of Justice (2015) 
noted “a pattern or practice of unlawful conduct” within the police department.

Community members held a candlelight vigil on the evening of the shooting and several hundred 
went to the police headquarters, held their hands in the air, and chanted, “Hands up, don’t shoot” 
(Lurie, 2014). On the streets, the interaction between police and citizens escalated quickly. As the 
crowd grew, the police became concerned about unruly individuals; they responded by bringing in 
150 police officers with riot gear. Anger mounted and protestors vandalized vehicles, broke windows, 
looted stores, and confronted the police (Tribune Wire Reports, 2014). The police used riot gear and 
other crowd control tactics, to little avail. Missouri Governor Jay Nixon turned the situation over to the 
Missouri State Highway Patrol, who took a different approach. They arrived without riot gear, vowed 
not to block the streets, and promised to listen to people’s concerns (Hartmann, 2014).

Racial tensions in Ferguson persisted and smaller protests continued for several months. A grand 
jury heard evidence regarding the criminal liability of the police officer (Darren Wilson) who fired the 
fatal shot. The governor declared a state of emergency in anticipation of the verdict. When the grand 
jury didn’t indict officer Wilson, peaceful protests (and some angry clashes) resumed, lasting eight days 
and involving tens of thousands of people in 170 American cities, Canada, England, and elsewhere 
(Almasy & Yan, 2014a, 2014b). Activists had come to Ferguson from across the country, many on 
long bus trips that echoed the Freedom Rides of the 1960s. Protestors chanted “Black Lives Matter,” 
a phrase first used in 2013 after the death of Trayvon Martin to focus attention on anti-Black racism, 
especially “state-sanctioned violence” against Blacks (Black Lives Matter Global Network, n.d.).

As in earlier decades, discontent generated a new movement for racial equality: the Black Lives 
Matter (BLM) Global Network. The movement has adopted some philosophies and tactics from the 
Civil Rights and Black Power Movements, but it’s modified and expanded them with a modern, inter-
sectional approach. It seeks racial equality, but unlike earlier movements, it’s explicitly against sex-
ism, homophobia, and other forms of prejudice and discrimination. For example, the group sought to 
generate awareness about Black women killed by police or in police custody through #SayHerName 
(Jacobs, 2017; Tillery, 2019). Neal (2017) shows that as with prior movements, public opinion about 
BLM is mixed: 55% of Americans support the movement while 34% oppose it (Gale, 2020; Thomas & 
Horowitz, 2020).

In some ways, recent unrest mirrors the protests and riots that emerged from the civil rights move-
ment. The protests and mass violence were spontaneous and expressed diffuse but bitter discontent 
with the racial status quo. They signaled the continuing racial inequality, urban poverty and despair, 
and the reality of separate communities, unequal and hostile.

Continuing Separation: Envisioning the Past and Future
The shooting of Michael Brown became a conduit for societal discussions about race-related issues. One 
topic that continues to produce fierce debate concerns Civil War monuments and other Confederate-
related objects in public places such as parks, school grounds, and town squares.
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  25

Americans who disapprove of their presence say they represent a limited view of southern history 
that’s focused on only one perspective of the Civil War. Without sociohistorical context, like one might 
find in a museum, these objects symbolically honor the system of slavery and the people who supported 
it. For many, especially Black Americans, the continued presence of these objects, especially in public 
spaces, suggests formal, continuing approval of anti-Black racism and disregard for Black Americans 
(Agiesta, 2015). The mayor of New Orleans articulated these concerns in a speech about the city’s 
removal of its remaining Civil War monuments:

It immediately begs the questions, why there are no slave ship monuments, no prominent 
markers on public land to remember the lynchings or the slave blocks; nothing to remember 
this long chapter of our lives; the pain, the sacrifice, the shame . . . So for those self-appointed 
defenders of history and the monuments, they are eerily silent on what amounts to this histori-
cal malfeasance, a lie by omission. There is a difference between remembrance of history and 
reverence of it. (Landrieu, 2017)

Yet, meaning is subjective. Many Americans, especially southern whites, equate Confederate-era 
objects with “Southern pride.” They say this includes love of family, brotherhood, sacrifice in war, 
individualism, taking a stand, and the importance of honoring one’s ancestors. For them, keeping these 
objects in the public view is an important reminder of those ideals.

Generally, opinions about confederate symbols fall along racial lines. For example, in a 2015 survey, 
75% of southern whites called the Confederate flag “a symbol of pride.” The same amount of southern 
Black Americans (75%) saw it as “a symbol of racism” (Agiesta, 2015). These differing views are part of 
what fueled protests in 2015 after South Carolina decided to remove the Confederate flag from its State 
House grounds (Rosenblatt & Siemaszko, 2017), a decision hastened by Dylann Roof ’s killing of nine 
Black Americans at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston.

The flag’s placement at the capitol goes back to 1961, near the zenith of the civil rights movement. 
Until the 1940s, people rarely used the flag except in Civil War re-enactments, to honor the dead, or 
in Confederate veterans’ parades (Bruzgulis, 2015; Strother et al., 2017a, 2017b). However, its mean-
ing changed, and it surged in popularity after the “Dixiecrat revolt” of 1948 when white southerners 
walked out of the Democratic National Convention to protest the party’s 
civil rights goals and actions.

Whatever its historic meaning, the Confederate battle flag became a 
symbol of segregation. A “flag fad” broke out across the country (and in mil-
itary bases abroad), peaking between 1950 and 1952 when millions of flags 
in various forms (e.g., pins, cloth) were sold (Coski, 2009, p. 111). Some 
southern states began incorporating aspects of it into their state flags as vis-
ible reminders of their resistance to civil rights (Coski, 2009). These efforts 
increased with the decision in Brown v. the Board of Education. For exam-
ple, two years after Brown, Georgia changed its state flag to highlight the 
Confederate emblem. A proposal for its change suggested a desire to honor 
southern tradition, yet it didn’t mention the Civil War or Confederate sol-
diers as part of its motivation. Rather, it said that school integration was “an 
affront and challenge to [those] traditions” and it vowed “to protect and 
maintain the segregation of the races in our schools” (Strother et al., 2017b).

Instead of redesigning its state flag, South Carolina started flying the 
Confederate flag atop its statehouse in 1961, ostensibly to celebrate the 
Confederate War Centennial but also showing its segregationist stance. 
Some 50 odd years later, new civil rights activists would bring the flag down, 
in the spirit of joy and hope, amidst clamor and resentment, and as part of a 
continuing struggle between groups.

One of the most shocking instances of this contemporary struggle was 
in Charlottesville, Virginia, at a white nationalist (WN) rally in 2017. The 
gathering was one of the largest of its kind in America in decades. White 

Removal of Robert E. Lee statue in New Orleans in May 2017.

Infrogmation of New Orleans / Wikimedia Commons
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26   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

supremacist groups such as the KKK, neo-Nazis, neo-Confederates, the Proud Boys, and various mili-
tia came from around the country (Morlin, 2017).

Over the past few years, people have started calling these groups, collectively, the Alt-Right—as if 
they are merely an “alternative” choice. This label is part of a larger effort to become more mainstream. 
As such, at least one major group has replaced the swastikas on its uniforms and banners with the 
Odal Rune (ᛟ), a lesser-known Nazi symbol (Kovaleski et al., 2016). Most rally participants proudly 
displayed symbols of their group membership such as shields emblazoned with Iron or St. Andrew’s 
crosses, white robes and pointed hats, and, for many, confederate flags—in this context, an unmistak-
able symbol of white supremacy.

They planned to protest the scheduled removal of a Robert E. Lee statue from a local park, but 
the event was part of a larger mission to “Unite the Right”—specifically, to build a coalition of white 
Americans who, a century ago, would have felt divided due to ethnic heritage (e.g., Irish, French) or 
region (e.g., northerners, southerners). One speaker noted this upending of the historical pattern when 
he rhetorically pitted whites against nonwhites, saying, “We are all White, and that means we are all in 
the same boat now” (Law, 2017). Participants carried torches and shouted phrases such as “You will not 
replace us” (sometimes “Jews will not replace us”). On one level, this phrase signifies their resistance to 
the statue’s planned removal. On another, it suggests the participants’ sense of being replaced within 
the nation’s changing demographics, what some of them call “white genocide” (Kessler, 2017; Law, 
2017). They were met with resistance by locals and activists (including “anti-fascists”) from around the 
country. Most of the protests were peaceful, but violent clashes resulted in three deaths and dozens of 
injuries, leading the governor to declare a state of emergency (Stolberg & Rosenthal, 2017). Since then, 
more than 125 such events have occurred (Miller & Graves, 2020).

In the context of the Dixiecrat Revolt (1948) and Brown (1954), we can view the addition of the 
Confederate symbols to state flags, city buildings, and public spaces as symbolic resistance to racial 
equality generally and to federal civil rights laws of the era specifically (Bruzgulis, 2015; Coski, 2009; 
Strother et al., 2017a, 2017b). Similarly, we can interpret 21st-century battles about race-related objects, 
such as Confederate monuments, as representative of group struggles to define meaning, history, and 
identity. Both provide evidence of the continuing separation between Black and white Americans.

The Criminal Justice System and Black Americans
No area of race relations seems more volatile and controversial than the relationship between the Black 
community and the criminal justice system. There’s a long history of considerable mistrust and resent-
ment between the police and minorities, and it’s common for Black Americans to see the system as 
stacked against them.

