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Preface 

"There's not a liberal America and a conservative America; there's 

the United States of America. There's not a black America and a 

white America and Latino America and Asian America; there's 

the United States of America:' 

With these words, delivered as part of his first speech to a na

tional audience, then-Illinois state senator Barack Obama elicited 

uproarious applause from those assembled in Boston for the 2004 

Democratic National Convention. As political theater goes, it was 

nearly perfect, not only for dyed-in-the-wool party faithful, but 
for a nation largely unfamiliar with the young U.S. Senate candi
date. In the span of approximately a half-hour, Obama straddled 
the line between liberal platitudes and moderate-to-conservative 
bombast, calling for studious adherence to civil liberties in the 
midst of the so-called "war on terror;' but also insisting that the 

United States had enemies that must be found, pursued "and de
feated:' On the domestic front, this ideological ecumenism con
tinued, with Obama calling for substantial public investments in 

11 
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health care and education, apropos for most any liberal politician, 

and then turning rightward, emphasizing the importance of self

reliance and personal responsibility in the face of hardship. To that 
end, he called for parents to turn off the television and, in what 

seemed like a broadside directed specifically at the African Ameri

can community, admonished black folks to reject the oft lamented 

(but according to scholarly research, over-claimed) mentality that 

to be "black with a book" is to be guilty of "acting white:' In short, 

there was something in the speech for most everyone. 

Although Obama said little during his keynote that evening 
about race or racism, he stood before the nation (and the world) 

as a living embodiment of America's longstanding racial drama. 

As he discussed his ancestry-his Kenyan father and Kansas-born 

mother-he seemed to suggest that his very presence on the stage 

was symbolic of something larger than himself, and surely larger 

than Senator John Kerry, whom he had come to praise that night 

as the Party's candidate for president. Indeed, Obama made a point 
of claiming that "in no other country on Earth'' was his story "even 

possible:' Presumably, there was something uniquely good, and 
uniquely multicultural, about the United States. Despite our long 

night of the soul when it comes to race, and the legacy of white 
supremacy from which the country was only beginning to emerge 
at the time of Obama's birth, the young and charismatic orator as
sured us, we were well on our way to the Promised Land. His own 

life story was proof of it. 
To the commentators who make up what we might call the 

cognitariat of American politics, Obama was a blessing on two 
fronts: first, a political figure with a polish and youthful vitality 

unseen since John F. Kennedy; and second, a man of color who 
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despite his racial identity seemed at home in the center of the po

litical spectrum, largely unconnected to civil rights and antiracist 
movements, and unthreatening to whites who had long ago turned 

off to identifiably black political struggles and leaders. He quickly 

became the-darling of the chattering class: a bunch that was mostly 

white, well educated (and thus taken with his Harvard Law pedi

gree), and politically center-left, much like this new upstart from 

Chicago. 

Though most predicted a bright future for Obama, few could 

have expected the trajectory his life would take within four short 

years. It is, after all, one thing to have your book rise to the top of 
the best-seller list, or even to win a Grammy Award (as Obama 

did, for the audio version of his autobiography), but it is quite an

other to become president of the United States. Yet he managed to 

do just that-beating Senator John McCain even before complet

ing his own first term in the U.S. Senate-to become the nation's 

first black president. 

Obama won the White House with a combination of deft po

litical strategy and the enthusiasm of millions of young people, 

energized by his persona and by his relative generational prox
imity to them. Obama was the candidate of college students, re

cent graduates and those between 30 and 45. Senator McCain was 
"your grandfather's" candidate: the former POW, a fighter from 
an older era (both chronologically and in terms of disposition). In 
an age defined by media imagery, Obama's win should have come 

as no surprise. Yet right up until the end, there was doubt about 
his ability to prevail. Yes, he was the far better spoken candidate. 
Yes, he had the more detailed policy positions. Yes, he had lots of 

money-more than his opponent-and some of the best political 
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minds behind him. Yes, he was running against a party that had 

given the nation George W. Bush, whose policies, by 2008, were 

fiercely unpopular. And yes, he had all those young people. But 

still, there was the question of race. 
Put simply, how could a nation founded as a white settler col

ony built with the forced labor of enslaved Africans-and where 

whites were still the majority of voters-elect a man of color less 

than two generations after the fall of formal apartheid? For some, 

the answer was simple: It couldn't. Whites might say they were go
ing to support Obama, but in the end, they would pull the lever 

for McCain. That was the conventional wisdom for many, polls 

notwithstanding. But despite the naysayers, the senator trudged 

on, picking up unexpected levels of support even in traditionally 

conservative states, leaving the pundits to scratch their heads and 
ask if there had been some political realignment about which they 

had been theretofore unaware. Could it be that white Americans 

had finally overcome their biases, such that they might now elect a 

black president? And not just any black president, but one with the 

middle name Hussein? 

The results of the election are now history. President Obama, 
though he received fewer than half of all white votes cast, did man
age to obtain more white votes than any Democrat in the previ

ous forty-plus years. But what that outcome says and doesn't say 
about white racial bias is less clear. Indeed, in my last book, Be

tween Barack and a Hard Place: Racism and White Denial in the 

Age of Obama, I document the extent of ongoing racial discrimi
nation in the United States, and the significant degree to which 
white Americans, by their own admission, continue to adhere to 

a number of fundamentally racist views about African Americans 
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and other people of color. Therein, I suggest that Obama's election, 

far from serving as evidence that racism had been defeated, might 

signal a mere shape-shifting of racism, from Racism 1.0 to Racism 

2.0, an insidious upgrade that allows millions of whites to cling 

to racist stereotypes about people of color generally, while none

theless carving out exceptions for those who, like Obama, make 

us comfortable by seeming so "different" from what we view as a 

much less desirable norm. 

In Colorblind, I examine more closely the consequences of 

the Obama victory, in terms of its likely long-term effects on the 

nation's racial discourse. Where Between Barack and a Hard Place 
sought to explore what the election said, and didn't say, about rac

ism in America, Colorblind examines the impact of the Obama 

victory on our ability as a nation to tackle-or even openly dis

cuss-matters of race and racism. 

Principally, I seek to explore what is perhaps the most disturb

ing dilemma of the current political moment as regards matters of 

race. On the one hand, it was candidate Obama's use of the rhetoric 
of racial transcendence that made his victory possible, by assuaging 

white fears that he would focus on racial injustice, or seek to rem

edy the same, were he elected president. But on the other hand, it is 

that same avoidance of race issues that has now made it more dif

ficult than ever to address ongoing racial bias, and has hamstrung 

the president's ability to push back against some of the opposition 

to his agenda, even when that opposition is framed in blatantly 

racist ways. Furthermore, because the rhetoric of racial transcen

dence requires a similarly race-neutral policy agenda to match it, 

Obama has eschewed any direct focus on narrowing racial gaps 

in income, wealth, education, housing or health care, in favor of a 
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"universal" approach that purports to help all in need. While such 

efforts may disproportionately benefit persons of color-if simply 

because they are disproportionately among those at the bottom of 

the socioeconomic hierarchy-they are presented to the masses as 

the product of colorblind public policy. 
This combination of race-neutral rhetoric and colorblind 

public policy comprise what I call post-racial liberalism. Post

racial liberalism is a form ofleft-of-center politics, which has had its 

adherents dating back at least forty years, and which emerged after 

the civil rights revolution had largely accomplished its immediate 

goals with the passage of legal protections against discrimination 
in employment and public accommodations (1964), voting (1965) 

and housing (1968 ). In the wake of those legislative victories, and 

following several years of violent uprisings in urban centers thanks 

to frustration at the slow pace of change-especially with regard to 

economic opportunity-some of the nation's scholars and public 

intellectuals began to turn against race-specific remedies for lin

gering racial inequities. Beginning in the late 1970s with sociolo

gist William Julius Wilson's The Declining Significance of Race and 
extending through to the Obama campaign for the presidency, 
post-racial liberalism has advocated a de-emphasis of racial dis
crimination and race-based remedies for inequality, in favor of 

class-based or "universal" programs of uplift: from job creation 

policies to better education funding to health care reform. 
In Colorblind, I explore the rise of post-racial liberalism, cul

minating in the election of Barack Obama as president in 2008. 
Obama's victory, dependent as it was on a rhetoric of racial tran
scendence and a public policy agenda of colorblind universalism, 

can be seen as the ultimate triumph for the post-racial approach. 
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In chapter one, we'll examine the way in which Obama represents 

and extends the tradition of post-racial liberalism, in terms of his 
rhetoric and public policy stance. Then in chapter two, we'll ex

plore the potential consequences of post-racial liberalism for the 

cause of racial justice and the reasons why post-racial liberalism 

is problematic, few of which have been explored publicly since 

Obama's election. 

First, post-racial liberalism is inadequate for remedying per

sistent racial inequities. Because those inequities are themselves 

too often the result of racial discrimination and race-specific in

juries perpetrated by whites against people of color-and not, as 
post-racial liberalism insists, the result of race-neutral economic 

or cultural factors-applying "universal" solutions to said inequi

ties will likely fail to fully ameliorate them. Even the pragmatic 

case made for colorblind universalism-namely, that it is the 

only approach that can garner white support for progressive so

cial policy-is of dubious validity. Because of a steady drumbeat 

of racially coded conservative propaganda concerning govern

ment programs for those in need, even universal public policy ap
proaches (with regard to education, health care or job creation) 

will likely be seen as disproportionately benefiting people of color. 
This in turn will trigger white racial resentment, which is regularly 
manipulated by reactionary commentators and politicians seeking 
to derail the Obama presidency. Hence, to ignore race and push a 

race-blind rhetoric and policy approach will only allow the right 
to manipulate racial angers unmolested and unchecked. In other 
words, the notion that liberals' post-racial approach will allow for 

the building of political support for progressive policies rests on a 
na"ive understanding of how the public perceives social policy, even 
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when it is presented in terms that are colorblind. To the extent that 

much of the white public envisions such efforts as universal health 

care, job creation or increased educational funding as efforts in

tended to help people of color, post-racial liberalism will fail, even 

on its own terms. 

Secondly, implicit racial biases (which often exist side-by-side 

with an outwardly non-racist demeanor and persona) frequently 

influence the way we view and treat others. Being aware of these 

biases and alert to their possible triggering gives us all a fighting 

chance at keeping them in check. But colorblindness, by discourag

ing discussions of racial matters and presuming that the best prac

tice is to ignore the realities of racism, makes it more difficult to 

challenge those biases, and thus increases the likelihood of discrim

ination. To the extent a public discourse of colorblindness "trick

les down" to our private lives, workplaces, schools and elsewhere, 

thereby discouraging us from taking race and its consequences into 

account, we will likely fail to adequately address real and persistent 

racial bias and fail to ensure true equity of opportunity. 

In fact, as I will argue, colorblindness not only fails to remedy 

discrimination and racial inequity, it can actually make both prob

lems worse. To begin, if the rhetoric of racial transcendence gives 

the impression-as it does, almost by definition-that the racial 

injustices of the past are no longer instrumental in determining life 

chances and outcomes, it will become increasingly likely that per

sons seeing significant racial stratification in society will rational

ize those disparities as owing to some cultural or biological flaw on 

the part of those at the bottom of the hierarchy. In other words, ra

cial bias would become almost rational once observers of inequity 

were deprived of the critical social context needed to understand 
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the conditions they observe. Whereas a color-conscious approach 

allows for a more nuanced understanding of racial inequities and 

how they've been generated, colorblindness encourages placing 

blame for the conditions of inequity on those who have been the 

targets of systemic injustice. Ironically, this means that colorblind

ness, often encouraged as the ultimate non-racist mentality, might 

have the consequence of giving new life to racist thinking. 

Additionally, colorblindness can perpetuate and even deep

en systemic racism. Encouraging individuals and institutions to 

downplay the role of race and racism in the lives of the public will 

only impede the ability to respond to the needs of that public. For 

instance, if employers operate on the basis of colorblindness, they 

will be less likely to consider the way that job applicants of color 

have been impacted by the opportunity structure; so too admis

sions officers at colleges and universities. Thus they may perceive 

applicants of color as less qualified than their white counterparts, 

based solely on a handful of outward manifestations of merit, 

which are themselves heavily influenced by that opportunity struc

ture. Whereas color-conscious approaches allow and even encour

age institutions to take into consideration the full range of factors 

that might shape a job or college applicant's on-paper credentials 

(and thus engage in deliberate efforts to provide opportunity to 

those who may have less impressive formal resumes but be equally 

or more qualified), colorblindness makes it unlikely that such con

siderations would be brought to bear. 

In the final analysis, the problem with colorblindness and 

post-racial liberalism is that they ignore the different ways in which 

we experience the society around us. If certain people face obsta

cles not faced by others-such as race-based discrimination-then 
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universal programs of general uplift cannot possibly serve as the 

palliative for their condition. Likewise, imagine how absurd it 

would be to say that universal programs of opportunity were the 

best solution for persons who were disabled. Since persons with 

disabilities face obstacles that are directly related to their dis

ability-including presumptions of lesser competence and actual 

physical constraints in workplaces and elsewhere-to think that 

economic growth alone, or a jobs bill, or universal health care 
would suffice to remedy their social disempowerment would be 

preposterous. So much so that no one would ever offer universal 

solutions for improving life for the disabled, or an "ability-blind" 

approach, since to be blind to (dis)ability is to make it impossible 

to address the very thing that is giving rise to the individual's mis

treatment and lesser opportunity in the first place. 

By endorsing colorblind universalism as a solution to persis
tent inequities, President Obama implies, intentionally or not, that 

there are no institutional obstacles faced by people of color that 

could not be weakened or abolished by colorblind policies and 

programs alone. He also implies that whites and people of color 
face the same set of obstacles and do so on a relatively even playing 
field. But these notions are so utterly saturated with falsehood that 
a man as intelligent as he simply cannot believe them, which then 

leaves only political calculation as the basis for his position. Sadly, 
if President Obama is willing to ignore the pain of race-based dis
crimination and injustice, so as to make whites comfortable-and 

this, after he has already been elected and the campaign is long 
over-then the likelihood he will ever speak the truth about these 
matters, let alone address them, shrinks to nearly zero. In which 

case there is no option left but for us to correct the record, and 
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pointedly, before his approach does real damage to the cause of 

civil rights and racial equity. 

In the final chapter, I propose a new paradigm for both public 

policy considerations and private personal and institutional prac

tice: an approach I call illuminated individualism. While conserva

tives have long pushed for a complete disregarding of group identity 

in favor of a focus on rugged individualism and personal achieve
ment, and liberals like Obama have promoted a collective national 

identity under a "one America' motif, herein I suggest a third op

tion. Illuminated individualism seeks to respect the uniqueness of 

all persons and communities-and thus not to assume that racial 

identity or country of origin, as in the case of non-citizens seeking 

to become residents, automatically tells us what we need to know 

about a person and their background-while yet acknowledging 
the general truth that to be white, a person of color, indigenous, or 

an immigrant continues to have meaning in the United States. 

In other words, we are neither merely individuals, nor merely 

Americans. Race continues to matter. Only by being aware of that 

meaning and resolving to view individuals and communities as 

they really are-which requires acknowledging their languages, 
cultures, traditions, and racialized experiences-can we actually 

hope to build the kind of democracy that treats all persons fairly 
and equally. And just as important, only by illuminating our own 
individual and community uniqueness-including our personal 
biases-can we hope to check the tendency to disadvantage and 
exclude, which sadly is still far too common. Illuminated indi

vidualism then suggests a number of policy options and practices, 
at both the public and private level, which I also explore in this 

concluding chapter. 
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Although there is certainly much political activity on the 

right that concerns me, merely critiquing the often overtly racist 

machinations of reactionaries is insufficient for a political mo

ment such as this. Just as important, those committed to a truly 

equitable nation must explore the ways in which our responses to 

right-wing rhetoric and race-baiting have often been ill informed. 
Indeed, efforts by those on the right to roll back many of the gains 

that have been hard-fought over the years when it comes to racial 

equity are only enhanced by post-racial liberalism and the poli

tics of colorblindness. In effect, post-racial liberalism gives aid and 

comfort to the right-wing enemy, and must be fought directly as 

the enabling force that it has come to be. If those of us commit

ted to racial justice (and this would include people who consider 
themselves liberals, progressives, leftists, radicals, and even many 

so-called moderates) would challenge colorblindness and make 
the case for color-consciousness and racism-consciousness, we 

might yet build and strengthen the social movements needed to 

repel attacks from those who deliberately seek to weaken the free

dom struggle. 
Although there are many arenas in which racism perpetrated 

by whites continues to manifest, I have chosen here to focus on four 

specific areas: employment, housing, education and health care. 
Previously I have written about racism in the justice system, and 
I consider this to be a vitally important area for exploration. But 

in this book I have chosen not to examine racism in the criminal 
justice system, principally because unlike with the other subjects, 

there is no significant post-racial liberal approach to resolve the 
disparities in terms of sentencing, profiling or punishment. Most 

all folks to the left of the political spectrum, when they address 
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racism in the justice system, endorse, at least in theory, race-con

scious bans on racial profiling, and attention to race-specific dis

parities in sentencing, particularly regarding drug incarcerations. 

In other words, there is no real colorblind universal approach to 

addressing racial disparity in the justice system, as there is with the 

other areas of consideration. Since this volume seeks to critique a 

particular school of thought, I have chosen to focus my efforts on 

those arenas of life where the president and others have put for

ward a clear articulation of post-racial liberalism and colorblind 

universalism: jobs, housing, schooling and health. For those in

terested in the evidence regarding justice system bias, the data in 

Between Barack and a Hard Place is, unfortunately, still pertinent 

and worth examining. 

Because of my use of the term "colorblind" in the title, and the 

repeated reference to the problems of colorblindness throughout 

this book, I would be remiss if I didn't at least reference the work 

of sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, whose concept of "colorblind 

racism" has been so helpful in shaping the last several years of 

critical race theory and analysis. In Bonilla-Silva's work, the term 

colorblind racism refers to the dominant white racial ideology of 

the modern era, in which whites, under the guise of being color

blind, refuse to acknowledge the reality of racism and reject any 
consideration of how their own racial identity provides them with 

privileges vis-a-vis people of color. By taking a stance amounting 

to that of a 3-year-old who sticks his fingers in his ears and shouts 

"la, la, la, la'' over and over again to avoid hearing whatever his par

ents might be saying, many whites evade race as a topic, thereby 

allowing them to cast as racist anyone who broaches the subject. 

Colorblind racism supports white perspectives that people of color 
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are to blame for their own problems in life-after all, if we're be

ing colorblind we don't examine the historical structures of white 

domination that so often determine social position-and thereby 

deepens white racial hostility to the very people of color about 
whom whites are technically resolving not to think of in racialized 

and bigoted ways. This book examines the notion of colorblind 

racism in a slightly different way than Bonilla-Silva, exploring its 

operation within the national political discourse and the way in 

which it stems from a longer tradition of post-racial liberalism 

dating back decades. 
Although Colorblind takes aim at a form of modern liberal

ism, the critique of colorblindness contained herein is meant for 

anyone, regardless of self-professed political ideology, who believes 

that paying less attention to race and racial identity is the proper 
response to racial inequity. This includes many liberals, to be sure, 

but also some who are further to the left and who, because of their 

focus on economic class, occasionally give short shrift to race and 

racism as well. So too, persons who would never consider them

selves on the left at all, per se, but who fervently believe, often with 
the best of intentions, that colorblindness is a positive paradigm 
for thought and action. It is my hope that even if, at the end of 
the day, readers disagree about the political efficacy of colorblind 

public policy, they will yet re-commit themselves in their private 
and professional lives to a more color-conscious direction, so as to 

foster greater equity of opportunity throughout the institutional 

spaces where we all operate. 
I would like to thank my editor, Greg Ruggiero, for his en

couragement and patience with me as I prepared this manuscript, 
despite a grueling lecture schedule for the past several months. 
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Also, my thanks to Elaine, Stacey, and everyone at City Lights 

Books for their support of my work. And of course, special thanks 
to my wife, Kristy, and our two daughters, Ashton and Rachel, 

whose constant love and encouragement are what truly sustain me 
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ONE 

The Rise and Triumph 
of Post-Racial Liberalism 

In 1970, Daniel Patrick Moynihan-scholar, advisor to Presidents 

Johnson and Nixon, and later a United States senator-called for 

the initiation of a period of"benign neglect" regarding racial mat

ters in America. After more than a decade of intense focus on 

racism, both in the media and political realm-extending from 

the Montgomery bus boycott to the passage of the Voting Rights 
Act to fair housing legislation in 1968-some Democrats, includ
ing Moynihan, had come to believe that it was time for a respite 

from the subject. As whites became increasingly agitated about 
urban riots during the middle and latter part of the sixties, these 
voices began to argue that in order for the nation to move for

ward on an agenda of opportunity for all, it would be necessary to 
de-emphasize the issue of racism and discrimination, and focus 

instead on other concerns. 

27 
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For Moynihan, this meant examining what he viewed as an 

internal cultural crisis in black America, exemplified by an in

crease in single-parent homes, criminal violence in cities and an 

inadequate attachment to dominant social norms and mores. Al

though Moynihan, like most liberals, allowed that these distress

ing cultural developments in the black family and community 
had structural roots-they were not, in other words, indicative 

of something inherently flawed in black culture itself-the tone 

of his criticism, which had been embodied in a 1965 document 

that has come to be known as "The Moynihan Report on the 

Black Family;' suggested that the problems of the black commu

nity could no longer be solved by way of social policies aimed 

at addressing racism. 1 In Moynihan's report, one could find data 

indicating growing rates of out-of-wedlock childbirth and familial 

breakdown, as well as presumed welfare dependency among Af

rican Americans. To Moynihan, family breakdown could explain 
most of the problems seen in low-income communities of color, 

rather than a history of unjust treatment, let alone discrimination 

in the present. 
In line with this thinking-itself part of an emerging "culture 

of poverty" analysis-Moynihan also suggested that whatever at

tempts were made to directly address inequity at the systemic level 
would need to be race-neutral. At a public forum sponsored by 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1965, Moynihan 

articulated the political imperative of colorblind universalism. 2 

There, he proclaimed that although he viewed the problems faced 

by low-income blacks to be different from the problems faced by 
other poor people, for political reasons it would likely be neces
sary to reject targeted efforts aimed at addressing those unique 
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problems, in favor of programs that sought to uplift all in need. 

He noted, for instance, that anti-poverty efforts then under way as 

part of the Great Society initiative had been colorblind, and thus 

had received more political support than otherwise would have 

been the case. 
As Moynihan put it: "Congressmen vote for everyone more 

readily than they vote for any one;' a sentiment he would then fol

low with a criticism of compensatory or preferential treatment for 

blacks (as with what would come to be known as affirmative action 

efforts). In other words, for political reasons, Moynihan supported 

an early form of post-racial liberalism. 

Though the Great Society programs had indeed been race
neutral-and in this Moynihan, who had been involved in their 

drafting, was correct-they certainly have not come to be remem

bered or perceived as such more than forty years on: an important 

point, the implications of which we'll explore a bit later. Indeed, 

even by the 1970s, much of the so-called war on poverty was al

ready being remembered, and lambasted, as a gigantic handout 

scheme for urban blacks. As conservative politicians increasingly 

sought to scapegoat welfare efforts for everything from taxes to 
crime to family dissolution, they relied on an ever-intensifying 

racial narrative with regard to those programs. The imagery they 
conjured as they attacked liberal social policy was explicitly racial
ized.3 In this they were aided by mass media that, beginning in the 
early 1970s, shifted the racial composition of their representations 

of poor people from mostly white to mostly black and brown.4 As 
the imagery changed, so did white attitudes toward anti-poverty 
efforts, however "universal" they may have been in practice. By the 

1980s, conservatives had done a masterful job of linking several 



30 I COLORBLIND 

race-sensitive issues in the white imagination, among them wel

fare spending, busing for the purpose of school desegregation, and 

affirmative action efforts. 

COLORBLIND UNIVERSALISM AND PUBLIC POLICY 

In the wake of a brewing white backlash to what some perceived as 

the "excesses" of the 1960s, some scholars, even liberal ones, began 

to revisit the Moynihan Report, if not its specific focus on black 

family decay, at least its support for neglecting racism as an issue, 

in favor of a different focus. Although these liberal voices rarely 

joined the conservative chorus that was calling for the literal roll

ing back of certain civil rights era gains, they did propose a move 

away from race-focused analysis and public policy: again, benign 

neglect, in Moynihan's terms, rather than its more malignant con

servative counterpart. 

And so it was that in 1978 sociologist William Julius Wilson, 

initially of the University of Chicago and later Harvard, penned 
his influential and award-winning book The Declining Significance 
of Race. Therein, he encouraged policy makers to look away from 

racial discrimination in order to understand conditions of life for 

black Americans. Rather, Wilson insisted, we can find the reasons 

for those conditions in largely race-neutral, structural economic 

changes such as the collapse of manufacturing jobs or inadequate 

funding for education.5 He would follow this up in 1987 with The 
Truly Disadvantaged, which made largely the same arguments as 

his earlier effort. 

Interestingly, as sociologist Stephen Steinberg notes, Wilson 
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originally considered titling this second book "The Hidden Agen

da;' by which he was referring to the necessity of hiding programs 
aimed at helping blacks behind a veil of colorblind universalism. 

Wilson apparently felt the need for such subterfuge due to a belief 

that there would be little political support, especially from whites, 
for efforts to uplift people of color. That Wilson recognized white 

antipathy towards race-specific efforts was, in a sense, the ultimate 

irony, in that it suggested that far from being of "declining" sig

nificance, race was still a major determiner of political ideology 

and perspective. For whites, any attempts at addressing persistent 

racial inequality would be resisted, if it were understood that such 

a goal was intended. Steinberg commented on the contradiction in 
Wilson's position: 

Indeed, it is because of racism that Wilson feels compelled 

to "hide" his agenda in the first place. The underlying 

premise is that America is so racist-so utterly indifferent to 

the plight of black America, so implacably opposed to any 

indemnification for three centuries of racial oppression

that it becomes necessary to camouflage policies intended 
for blacks behind policies that offer benefits to the white 

majority.6 

In The Truly Disadvantaged, Wilson advanced two princi
pal positions. First, he claimed that the plight of the black poor 
is mostly about a spatial mismatch between where such persons 

live and where new jobs are being created. Because of the decline 
of manufacturing in urban centers and the shift to service-sector 
jobs that are often located in suburbs, blacks are simply locked out 
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of opportunities. Racism is no longer the problem, according to 

Wilson; rather, blacks are now the victims of geography and race
neutral macroeconomic transformations. In keeping with this di

agnosis, Wilson puts forward his second principal claim: that the 

solution to the economic plight of African Americans and their 

communities would be a massive New Deal-type effort intended 

to provide opportunity to all who are economically marginalized. 