A Biased Criminal Justice System? The perception of bias isn’t without justification. As we’ve 
shown, the criminal justice system has a long history of mistreating or abusing Black Americans (e.g., 
the Black Codes, during desegregation). Within this context, it’s understandable that Black Americans 
are more likely than whites to view the police and the criminal justice system with suspicion. To illus-
trate, a 2020 nationally representative survey found that significant racial differences in views of the 
police. For example, 87% of Black respondents (vs. only 57% of whites) thought that the police did a 
“poor” job of using appropriate force in various situations and 90% (vs. 57% of whites) thought they 
did a poor job of treating racial and ethnic groups fairly (Pew Research Center, July 2020).

In 2017, results from a comprehensive national study, Discrimination in America (DIA), showed 
comparable patterns. This study is interesting because researchers conducted five comparable surveys 
across five major racial/ethnic groups. In addition to asking about general perceptions about group 
experiences, questions also asked about personal experiences of discrimination that respondents felt 
happened because of their race. In this way, the surveys also assess perceptions of prejudice. However, 
it’s difficult to say whether someone’s personal experiences of discrimination shape general attitudes 
about discrimination or the reverse. Nevertheless, the findings are striking. Half (50%) of the Black 
American participants reported personal experiences of discrimination by police because of their 
race—five times more than whites (10%; NPR et al., 2018, p. 8). More than half (54%) said that Black 
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  27

Americans, as a group, “often” experience police discrimination and 29% said it “sometimes” happens 
(NPR et al., 2017a, p. 34, Q16).

Most social science research has documented pervasive bias in the criminal justice system, at 
all levels, against Black Americans (and other minorities). Even slight acts of racial discrimination 
throughout the stages of processing in the criminal justice system can have a cumulative effect, result-
ing in significant differences in racial outcomes. Because they are disproportionately poor, for example 
Black defendants have less access to bail money, spend more time incarcerated, and have less access 
to defense counsel and community resources (See also Rosich, 2007; The Sentencing Project, 2020). 
Black Americans have higher rates of being stopped, handcuffed, and searched by police. They’re 
arrested and convicted at higher rates for offenses ranging from misdemeanors to murder. And they’re 
sentenced to more time than whites, even when criminal history, education, age, and other factors 
are similar (see, for example, Alexander, 2012; Hetey et al., 2016; Stevenson & Mayson, 2018; U.S. 
Sentencing Commission, 2017).

The War on Drugs policies of the 1980s led to a massive increase in the American prison popula-
tion and primarily affected Black men, especially those with less formal education (Neal & Armin, 
2014). Since 2009, the prison population has declined due to policy reversals and decreased crime. The 
incarceration rate for Black American men dropped faster than it did for whites, helping to shrink that 
racial incarceration gap by about 17%. Women’s racial incarceration gap declined more dramatically, 
in part because the incarceration rate for white women increased (The Sentencing Project, 2015, p. 
2). Even with this progress, Black Americans are five times more likely to be incarcerated than whites 
(Gramlich, 2018, 2020; Nellis, 2016). Since incarceration profoundly affects other life experiences, 
including family life, housing, employment, and the right to vote, it follows that Black Americans 
would feel those effects more often (Alexander, 2012).

Education is a key factor affecting imprisonment. Pettit and Western (2004) studied men born 
between 1965 and 1969 and found that 20% of Black Americans, compared with 3% of whites, were 
imprisoned by the time they were 30 years old. Nearly 60% of the Black American men in this cohort 
who didn’t complete high school went to prison. Similarly, a 2010 study found that nearly a third of 
Black men, then aged 26 to 29, had dropped out of high school or been otherwise institutionalized as 
youth (See Borr, 2020; Neal & Armin, 2014, p. 3). By late 2015, 9.1% of Black men ages 20 to 34 were 
incarcerated compared to 1.6% of white men of the same age, a slight decrease from 1985 rates. Men 
with lower levels of education suffered disproportionate rates of incarceration, and the racial incarcera-
tion gap between Blacks and whites was significantly bigger for those who didn’t graduate high school 
(Pettit & Sykes, 2017, p. 25).

Youth incarceration rates reflect these general patterns: decreasing but with continuing racial dis-
parities. In 2014, just over a million children were arrested; 34% were Black—2.5 times the rate for 
whites (relative to population size). Additionally, Black youth were more likely to go to prison rather 
than community-based residential programs and they received adult sentences nine times more fre-
quently than whites (Children’s Defense Fund, 2017, pp. 32–33). Once they left the juvenile system, 
about two thirds dropped out of school, which led to a greater chance of incarceration (Aizer & Doyle, 
2015; Children’s Defense Fund, 2017, p. 29).

The War on Drugs. Perhaps the most important reason for racial differences in adult incarceration 
rates is that, since the early 1980s, Black men have been much more likely than white men to be penal-
ized by America’s “get tough” policy on drugs, especially crack cocaine. Crack is a cheap, smokable form 
of powdered cocaine used disproportionately by people of color from impoverished neighborhoods. 
As concern about a crack epidemic spread, police actively targeted inner-city areas using SWAT teams 
and “stop and frisk” methods that one federal judge recently called a “policy of indirect racial profiling” 
that violated constitutional rights (Goldstein, 2013). Street-level dealers (mostly young Black men) felt 
the brunt of the anti-drug campaign, though it produced little decline in the number of people either 
dealing or using (Cooper, 2015).

Originally, people thought that crack was much more addictive than powdered cocaine and sen-
tencing guidelines reflected this idea. For example, until 2010, federal law required a mandatory five-
year prison term for possession of five grams of crack. A person would need to have one hundred times 
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28   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

more powdered cocaine (500 grams) for a comparable sentence (See Cooley, 2021; Lynch, 2021; Rosich, 
2007; Schuppe, 2021). Thus, although it may have seemed race neutral, the “war on drugs” produced 
significant racial disparities and constituted a form of institutional discrimination. The result was that 
many more poor minorities were (and still are) serving lengthy prison sentences compared to whites, 
who tend to use the powdered form of cocaine.

In 2010, the sentencing disparity was reduced by congressional action, and the mandatory five-year 
prison term for simple possession of crack cocaine was eliminated (Eckholm, 2010), yet Figure 6.2 
illustrates the much higher drug arrest rate for Black Americans since the early 1980s. Notice that the 
arrest rate for Black Americans spiked in the late 1980s, when the war on drugs began.

One national study, in 2020, focused on marijuana arrests and found huge racial disparities in 
every state except Hawaii. Overall, Black Americans were roughly 3.64 times more likely to be arrested 

Trayvon Martin, another victim of a racially biased criminal justice system
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FIGURE 6.2  ■   Drug Abuse Arrests for Juveniles Age 10–17 by Race, 1980–2019

Source: National Center for Juvenile Justice (2018).
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for possession. Is this because Black Americans use the drug more than white Americans? Decidedly 
not. In fact, marijuana use is slightly higher among whites (American Civil Liberties Union, 2020). 
Other studies on drug use rates show virtually no difference between racial/ethnic groups (Johnston et 
al., 2012; National Center for Health Statistics, 2019).

So, what explains the huge racial disparity in arrests? Black Americans are more likely to be policed, 
watched, stopped and frisked, and profiled than whites. Their greater vulnerability to arrest for mari-
juana, a relatively minor offense, is echoed in patterns throughout the criminal justice system. They go 
to prison on drug possession charges about five times more than whites; they’re also exonerated from 
wrongful convictions 12 times as often (Gross et al., 2017).

Racial Profiling. Profiling happens when the police use a person’s race to help decide if they’re suspi-
cious or dangerous (Kennedy, 2001; Smith & Mason, 2016). This practice is significant because it lays 
the foundation for other racial inequalities in the criminal justice system, including incarceration. It’s 
like the first domino that gets knocked over, causing the others to fall.

Earlier, we reported some findings from the 2017 DIA surveys that compared people’s experiences 
across five racial/ethnic groups. Sixty percent (60%) of Black participants reported that they or a family 
member had been “unfairly stopped” or “unfairly treated” by the police because of race; that’s 10 times 
higher than whites (6%; NPR et al., 2018, p. 9). Almost two thirds of Blacks (67%) living in the sub-
urbs reported being “unfairly stopped” or “unfairly treated” by police compared with about half (49%) 
in urban areas (NPR et al., 2017a, p. 8), perhaps seeming “more suspicious” in the suburban context. 
Another national survey found that 17% of young Black men felt “treated unfairly” by police within 
the previous 30 days (Newport, 2013). Some argue that humiliating encounters with police (e.g., being 
questioned for “driving while Black”) are so common, they’re almost an unwelcome rite of passage for 
Black men (Butler, 2018; Coates, 2015; Kennedy, 2001, p. 7).

Whether by policy or informal mechanisms, the tendency to focus on Black Americans and to fol-
low, stop, and question them disproportionately is a form of discrimination that generates resentment 
and increases the distrust and fear many Black Americans feel toward their local police forces (Hall et 
al., 2016). For example, 61% of Black respondents in the DIA survey felt that local police were “more 
likely to use unnecessary force on a Black person than on a white person in the same situation.” Because 
of concerns, 27% of Black Americans limited their activities (e.g., driving) to avoid contact with police 
and 31% didn’t call the police, even when needed; the rate for whites (2%) was 15 times lower (NPR et 
al., 2017a, p. 17)

Data support some of these concerns: Black boys and men (15–34 years old) are killed in officer-
related shootings at significantly higher rates than others (9–16 times more, depending on the data 
used; see also Arthur et al., 2017; Fryer, 2018; Kindy et al., 2015; Swain et al., 2015). In a 2016 survey 
of more than 8,000 police officers in America, almost half (42%) said they “nearly always or often have 
serious concerns about their safety.” However, Black officers were about twice as likely as white officers 
(57% vs. 27%) to say that recent deaths of Blacks during encounters with police are signs of broader 
problems, not isolated incidents (Morin et al., 2017).