He avers therein that such an effort will be of greatest relative ben

efit to the urban poor of color, but by virtue of helping all who 

need assistance, be politically more palatable than race-targeted 
measures.7 

Although Wilson offered no evidence to bolster his claim that 

manufacturing layoffs had been sufficient to explain the plight of 

inner city blacks, nor to demonstrate that black folks' inability to 

land service-sector jobs was about spatial isolation (as opposed to, 

say, the racism of service-sector employers), his conclusions were 

celebrated and accepted as conventional wisdom by many. Among 

Wilson's supporters was one Bill Clinton, who as president cred
ited Wijson with informing his own understanding of race and 
class isS'ues. 8 

So too, scholars like Wilson joined many on the right in con

juring the image of cultural pathology in so-called ghetto com
munities and suggesting that many of the problems faced therein 

stemmed more from self-destructive adaptations to centuries of 
injustice, rather than to the injustices themselves. Whereas the 

right-wing version of this "culture of poverty" thesis tended to be 
militantly judgmental, even racist-in that it came close to suggest
ing there was something essential about black culture that tended 

towards pathology-the liberal version offered by Wilson tried to 
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be more forgiving. Yes, Wilson would note, enslavement and seg

regation were the root causes of those pathologies we could now 

see in urban communities-from broken families to educational 

failure to crime-but unless those pathologies were seen as free

standing contributors to black folks' current plight, there would be 

little chance of improving the conditions of life for people suffer

ing under their weight. 
And thus, by the late 1980s, post-racial liberalism was in full 

swing, having now been joined and even led by a black scholar 

in Wilson, giving it a patina of respectability that it may never 

have enjoyed had only whites like Moynihan crafted it. Though 
Wilson was its first and brightest star, others would join him over 

the years, some white and others black. Though they differed on 

the specifics, the common thread of their work has been that for 

reasons of political practicality, progressive social policy needs 

to focus less on race, racism and injustice directed at blacks and 

other persons of color, and more on "universal" programs of up

lift regarding jobs, education, healthcare and other arenas of daily 

life. Far from abandoning the fight against inequality itself, these 
thinkers-from Jim Sleeper to Richard Kahlenberg to Stanford 

law professor Richard Thompson Ford, most recently9-propose 

two things: first, that the best way to get at persistent inequities is 
to focus on causes for them that are more about economics than 
race per se, and second, that in order to build any kind of political 

momentum for progressive policy, a switch from race-focused to 
class-focused or universal efforts will likely be needed. 

Although Wilson claims to have rethought his earlier dis
missal of the role of racism in explaining conditions faced by 

African Americans-largely because of field research he and his 
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students conducted in Chicago, during which employers made 

blatantly racist comments to explain their refusal to hire black 

men-his most recent book, More Than Just Race, still focuses 

principally on the need for universal and colorblind remedies for 

problems that beset the urban poor of color. Even in the sec

tion of More Than Just Race that purports to address race-specific 

barriers faced by blacks, evidence of racism and discrimination 

(which has been amply provided by scholars in Wilson's own field 
for years, and will be examined later in this volume) is almost 

entirely ignored. 
Not only is Wilson loath to document discrimination in his 

newest work; he is also extraordinarily quick to excuse it, even 

when he is the target. So, for instance, he finesses the reaction of 

white residents to his own black presence in his condominium 

complex. Though their apparent nervousness when encountering 

Wilson in casual dress might be chalked up to racism, he notes it 
may simply be an understandable reaction to seeing a black man 

in street clothes, given media portrayals of black men, crime and 

rates of disproportionate black criminality. 10 That Wilson can de
fine this kind of thinking as something other than racism-as if 
somehow racism isn't what a person is guilty of when they extrap
olate to each black person in casual clothes the deviance of a sta

tistical minority-is stunning, and suggests that whatever he may 
have learned about racism during that research in Chicago, there 
is still a considerable amount-including, say, the very definition 
of the term-that eludes him. 

For all his vaunted rediscovery of racism, Wilson still pays far 

less attention to that subject than the long-shopworn platitudes 
about black cultural pathology and "lifestyle'' choices, which have 
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been a staple of his work for three decades. In fact, he continues 

to brag about his presumed bravery in addressing cultural pathol

ogy, calling his own willingness to do so "daring:' even though it 

has been central to conservative and even much liberal thought on 

race and poverty since the mid-1960s.11 Though Wilson ultimately 

comes down on the side of focusing attention on structural change 

rather than cultural change within the black community-and so, 

as always, remains a liberal exponent of culture-of-poverty think

ing rather than a reactionary expositor of the same-the analysis 

he offers, and the public policies he endorses, continue to sound 

much like the ones he advocated in The Truly Disadvantaged. He 

is still proposing colorblind universalism and is an active agent of 

the politics of post-racial liberalism. 

So, for instance, in his recitation of the problem facing blacks 

structurally, he continues to stress the shift in employment from 

urban manufacturing to suburban-based service-sector jobs: the 

exact argument he was making thirty years ago. And as with those 

previous efforts, he mentions the way that blacks in the cities are 

largely locked out of those jobs because of "spatial mismatch:' 12 

But as he has done for the past three decades, Wilson largely 

fails to connect the dots between racism and the creation of that 

mismatch in the first place. The fact is, there would be no spatial 

mismatch had race not for so long determined where blacks were 

allowed to live. It is a history of racial discrimination and prefer

ential housing opportunities by and for whites that is to blame for 

whatever geographic "mismatch'' Wilson manages to now identify. 

Hundreds of thousands of homes and apartments lived in by folks 

of color (amounting to about one-fifth of all black and brown hous

ing) were destroyed from the 1950s to the late 1960s, thanks to so-
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called "urban renewal;' and this occurred at the same time whites 

were being subsidized by FHA loans and highway construction to 
move to the suburbs (and were successfully able to block blacks 

from moving there). 13 While Wilson mentions some of this in a 

later chapter of More Than Just Race, he doesn't directly connect 

that history-as well as ongoing discrimination-to the issue of 
job mismatch. Nor does he seem to think that efforts to attack and 

undo housing discrimination might be among the ways to address 

the spatial mismatch dilemma. 
It is not that Wilson's arguments about macroeconomic forces 

and their effects on the urban poor of color are wrong, of course. 

But they are horribly incomplete. It is this problem of telling only a 

partial truth-that economic inequality is a serious problem with 

disproportionate impacts on people of color-that demarcates the 

boundaries of post-racial liberalism: a philosophy that seems to 

hold, inexplicably, that one can either support public policy aimed 

directly at reducing racial disparity or public policy intended to 

benefit everyone, but not both. 

BARACK OBAMA AND THE RHETORIC OF RACIAL 

TRANSCENDENCE 

It was post-racial liberalism that Barack Obama would carry forth 

into the political arena, beginning in 2004 at the Democratic Na
tional Convention, and that animated the applause line during 

his keynote speech about the country not being "a black America 
and white America and Latino America and Asian America;' but 

rather, "the United States of America:' And it was an approach 
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largely mirrored in his books, from his memoir, Dreams from My 
Father, in which Obama wrestled with the uneasy legacy of his 

racial identity, bestowed upon him by an African father he would 

barely know, to his policy-themed offering, The Audacity of Hope. 
Especially in the latter, Obama evinced a clear desire to downplay 

racism as a subject and to balance out any discussions of it with 

statements intended to remind the reader that things were getting 
better, that black folks were often their own worst enemies, and 

that we were really all in the same boat. 

On page 10 of Audacity, for instance, Obama allows that, ob

viously, he views the world through the lens of a black man, and 

that race continues to play a role in the life of the nation. Yet one 

page later, as if trying to insulate himself against a charge of being 

too race-sensitive, he makes clear the dangers of basing one's poli

tics solely on racial identity. Although the notion that blacks see 

all issues through the prism of race is largely a white-constructed 

myth, Obama here seems to see the need to signal to white readers 

that he is not, at heart, as focused on race as earlier black commu

nity organizers, political leaders and activists. Thus he insists that 

"much of what ails the inner city involves a breakdown in culture:' 

as if to suggest that whatever role race and racism may still play, 
much of the wound is self-inflicted.14 

That Obama here morphs two issues into one-racism and 
poverty-when they are not the same, is hardly surprising. It has 
been a common trope of post-racial liberalism from the begin

ning: pay homage to the stark history of racism, then switch gears 

and ruminate on how the problems of poor people in so-called 
ghettos are now distant from the mistreatment that so often met 
their ancestors. That racial discrimination by whites might still be 



38 I COLORBLIND 

a problem for black and brown folks who are not at all poor escapes 

consideration altogether. It is as if poor = black and black = poor, 
in a bitter and ironclad equation, which permits no evaluation of 

the effects of this faulty claim, both on poor folks of all colors and 

persons of color in all socioeconomic strata. 

Later in Audacity, Obama refuses to judge the founders of the 

nation too harshly, in spite of the hypocrisy that allowed them to 

preach democracy while enshrining slavery as an institution and 

even, in many cases, practicing it themselves. And so he explains 
that he cannot "choose sides" in the historical dispute between 

those who judge the founders lacking for their inconsistency, and 
those who choose to venerate them for having fashioned a Con

stitution that would one day be used to extend rights to persons of 

color. As with so many things, Obama tries to see both sides, and 

in the process blurs our ability to confront the magnitude of the 

founding crimes of the nation's white elites. After praising those 
he nonetheless calls "cranks;' "zealots" and "the unreasonable" -

referring to "unbending idealists" like abolitionist leader Frederick 
Douglass, and "wild-eyed" prophets like John Brown-he ulti
mately cannot join them in their idealism, their bravery, or their 
unyielding commitment to justice. In the end, as he puts it, he is 

"left with Lincoln'' as a hero and role model. And why? Precisely 
because of his ability to balance his idealism with "practicality:'15 

Indeed, Lincoln was a pragmatist; so much so that he ulti
mately realized that sending black folks back to Africa-an idea 
he endorsed personally both before and after his election-was an 
unworkable plan, and thus not to be contemplated further. In fact, 

Lincoln even hedged on the issue of ending slavery. In the midst of 
the Civil War he wrote, "IfI could save the Union, without freeing 
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the slaves, I would do it. If I could do it by freeing some and leav

ing others alone, I would do that. What I do about slavery and 

the coloured race, I do because I believe it would help to save the 

Union:' That Obama could eschew uncompromising anti-slavery 

fighters like Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman and John Brown 

for the likes of Abraham Lincoln says something. It suggests he is 

far more comfortable with that uneasy pragmatism, even in the 

face of considerable racism, the likes of which Lincoln surely en

dorsed. Although Obama wistfully says he would "like to believe 

that for Lincoln it was never a matter of abandoning conviction for 

the sake of expediency;' one wonders to what extent he feels truly 

confident about that awkwardly stated hope. 

Obama's willingness to praise the leadership of white presi

dents, despite their racial politics, does not end with Lincoln. 

Further in Audacity, he showers praise upon liberal social policy 

beginning with the New Deal initiatives of the Franklin Roosevelt 

administration. 16 Obama often speaks of the importance of the 

"social safety net" put in place during the New Deal, and during 

his 2004 keynote to the Democratic National Convention he made 

reference to how important those policies (and other economic 

opportunity efforts) had been to his own family, specifically, to his 

white grandparents. 17 This is important, given the way in which 

those efforts-though claimed as universal in scope and often 

credited with creating the American middle class-were actually 

intensely racialized. 

From Social Security to the Federal Housing Administration's 

home loan program to later efforts like the GI Bill, white sena

tors from the South saw to it that blacks would be largely excluded 

from these initiatives by way of the rules and regulations drawn up 
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to govern their implementation: an exclusion that, in the case of 

Social Security, wouldn't be corrected for twenty years.18 Indeed, 

President Roosevelt even refused to support an anti-lynching law 

for fear that Southern senators whose votes he needed to pass New 

Deal legislation might oppose him. 19 In other words, when Obama 

praises the New Deal, he is praising an effort that for all of its ben

efits-and they were many-essentially left people of color out in 

the cold. That he would fail to note this inherent flaw of such pro

grams speaks to the way in which he deploys the rhetoric of ra

cial transcendence and colorblindness: by downplaying the role of 

racism and discrimination, even when that role has been blatant. 

When Obama insists that "FDR recognized that we would all be 

more likely to take risks in our lives ... if we knew that we would 

have some measure of protection should we fail;' he essentially 

writes out of history the fact that FDR and his contemporaries did 

not, indeed, seek to provide those measures of protection for ev

eryone.20 When Obama uses the pronoun "we" in that comment, 

he is, by definition, identifying himself with whites in America, 

and not with persons of color. 

In the section of Audacity dealing specifically with race, 

though Obama certainly notes the legacy of racism as a contribu

tor to the current inequities between whites and people of color, he 

quickly turns to generic, universal programs of uplift as the rem

edy for those inequities about which he is concerned. Nowadays, 

Obama claims: 

... what ails working-class and middle-class blacks and 

Latinos is not fundamentally different from what ails their 

white counterparts: downsizing, outsourcing, automation, 
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wage stagnation, the dismantling of employer-based health 

care and pension plans, and schools that fail to teach young 

people the skills they need to compete in a global economy.21 

Starting from this diagnosis-which is dishonest, in that what 

ails people of color is not the same as what ails working-class and 

middle-class whites, since the latter don't face bigotry and discrim

ination on the basis of color or a legacy of oppression and unequal 

opportunity dating back generations-Obama turns to remedies 

that are colorblind in application. 

This pattern-of a rising tide lifting minority boats-has cer

tainly held true in the past. The progress made by the previ

ous generations of Latinos and African Americans occurred 

primarily because the same ladders of opportunity that built 

the white middle class were for the first time made available 

to minorities as well. 