The New Jim Crow? Many of the ideas in this section are presented in a thought-provoking, impor-
tant book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (Alexander, 2012). 
Alexander argues that the racial differentials in the war on drugs amount to a new racial control system 
that has halted Civil Rights era advances. The millions of Black men who have been convicted under the 
racially biased drug laws aren’t only sent to prison; they also carry the stigma of a felony conviction for 
their entire lives. Their prospects for legitimate employment are miniscule, they lose the right to vote, 
and they are ineligible for many government programs, including student loans for college. Like the 
entire Black population under de jure segregation, they are marginalized, excluded, second-class citizens 
highly controlled by the state.

Increasing Class Inequality
As Black Americans moved out of the rural South and as the repressive force of de jure segregation 
receded, social class inequality within the Black American population increased. Since the 1960s, the 
Black middle class has grown, but Black poverty continues to be a serious problem for Black Americans.
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30   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

The Black Middle Class A small Black middle class, based largely on occupations and businesses 
serving only the Black American community, had existed since before the Civil War (Frazier, 1957). 
Has this more affluent segment benefited from increasing societal acceptance, civil rights legislation, 
and affirmative action programs? Has the Black middle class continued to increase in size and affluence?

The answer appears to be no. Any progress made since the civil rights era seems to have been wiped 
out by the economic downturn that began in 2007, from which Black Americans have barely recovered.

The size and prosperity of the Black middle class was always less than people assume. For example, 
one study showed that, between 1996 and 2002, the percentage of Black middle- and upper class Black 
Americans never exceeded 25% of the Black population. For whites, it was 60%—more than twice the 
size of Blacks (Killewald & Bryan, 2018; Kochhar, 2004). Prior to the 2007 economic crisis, the Black 
American middle class was smaller than the white middle class and much less affluent.

Figure 6.3 compares the wealth of Black Americans and whites over more than three decades. 
Wealth is defined in terms of total assets (houses, cars, investments, and so forth) minus debts. The 
wealth of Black Americans has been a mere fraction of white wealth, generally running at about 12% 
of white wealth.

The bad economic times that began in 2007 affected virtually all Americans but were dispropor-
tionally hard on Black Americans. In 2016, the median wealth of white households was $171,000, well 
below the levels for 2007 but 10 times greater than Black households ($17,000) (Asante-Muhammed, 
2017; Kochhar & Cilluffo, 2017. See also Kochhar et al., 2011; Pew Research Center, 2016, p. 25; 
Shapiro et al., 2013, p. 2).

These economic differences are due partly to present discrimination and partly to the racial gaps 
in income, wealth, and economic opportunity inherited from past generations. Racial differences in 
homeownership are a key component of the racial wealth gap (Shapiro et al., 2013, p. 4). The greater 
economic marginality of the Black middle class today is a form of past-in-present institutional dis-
crimination. White parents (and grandparents) enjoyed much higher rates of homeownership, which 
allowed them to finance their children’s college education and subsidize business ventures and other 
home mortgages ( Oliver & Shapiro, 2006). Discriminatory practices such as redlining meant that 
Black parents (and grandparents) didn’t have this same resource and advantage (see Chapter 5).

Not only is their economic position more marginal, but middle-class Blacks commonly report 
being unable to escape the narrow straitjacket of race. No matter their occupation or professional 
accomplishments, many people still see race—Blackness—as their primary defining characteristic 
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FIGURE 6.3  ■   Median Family Wealth by Race, 1983–2016

Source: Asante-Muhammed (2017).
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  31

(Benjamin, 2005; Cose, 1993; Hughes & Thomas, 1998). Without denying some advances, many 
researchers argue that the stigma of race still limits Black Americans’ life chances.

Some people express concern that greater class differentiation within the Black American com-
munity may decrease its solidarity and cohesion. More income inequality among Blacks exists than 
ever before; the urban poor are at one extreme and some of the wealthiest people in the world are at the 
other. If the Black middle class increases, will class divisions grow as they have for whites? If so, will this 
further marginalize impoverished Blacks, especially those in poor urban areas?

Urban Poverty Black Americans have become an urban minority group, and their fate is inextricably 
bound to that of America’s cities (Figure 5.2). That is, we can’t successfully address Black–white relations 
without dealing with urban issues, and vice versa.

As you saw in Chapter 5, automation and mechanization in the workplace eliminated many man-
ual labor jobs that sustained city dwellers in earlier decades (Kasarda, 1989). The manufacturing (sec-
ondary) segment of the labor force has shrunk, and the service sector has continued to expand. The 
more desirable jobs in the service sector have increasingly demanding educational prerequisites. The 
service sector jobs available to people with lower educational credentials pay low wages—often less 
than what’s needed for essentials; they offer low security and few (if any) benefits or opportunities for 
advancement. This form of past-in-present institutional discrimination is a powerful disadvantage for 
colonized groups such as Black Americans, who were excluded from educational opportunities for 
centuries.

Furthermore, many blue-collar jobs that escaped automation have migrated from cities. 
Industrialists have moved their businesses to areas where labor is cheaper, unions have less power, and 
taxes are lower. This movement to the suburbs and to the Sunbelt has been devastating for people liv-
ing in city centers (Wilson, 1996). Historically, poor transportation systems, the absence of affordable 
housing (and housing discrimination and segregation, specifically) combined to keep poor Blacks (and 
other people of color) confined to center-city neighborhoods, distant from opportunities for jobs and 
economic improvement (Feagin, 2001; Kasarda, 1989; Massey & Denton, 1993).

Black urban poverty is consequential and persistent over generations. About 67% of Black 
Americans raised in the poorest neighborhoods (vs. 40% of white Americans) remain there after a gen-
eration (Butler & Grabinsky, 2020). After some improvements in the late 20th century, the racial con-
centration of poverty increased. Since 2000, the percentage of Black Americans living in “high poverty 
neighborhoods” (with more than 40% of the population living below the poverty level) increased from 
19% to 25%. Comparatively, only about 8% of whites lived in high poverty areas (Jargowsky, 2015, 
p. 6). Persistent poverty is harmful because it limits opportunity for education, the acquisition of job 
skills, transportation, health care, and myriad other resources across the social, cultural, and economic 
spectrum (see Saenz, 2005).

Some of these industrial and economic forces affect all poor urbanites, not only minority groups 
or Black Americans specifically. The dilemmas facing many Black Americans isn’t only due to racism 
or discrimination; the impersonal forces of evolving industrialization and social class structures matter 
as well. However, when immutable racial stigmas and centuries of prejudice (even disguised as modern 
racism) are added to these economic and urban developments, the forces limiting and constraining 
many Black Americans become extremely formidable.

For more than 60 years, impoverished Black Americans were increasingly concentrated in narrowly 
delimited urban areas (“the ghetto”) where poverty was compounded and reinforced by other prob-
lems, including joblessness, high school dropout rates, crime, drug use, and teenage pregnancy, and 
inadequate support to move up the economic ladder. These increasingly isolated neighborhoods were 
fertile grounds for the development of oppositional cultures, which reject or invert the values of the 
larger society. The Black urban counterculture may be most visible in music, fashion, and other forms 
of popular culture, but it’s also manifested in a widespread lack of trust in the larger society, especially 
whites. An urban underclass, barred from the mainstream economy and the primary labor force and 
consisting largely of poor Black Americans and other minority groups of color, has become a prominent 
and perhaps permanent feature of the American landscape (Kasarda, 1989; Massey & Denton, 1993; 
Wilson, 1987, 1996, 2009).
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32   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

Consider this comparison between today’s Black American underclass and Black southerners 
under de jure segregation:

	 •	 In both eras, a large segment of the Black American population was cut off from opportunities 
for success and growth.

	 •	 In the earlier era, Black Americans were isolated in rural areas; now, they’re more likely to be 
in urban areas, especially city centers.

	 •	 Historically, escape from segregation was limited primarily by political and legal restrictions 
and blatant racial prejudice; escape from poverty in the present is limited by economic and 
educational deficits and a subtler and amorphous prejudice.

The result is the same: Many Black Americans remain a colonized minority group—isolated, mar-
ginalized, and burdened with a legacy of powerlessness and poverty.

Modern Institutional Discrimination: Networking and Economic Vulnerability
As you recall, institutional discrimination refers to patterns of inequality that operate through the 
everyday functioning of society. We have examined many of these patterns, including segregated 
schools, the disenfranchisement of the Black vote under Jim Crow, and banking practices that made it 
difficult for minority groups to own their own home. Sometimes these practices are blatant and obvi-
ous but, in post-Jim Crow United States, they can be indirect and sometimes difficult to measure and 
document. They often flow from blatant racial discrimination of the past but aren’t overtly racial today. 
They operate through a series of cumulative effects that tend to filter Black Americans into less desir-
able positions in education, housing, the criminal justice system, and the job market. To better under-
stand this, we’ll consider two areas that perpetuate racial class inequalities: employment networks that 
were closed in the past and remain shut today and the greater vulnerability of the Black community to 
economic hardships in the larger society.

Closed Networks and Racial Exclusion Royster (2003) dramatically illustrated the continuing 
importance of race as a primary factor in the perpetuation of class inequality in her study of Black 
and white graduates of a Baltimore trade school. Her respondents were nearly identical in terms of 
work credentials. Yet, the Black graduates were employed less often in the trades for which they’d been 
educated, had lower wages and fewer promotions, and experienced longer periods of unemployment. 
Virtually every white graduate found secure and reasonably lucrative employment. The Black gradu-
ates, in stark contrast, were usually unable to stay in the trades and became low-skilled, low-paid service 
sector workers instead.