In this, Obama tells a partial truth. Yes, it was the extension 

of previously denied opportunities to black and brown folks that 

allowed minority "boats" to rise, so to speak. But the social move

ments that forced open those doors of opportunity were hardly 
race-neutral. Nor did they engage a rhetoric of racial transcen
dence in advocating for the opening of that opportunity. They 
were explicitly antiracist movements, which spoke regularly of 

racism perpetrated by whites in the job and housing markets, 
schools and elsewhere. And the remedies that helped force open 
opportunities were not universal-indeed, why would they have 

been, since whites already had access to them?-but rather, they 
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included measures like affirmative action for hiring, contracting 

and college admissions. In the realm of both public and private 

sector employment, race-based affirmative action was critical to 

opening up professional and managerial ranks to African Ameri

cans beginning in the early 1970s. 22 

Ignoring this inconveniently race-conscious aspect of the his

tory about which he was speaking, Obama then suggests that uni
versal efforts like "investments needed to ensure that all children 

perform at grade level and graduate from high school" and "a plan 

for universal health care coverage" would do more to eliminate 

racial disparities and help people of color than race-targeted ef

forts. Though he offers no reason for why this might be true-no 

evidence or even analytical support for the claim-he then turns 

to what in all likelihood is the real motivation for the argument: 

simple politics. Echoing William Julius Wilson's concerns (and 
those of Moynihan before him), Obama proclaims, "An emphasis 

on universal, as opposed to race-specific, programs isn't just good 
policy; it's also good politics;' because of the ability of such efforts, 

presumably, to gain support across multiple constituencies. 23 

Later, we will explore the reasons why Obama's confidence 

in universal programs of uplift is largely misplaced. For now, let it 
suffice to say that the president, for many years, has clearly advo
cated this approach. Both as a policy advocate, political candidate 
and now president of the United States, his has been a politics that 

seeks to downplay the problem of racism and remedy ongoing in -
justices through race-neutral means. 

Not only in his writing, but on the campaign trail as well, 
Obama evinced a preference for colorblind universalism in pub

lic policy and regularly deployed rhetoric suggesting that race and 
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racism were of declining significance to the nation. At an AFL-CIO 

forum in Las Vegas, for instance, asked how to address persistent 

health disparities between whites and blacks, candidate Obama 

pivoted away from the issue, choosing instead to reiterate his sup

port for universal coverage and to discuss the need for blacks to get 

more exercise and eat healthier foods.24 Though not blaming the 

victims in this case-he did, after all, note the way in which poor 

communities of color often lack access to such foods and rarely 
have good, safe parks or recreation facilities for local residents to 

utilize-his comments betrayed a desire to avoid addressing the 

difficult issues of racial bias in the provision of health care. Like

wise, he displayed no interest in commenting on the unique health 
effects of ongoing racial discrimination, which has been heavily 

documented by researchers over the past decade. And once again 

he conflated the subjects of racial disparity and economic disparity, 

as if to suggest that it is poverty and ghetto life that explain health 
gaps between whites and blacks. In fact, as we'll see shortly, health 

outcomes in black America are worse, independent of economic 

status. Indeed, African Americans with good health care cover

age, high incomes and college degrees-not typically to be found 
in the nation's poorest communities-have health issues that are 

often worse than those for poor whites. 
Perhaps there is no clearer evidence of Obama's commitment 

to colorblind post-racial liberalism than his handling of the Rev. 
Jeremiah Wright controversy during the presidential campaign. 

On the one hand, politics alone no doubt dictated that he distance 
himself from Wright. Once a few of his former pastor's sermons 
were leaked to the press (and, it should be noted, typically tak

en horribly out of context in the process), Obama's closeness to 
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Wright threatened to sink his campaign altogether. Wright's invec

tive against United States foreign policy and the history of racism 

against peoples of color, combined with what many viewed as the 

harshness of his tone, was shocking to many white Americans-a 

group that has rarely been exposed to the raw and prophetic tradi

tion of the black church. That Wright's references to the nation's 

history were on point (in fact, with regard to U.S. militarism, one 

could even say he had shown restraint, mentioning only a few ex

amples of American imperialism, while ignoring even stronger 

case studies) mattered not. For Obama to be linked to a man who 

had such a dissident view of the inherent goodness of the United 

States-and acceptance of that goodness, of the exceptionalism of 

America, is virtually a prerequisite for anyone seeking elected of

fice-was like stepping on a political land mine. 

That Obama sought to distance himself from Wright is no 

surprise, nor, given the political realities with which he was con

tending, should his desire to do so be seen as especially problemat

ic. It was not that he did it, but how, that seemed to suggest some

thing deeper than a mere concern for political viability. Indeed, in 

cutting himself off from Wright, Obama went well beyond what 

was necessary in order to put himself squarely in the camp of race 

moderates and post-racial liberals. 

His March 18, 2008, speech in Philadelphia, now often re

ferred to as Obama's race speech, or even simply "The Speech:'25 is 

considered by some, even only eighteen months later, to be among 

the greatest political orations in the nation's history. That it was 

delivered by a man under pressure to clarify his views in the wake 

of the Wright scandal made it doubly so, in that it became a test of 

Obama's leadership and ability to rise to the occasion under stress. 
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Therein, Obama delivered a finely crafted message to the Ameri

can people, intended to make clear his views on race and its role in 

shaping the nation. Though he went further than any other presi

dential candidate in history in candidly speaking about the institu

tional racism that had long been a formal (and quite legal) reality 

in the United States, he did so in a way that exemplifies classic 

post-racial liberalism. During the speech Obama exposed some 

of the nation's warts, but he eased the embarrassment associated 

with the process by showering praise upon the United States for 

its progress and seeking to balance out criticisms of racism with 

platitudes about black irresponsibility. 
First, Obama began by praising the nation's founders as 

"statesmen and patriots who had traveled across an ocean to es

cape tyranny and persecution;' ignoring for a moment the more 

literal truth that those who came, while certainly escaping tyranny 

in the process, did not necessarily come for that reason, so much as 
for land. And of course, their issue wasn't with tyranny in the ab

stract, which they were all too willing to impose on the indigenous 

peoples they encountered as well as enslaved Africans (and even 

the poor and irreligious of their own kind, in the case of the early 

colonists). lt was a necessary platitude perhaps, in that Obama was 
seeking to become president, and thus could hardly be expected 
to condemn the Founding Fathers of the nation he was seeking to 

lead. Yet it also mixed well with the rest of the presentation: a near 
perfect sampling of post-racial liberal themes and imagery.26 

When Obama next noted the Founders' decision to allow 

slavery to continue for the time being as a way to procure the pas
sage of the Constitution-a compromise that many find reprehen

sible and worthy of moral rebuke, however politically useful it may 
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have been at the time-he quickly parried with praise. After all, as 

he noted, the "answer to the slavery question was already embed

ded within the Constitution'' because of its promise of liberty and 

justice for all. In other words, the Founders, though flawed, and 

although they didn't realize they had planted the seeds of slavery's 

destruction in their final document, must be praised for having 

done so. That it would actually not be the U.S. Constitution per se, 

at least in its original form, but rather a well-organized abolitionist 

movement, several hundred slave rebellions, the John Brown raid 

at Harper's Ferry, a war that left 600,000 dead, and then hard-fought 

amendments to that Constitution nearly a century later that would 

ultimately settle the slavery question-at least in writing-seems 

to escape Obama here. Though Obama went on in the speech to 

praise those who fought, both in the war and in the civil rights 

movements, for pushing the nation closer to its vaunted principles, 

he first made sure to frame his comments with the genius of the 

white men who set the system up, before praising the real heroes 

(of color and their white allies) who ultimately brought the formal 

tyranny of nearly 200 years (and more than 300 going back to the 

colonial period) to an end. 

From there, Obama's colorblind post-racial liberalism kicked 

into high gear, punctuated by lofty rhetoric about how "we may 

have different stories, but we hold common hopes:' or "we may 

not look the same and we may not have come from the same place, 

but we all want to move in the same direction:' He then noted how 

he had won support in "some of the whitest" areas of the coun

try, as evidence that the American people were so hungry "for this 

message of unity" that they were now willing to get past race and 

move the country forward by supporting him, a man of color, for 
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president. If whites in South Carolina, where Obama noted "the 

Confederate flag still flies" (but where, to be sure, he never offered 

so much as a single significant word of condemnation for that fact) 

had managed to vote for him in the state primary, then surely the 

nation must have turned a corner on race, he suggested. That the 

only whites voting for Obama in the state had been committed 

Democrats-a distinct minority of the white population-and 

that the vast majority of whites would vote decisively against him 
in November (an outcome that was utterly predicted and predict

able at the time he made this statement) apparently mattered not 

to Obama and his vision of a post-racial electorate. 

Although Obama noted that race had occasionally been an 

issue in the campaign, he deftly sought to deflect the blame for 

that fact onto the media, which had "scoured every exit poll" for 

signs of racism (as if they were looking for a needle in a haystack, 

or something else equally unlikely to be found), and on occasion 
deemed him either "too black" or "not black enough:' With this 

trope, Obama sought to place himself in the center of a debate 
he had wanted no part of, as if to say that anyone who was catch

ing flack from "both sides" must be doing something right. It was 

Obama's attempt, or so it seemed, to suggest he had been the vic
tim of other peoples' agendas; that he had tried to rise above race 
politics, only to be forced into discussing the subject by the perni

cious machinations of others. Indeed, there was little doubt that he 
would never have given the race speech at all had it not been for 

the brewing controversy about a certain pastor from Chicago. 
At the point in the speech where Obama turned to the sub

ject of Wright, the Senator criticized him for expressing views that 
could "widen the racial divide;' and which "denigrate the greatness 
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and the goodness of our nation:' Though he insisted Wright's words 

"rightly offend black and white alike;' this claim had little resem

blance to the truth. Though polls suggested African Americans 

might have regretted Wright's words, in large measure because of 
their potential effect on Obama's electoral chances, there is very 

little to indicate that blacks as a group were offended by them, or 

even disagreed. 
One poll, conducted by FOX News in April 2008, found that 

whereas the Wright affair had made nearly half of all whites less 

likely to vote for Barack Obama, only 18 percent of blacks felt 
the same way. In fact, more blacks said that Obama's closeness to 

Wright increased the likelihood that they would vote for him than 

said it would decrease their willingness to do so. 27 

Another poll, this time by CBS News and the New York Times, 
discovered that whereas 92 percent of blacks said Wright's state

ments had no effect on their views of Obama (and only 4 percent 

said the comments had made them take a dimmer view of the can
didate), a full 41 percent of whites indicated that their views of 

Obama were now more negative because of Wright and, presum
ably, the senator's connection to him.28 In effect, Obama's attempt 
to downplay the racial divide over Wright, by implying that all 

were "rightly" and similarly offended by him, mirrored his larger 
attempts to downplay racial divisions more broadly. To admit of 

the differing perceptions of whites and blacks in this instance, as 
with any other issue, would be to cast doubt upon the "one Ameri
ca'' rhetoric that had by that point become his hallmark. 

To reassure whites of his differences with Wright, the can
didate insisted that the pastor held a "profoundly distorted view 
of this country;' in that he sees white racism as "endemic;' and 
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because he "elevates what is wrong with America above all that 

we know is right with America:' Wright, Obama averred, was be

ing "divisive at a time when we need unity; racially charged at a 

time when we need to come together to solve a set of monumental 

problems ... problems that are neither black or white or Latino or 

Asian, but rather problems that confront us all:' Those problems, 

according to Obama-and which he insisted were jointly shared

included two wars, terrorism, economic decline, "a chronic health 

care crisis" and climate change. But not, apparently, insidious dis

crimination against three of the four groups mentioned by Obama 

in his litany of unity. To allow that racism were still an issue to be 

addressed-among the points Jeremiah Wright had been trying to 

make, after all-would be to allow for a reading of the latter's com

ments as perhaps quite a bit less incendiary and radical than they 

had appeared to so many, whose votes Obama now relied upon. 

Once having largely dispensed with Rev. Wright, Obama made 

his one and only real nod to an antiracist narrative, one that rec

ognizes the profound consequences of racism in the life of the na

tion. Therein he noted, "So many of the disparities that exist in the 

African American community today can be directly traced to in

equalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under 

the brutal legacy of Jim Crow:' He even went so far as to mention 

a part of history about which most are largely unaware, especially 

most whites, when he mentioned the way that blacks were blocked 

from housing, including government-backed housing loans via the 

FHA-an especially important point to make, given the way that 

this single solitary program had largely created the white middle 

class in the mid-twentieth century.29 That Obama was willing to 

lay blame for the wealth and income disparities between whites 
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and blacks at the feet of institutional bias such as this was mean

ingful, and among the most honest statements on race ever put 

forth by a candidate for the U.S. presidency. He followed this up 

with still more honesty, explaining in quite prosaic detail the way 

in which so many black folks, especially of Rev. Wright's genera

tion, grew up under crushing conditions of oppression, and that 
naturally, such experiences would shape their worldviews. Whites, 

he seemed to be saying, would just have to understand whence the 

Rev. Wrights of the world were coming. 
But then, just as quickly as Obama had tried to contextual

ize the Reverend's remarks as well as his tone, he again switched 

gears, noting that anger, the likes of which one can occasionally 

hear in the black church, is often not productive in that it "distracts 

attention from solving real problems" and "keeps us from square

ly facing our own complicity in our condition:' In other words, 

righteous indignation at systematic injustice distracts black people 

from the role they themselves are presumed to be playing in their 

own disempowerment. In effect, Obama seemed to be suggesting 
that there were co-equal partners in the black condition: past in
justice and its legacy on the one hand, but on the other, modern

day black irresponsibility and bad decision making. 
Then, as if to further balance out his commentary about the 

understandable nature of black anger, Obama noted that, "a simi
lar anger exists within segments of the white community:' The 

statement, which seemed to suggest that there was an equivalence 

between black and white anger, in terms of historic justification, 
"fudge[d) the difference:' as Adam Mansbach puts it, between 

"institutional racism and white bitterness:'30 In doing so, Obama 
managed to obscure the nature of structural injustice and to place 
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black and white anger on the level playing field of mere "feelings;' 

perhaps legitimate, perhaps not, but always merely personal, and 

never indicative of a deeply ingrained system of oppression de

ployed against some and in favor of others. 

As for that white anger to which Obama was giving voice, it 

stemmed from unfair accusations of white privilege against those 

who feel that whatever they have in life, "they've built it from 

scratch:' That he had just finished reciting the institutionalized ad

vantages whites had received, including but not limited to the FHA 

loan preferences-all of which suggest that however hard whites 

have worked, they also have had an opportunity structure in place 

to meet that effort halfway-seemed to matter not a bit. Obama 

continued in this vein, noting white folks' job insecurities, concerns 

about cross-town busing for the purpose of integration (which had 

been all but eliminated by the time of his remarks, and which almost 

always burdened black children rather than white ones, making this 

a particularly bizarre reference), and affirmative action. 

On this latter subject, Obama was especially craven in pan

dering to white backlash views, noting the legitimacy of white an

ger "when they hear that an African American is getting an advan

tage in landing a good job or a spot in a good college because of an 
injustice that they themselves never committed:' That whites may 

hear that argument made, or even make it themselves, of course, 

says little about the accuracy of the position. Indeed, Obama well 

knows that affirmative action has done nothing to displace whites 

from good jobs or college slots: Whites are still more likely than 

members of any other racial group to get into their first-choice col
lege, 31 and the vast majority of "good jobs" are held by whites, affir

mative action notwithstanding. Nor is it premised on the notion of 
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reparation for past injustice. Rather, and Obama (the former law 

professor and Harvard Law Review editor) surely knows it, affir

mative action is predicated on the demonstrably true notion that 

in the absence of deliberate efforts to recruit, admit, hire, train and 

promote qualified people of color for college slots and professional 

opportunities, such persons will continue to be overlooked because 

of racial bias in the present. So too, it is premised on the idea that 

persons of color will continue to be denied full opportunity in the 

absence of race-conscious efforts at inclusion, thanks to systemic 

barriers like old boys' networks for jobs and unequal resources in 

K-12 schooling. In the case of the latter, resource disparities pro

duce students of color who appear less qualified on paper (in terms 

of past test scores) but who may have every bit as much potential 

as white students who, given better opportunity, scored higher.32 

That Obama would obscure the difference between the insti

tutional inequity to which something like affirmative action was 

directed, and white feelings about those programs, suggests the 

way that post-racial liberalism often reduces structural forces to 

interpersonal ones and, in so doing, manages to dumb down our 

national understanding of how systems operate. As Mansbach puts 

it, in discussing Obama's race speech: 

To place the experiences of white and black Americans on 

an equal footing, Obama had to abandon the empirical and 

speak the language of the emotional. Hence the focus on 

how people "feel" -privileged or not, racist or not-rather 

than on the objective realities of what they have and do 

and say.33 
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Occasionally it seemed as though Obama actually went fur

ther than to merely suggest equivalence between the experiences 

of whites and blacks. Indeed, near the end of his speech, he im

plied that the responsibility of blacks for solving the racial divide 

might even be greater than the burden for whites. In discussing 

what would be necessary on the part of both blacks and whites in 

order to move the nation "toward a more perfect union:' Obama's 

recommendations appeared strangely non-parallel. 

For blacks, he insisted upon the importance of "embracing the 

burdens" of the past without "becoming victims" of them. Yes, it is 

necessary to demand justice, he said, but only insofar as the African 

American community links those demands to the legitimate de

mands of all Americans for better jobs and health care. That blacks 

have rarely denied these links seems to escape Obama. Indeed it 

was the Reverend Jesse Jackson, often perceived as merely a "race 

hustler" by whites, who went to the white farm belt in his 1984 and 

1988 presidential campaigns to explicitly connect the dots between 

the economic crisis in white communities and black ones. 

However, Obama went even further than merely calling for 

unity on economic justice matters. He then dipped into the well of 

culture-of-poverty thinking, suggesting that blacks must "take full 

responsibility for our lives" (implying that blacks, presently, were 

unwilling to do so), by "spending more time with our children" and 

"demanding more from our fathers:' Given Obama's own abandon

ment by his father, one can easily understand his personal emphasis 

on this latter point. Yet it must also be understood that as a memetic 

device, inserted in a speech on race and racism, it can easily be read 

by whites as equating the importance of absent fathers and racism 

in explaining the state of blacks in America today. 
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From whites, Obama demanded no similar taking of personal 

responsibility. At no point did he suggest, parallel to his demands 

for blacks to shape up, that whites must own their own history of 

biases and prejudices, or the way in which they may have inherited 

them from their parents or passed them down to their children. 

To Obama, bad parenting appears to be a trait monopolized by 

African Americans, and has little to do with the persistent racial 
biases, which we'll explore more directly in the next chapter, and 

which seem to be transmitted intergenerationally among whites. 

Nowhere does he indicate a need for whites to recognize the role 

that preferential treatment had played in their own lives, even as 

he had previously acknowledged that preferential treatment, in 

his discussion of things like the FHA loan program and other dis

criminatory impediments to equal opportunity. While Obama was 

comfortable telling black folks to recognize both the institutional 
and personal contributors to their condition, for whites, the in

stitutional advantages offered over the years were unmentionable, 

and certainly irremediable. And whereas he insisted that black 
demands for justice were legitimate, but only to the extent they 

were linked to the demands of white working people for decent 
jobs and health care, he offers no symmetrical admonition to the 
white community, nothing to the effect that white demands for 

better opportunities must, in order to be legitimate, be linked to 
black and brown demands for an end to racial discrimination in 

all arenas of life. No indeed: All he asked of whites was that they 
"acknowledge" the lived reality of black people, and recognize that 
discrimination, past and present, is not merely "in the minds of 

black people;' but a real problem to be addressed. Though such a 

plea may serve as a starting point for dialogue, it asks of whites no 
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real behavioral changes, let alone support for particular policies to 

address the problem he had just noted was real. Rather, a simple 

attitude adjustment would presumably suffice. 

There was little doubt, of course, that in taking this cautious 

approach, Obama was carefully reading the pulse of the white pub

lic. Indeed, even with his fairly timid articulation of anything that 

might remotely challenge white thinking, he was criticized might

ily from whites on the political right. For instance, and as an indi

cation of how badly many whites in the United States seek to avoid 

any discussion of white racism, the part of Obama's speech that re

ceived the greatest criticism from conservative commentators was 

the part where he mentioned his white grandmother, and the way 

that she had occasionally uttered racial or ethnic stereotypes in 

his presence, or confessed her fear of black men. Though Obama 

had been trying to point out that we are all complicated-that we 

are a mixture of better and worse natures, often in conflict, as with 

the same Reverend Wright he had grown to love, and as with his 

grandmother, who had sacrificed so much for him-many whites 

could only take his comment as a slur. And so, former Congress

man and current talk show host Joe Scarborough responded to 

Obama's recitation of his grandmother's biases by blasting the 

senator for "throwing his grandmother under the bus:' Republican 

advisor Karl Rove likewise employed the "under the bus" imag

ery in a speech to the Harvard Republicans around the same time, 

during which he expressly condemned Obama for equating his 

grandmother's fear of black men with the comments of Reverend 

Wright.34 In other words, white people's fears and prejudices to

wards black men are acceptable, or at least not as offensive to many 

whites, as Wright's mere recitation of factual American history. 
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In such an atmosphere there is little wonder that candidate 

Obama would seek to deploy the language of post-racial liberal

ism-a combination of a rhetoric of racial transcendence and a 

public policy agenda of colorblind universalism-in order to at

tract political support for his candidacy. And indeed this tactic 
may have assisted him in his ability, early on, to garner white votes. 

Early in his primary run, Obama's white supporters were quite 
open in their praise for his race-averse approach. So, in a front

page article in the November 10, 2007, edition of the Wall Street 

Journal, white Obama-backers explained that they supported the 

senator because he makes whites "feel good" about themselves, 

or because he "doesn't come with the baggage of the civil rights 

movement:'35 In essence, what at least some of Obama's white sup

porters seemed to be saying was that his explicit avoidance of race 

as an issue and his seeming distance from race-based activism was 

among the principal reasons they were able to support him so in

tently. While this may suggest the benefits of post-racial liberalism 

for getting persons of color elected to office, it hardly speaks to 
the question of whether such an approach is best for addressing 
persistent inequities, a subject to which we'll turn in the following 

chapter.36 

Lest one believe Obama's race-neutral, colorblind approach 

was merely a matter of political calculation, however, it should be 
noted that even after he took office, he continued to evince a simi
lar approach to matters of race as the one he had put forth before 

the November 2008 election. So at the press conference marking 

the one-hundredth day of his administration, he was asked how 
he would seek to address the impacts of the economic downturn 

on black men. It is worth recounting the entire exchange, in order 
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to fully appreciate how averse the president is to addressing racial 

inequity directly. To wit, the following interaction between Andre 

Showell, of Black Entertainment Television (BET), and President 

Obama on April 29, 2009: 

SHOWELL: As the entire nation tries to climb out of this 

deep recession, in communities of color the circumstances 

are far worse. The black unemployment rate, as you know, is 

in the double digits, and in New York City, for example, the 

black unemployment rate for men is near 50 percent. My 

question tonight is, given this unique and desperate circum

stance, what specific policies can you point to that will target 

these communities? 

PRESIDENT OBAMA: Well, keep in mind that every step 

we're taking is designed to help all people. But folks who 

are most vulnerable are most likely to be helped because 

they need the most help. So when we passed the Recovery 

Act, for example, and we put in place provisions that would 

extend unemployment insurance or allow you to keep your 

health insurance even if you've lost your job, that prob-

ably disproportionately impacted those communities that 

had lost their jobs .... So my general approach is that if the 

economy is strong, that will lift all boats-as long as it is 

also supported by, for example, strategies around college af

fordability, and job training, tax cuts for working families 

as opposed to the wealthiest, that level the playing field and 

ensure bottom-up economic growth. And I'm confident that 

that will help the African American community live out the 
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American Dream, at the same time that it's helping commu

nities all across the country. 37 

Even when served up a rather safe question, to which he 

might have responded by indicating a willingness to specifically 

address the depression-level economics of black America (even 

while reiterating his support for universal policies as well), Obama 

punted, apparently content to address such racial inequity through 

universal policy options alone. 

President Obama further reiterated his colorblind approach 

in the waning days of 2009, after being pressed by the Congressio

nal Black Caucus to focus some attention on the unique economic 

challenges facing the African American community. In response 

to the CBC's critique, Obama replied that he "cannot pass laws 

that say Tm just helping black folks: I'm the president of the entire 

United States;' and that instead, his goal is to pass laws "that help 

all people, particularly those who are most vulnerable and most in 

need .... That in turn is going to help lift up the African American 

communitY:'38 

Of course, it is worth noting that the Congressional Black 

Caucus had not called for Obama to push for programs aimed 

only at helping black people. Rather, its members had requested 

that he speak to the specific concerns of African Americans, who 

were being especially battered by the economic downturn, and to 

include some specific policy proposals to address those unique 
burdens, within the context of a larger universal effort. Yet Obama, 

as has long been his practice, presents universalism as if it cannot 

exist side by side with race-specific efforts at uplift. To the Presi

dent and others who embrace colorblind post-racial liberalism, 
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universal efforts must be an alternative to race-specificity, replac

ing the latter with the bland ecumenism of the former, irrespective 

of the specific obstacles still faced by persons of color on the basis 

of race alone. 
Tellingly, however, the dodge hasn't worked, at least not for 

those right-wing commentators insistent on making Obama over 

as a race radical, despite all evidence to the contrary. Prominent 

conservatives have claimed that even universal programs, because 

they would disproportionately help blacks (because blacks are 

more likely to be uninsured, unemployed, poor, etc.), are really 
nothing more than a form of stealth reparations for slavery.39 Talk 

show host Glenn Beck, for instance, has jumped on Obama's men

tion during the campaign (and since) that blacks would dispro

portionately benefit from universal health care coverage-if sim

ply because they were disproportionately sick and uninsured-by 
insisting that such comments prove the president's real motivation 

for health care reform isn't health at all, but rather obtaining repa
rations.40 Obama is using health care reform to "settle old racial 

scores;' according to Beck. Putting aside the fundamental illogic 

of believing health care to be reparations-after all, what kind of 

reparations requires its beneficiaries to get sick first in order to get 
paid?-the political implications of Beck's screed should be noted 
here, as we move into the next chapter. 

Clearly, if even colorblind, race-neutral and universal rheto

ric and policy pronouncements are likely to be recast by the right 
as racially-specific and race-motivated, it becomes an open ques
tion as to whether the politics of post-racial liberalism can suc

ceed, even on its own terms. If post-racial liberalism presumes 
that its primary strength is political viability, and yet those who 
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practice it continue to be pilloried as agents of racial score-settling 

and reverse discrimination anyway, one has to wonder just how 

viable the approach truly is in practice. And given the potential 

downsides of the post-racial narrative and colorblind universal

ism (when pushed to the exclusion of any race-specific policy di

rectives), it may be that all post-racial liberalism accomplishes is 

to take antiracism off the table, while leaving racism-in both its 

institutional and interpersonal forms-dangerously in place. 

Some, of course, suggest that President Obama is simply bid

ing his time, that eventually, perhaps in a second term, he will 

tackle racism and discrimination and a host of other issues, when 

doing so would have less political risk associated with the move. 

But this kind of thinking is fraught with dangers. To begin, he is 

not guaranteed a second term. In fact, his timidity could put such a 

damper on the voter turnout of his base-especially in off-year and 

mid-term elections-that he loses the working majority in Con

gress that he would need in order to accomplish anything remotely 

progressive, assuming for the moment that he were even inclined 
to head in such a direction. This is precisely what happened in 
1994, for instance, after Bill Clinton's timidity around health care 

left his voter base deflated, and the right emboldened. 
Additionally, if the president, having staked out his ground 

in the camp of post-racial liberalism and colorblind universal
ism, were to eventually decide to raise the issue of racism and 
discrimination, he would violate the new "norm of silence" about 

race that he had helped create. The backlash this would engender, 

from political opponents and even many allies, could potentially 

result in major losses in the rest of his public policy agenda, mak
ing it unlikely that he would risk it. To act as though race were 
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no longer really an issue, only to then announce, say, six years into 

one's presidency that you had been, in effect, just kidding, would 

be seen as a cynical political move and would not likely endear 

Obama to lawmakers, even in the Democratic Party. It is also the 

kind of blatantly manipulative shift in position that Obama has 

studiously tried not to evince over the years. It would be almost 
entirely out of character. 