Royster (2003) found that what really mattered wasn’t what you know but who you know. White 
graduates had access to networks of referrals and recruitment that linked them to the job market in 
ways that weren’t available to Black graduates. In job searches, whites were able to use intra-racial net-
works of family and friends, connections so powerful that they “assured even the worst [white] trouble-
maker a solid place in the blue-collar fold” (p. 78).

Rivera’s (2015) analysis of elite students uncovered a similar process. Parents and students used 
social networks to share important information about opportunities (e.g., internships) and to broaden 
connections—both offered advantages toward getting into elite colleges or working in the best jobs (p. 
7).

Similarly, DiTomaso (2013) interviewed 246 working- and middle-class whites and found that 
more than two thirds (70%) of their jobs came from personal networks (e.g., friends, neighbors, fam-
ily). Given that white social networks are overwhelmingly white, it stands to reason that Blacks are 
excluded from these employment networks. Others got jobs as favors. DiTomaso argues that such 
favors, within informal networks, have the same effect as overt discrimination.

More recently, Padulla and Pager (2019) analyzed the effects of social networks for a representative 
sample of 2060 job seekers. They found similar processes at play for both black and white applicants; 
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  33

both used interpersonal networks extensively and, in both cases, networks were more effective in lead-
ing to job offers than the formal methods of job-seeking. However, the networks of Black applicants 
were much less productive, largely because Blacks were much less likely to personally know someone—
or someone who knew someone—at the companies that were hiring. Thus, networking was a common 
job-seeking strategy for all but the networks for Blacks were less connected to the job structure.

These results run contrary to some deeply held American values, most notably the widespread, 
strong belief that success in life comes from individual effort and self-discipline. A recent survey docu-
ments the strength of this faith. Researchers asked a representative sample of adult Americans whether 
they thought people got ahead by hard work, luck, or a combination of the two. About 70% (said “hard 
work,” and another 17% chose “hard work and luck equally” (National Opinion Research Council, 
1972–2020). This overwhelming belief in the importance of individual effort echoes human capital 
theory and other traditional sociological perspectives on assimilation discussed in Chapter 2.

These results indicate that the American faith in the power of hard work alone is simply wrong. 
To the contrary, access to jobs is influenced by networks of relationships that aren’t open to everyone. 
These subtle patterns of exclusion and closed intra-racial networks are more difficult to document than 
the blatant discrimination that was at the core of Jim Crow segregation, but they can be just as devas-
tating in their effects and just as powerful as mechanisms for perpetuating racial gaps in income and 
employment.

The Differential Impact of Hard Times Consider the unemployment rate, which generally runs 
twice as high for Blacks as for whites. During the 2007 recession, unemployment increased for all 
groups. However, as Figure 6.4 shows, the unemployment rate for Blacks rose at a steeper angle and 
went to a much higher peak. The highest rate for whites was 8.7%, about 55% of the peak rate of 
15.8% for Blacks. Also, the white unemployment rate leveled off and began decreasing somewhat ear-
lier than the rate for Black Americans.

Additionally, the recession disproportionately affected Black American homeownership. For most 
Americans, homeownership both reflects and provides a crucial source of wealth. For example, people 
can take out business and school loans using their houses as collateral. Therefore, homeownership can 
help families achieve upward social mobility (Oliver & Shapiro, 2008, p. A9).
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Source: 1972–2013 (U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013), 2014–2016 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016), 
2017–2018 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018), 2019, and 2020 U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021).
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34   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

In addition to the influence of redlining on residential segregation, Oliver and Shapiro (2008) 
found that Black Americans and other minority groups of color were more than three times as likely 
as whites to be victimized by toxic subprime home loans and more than twice as likely to suffer fore-
closure as a result. Subprime home loans were new financial instruments that enabled many previously 
ineligible people to qualify for home mortgages. Predatory lenders marketed the loans especially to 
more vulnerable populations, and the deals had hidden costs, higher interest rates, and other features 
that made keeping up with payments difficult. One result of the housing market’s collapse was “the 
greatest loss of financial wealth” in the Black American community (Coates, 2014; Oliver & Shapiro, 
2008, p. A11). By 2019, only 42% of Black Americans were homeowners versus 72% of non–Hispanic 
whites (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021a).

Thus, a group that was already more vulnerable and economically marginalized suffered the great-
est proportional loss—an economic collapse that will take years to recover from. Societal disasters such 
as the 2007 recession aren’t shared equally by everyone; they’re especially severe for the most vulner-
able groups with the most tenuous connections to prosperity and affluence. Though not obvious, this 
persistent racial inequality reflects decades of blatant, direct, state-supported segregation in America’s 
past.

The Family Institution and the Culture of Poverty
Black American family life has been a continuing source of public concern and controversy. Some ana-
lysts see Black American families as structurally weak compared to white families. They assert that par-
ticular family forms are the cause of Black Americans’ problems, such as persistent poverty. The most 
famous study in this tradition was the 1965 Moynihan Report, which focused on Black Americans’ 
higher rates of divorce, separation, desertion, and children born to unmarried Black women (compared 
to whites). Moynihan asserted that these factors indicated a crumbling Black family structure that 
would perpetuate a cycle of poverty for generations (p. iii). Yet, family structure isn’t monolithic, there 
is no “one” family for any race or ethnic group, though we see patterns ebb and flow over time and 
place. Figure 6.5 compares the percentage of households headed by women (Black and white) with the 
percentage of heterosexual households headed by married couples. (Note that the trends have stabilized 
in recent years.)
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The Moynihan Report implicitly located the problems associated with urban poverty within the 
Black American community, particularly Black American families. He saw the Black family as “bro-
ken.” Moynihan’s argument is consistent with the idea of a culture of poverty or the belief that poor 
people have maladaptive beliefs, values, norms, and other qualities that make and keep them poor. 
We’ll discuss this idea more in Chapter 8, but to summarize, poverty supposedly encourages fatalism 
or the sense that you can’t control destiny. Therefore, you should focus on the present. After all, if you 
can’t guarantee the future, why not enjoy life now? The supposed desire for instant gratification among 
the poor features prominently in this theory and is juxtaposed with the ability to defer gratification 
(thought to be essential for middle-class success). According to this theory, other problematic charac-
teristics of the poor include tendencies toward violence, school failure, authoritarianism, alcoholism, 
and family desertion by men (Lewis, 1959, 1965, 1966; for a recent reprise of the debate over the culture 
of poverty concept, see Small et al., 2010; Steinberg, 2011).

Belief in a culture of poverty leads to the conclusion that if the poor could adopt “good” (i.e., white, 
middle-class) values and norms, they wouldn’t suffer from the problems of urban poverty. Note that 
this approach is consistent with the traditional assimilationist perspective and human capital theory.

Another perspective, more consistent with the theories in this book, sees Black American family 
structure as the result of urban poverty rather than a cause of it. For example, in impoverished neighbor-
hoods, the number of men able to economically support their families has been reduced by high rates 
of unemployment, incarceration, and mortality (e.g., through violence). These conditions are, in turn, 
created by the concentration of urban poverty and the growth of the “underclass” (Butler & Grabinsky, 
2020; Massey & Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1996, 2009).

Even when men are available, they may not bring enough human or social capital to the table for 
marriage to “make sense.” For example, Boo (2001b), Edin and Kefalas (2005), and Raley et al. (2015) 
suggest that young, poor Black (and Latina) girls and women want to marry, but many do a cost–ben-
efit analysis before settling down. If a man was (or may be) unemployed or incarcerated, they may drain 
family resources rather than contribute to them. Similarly, Boo (2001a) shows how “welfare reform” 
disincentivized marriage (and even cohabitation) by cutting off forms of government aid once single 
women became partnered. Thus, with a smaller pool of eligible partners, impoverished women became 
heads of households, responsible for all aspects of family life.

Stack’s (1974) ethnography of a poor, Black, urban community challenged Moynihan’s general 
assumptions. Because she became a participant in the community, she was able to view it in the long 
term and from an insider perspective. She argued that participants used adaptive strategies to cope with 
issues of poverty. Community members defined family broadly to include fictive kin (those you “adopt” 
as family), people moved around as necessity dictated, and members engaged in a lot of “swapping” as 
needed, sharing resources (food, money) and even long-term childcare in creative, collaborative ways. 
From an outsider’s perspective, such as Moynihan’s, these families may have seemed disorganized and 
lacking in self-sufficiency. Stack shows they weren’t fatalistic.

Census data shows the effect of intersecting gender, race, and marital statuses on family income. 
In 2019, 7.8% of men lived in poverty; the rate for women was 9.2%. That may not seem much, but 
women’s rate is 18% higher than men’s (a gender effect). About 1 in 20 (5.4%) of non–Hispanic white 
women are poor. The rate is more than triple for Black women; 18.5% are poor (a race effect). More 
than 25% of all single-women–headed households are poor. Given the intersection of these three vari-
ables, it may not surprise you that families headed by single Black mothers have higher rates of pov-
erty (30.0%) compared to households headed by single non–Hispanic white mothers (17.2%) (Current 
Population Surveys, 2020). Families headed by Black women tend to be poor not because they’re weak 
but because of the lower wages accorded to women generally and to Black women specifically (see 
Figure 6.6. Note that Figure 6.6 includes only full-time, year-round workers and that wages are in 2019 
dollars, to control for the effects of inflation). Black woman workers have the lowest wages throughout 
this period. Also note that the gap between Black women and white men has narrowed over the years. 
In 1955, Black women earned about a third of what white men earned. In 2019, the gap stood at about 
68%, largely because men’s wages (for Black Americans and whites) have been relatively flat since the 
1970s, while women’s wages (for whites and Black Americans) have risen. This pattern reflects the 
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36   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

impact of deindustrialization: the shift from manufacturing, which has eliminated many blue-collar 
jobs, and the rise of employment sectors in which women tend to be more concentrated.