If President Obama has, for several years now, articulated his 

faith in colorblind universalism and has employed a rhetoric of 

racial transcendence, the most likely conclusion to be drawn from 

such a thing is that he really believes in them, and that he means 

what he says. To assume otherwise is to place considerable faith in 

the intentionality of one man to somehow shift gears and "do the 

right thing;' even though there is no evidence of him having done 

this at any point, ever, in his career previously. It is a fundamen

tally dangerous and illiberal notion in which to place much faith. 



TWO 

The Trouble with Post-racial Liberalism 

"Whether race is a burden or a benefit is all the same to the race

neutral theorists; that is what they mean when they speak of be

ing colorblind. They are colorblind, all right-blind to the conse

quences of being the wrong color in America today:' 

-Julian Bond, Chairman, NAACP, 200341 

Post-racial liberalism, characterized by its rhetoric of racial tran

scendence and its public policy agenda of colorblind universalism, 
bases its claims for legitimacy on two pillars of presumed truth. 
The first is a presumption of racism's declining significance, to 
conjure William Julius Wilson's terminology. This argument holds 

that much, perhaps even most of the inequality between whites 
and people of color-especially blacks-in the United States, is no 

longer caused by racism and race-based discrimination. Rather, 
economic forces, and even ingrained cultural factors within the 

African American community have overtaken the role of racism 

63 
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in explaining the conditions oflife faced by black and brown folks, 

especially the urban poor. The second presumption of post-racial 

liberalism and its proponents is that whether or not this first max

im is true-and they militantly insist that it is-we must act as 

though it were, for the political reality is such that whites simply 

will not support, in any real measure, policies that seek to target 

opportunity specifically to people of color or address racial inequi

ties directly. That these two positions are internally inconsistent, as 

noted previously-in that the first presumes white folks are now 

committed to racial equity, while the second presumes they are 

not-matters little, it seems, to the apostles of colorblindness. 

But is either presumption of post-racial liberalism accurate? 
Is colorblind universalism sufficient to ameliorate persistent ra

cial inequities in income, wealth, housing, education and health 

care? Is a rhetoric of racial transcendence necessary in order to 

build political support for progressive politics in the modern era? 
And what are the consequences of this approach, not only for the 

political arena, but for our private lives as well? What would be 
the impact of colorblindness as a paradigm for thought and action 
among employers, teachers and others who interact with a racially 

diverse public? Would such an approach lessen racial discrimina

tion or potentially make it worse? 

THE REALITY OF RACIAL DISPARITIES 

Before we can answer these questions, a bit of preliminary 
groundwork is in order. After all, although both the proponents 
of post-racial liberalism and those who put forth traditional an-
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tiracist theories agree that there are significant racial disparities 

that must be addressed-albeit through different means-it is not 

the case that everyone recognizes the depths of those inequities. 
Many readers may be unfamiliar with the evidence in this regard, 

and so a brief review may be helpful to frame the discussion to 

follow. 

Sadly, presumptions of post-raciality are not new. In fact, 

such presumptions have long been the norm, especially among 

whites, for whom an understanding of ingrained racial inequities 

has long been absent. So, for instance, even in the 1960s, at a time 

when all would now agree the United States was a profoundly un

equal place, where racial discrimination was deeply systematized, 

most whites saw little about which to be concerned. According 

to Gallup polls taken in 1962 and 1963, between two-thirds and 

nearly 90 percent of whites said that blacks were treated equally 

with regard to jobs, schooling and housing opportunities.42 That 

most whites could believe such a thing, even at the height of the 

civil rights movement-which, by definition, was animated by the 

reality that treatment was far from equal-says much about the 
pathological nature of white denial. Indeed, in 1963, three-fourths 

of whites said the civil rights movement was pushing too fast for 
change, and asking for "too much:'43 This, during a year in which 

blacks were being hosed down in the streets of Birmingham by 
racist police, and blown up at the 16th Street Baptist Church there, 

as well as a year in which Mississippi NAACP chair Medgar Evers 
was murdered in his driveway, and Alabama Governor George 
Wallace promised to maintain segregation forever. 

But putting aside the extent to which whites perceive op
portunity to be equal-and thus, the extent to which bigotry and 
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discrimination against people of color continue to be real prob

lems-the sad truth is that most whites fail to possess even the 

slightest awareness that people of color face any different life situa

tions at all, regardless of cause. Recent polling has found that most 

whites believe blacks are just as well off as they are when it comes 

to jobs and income.44 This, despite the fact that African Americans 

are twice as likely as whites to be employed in low-wage jobs and 

twice as likely to be unemployed, in good times or bad.45 As of 

2009, even black men with college degrees were nearly twice as 

likely to be unemployed as their white counterparts.46 Overall, ac

cording to the most recent data available at the time of this writing, 

blacks with bachelor's degrees are twice as likely to be unemployed 

as non-Hispanic whites; Latinos with at least a college degree are 

nearly two-thirds more likely than non-Hispanic whites to be un

employed, and Asians with at least a college degree are about 13 

percent more likely to be out of work than similar whites.47 What's 

more, the earnings gap between college-educated whites and blacks 

has actually grown in recent years, thanks to the tendency for per

sons of color to be let go first during economic downturns, in part 

because they obtained their positions later than whites, who were 

in the pipeline for the best jobs far earlier.48 In other words, the no

tion that all workers are in the same boat, or that the disadvantages 

experienced by African Americans and other people of color are 

merely caused by poverty status or other human capital factors like 

education, is clearly false. 

On average, blacks are about three times more likely than 

non-Hispanic whites to be poor and three and a half times as likely 

to be extremely poor.49 Spells of unemployment also last longer for 

people of color. So, for instance, as of August 2009, out-of-work 
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black men remain unemployed for about seven more weeks than 
white men, and unemployed black women remain out of work for 

about five more weeks than white women, on average. Asian men 

and women also face longer spells of unemployment, compared to 

whites: about seven weeks and four weeks more time out of work 
than their white counterparts, respectively. so It should be noted 

that to be counted in unemployment data, an individual must be 

actively seeking employment, so this data represents the difference 

between whites and folks of color who are all actively seeking jobs. 
It is not, as some believe, due to persons of color having less at

tachment to the labor market, possessing different work ethics, or 

merely not looking hard enough for employment. 

Beyond mere unemployment, there are substantial gaps in 

terms of what kinds of jobs even the employed have, with many 

of these gaps playing out racially. So, for instance, whites continue 

to dominate the top jobs in America, holding approximately 83 
percent of all management-level positions. Considering that this 

number includes public sector management positions as well 

(such as positions in schools, government, etc.), in which people 

of color are somewhat better represented than in the economy as 

a whole, it is safe to say that whites hold more than 85 percent 
of such jobs in the private and higher-paying sector.st And yet 

whites are only about 68 percent of the national population. Dur
ing the recent economic downturn, the gaps between whites and 
persons of color-both black and Latino-have actually grown at 

the upper end of the employment spectrum, with whites captur
ing a higher percentage of upper-income jobs and persons of color 
a lower percentage, than at any time in the past decade.s2 Even 

Chinese-American professionals, who are on balance a highly ed-
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ucated group-and thus should be expected to earn relatively high 

incomes when compared to whites-earn only about 56 percent of 

what white professionals earn, despite their equal or greater edu

cational credentials. 53 

That most whites are unaware of these and other facts that 

collectively demonstrate the reality of racial inequity in America, 

is indisputable. According to the results of one national survey, 70 

percent of whites demonstrate at least one if not several erroneous 

beliefs about the well-being of persons of color relative to whites,54 

presuming a far greater degree of equity between the groups than 

exists in practice. A Kaiser Family Foundation report from sev

eral years ago indicated significant ignorance about matters of ba

sic health and well-being, and the disparities between whites and 

blacks in that regard. According to Kaiser, two-thirds of whites 
think blacks are every bit as well off as whites when it comes to 

getting routine medical care when they need it. 55 In truth, African 

Americans are far more likely than whites to lack health insurance 

coverage, and thus have a much harder time accessing routine and 
quality care.56 

The most telling evidence of racial inequity, however, is to 
be found in data on relative net worth and assets. While incomes 

between similarly educated whites and persons of color have nar
rowed somewhat in the past two decades-though still, whites 

at every age level and educational attainment level continue to 
earn, on average, about 20 percent more than their black counter

parts-gaps in wealth are truly stunning and have tended to grow 
over time, rather than narrow. At the beginning of the decade of 
the 2000s, for example, the median net worth for white house

holds was approximately eleven times the median net worth for 
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black households and eight times the median net worth for La

tino households.57 The typical young black couple, though earning 

about the same as their white counterparts (assuming they have 

comparable educations), will start out with a net worth less than 

one-fifth that of the typical young white couple: a difference of 

over $20,000.58 

Even that level of division masks a deeper and more disturb

ing reality, however. For blacks and Latinos, most wealth and as

sets are bound up with home value. For whites, home value repre

sents only about 30 percent of overall wealth, as they are far more 

likely to possess financial instruments such as stocks, commercial 

real estate and other more easily liquidated and accessible assets. 

Indeed, once home equity is excluded from consideration, medi

an white household wealth is nearly twenty times the median for 

black households and twelve times the median for Latinos. If the 

average white family were black, their net worth would be at least 

$100,000 less than it currently is. 59 

These gaps manifest at every income level, and do not merely 

reflect the extremes of white wealth and black and brown pov

erty. So, for instance, the poorest whites in terms of income (those 

in the bottom fifth of all households) still possess, on average, 
about $24,000 in assets, largely because they may have a small 

piece of property passed on to them from other family members. 
But blacks in the poorest fifth of all households possess, on aver
age, only $57 in assets, for a white-to-black wealth ratio at this 

level of 421:1. These poorest whites also have forty-eight times 
the wealth of the poorest Latinos. In the middle fifth of income 

earners, white households have 5.2 times the wealth, on average, 
of the typical black household in the middle class, and 5.3 times 
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that of middle-class Latinos. In the upper-income bracket, among 

households with incomes that place them in the top fifth of all in

come earners, whites have 3.2 times more wealth, on average, than 

comparable blacks, and nearly three times more than the typical 

Latino household.60 

As a result of these disparities, black families are far more 

vulnerable than their white counterparts to economic downturns, 

in that they do not have reserve assets on hand with which to 

pad their economic situation in case of a layoff. More than half 

of all black families are so asset-poor that they could not sustain 

as many as three months without income and still remain above 

the poverty line, while only one in four white families are equally 

asset-poor.61 

RACE-BASED INJURY, INHERITED DISADVANTAGE AND ONGOING 

DISCRIMINATION 

It is one thing, however, to acknowledge persistent gaps in well
being between whites and people of color, and quite another to 
understand the causes for those disparities. The proponents of 

color-blind liberalism seek to explain most of the racial gaps 
today by way of factors other than racism and discrimination. 

Though they certainly do not deny the weight of past oppression, 
these theorists tend to minimize the extent to which past injus

tice determines the current status of blacks and other people of 
color in the United States. Rather, they claim to find the source 
of much inequity in race-neutral macroeconomic developments, 

such as the decline of manufacturing employment and a shift 
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to service-sector jobs-which, according to Wilson, has created 

a spatial mismatch between where black people live and where 

most of those new jobs are-and additionally in certain attri

butes, behavioral and cultural, which they see manifested in ur

ban spaces and which they believe keep people of color down, 

relative to whites. 

Yet a careful examination of both the weight of past racial in

justice and current evidence of ongoing racial bias and discrimi

nation, calls into question the veracity of the post-racial narrative. 

Acts of race-specific domination and injustice, both historically 

and today, exact a much greater toll on black and brown commu

nities than the post-racial liberals-and needless to say conserva

tives-are prepared to admit. As such, the rhetoric of racial tran

scendence is dishonest, in that it obscures the power of racism and 

its impact on present-day communities of color, and its advocacy 

of colorblind universalism at the level of public policy is destined 

to fail. After all, it is impossible to solve a problem if the source of 

that problem is ignored. Even if universal programs of uplift for 
all in need-in terms of jobs, schools and health care-were valu

able (and surely they are), they cannot close racial gaps in income, 

wealth or health so long as those gaps are being replicated by way 
of racism and discrimination. 

Recognizing the Weight of the Past 

While a full recitation of how existing inequities carry over from 
past race-based oppression would fill volumes, a brief mention of 
some of the highlights of that oppression is in order, so that we 

can fully appreciate the cornerstone elements of institutional racial 
division in the United States. 



72 I COLORBLIND 

On the one hand, blacks were subjected to a vicious history 

of enslavement by whites, under which as much as a trillion dol

lars in unpaid labor was provided to whites, and for the benefit of 

the national economy.62 Furthermore, indigenous persons suffered 

the theft of their land and violent conquest (as did those residing 

in Northern Mexico when their land was annexed to the United 

States). Blacks, Latinos and Chinese workers suffered forced labor 
(the latter especially as workers on the transcontinental railroad), 

and all non-whites experienced either de jure or de facto segrega

tion from the late 1800s until the 1960s. 

Racism manifested not only in violent terrorist attacks against 

communities of color (as with thousands of lynchings, bombings, 
and acts of arson, or the dozens of white-led race riots against 

communities of color during the early to mid 1900s),63 but also 

in more institutionalized processes. For instance, for many years, 

persons of color were blocked from access to the skilled trades, 
and union bosses and politicians alike colluded to allow for the 

ongoing segregation oflabor.64 Politicians further sedimented in
equality by institutionalizing racial discrimination in the award

ing of GI Bill benefits, by allowing states to set their own eligibil
ity standards. Such a practice gave Southern states the green light 

to deny benefits to blacks or to ensure that, even if benefits were 
awarded, black recipients who had served the country in combat 

would yet be relegated to the worst jobs and barred from mostly 
white colleges.65 Even in states outside the South, blacks faced ob
stacles to their ability to fully utilize GI Bill benefits, with black 

workers in places like the San Francisco Bay Area facing regular 
relegation to the lowest-wage jobs available, despite their military 

service.66 Nationally, only 4 percent of college students enrolled 
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under the GI Bill following World War II were African American, 

in large measure because of ongoing barriers to full access. 67 Like

wise, blacks were largely blocked from participating in most of the 

New Deal programs so vital to economic recovery after the Great 

Depression. Indeed, until Social Security policies were changed in 

the 1950s, two decades after the program's creation, about three in 

four blacks were barred from participation, by way of exclusions 

implemented in the law that applied to domestic workers and ag

ricultural labor (which comprised the bulk of black employment 

nationally).68 As a result of their exclusion from retirement pro
grams, African Americans were forced to continue working well 

into their seventies, far more often than comparable whites, who 

had been provided with a safety net in their old age. 

Blacks were also provided with very limited educational op

portunities throughout this period. In the South, spending for 

black schools was only about one-third of the amount spent for 

white schools, per capita, and by 1930, one-third of Southern 
counties had no four-year high schools for black students at all.69 

Schools attended by blacks were far more crowded, had far fewer 

resources and were largely removed from the broader opportunity 
structures used by whites to pass down advantages intergenera
tionally. That public schooling was separate and profoundly un

equal is an understatement of rather dramatic proportions. 
The very government that was actively suppressing opportu

nity for persons of color was directly creating it for whites, howev

er. From the Naturalization Act of 1790, which recognized white
ness and citizenship as synonymous and exclusively so for nearly 
a century, to fugitive slave laws that favored white property rights 

over the human rights of African Americans, white preference and 
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privilege was normalized from the nation's beginning. Indeed, it 

had been so dating back to colonial times, when European inden

tured servitude had been abolished in favor of chattel enslavement 

for blacks. In the mid to late 1800s, even as enslavement was com

ing to an end, and promises of equity began to flow from the lips 

of national leaders, the state moved to enshrine huge preferences 

for whites. So, for example, the Homestead Act, passed in 1862, 

ultimately distributed nearly 250 million acres ofland to 1.5 mil
lion homesteading families, virtually all of them white. Today, at 

least 20 million white Americans continue to benefit from those 

early land giveaways, either by virtue of still holding said property 

in the possession of their families, or by having been able to sell 
the land and reap the benefits of those sales intergenerationally. 70 

Other estimates place the number of living Homestead Act de
scendants at closer to 50 million, with almost none of these being 

persons of color.71 

Then, as mentioned previously, the creation of the Federal 

Housing Administration home loan program-which guaranteed 
mortgages written by banks to working-class families who oth
erwise would have been locked out of the housing market-sub

sidized white wealth creation in the mid 1900s, even as people 

of color were facing intense housing discrimination. As many 
as one-third of all mortgages written in the post-World War II 
period were written under the FHA and VA loan programs, 

amounting to approximately $120 billion in housing equity, al
most exclusively for whites. These mortgages represented approxi

mately half of all suburban housing in America at mid-century. By 
1962, 40 percent of all white mortgages were being paid through 

the preferential lending policies of the FHA or Veteran's Admin-
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istration programs to which most all people of color were being 

denied access.72 Combined with the GI Bill, which placed the lion's 

share of nearly $100 billion worth of benefits in the hands of white 

veterans, these efforts can safely be credited with the creation of 

the white middle class.73 

The impact of this institutionalized discrimination and white 

racial preference has been profound, and it is mightily implicated 

in the current maldistribution of resources between whites and 

persons of color. Returning now to the issue of racial wealth gaps, 

there is no question that much of that gap reflects the generations 

of unequal opportunity that allowed the enrichment of whites at 

the expense of individuals and communities of color. The best pre

dictor of a young family's net worth, after all, is the net worth of 

their parents,74 as up to 80 percent of family wealth derives from in

tergenerational transfers of assets between parents and children.75 

Some of this transfer occurs upon parental death, but much of it 

transpires while the parents are still alive, as with down-payment 

assistance for a home or assistance with college tuition. And when 

it comes to the net worth of the parents of today's youth-them

selves mostly members of the baby-boom generation-the advan

tages for whites and disadvantages experienced by folks of color 

are extreme. 

Young whites today are about twice as likely as young blacks 

to find themselves in families where their parents are in a posi

tion to help them financially. 76 Because of past inequity of oppor

tunity, white families were able to accumulate assets and pass them 

down to their children, while black families have not had the same 

ability. Whereas one in four white families have received an in

heritance sufficient to put a down payment on a house, only 3.5 
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percent of black families have: a ratio of approximately 7:1. Not 

only are whites more likely to receive some form of intergenera

tional bequest, the average value of those handed-down benefits is 

3.5 times greater than the value of benefits received by blacks from 

their families. 77 

One of the principal forms of assistance provided by white 

families to their children (and in large part because past advan

tages have put them in a position to do so) is with college tuition 

assistance. The families of black students are only one-third as 

likely as white families to be able to pay the entire cost of their 

child's education, and on average, black students' families are only 
able to cover about 42 percent of the cost of college at the nation's 

most highly rated (and expensive) schools, while white families 

are able to cover, on average, roughly 74 percent of the total cost.78 

And contrary to popular belief, black college students do not reap 

a disproportionate amount of financial aid or scholarships to make 

up the difference. Scholarships targeted specifically to people of 
color represent only one-quarter of one percent (0.25 percent) of 
all scholarship dollars,79 and only about 3.5 percent of students 
of color receive any kind of race-based scholarship for college.80 

The different abilities of white and black families to pay the cost of 
higher education for their children no doubt helps explain why the 

median debt for blacks who go on to receive their PhDs is roughly 
double the median debt for similar whites: about $39,000, com
pared to nearly $21,000.81 

To pay for a child's college education-which whites are in 
a position to do far more readily, thanks to a history of unequal 

opportunity-has a huge snowball effect. First, it reduces the debt 
load carried by young whites at the outset of their careers. This 
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then improves their credit rating and lowers their debt-to-income 
ratio, thereby improving the odds of being able to buy a home and 
begin to accumulate one's own assets at an early age. It is in this 
way that the inertia of past inequity carries over into present and 
future generations. 

Acknowledging Racial Bias in the Present-The Persistence of 
Prejudice 

Unfortunately, it is not just the weight of the past that explains 
persistent racial gaps in wealth, health and occupational status. 
Though commentators are quick to pronounce racial prejudices 
all but dead-especially in the so-called age of Obama-the evi
dence suggests a deep-seated and negative color-consciousness 
among large numbers of white Americans.82 This negative col
or-consciousness manifests both at the level of personal bias, or 
prejudice, and with institutional mistreatment, in the form of dis
crimination. That large numbers of whites continue to view people 
of color through lenses that are clouded by bias suggests that the 
rhetoric of racial transcendence is asking us to embrace a fictional 
narrative. Post-racial liberalism, by pronouncing an age of racial 
ecumenism and harmony, finesses the truth about this bias, there
by making it harder to address. 

First, and before examining discriminatory treatment, let us 
examine the research on personal bias. The evidence in this re
gard is all too clear: Notwithstanding protestations to the contrary, 
ongoing racial bias is all too common among large numbers of 
white Americans. Although most whites have internalized the 
sense that overt expressions of racial hostility are inappropriate 
in mixed company, even blatantly hostile remarks and comments 



78 I COLORBLIND 

are quite frequent in all-white settings.83 Disturbingly, even those 

whites who engage in positive and warm interactions with people 

of color on a fairly regular basis will often fall into these forms of 

verbal denigration when amongst themselves. One study, involv

ing 626 white students at more than two dozen colleges, found that 

when asked to keep journals documenting any racially insensitive 

or racist comments, jokes, incidents or actions on the part of their 

white friends, participants in the study were able to document 

more than 7,500 blatantly racist events or incidents in a six-to-ten

week period, or roughly a dozen instances each week witnessed by 

each white person in the study.84 Multiplied by millions of whites 

in colleges, or more broadly, by 200 million whites nationwide, one 

begins to see the possible magnitude of even blatant white racism 

in the early twenty-first century. 

According to readily available survey data, about six in ten 

whites are willing to admit to believing at least one racist stereo

type about blacks to be true: from a belief that blacks are generally 

less intelligent to beliefs that blacks are naturally more aggressive, 

lazier, and would rather live on welfare than work for a living.85 

Many of these studies have found that while whites are typically 

adamant about not being racist, those same whites, once pushed 

to dig more deeply into their perspectives, often cut loose with 

any number of anti-black views, such as the notion that "blacks 

lack a strong work ethic;' or that blacks are "less responsible" 

than whites.86 Although many whites refuse to admit that they 

harbor racial prejudices, there is often a substantial difference be

tween stated beliefs and deeper opinion. For instance, one study 

of whites at three selective universities found that when asked a 

simple question about their support for, or opposition to, inter-
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racial marriage, 80 percent expressed support. But once subjected 

to the in-depth interviews, less than half of those who claimed to 

be supportive of such unions stuck with that position, while the 

rest modified their support substantially, revealing in the process 

significant reservations they continued to have about interracial 
relationships. s7 

Whites in metropolitan areas are significantly more likely to 
hold racist views, with more than half (and often as many as three

quarters) believing that blacks are generally lazier than whites, less 

intelligent than whites and more likely to prefer welfare to work. 

At least one in five whites in metropolitan areas hold racist views 

across the spectrum of categories, and could reasonably be consid
ered severely racist in outlook.ss 

White racism is so entrenched, in fact, that as many as one 

in four whites says the ideal neighborhood would have no blacks 
at all. While some may seek to chalk up such answers to class bias 

rather than racial animus (or perhaps a more benign tendency to 

prefer living around people with whom you share a common cul
tural background), research has found that anti-black stereotypes 

are four times more important than mere in-group preferences, 

and seven times more important than class-based prejudices in 
explaining why these whites prefer black-free neighborhoods.s9 

Significantly, white biases against the presence of blacks in their 
neighborhoods are not, at least in the collective sense, the result 

of having had personal negative experiences such as rising crime 
rates or declining property values, as is often claimed. Research 
has found, for instance, that whites began to flee public schools 

in metropolitan areas long before busing, and long before they 

could have claimed any decline in the quality of their formerly 



80 I COLORBLIND 

white-majority schools. So, for instance, in Washington, D.C., St. 

Louis, Philadelphia, Chicago and Baltimore, formerly white public 

schools were already on the way to being majority black by the ear

ly 1960s.90 In Matteson, Illinois, an area outside of Chicago, white 

residents began to flee in the early 1980s as African Americans 

began to move to the community. From 1980 to 1997 the percent

age of Matteson residents who were white declined by half, and 

by 2002, only a third of the town's residents were white. Although 

whites who left the community insist they did so because of rising 

crime and declining property values, during the period of racial 

transition crime actually held steady or declined, housing prices 

rose and the median income in the increasingly black community 

grew by 73 percent.91 

In part, white biases against people of color stem from media 

coverage that over-represents blacks in pathological and deviant 

roles, from criminals to the long-term welfare-dependent under

class.92 Indeed, research from scholars at the University of Illinois 

has found that the more news one watches-be it local or from the 

national networks-the more likely one is to negatively stereotype 

blacks when it comes to aggressiveness and impoverishment. Ac

cording to the research, the effect of news viewing on racist atti

tudes is independent of pre-existing racial views, gender, age, race, 

education levels, political ideology, income, levels of neighbor

hood diversity and even the crime rate in the viewer's own com

munity. In fact, as much as one-fourth of all stereotypical belief 

about blacks can be explained solely by levels of news viewing, in

dependent of these other factors.93 No doubt media exposure can 

help explain why 95 percent of whites say they picture a black per

son when asked to envision a typical drug user,94 even though the 
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data indicates that blacks are only about 13 or 14 percent of users, 

while non-Hispanic whites represent the clear majority-typically 

over 70 percent-of all drug users.95 

Not all racial bias is blatant however. Indeed, much of the re

search in recent years indicating the persistence of white racial bi

ases has been in the area of implicit, often subconscious prejudice, 

which, however subtle, can still contribute to unequal treatment 

of people of color in given situations. Implicit Association Tests 

(IATs), which have been administered to hundreds of thousands 

of people in recent years, indicate that the vast majority of whites 

hold implicit biases in favor of whites and against African Ameri

cans. The group Americans for American Values provides an easy

to-understand description of how implicit association tests work: 

The IAT uses reaction time measurement to look at subcon

scious bias. To take a simple example, imagine that you are 

asked to associate a list of positive words (pretty, sweet, calm) 

with a list of flower names. Next, you are asked to associate 

a list of negative words (ugly, scary, freaky) with a list of in -

sect names. So far, so easy, right? Most of us like flowers and 

aren't crazy about bugs. But what if you reverse it? You are 

in front of a computer screen and the left half of the screen 

contains a picture of a spiny poisonous caterpillar and the 

word "calm;' while on the right hand of the screen is a picture 

of a tulip and the word "freaky:' When a positive word or an 

insect name comes up, you press the left arrow. When a nega

tive word or a flower name comes up, you press the right ar

row. The second task turns out to be complicated-we don't 

generally associate insects with positive words. This com-
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plication leads us to do worse (react more slowly) on a test 

that pairs insects with "pretty:' "sweet" and "calm" than one 

that pairs insects with "ugly:' "scary" and freaky:' By measur

ing reaction times in tests like these ... scientists are able to 

measure your association of positive words with flowers and 

negative words with insects. We call the positive association a 

preference and the negative association a bias.96 

When administered to test for racial biases, the IATs flash 

racially identifiable faces on the screen, paired with either posi

tive sounding or negative sounding words, and then compare how 

quickly associations are made between white or black faces, for 

instance, and certain words, either positive or negative.97 Accord

ing to the research: 