The poverty associated with woman-headed households reflects the interactive effects of sexism 
and racism on Black women, not some weakness in the Black family. Black American poverty results 
from the complex forces of past and present institutional discrimination, racism and prejudice, the pre-
carious position of Black American women in the labor force, and continuing urbanization and indus-
trialization. The Black American family doesn’t need “fixing.” The attitudes and values of the urban 
underclass are more the results of impoverishment than they are the causes. The solution to Black 
American urban poverty lies in fundamental changes in the urban industrial economy and sweeping 
alterations in the distribution of resources and opportunities.

Mixed Race and New Racial Identities
As you’ve learned, Americans traditionally see race as a simple dichotomy: People are either Black or 
white. Historically, the “one-drop rule” meant that people of mixed racial descent were classified as 
Black. To illustrate, consider the life of Gregory “Billy” Williams, a 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. He at first refused to believe his father: “I’m 
not colored, I’m white! I look white! I’ve always been white! I go to the ‘whites only’ school, ‘whites 
only’ movie theaters, and ‘whites only’ swimming pool” (Williams, 1995, p. 34). Gradually, he came to 
realize that his life—not only his opportunities and his relations with others but his very identity—had 
been transformed by his father’s revelation.

Historically, people like Williams had few choices: Others classified him as Black, and the rigid 
social conventions of the day forced him to accept that identity, with all its implications. Today, five 
decades after the formal end of Jim Crow, Americans are confronting the limitations of this dichoto-
mous racial convention. Multiracial people are increasing in number (Pew Research Center, 2018; 
Tavernise et al., 2021).

Some are among the most well-known people in America, or even in the world. Former President 
Obama is one example; others include musicians, actors, athletes, politicians, and entrepreneurs such 
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (2021a). Historical Income Tables: Table P-36.
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as Zendaya, Alicia Keys, Meghan Markle, Jason Momoa, Mariah Carey, H.E.R., Derek Jeter, Halle 
Berry, Tracee Ellis Ross, Chrissy Teigen, Tiger Woods, and Kamala Harris.

How do people of multiracial descent define themselves today? How do others define them? Have 
the old understandings of race become irrelevant? Ideas are changing rapidly, especially among young 
people.

One older study illustrates some possible identities for mixed-race individuals. Rockquemore and 
Brunsma (2008) interviewed several hundred college students with one white and one Black parent. 
Their sample isn’t representative; their findings might not apply to all biracial Americans. Nevertheless, 
their study provides insights into the conceptually complex and highly variable nature of multiracial 
identity (p. 50). They found that the most common identity (58%) was multiracial: people who saw 
themselves as neither black nor white but as a third category linked to both racial groups. One respon-
dent said, “I’m not Black, I’m biracial.” Other multiracial people identified as either black (13%) or 
white (3%) or rejected the concept of race entirely (15%). A small minority (4%) changed identities as 
they changed groups, slipping effortlessly from Black to white and back to Black. People in this group 
felt empowered by their flexibility and thought that they possessed a high degree of “cultural savvy.”

A more recent study was based on a nationally representative sample of about 1500 multiracial 
individuals. Interestingly, unlike the college sample summarized above, only a minority (31%) of these 
respondents considered themselves to be “multiracial,” the rest identified with a single racial group. 
When asked why, the most common reasons cited were that they looked like a specific race or that they 
were raised in a particular racial group. About a third said that they never knew a family member from 
a different race. Contrary to America’s traditionally dichotomous view of race, only 20% of the respon-
dents said that they felt external pressure to identify with a single race (Pew Research Center, 2015).

What can we conclude? Ideas about race as a dichotomy (e.g., the one-drop rule) live on but in 
weakened forms. Racial identity is evolving and becoming more complex. Similar to other aspects 
of self-identity, racial identity isn’t permanent or fixed; it’s contingent on social context. Multiracial 
people have choices about identity and they’re contingent on different factors (such as personal appear-
ance) but they’re always made in the context of a highly race-conscious society with long and strong 
traditions of racism and prejudice.

Prejudice and Discrimination
In Chapter 3, you learned modern racism (the subtler form of prejudice) dominates contemporary 
race relations. Although the traditional, more overt forms haven’t disappeared, contemporary expres-
sions of prejudice are often amorphous and indirect. For example, the widespread belief among whites 
that racial discrimination in the United States has been eliminated may be a way of blaming Black 
Americans—rather than themselves or the larger society—for continuing racial inequality.

As you’ve learned, a parallel process of evolution from overt forms to more subtle and covert forms 
has occurred with discrimination. The clarity of Jim Crow has yielded to the ambiguity of modern 
institutional discrimination and the continuing legacy of past discrimination in the present.

How can the pervasive problems of racial inequality be addressed in the present atmosphere of 
modern racism, low levels of sympathy for the urban poor, and subtle but powerful institutional dis-
crimination? 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 discrimina-
tion are long gone and, at least at first glance, there are no obvious limits to the life chances of Black 
Americans.

Others see a color-blind approach as doomed to fail. They argue that to end racial inequality and 
deal with the legacy of racism, society must use race-conscious programs that explicitly address the 
problems of race and racism. They assert that color-blind strategies amount to inaction, which will 
perpetuate (or widen) the present racial equality gap.
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38   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

 12. This section examined several issues and trends in contemporary Black–white relations. In your 
opinion, which of these is most important? Why?

 13. To what extent do Black and white Americans live in different worlds? Is it fair to characterize 
contemporary Black–white relations as “continuing separation”? Why or why not?

 14. How has racial identity evolved in modern America? How is racial identity for biracial Americans 
different today?

ASSIMILATION AND PLURALISM

In this section, we’ll use the major concepts of the Gordon model of assimilation to assess the status 
of Black Americans. To facilitate comparisons, we’ll use the same format and organization in the next 
three chapters. We can’t address all aspects of these patterns or go into much depth, so these sections 
should be regarded as overviews and suggestions for further research.

Acculturation
The Blauner hypothesis 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 
Black Americans. African cultures and languages were largely eradicated under slavery. As a powerless, 
colonized minority group, slaves had few opportunities to preserve their heritage, although traces of 
African homelands have been found in Black language patterns, kinship systems, music, folk tales, and 
family legends (see Levine, 1977; Stuckey, 1987).

Cultural domination continued under the Jim Crow system, albeit through a different structural 
arrangement. Under slavery, the enslaved and enslavers worked together, and interracial contact was 
common. Under de jure segregation, intergroup contact diminished, and Black Americans and whites 
generally became more separate. After slavery ended, the Black Americans had somewhat more auton-
omy (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 expe-
rience in America. Black Americans share language, religion, values, beliefs, and norms with the domi-
nant society, but have developed distinct variations on the general themes.

The acculturation process may have been slowed (or even reversed) by the Black Power Movement. 
Since the 1960s, there has been an increased interest in African culture, language, clothing, and his-
tory, and a more visible celebration of unique Black experiences (e.g., Kwanzaa) and the innumerable 
contributions of Black Americans to the larger society. Yet, many of those traditions and contributions 
have existed all along. Perhaps what really changed was the 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 sections. We’ll then discuss primary structural assimilation (integration in intimate associations, 
such as friendship and intermarriage).

Residential Patterns.
After a century of movement out of the rural South, Black Americans today are highly urbanized and 
much more spread out across the nation. As you learned in Chapter 5 (see Figures 5.1 and 5.2), about 
90% of Black Americans are urban and a slight majority of Black Americans remain in the South. 
About 35% of Black Americans now live in the Northeast and Midwest, overwhelmingly in urban 
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  39

areas. Figure  6.7  shows the concentration of Black Americans in the states of the old Confederacy; 
the urbanized East Coast corridor from Washington, D.C., to Boston; the industrial centers of the 
Midwest; and, to a lesser extent, California.  

 Residential segregation between Black Americans and whites peaked toward the end of the Jim 
Crow era, in the 1960s and 1970s, and has decreased in recent decades.  Logan and Stults (2011)  used 
data from each census, 1980 to 2010, to track changes in segregation between white, Black, Hispanic, 
and Asian Americans. They used a statistic called the    dissimilarity index   , which shows the percentage 
of each group that would have to move to a different area to achieve geographical integration. A score 
above 60 indicates extreme segregation. 

 In 1980, the index between Black and white Americans was very high at 73. By 2010, it had fallen 
to 59. Taking a “glass half full” perspective, there’s been progress. Conversely, the score is just one point 
below the “extreme segregation” threshold. (Scores for Hispanic and Asian Americans remained virtu-
ally the same over the 40-year period. We’ll discuss those findings in Chapters  8  and  9 .) 

  Frey’s (2020)  research also shows that residential segregation remains substantial despite high rates 
of immigration and increased racial diversity in the United States. Figure  6.8  compares the racial/
ethnic composition of neighborhoods in the 100 largest metropolitan areas in 2000 and 2014 to 2018. 
Predominately white neighborhoods show some increasing diversity, primarily by the greater inclusion 
of Latino and Asian residents, but remained largely white. 

 Similarly, diversity within predominately Black neighborhoods increased somewhat, primarily 
because of more Latino residents (5% increase). The author of the study concludes that, while residen-
tial segregation has declined since the 1960s, the traditional patterns of segregation at the neighbor-
hood level persist ( Frey, 2020 , p. 1).  

 As you’ve learned, numerous practices encourage residential segregation, including racial steering 
(guiding clients to same-race housing areas) by real estate agents and barely disguised discrimination. 
The Great Migration out of the South did little to end residential segregation, which tends to be high-
est in the older industrial cities of the Northeast and upper Midwest. In fact, the five most residen-
tially segregated large metropolitan areas in 2014 to 2018 weren’t in southern or border states but were 
Milwaukee, New York, Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland ( Frey, 2020 ). 

 Contrary to popular belief, preference for living in same-race neighborhoods plays just a small role 
in these patterns. For example, studies generally find that Black Americans prefer to live in areas split 
50/50 between Black Americans and whites but that whites much prefer neighborhoods with low per-
centages of Black Americans or Latinos (e.g., see  Havekes et al., 2016 ;  Krysan & Farley, 2002 ;  Lewis 
et al., 2011 ). The social class and income differences between Black Americans and whites are also 
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  FIGURE 6.7  ■     Geographical Distribution of the Black American Population, 2010  

Source :  Rastogi et al. (2011 , p. 11). 
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40   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

relatively minor factors in perpetuating residential segregation, as the Black American middle class is 
just as likely as the Black American poor to be segregated (see also  Dwyer, 2010 ;  Stoll, 2004 ). 

 School Integration.   In 1954, the year of the landmark Brown desegregation decision, the great 
majority of Black Americans lived in states operating segregated school systems. Compared with white 
schools, Jim Crow schools were severely underfunded and had fewer qualifi ed teachers, shorter school 
years, and inadequate physical facilities. School integration was one of the most important goals of the 
civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s, and, aided by pressure from the courts and the federal 
government, considerable strides were made toward this goal for several decades.  

 In recent decades, however, the pressure from the federal government has eased, and school inte-
gration is slowing and, in many areas, has even reversed. The high point in the desegregation of public 
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  FIGURE 6.8  ■     Residential Segregation in 100 Largest Metropolitan Areas, 2000 and 
2014–2017  

Source :  Frey (2020) . 

   In 1942, white tenants in a Detroit housing project erected this sign to deter people 
of color from moving in. 

   Arthur S. Siegel / Library of Congress  
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  41

schools was in 1988, nearly four decades ago (Oldfield et al., 2016, p. 3). Since the 1990s, the concen-
tration of Black students in schools that are more than 75% minority has increased from 47% to 58%, 
as displayed in Figure 6.9. Over the same time period, the percentage of white students in schools that 
are 10% to 74% minority has increased. In part, the changing location of white students is due to their 
declining numbers in public schools and the recent increases in immigration and the rising presence of 
Latino and Asian children (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020, p. 1).

Not only has desegregation not been achieved, but Black (and other minority) children have been 
increasingly concentrated in schools that are segregated by social class and by race. Between the 2000–
2001 and 2013-2014 school years, the percentage of Black students that attended “High Poverty” 
schools rose 16 percentage points, from 32% to 48%. Thus, Black students are doubly isolated: by 
social class and by race. This increasing economic and racial separation is a deep betrayal of the visions 
and goals of the civil rights movement.

What accounts for the failure to integrate public schools? One important cause is the declining 
number of whites in the United States (see Figure 1.1) and in public schools in particular: Between 
2000 and 2017, the number of white students in public schools declined from almost 29 million to 
about 24 million and the percentage of students who were white fell from 61% to 48% (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2020, p. 1).

Another cause is the widespread residential segregation mentioned previously. The challenges for 
school integration are especially evident in those metropolitan areas that consist of a largely Black-
populated inner city surrounded by largely white-populated rings of suburbs.

Without a renewed commitment to integration, American schools will continue to resegregate. 
This is a particularly ominous trend because it directly affects the quality of education. Years of research 
demonstrate that the integration of schools—by social class and race—is related to better educational 
experiences and improved test scores (e.g., see Orfield et al., 2016).

In terms of the quantity of education, the gap between whites and Black Americans has decreased 
over the past several decades. Figure 6.10 displays the change from 1940 to 2020 in the percentage of 
the population older than 25 years, by race and gender, with high school diplomas; there is a dramatic 
decline in racial differences. Given the increasing demands for higher educational credentials in the job 
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42   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

market, it’s ironic that the nation has nearly achieved racial equality in high school education at a time 
when this credential matters less.

At the college level, the trends parallel the narrowing gap, as Figure 6.11 shows. In 1940, white men 
held a distinct advantage over all other race/gender groups: They were about three times more likely 
than Black men and women to have a college degree. By 2020, the advantage of white men had shrunk, 
but they were still about 1.5 times more likely than Black men and 1.2 times as likely as Black women 
to have a college degree. These racial differences grow larger with more advanced degrees, however, and 
differences like these will be increasingly serious in an economy in which jobs more frequently require 
an education beyond high school.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

P
er

ce
n

ta
g

e 
C

o
m

p
le

ti
n

g
 H

ig
h

 S
ch

o
o

l o
r 

M
o

re
 

1940 1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

White Men White Women

Black Men Black Women

FIGURE 6.10  ■   High School Graduation Rates for People 25 Years and Older in the 
United States, 1940–2000

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (2021b), Table A-2

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

P
er

ce
n

ta
g

e 
C

o
m

p
le

ti
n

g
 C

o
lle

g
e 

o
r 

M
o

re

1940 1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

White Men White Women Black Men Black Women

FIGURE 6.11  ■   College Graduation Rates of People 25 Years and Older in the United 
States, 1940–2020

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (2021a), Table A-2

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



Chapter 6 • Black Americans  43

Political Power. Two trends have increased the political power of Black Americans since World War 
II. One is the movement out of the rural South, a process that concentrated Black Americans in areas 
where it was easier for them to register to vote. As the Black population outside the South grew, so did 
their representation at the national level. The first Black representative to the U.S. Congress (other 
than those elected during Reconstruction) was elected in 1928, and by 1954, there were still only three 
Black members in the House of Representatives (Franklin, 1967, p. 614). In 2021, there were a record 
number of 60, or 11% of the total membership. This is still slightly less than the proportional share of 
the national population (13%) (Manning, 2021). Fifty-seven Black Americans are serving in the House 
and three are in the Senate.

When Barack Obama was elected to the Senate in 2004, he was only the fifth Black senator since 
Reconstruction to serve in that role. Since then, six more Black Americans have been elected to the 
Senate: Roland Burris (Illinois, 2009), Tim Scott (South Carolina, 2013), Mo Cowan (Massachusetts, 
2013), Corey Booker (New Jersey, 2013), and Kamala Harris (California, 2017), and Raphael Warnock 
(Geogia, 2021).

The number of Black elected officials at all levels of government increased from virtually zero at 
the turn of the 20th century to about 10,500 in 2011 (Eilperin, 2013). In Virginia in 1989, Douglas 
Wilder became the first Black American to be elected to a state governorship, and both Colin Powell 
and Condoleezza Rice have served as Secretary of State, the highest governmental office—along with 
Supreme Court justice and excluding the presidency—ever held by an African American.

Black communities are virtually guaranteed some political representation because of their high 
degree of geographical concentration at the local level. Today, most large American cities, including 
Los Angeles, Chicago, Atlanta, New York, and Washington, D.C., have elected Black mayors.

The other trend that has increased Black political power is the dismantling of the institutions and 
practices of disenfranchisement that operated during Jim Crow. As you learned, the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965 specifically prohibited many of the practices (poll taxes, literacy tests, and whites-only prima-
ries) traditionally used to keep Black Americans politically powerless.

Since the 1960s, the number of Black Americans in the nation’s voting-age population has increased 
from slightly less than 10% to about 13%. But this increasing potential for political power hasn’t always 
been fully mobilized, and turnout has generally been lower for Black Americans than for whites. In 
the hotly contested presidential races of 2000, 2004, 2008, 2016, and 2020, numerous organizations 
(such as the NAACP) made a concerted and largely successful effort to increase turnout among Black 
Americans. In 2008 and 2012, Black turnout was comparable to that of whites, but fell in the 2016 
election, only to rise again in 2020.

Overall, Black American political power has increased over the past several decades on national, 
state, and local levels. Recent state voting restrictions threaten this trend. Since the 2020 presidential 
election, virtually all states have at least considered new laws that would limit access to the ballot. In 
the first six months of 2021, 14 states actually passed a total of 22 restrictive laws, a pace that would 
far exceed the record for number of restrictive laws passed in 2011 (Brennan Center for Justice, 2021) 
Some of these new laws restrict access to mail-in ballots, shorten the time frame for early voting, or 
increase the requirements for IDs.

For a variety of reasons (e.g., their relative poverty) Black Americans—and other minority groups 
of color—are less likely to possess official forms of identification. Thus, these restrictions reduce the 
likelihood that some black Americans will be able to exercise their right to vote (Chung, 2021).

Some restrictive policies followed the Supreme Court’s decision to rule the 1965 Voting Rights Act 
unconstitutional. Shortly after that decision, Texas announced that a voter identification law, previ-
ously blocked, would go into effect immediately (Liptak, 2013), and North Carolina passed one of the 
most restrictive laws since the Jim Crow era (Brennan Center for Justice, 2013). The latter was declared 
unconstitutional by the courts on the grounds that it blatantly targeted Black American voters (Liptak 
& Wines, 2017).

The current wave of restrictive laws is largely a response to claims (virtually none supported by evi-
dence) that the 2020 presidential election was rigged or rife with fraud. Proponents of restrictive voting 
measures argue that they prevent voter fraud, and the new laws don’t mention Black Americans or other 
minority groups, as is typical of modern institutional discrimination. The result may be a dramatically 
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44   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

lower turnout on Election Day for groups that are less likely to have driver’s licenses, passports, or 
similar documentation, including not only Black Americans but also other minority groups of color, 
low-income groups, senior citizens, and younger voters.

Jobs and Income. Integration in the job market and racial equality in income follow the trends estab-
lished in many other areas of social life: The situation of Black Americans has improved since the end 
of de jure segregation but has stopped well short of equality. Among men, whites are much more likely 
to be employed in the highest rated and most lucrative occupational areas, whereas Black Americans are 
overrepresented in the service sector and in unskilled labor (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012b). One compre-
hensive analysis of race/gender employment trends found that, after some gains in the years following 
the passage of the landmark legislation of the mid-1960s, employment gains for Black men and women 
(and white women) have been slight, and that white men disproportionately hold better jobs (Stainback 
& Tomaskovic-Devey, 2012, pp. 155–177).

Although huge gaps remain, we should note that the present occupational distribution represents 
a rapid and significant upgrading, given the fact that as recently as the 1930s most Black men were 
unskilled agricultural laborers (S. Steinberg, 1981, pp. 206–207). A similar improvement has occurred 
for Black women. In the 1930s, about 90% of employed Black women worked in agriculture or in 
domestic service (Steinberg, 1981, pp. 206–207). The percentage of Black women in these categories 
has dropped dramatically, and most Black women are employed in the two highest occupational cate-
gories, although typically at the lower levels of these categories. For example, in the top-rated “manage-
rial and professional” category, women are more likely to be concentrated in less well-paid occupations, 
such as nurse or elementary school teacher (see Figure 11.1), whereas men are more likely to be physi-
cians and lawyers.

Figure 6.12 depicts the racial income gap in terms of the median, an average that shows the differ-
ence between “typical” white and Black households. It reflects racial differences in education and occu-
pations, which result in a persistent racial income gap. The graph presents two kinds of information: 
the median household incomes for Black Americans and whites (in 2019 dollars) over the time period 
(read these from the left vertical axis) and the percentage of Black to white household income (read 
this from the right vertical axis). Additionally, Figure 6.12 shows that median incomes for Black and 
white households generally moved together over the time period and that both trended upward until 
the turn of this century. At that point, both lines flattened and then fell, a reflection of hard economic 
times after 2000 and especially after 2007. In the most recent years, household incomes have risen once 
again, with white income rising more rapidly.
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2020). Table H-5.
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  45

Also note that incomes for Black households remained well below those of white households 
throughout the period. In the late 1960s, Black household income was about 58% of white household 
income. The gap remained relatively steady through the 1980s, closed during the boom years of the 
1990s, then widened again after the turn of the century. The gap was smallest in 2000 (68%), widened 
after the 2007 recession and, in the most recent year, was at 64%, reflecting the differential effects of 
the recession on minority groups of color, as we discussed previously.

Figure 6.13 supplements this information by comparing the distribution of income within each 
racial group for 2019, and highlights the differences in the percentage of each group in low-, middle-, 
and upper income categories. To read this graph, note that income categories are arrayed from top to 
bottom and that the horizontal axis has zero points in the middle of the graph. The percentage of non-
Hispanic white households in each income category is represented by the bars to the left of the zero 
point, and the same information is presented for Black households by the bars to the right of the zero 
point.

Starting at the bottom, note that the bars representing Black households are considerably wider 
than those for white households. This reflects the fact that Black Americans are more concentrated 
in the lower income brackets. For example, 11.5% of Black households were in the lowest two income 
categories (less than $10,000); this figure is 3.0 times greater than the percentage of white households 
(3.9%) in this range.

As you move upward, notice the clustering of both Black and white households in the $50,000 to 
$124,000 categories, income ranges that would be associated with a middle and upper middle-class 
lifestyle. In this income range, however, it’s the white households that are overrepresented: 39% of 
white households versus only 32% of Black households had incomes in this range. The racial differ-
ences are even more dramatic in the two highest income ranges: About 21% of white households had 
incomes greater than $150,000 versus only 7% of Black households. While Black Americans can be 
found at all income levels, graphs such as this convincingly refute the notion, common among “modern 
racists” and many other Americans, that there are no important racial inequalities in the United States 
today.

Finally, poverty affects Black Americans at much higher rates than it does white Americans. Figure 
6.14 shows the percentage of white and Black American families living below the federally established, 
“official” poverty level from 1967 through 2019. The poverty rate for Black families runs about 2.5 to 3 
times higher than the rate for whites.

Note that there was a dramatic decrease in Black poverty during the boom years of the 1990s, 
only to be followed by an even more sudden rise after 2000. The poverty rates for both groups trended 
upward between 2000 and 2012, with a sharp spike in Black poverty following the 2007 recession 
before decreasing in the most recent years Tragically, the highest rates of poverty are among children, 
especially Black children. Like Figures 6.12 and 6.13, this graph refutes the notion that serious racial 
inequality is a thing of the past for U.S. society.

Primary Structural Assimilation
Interracial contact in the more public areas of society, such as schools or the workplace, is certainly 
more common today. As Gordon’s model of assimilation predicts, this has led to increases in more 
intimate contacts across racial lines. To illustrate, one study looked at changing intimate relation-
ships among Americans by asking a nationally representative sample about the people with whom 
they discuss “important matters.” Although the study didn’t focus on Black–white relations per se, 
the researchers did find that the percentage of whites that included Black Americans as intimate con-
tacts increased from 9% to more than 15% between 1984 and 2004 (McPherson et al., 2006). While 
this increase would be heartening to those committed to a more integrated, racially unified society, 
these low percentages could also be seen as discouraging because they suggest that about 85% of white 
Americans maintain racially exclusive interpersonal networks of friends and acquaintances.

A more recent study (Cox et al., 2016) found similar racial patterns in people’s social networks. 
Respondents were asked to name the people with whom they “discussed important matters” and then 
identify these contacts by race. The vast majority of white respondents maintained racially homogenous 
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46   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

networks: 91% of their close contacts were also white. Black respondents reported less racial exclusive-
ness: 83% of their close contacts were also Black. This difference in the racial composition of social net-
works is partly due to simple math: Because white Americans outnumber Black Americans, they have 
more choices for friends and acquaintances and, as the dominant group, they can more easily maintain 
racial exclusiveness.

Another interesting study (Fisher, 2008), which reflects some of the same patterns, looked at inter-
racial friendships on a sample of 27 college campuses across the nation. First-year students were inter-
viewed at the end of their second semester and asked about the group membership of their 10 closest 
friends on campus. The study found that cross-group friendships were common but that white students 
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FIGURE 6.13  ■   Distribution of Household Income for Non–Hispanic White and 
Black Americans, 2019

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. (2021a). Age of householder–households by total money income, type of household, race 
and Hispanic origin of householder, table HINC-02. https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/cps/hinc-02.
html
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  47

had the least diverse circles of friends. For whites, 76% of their friends were also white, a much higher 
percentage of in-group exclusiveness than Asian (51%), Hispanic (56%), and Black students (27%).

Obviously, these percentages reflect the racial composition of the campuses (all were majority 
white), but it’s significant that cross-group choices were positively related to more tolerant attitudes 
and a history of having a friend from another group in high school. Most interesting, perhaps, was that 
cross-group choices were positively related to greater diversity on campus. This finding supports the 
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FIGURE 6.14  ■   Families and Children Living in Poverty in the United States by 
Race, 1967 to 2019

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. (2021c), “Poverty status, Tables 3 and 4.”

Note: Family poverty rates and child poverty rates are computed using different units of analysis. Family rates 
represent the percentage of all families below the poverty line. The rates for children are the percentage of all 
people younger than 18 in poverty.

An integrated school, one of the few in the United States in 1955.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division. O’Halloran, Thomas J.
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48   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

contact hypothesis and Gordon’s assertion that integration at the secondary level leads to integration at 
the primary level.

Consistent with the decline in traditional, overt prejudice, Americans are much less opposed to 
interracial dating and marriage today. As noted in Chapter 3, a recent national poll (Livingston & 
Brown, 2017) found that only 9% of Americans felt that interracial marriage is “a bad thing” for soci-
ety. Almost 40% felt interracial marriages were “a good thing” (up from 24% in 2010) and the majority 
(52%) felt that it didn’t “make much difference” (p. 24). Support for interracial marriage was especially 
high among young people (54% of 18- to 29-year-olds said it was “a good thing” vs. only 26% of 
respondents over 65), the college educated (54% of the college educated said it was “a good thing” vs. 
only 26% of respondents with a high school degree), and urbanites (45% of city dwellers said it was “a 
good thing” vs. only 24% of rural respondents) (Livingston & Brown, 2017, p. 25).

Behavior appears to be following attitudes, as the rates of interracial dating and marriage are 
increasing. Studies find that interracial dating is increasingly common (see Keels & Harris, 2014; 
Wellner, 2007), and marriages between Black Americans and whites are also increasing, although still a 
tiny percentage of all marriages. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there were 65,000 Black–white 
married couples in 1970 (including persons of Hispanic origin), about 0.10% of all married couples. 
By 2010, the number of Black–white married couples had increased by a factor of 8.5, to 558,000, but 
this is still less than 1% (0.9%) of all married couples (see also Livingston & Brown, 2017; U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2012a, p. 54).

Finally, a study comparing intermarriage based on the 1980 and 2008 censuses found a slight trend 
toward decreasing in-marriage, particularly for Black men. Table 6.1 summarizes the results. Most 
Black men who married outside their race were married to whites (14.4%) and Hispanics (4.8%). Black 
women who married outside their group showed a similar pattern: 6.5% were married to whites and 
2.3% to Hispanics.

A more recent study found rapidly rising rates in racial intermarriage for virtually all groups in 
American society. For Black Americans, the percentage of marriages that crossed racial lines increased 
from 5% in 1980 to 18% in 2015 (Livingston & Brown, 2017)

IS THE GLASS HALF EMPTY OR HALF FULL?

The contemporary situation of Black Americans is perhaps what might be expected for a group so 
recently “released” from exclusion and subordination. Figure 6.15 visually represents the length of the 
periods of subjugation and the brevity of time since the fall of Jim Crow. The average situation of Black 
Americans improved vastly during the latter half of the 20th century in virtually every area of social 
life. As demonstrated by the data presented in this chapter, however, racial progress has stopped well 
short of equality.

In assessing the present situation, one might stress the improved situation of the group (the glass is 
half full) or the challenges that remain before full racial equality and justice are achieved (the glass is 
half empty). While Black Americans have occupied the highest levels of the society (including the Oval 

TABLE 6.1  ■   Percentage Married to a Person of the Same Race, 1980 and 2008

Whites Black Americans

Year Men Women Men Women

1980 96% 95% 93% 97%

2008 93% 92% 77% 88%

Source: Qian and Lichter (2011, p. 1072). Copyright © 2011 National Council on Family Relations. Reprinted with permission.

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

DRAFT. N
OT A FIN

AL P
ROOF. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
.



Chapter 6 • Black Americans  49

Office and the Supreme Court), a large percentage of the Black population have merely traded rural 
peasantry for urban poverty and face an array of formidable and deep-rooted problems.

The situation of Black Americans is intimately intermixed with the plight of our cities and the 
changing nature of the labor force. It’s the consequence of nearly 400 years of prejudice, racism, and 
discrimination, but it also reflects broader social forces, such as urbanization and industrialization. 
Consistent with their origin as a colonized minority group, the relative poverty and powerlessness has 
persisted for Black Americans long after other groups (e.g., the descendants of the European immi-
grants who arrived between the 1820s and the 1920s) have achieved equality and acceptance. Black 
Americans were enslaved to meet the labor demands of an agrarian economy, became rural peasants 
under Jim Crow segregation, were excluded from the opportunities created by early industrialization, 
and remain largely excluded from the better jobs in the emerging post-industrial economy.

Progress toward racial equality has slowed since the heady days of the 1960s, and in many areas, 
earlier advances seem hopelessly stagnated. Public opinion polls indicate that there is little support or 
sympathy for the cause of Black Americans (see Chapter 3). Traditional prejudice has declined only to 
be replaced by modern racism. In the court of public opinion, Black Americans are often held respon-
sible for their own plight. Biological racism has been replaced with indifference to racial issues or with 
blaming the victims.

Real improvements have been made in the lives of Black Americans. Compared with their coun-
terparts in the days of Jim Crow, Black Americans today on the average are more prosperous and more 
politically powerful, and some are among the most revered of current popular heroes (the glass is half 
full). However, the increases in average income and education and the glittering success of the few 
obscure a tangle of problems for the many—problems that may get worse. Poverty, unemployment, a 
failing educational system, residential segregation, subtle racism, and continuing discrimination per-
sist as inescapable realities for millions of Black Americans. In many Black neighborhoods, crime, 
drugs, violence, poor health care, malnutrition, and a host of other factors compound these problems 
(the glass is half empty).

Given this gloomy situation, it shouldn’t be surprising that Black Americans find significant 
strength in pluralistic, nationalistic thinking, resentment, and anger. Black Nationalism and Black 
Power remain powerful ideas, but their goals of development and autonomy for the Black community 
remain largely rhetorical sloganeering without the resources to bring them to actualization.

The situation of Black Americans in the early 21st century might be characterized as a combina-
tion of partial assimilation, structural pluralism, and inequality—a depiction that reflects the con-
tinuing effects of a colonized origin. The problems that remain are less visible (or perhaps just better 
hidden from the average white middle-class American) than those of previous eras. Responsibility is 
more diffused, and the moral certainties of opposition to slavery or to Jim Crow laws are long gone. 

FIGURE 6.15  ■   Timeline of American 
Slavery and Segregation

Source: http://zerflin.com/2016/04/06/client-highlight-how-
white-supremacy-attempts-to-make-slavery-and-segrega-
tion-soooo-long-ago/.
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50   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

Contemporary racial issues must be articulated and debated in an environment of subtle prejudice and 
low levels of sympathy for the grievances of Black Americans. Urban poverty, modern institutional 
discrimination, and modern racism are less dramatic and more difficult to measure than an overseer’s 
whip, a lynch mob, or a sign that reads “Whites Only,” but they can be just as real and just as deadly in 
their consequences.

SUMMARY

We’ve organized this summary around the Learning Objectives at the beginning of the chapter.
 6.1 Cite and explain the forces that led to the end of de jure segregation, including organizations, 

leaders, and legal changes.
De jure segregation ended because of changing economic, social, legal, and political 

conditions. Continuing industrialization in the South lessened the need for a large, powerless 
labor force, but southern resistance to racial change was intense. Crucial events included the 
threat of a march on Washington during World War II (led by A. Philip Randolph), the Brown 
v. Board of Education of Topeka Supreme Court decision, the Montgomery bus boycott, and the 
triumphs of the Civil Rights Movement, led by Martin Luther King Jr. and many others. The 
legal basis for the Jim Crow system ended with the passage of two landmark bills by the U.S. 
Congress: the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

 6.2 Compare the Civil Rights Movement with the Black Power Movement.
The civil rights movement was primarily a southern phenomenon designed to combat 

legalized, state-sponsored racial segregation. Outside the South, problems were different and 
the strategies that had worked in the South had less relevance. Other movements, organizations, 
and leaders—including the Black Muslims and Malcolm X—arose to articulate these issues and 
channel the anger of the urban, northern Black population. The Civil Rights Movement was 
primarily assimilationist, but the Black Power Movement had strong elements of pluralism and 
even separatism. Both movements relied heavily on the energy and courage of Black women but 
tended to be dominated by men.

 6.3 Explain the most important issues and trends related to Black–white relations since the 1960s, 
including the criminal justice system, class inequality, class inequality, family forms, new racial 
identities, prejudice, individual and institutional forms of discrimination.

Black–white relations since the 1960s have been characterized by continuing inequality, 
separation, and hostility, along with substantial improvements in status for some Black 
Americans. Relations with the criminal justice system remain problematic, and the Black 
community has been victimized by the “war on drugs” on several levels. The Black American 
middle class has less financial security than the white middle class, and urban poverty continues 
as a major problem. Class differentiation within the Black American community is greater than 
ever before. The dominant group has often perceived many Black American families as weak, 
unstable, and a cause of continuing poverty. The culture of poverty thesis attributes poverty to 
certain characteristics of the poor. An alternative view sees problems such as high rates of family 
desertion by men as the result of poverty, rather than the cause. New racial identities continue 
to emerge as cross-racial and cross-ethnic marriages increase. Finally, anti-Black prejudice and 
discrimination are manifested in more subtle, covert forms (modern racism and institutional 
discrimination) in contemporary society.

 6.4 Analyze the contemporary situation for Black Americans using the concepts of assimilation 
and pluralism, especially in terms of acculturation, secondary structural assimilation, primary 
structural assimilation.

Black Americans are largely acculturated but centuries of separation and oppression have 
created a unique Black experience in American society. There have been real improvements 
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  51

for many Black Americans, but overall secondary structural assimilation remains low for a 
large percentage of the group. Evidence of continuing racial inequality in residential patterns, 
schooling, politics, jobs, income, unemployment, and poverty is massive and underlines the 
realities of an urban underclass. In primary structural assimilation, interracial interaction and 
friendships appear to be rising. Interracial marriages are increasing but remain a small percentage 
of all marriages.

 6.5 Use sociological concepts and evidence from the chapter to evaluate the overall situation for Black 
Americans today. Evaluate the progress made compared with remaining problems.

Compared with their situation at the start of the 20th century, Black Americans have 
made significant improvements, but the distance to true racial equality remains considerable. 
What evidence of improvements in race relations is presented in this chapter? What evidence is 
provided for the argument that substantial problems remain? Which body of evidence is more 
persuasive? Why?

KEY TERMS

Black Power Movement
Civil Rights Movement
Culture of poverty theory
De facto segregation

Dissimilarity index
Fatalism
Nonviolent direct action
Urban underclass

APPLYING CONCEPTS

The table below lists 10 metropolitan areas from across the nation in alphabetical order. Based on what 
you have learned so far, which cities do you expect to have the highest levels of racial residential segre-
gation? Why?
Rank order the cities from 1 (most segregated) to 10 (least segregated).

City Region Percentage Black, 2010* Rank

1 Atlanta, Georgia South 32%

2 Baltimore, Maryland Border 29%

3 Boston, Massachusetts Northeast 7%

4 Dallas–Fort Worth, Texas Southwest 15%

5 Kansas City, Kansas Midwest 13%

6 Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania Northeast 8%

7 Richmond, Virginia South 38%

8 San Diego, California West 5%

9 San Francisco, California West 8%

10 Washington, D.C. South/Border 26%

* Percentage in entire metropolitan area, including suburbs. Data from U.S. Census Bureau (2012b, p. 31).

TURN THE PAGE TO SEE THE ACTUAL RANKS AND SCORES.
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52   Part 3 • Understanding Dominant–Minority Relations in the United States Today

ANSWERS TO APPLYING CONCEPTS

Here are those 10 metro areas listed from most to least segregated. Many American cities are more seg-
regated than Pittsburgh, and some are less segregated than San Diego. These 10 cities were selected to 
represent a variety of regions and race relations histories, and aren’t representative of the society.
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Chapter 6 • Black Americans  53

City Score (Dissimilarity Index)

1 Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 64.9

2 Baltimore, Maryland 62.2

3 Kansas City, Kansas 57.7

4 Boston, Massachusetts 57.6

5 Washington, D.C. 56.1

6 Atlanta, Georgia 54.1

7 San Francisco, California 50.5

8 Richmond, Virginia 49.6

9 Dallas–Fort Worth, Texas 47.5

10 San Diego, California 38.6

Source: Data from Glaeser and Vigdor (2012).
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