When given a test of unconscious stereotyping, nearly ninety 

percent of whites who have taken the test implicitly associ

ate the faces of black Americans with negative words and 

traits such as evil character or failure. That is, they have more 

trouble linking black faces to pleasant words and positive 

features than they do for white faces .... In addition, when 

whites are shown photos of black faces, even for only thirty 

milliseconds, key areas of their brains that are designed to 

respond to perceived threats light up automatically.98 

Interestingly, implicit bias in favor of one's own group and 

against others does not appear to be the result of natural in-group/ 

out-group bonding and categorizing. Rather, the results from 

hundreds of thousands of IATs that have been administered sug-
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gest that they stem from fairly intense social conditioning. Thus, 

whites, Latinos and Asians all show similar levels of pro-white and 

anti-black biases, and blacks, far from demonstrating significant 

pro-black and anti-white bias, are roughly split between those who 

have implicit pro-black bias, no apparent bias whatsoever and even 

implicit pro-white bias.99 

These studies have found a clear divide between the claims 

people make about their own biases and the reality of their inter

nalized stereotypes. So, for instance, one study of more than 45,000 

people sought to explore the extent to which respondents held 

implicit biases against indigenous people in the United States. Al

though most claimed outwardly that they perceived Native Ameri

cans as actually being "more American" than whites, IATs discov

ered that these same individuals most often associated white faces 

with the concept of being ''.American;' and were far more likely to 

do so than to view Native American faces that way. 100 

Other research has found a similar split between the non-rac

ist persona that people carry around with them publicly, and the 

private biases they continue to hold inside. In one classic experi

ment, a black actor and a white actor engaged in an argument. On 

the tape shown to one group of whites, the black actor shoves the 
white actor out of the way. On the tape shown to a second group, 

it is the white actor who does the shoving. In all other respects the 

tapes were the same (and the whites viewing the different films had 

been randomly selected, so they too were functionally no differ

ent). Afterward, the white respondents were asked a series of ques

tions about what they had seen. Among them was a question that 

asked whether they perceived the shove administered at the end of 

the argument as aggressive or violent. Three out of four whites who 
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had seen the black actor do the shoving answered yes. But only 17 

percent of the whites who had seen the white actor administer the 

exact same kind of shove felt the act had been aggressive or vio

lent.101 Although this study was conducted in the 1970s, there is 

little reason to believe that time alone would change the way white 

Americans, at a subconscious level, perceive aggression in blacks 

as opposed to other whites. 

More important, additional studies since that time have found 

similar results: One found that even as children, whites view blacks 

as more aggressive than other whites engaged in the very same be

havior, 102 and another found that white preschoolers, when look

ing at pictures of faces that are racially ambiguous and expressing 

anger, are more likely to classify those faces as black, whereas there 

is no tendency to over-classify racially ambiguous faces as black 

when they are smiling.103 

More recently, in "shoot or hold fire" simulations, in which 

blacks and whites are shown engaged in a variety of ambiguous 

activities, participants are quicker to shoot unarmed blacks and 

to hold fire on whites, even when the latter are armed and danger

ous. 104 These tendencies, it should be noted, bear no relationship 

to the degree of overt racial bias expressed by participants in pre

interviews. Rather, they seem tied to implicit, even subconscious 

biases, which research shows can be easily triggered in situations 

where common stereotypes of racial groups are made salient. 

Even more disturbing, studies have found that whites often 

fabricate memories of events in ways that fit common racial ste

reotypes. For instance, in one study, participants were given de

tails of an assault case as if they were in the role of jurors. Asked 

to remember the case details later, participants overwhelmingly 
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misremembered aggressive conduct by blacks in the stories, even 

when such conduct did not occur, and they were far less likely to 
remember aggressive conduct by whites, even when, in the narra

tives given to them, it did occur. 105 

In another case, participants were shown news stories about 

crime in which the color of the shown perpetrator was digitally 

manipulated. By large margins, respondents were more likely to 

remember the race of the perpetrator when he was black, and of

ten even misremembered the perpetrator as black when he was 
not. 106 In one particular study, even when the person committing a 

crime was not shown and his race was not mentioned in the news

cast, 42 percent of participants in the study remembered seeing a 

perpetrator, and of these, two-thirds "remembered" the offender 

as black. 107 An additional study found that when shown mug shots 

of blacks, as opposed to whites, respondents were far more likely 

to presume guilt, even when the available facts in evidence were 

the same. 108 

Here it is worth quoting Linda Hamilton Krieger and Susan 

Fiske, from their 2006 California Law Review article on implicit 

bias: 

As social psychologists John Bargh and James Uleman, 
among others, have demonstrated, merely encountering a 

member of a stereotyped group primes the trait constructs 
associated with, and in a sense, constituting the stereotype. 
Once activated, these constructs can function as implicit 

expectancies, spontaneously shaping the perceiver's percep
tion, characterization, memory and judgment of the stereo

typed target. 109 
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Disturbingly, advocates of post-racial liberalism ignore or fi

nesse evidence of implicit racial bias, preferring to minimize its 

importance. Yet, in their denials and dismissals, post-racial liber

als say more about their own intellectual dishonesty than they say 

about the social science in question. To wit, Stanford law professor 

Richard Thompson Ford, who dismisses the implicit bias research, 

noting that one of its creators insists the research says nothing 

about the intent of persons to discriminate and should not be used 

to suggest otherwise. 110 But of course, no one claims the IAT says 

anything about conscious racist intent. After all, the entire basis of 

the research is to explore how bias can manifest without conscious 

intent. That is the entire point, as Ford must surely know. But the 

fact that much bias is unintentional does not alter the reality that it 

has the potential to exact real damage. 

More Than Just Prejudice: Racial Discrimination in the New 
Millennium 

Of course, the mere fact of implicit (or even explicit) racial bias 

as a persistent problem within white America does not, in and 

of itself, suggest the extent to which racial discrimination-ac

tual mistreatment of people of color-is likely to manifest. Some 

may contend that although prejudice is still with us, the ability of 

whites to act on that prejudice has been mightily constrained by 

legal prohibitions against discrimination, and perhaps the increas

ing social unacceptability of racism and race-based mistreatment 

since the 1960s. Apparently this is the view of white Americans, 

by and large. To wit, white responses to an early 2009 ABC News/ 

Washington Post poll, in which 83 percent insisted blacks have just 

as good a chance as whites to get a job for which they're qualified, 
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and 81 percent said they believe blacks receive equal treatment in 

housing. 111 

Yet these post-racial hopes are ill conceived. Evidence of ra

cial discrimination in employment, housing, education and health 

care, not to mention the criminal justice system, abounds. That 

advocates of post-racial liberalism so often ignore that evidence 
says nothing about its persuasiveness. 

Racism, Discrimination and Employment 

Contributing to the aforementioned employment, income and 

wealth gaps between whites and people of color is an ongoing pat

tern of race-based discrimination in the job market. So, for in

stance, a major national study of more than 160,000 employers 

found that widespread racial discrimination continues to affect 

blacks, Latinos and Asian Americans. The study compared em

ployers in particular industries and communities to determine 

whether there was widespread disparity between the rates at which 

some of those firms employed persons of color, when compared 

to others. If an employer was found to significantly underutilize 

non-whites in their workforce, relative to the population of quali

fied persons of color in the community and relative to the degree 
that other firms in the same industry and locale managed to em
ploy them, the study concluded that discrimination was likely the 
reason. After all, if one is able to find and employ persons of color, 
there is little reason for one's competitors not to be able to do the 

same. Even using this ultimately conservative methodology for 
ferreting out bias,112 the study found that at least 75,000 establish

ments nationwide discriminate intentionally against 1.3 million 
minorities annually. Although there was some good news in the 



88 I COLORBLIND 

study too-namely, most employers did not appear to engage in 

overt racist discrimination-several industries were truly egre

gious in their patterns of unequal treatment, particularly in the 

medical, drug and other health-related fields. 

What's more, this study (conducted by legal scholars Alfred and 

Ruth Blumrosen) found that for blacks, Latinos and Asian Ameri

cans, there was more than a one in three chance that in any given 

job search they would face discrimination. Nearly 600,000 blacks, 

more than 275,000 Latinos and roughly 150,000 Asian Americans 

each year are subjected to job discrimination according to the study, 

and for about 90 percent of these, the evidence of discrimination is 

so blatant-in other words, their utilization by certain companies 

in certain locales is so substantially below the local and industry 

norm-that the odds of these outcomes being the result of any fac

tor other than racial bias are only about 1 percent. 113 

Other studies have found similar evidence of blatant racial 

discrimination. And so, according to one now-famous study from 

economists at MIT and the University of Chicago in 2004, job ap

plicants with "white-sounding names" are about 50 percent more 

likely to be called back for a job interview than applicants with 

"black-sounding" names, even when their qualifications are indis

tinguishable. 114 In this study, the researchers discovered that the 

value of merely having a white-sounding name was equivalent to 

being black and having eight more years of experience than a white 

job applicant. 

Other research, spearheaded by Princeton sociologist Devah 

Pager, has found that when equally qualified and matched black, 

white and Latino male testers are sent to apply for entry-level 

jobs-and even when these testers have been carefully trained and 
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evince similar communication styles, physical characteristics and 

demeanor-whites are far more likely to get a callback than appli

cants of color. Indeed, Pager has found that even white men who 

claim to have a felony record are slightly more likely to receive a 

callback than black applicants without such a record. 115 It should be 

noted that in Pager's studies, three-fourths of the racial disparities 

that were seen, emerged in the callback phase of the study. This is 

instructive, since it is precisely this phase where the least personal

izing information is available for the applicants, and it is the point 

at which the ability of applicants to have already made a substan

tial personal impression is limited. In other words, for disparities 

to emerge at this stage in the process strongly suggested that em

ployers were making group-based assumptions about applicants, 

leading them to screen out blacks and screen in whites.116 

Recent investigations into particular industries have uncov

ered substantial evidence of ongoing discriminatory barriers for 

persons of color. For instance, a 2008 study of the advertising in

dustry discovered that racial discrimination is nearly 40 percent 

more severe in advertising than in the overall U.S. labor market, 

and that things have actually gotten worse in that industry, relative 

to the rest of the economy, over the past three decades. According 
to the study, black college graduates working in the ad industry 
with the same qualifications as whites earn 20 percent less than 

their white counterparts. Furthermore, even when they have equal 
qualifications, blacks are still only about half as likely as whites to 

serve as advertising managers and professionals. Large ad firms 
are 60 percent more likely than firms in the overall labor market 

to employ no African Americans at all, and even when blacks are 
present in such companies, they are more than a third less likely 
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than whites to serve in the more powerful, lucrative and creative 

positions of such firms. 117 

Another recent study in New York explored racial discrimi

nation in the city's upscale restaurant industry. According to the 

researchers, when testers were sent out to apply for jobs with equal 

qualifications, education, language skills, appearance and demean

or, applicants of color were half as likely as whites to get a job offer, 

and discrimination occurred in roughly a third of all restaurants 

tested. Employers were far more likely to enthusiastically describe 

the available jobs to whites, far more often challenged the resumes 

of applicants of color, offered better shifts and work schedules to 

whites and offered whites longer and more detailed interviews. 118 

Although employers often blamed applicants' accents as the rea

son they wouldn't hire certain persons of color for jobs as waiters, 

those same employers showed a persistent preference for white 

waiters with European accents, suggesting it was less the issue of 

communication and more the preference for whites in the "front 

of the house" that dictated their decisions.119 

Other research has suggested that discrimination is especially 

persistent in service industry occupations, such as retail establish

ments. Although some have chalked up inequity in this sector to 

a skill deficit on the part of blacks-particularly a deficit in so

called "soft skills" concerning communication style-even when 

researchers have sent out more qualified black testers to apply for 

such jobs, whites were still more likely to be granted an interview 

than their black counterparts. In situations where only one mem

ber of a black-white testing pair received an interview, whites were 

on the winning end of the equation almost twice as often as blacks 

despite being less qualified than the persons of color against whom 
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they were competing. 120 This discrimination seems to be especially 

pernicious in suburbs, where blacks are hired at only half the rate 

at which they are represented in the applicant pool, and whites are 

hired at a rate 22 percent greater than their share of suburban job 

applicants. 121 

Significantly, this last statistic drives a stake through the heart 

of much of William Julius Wilson's "spatial mismatch" theory. 

Recall that Wilson's position, articulated consistently for roughly 

thirty years-and central to the post-racial view of white/black 

job and income inequality-holds that blacks face worse job and 

earnings prospects than whites because jobs are mostly in the sub

urbs, while a disproportionate number of blacks continue to live 

in urban centers. Thus they are simply unable to access the jobs in 

the places where the jobs increasingly are emerging. But if blacks 

are attempting to access those jobs and are applying for them with 

equal qualifications only to be under-hired even relative to their 

availability, then "spatial mismatch" cannot possibly be the culprit. 

Either overt employer bias or a kind of indirect bias-for instance, 

a type that drives employers to attempt to match workers to the ra

cial makeup of their client and customer base-must be considered 

operative. Indeed, this latter form, whereby business owners prefer 

whites not because they are more qualified per se, but because they 

presume (rightly or wrongly) that their customers would prefer 

to deal with white store clerks, managers, etc. has been observed 

on several occasions. 122 Discrimination has been found to be sub

stantial in temporary employment agencies as well, in part for the 

same reason: the perception-often an accurate one-that clients 

(in this case, employers contracting with the temp service) prefer 

to hire white workers. 123 
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Elsewhere, and even when there is no intent to privilege whites 

over others, employers may persist in the exclusion of applicants 

of color by way of hiring networks that are, thanks to past un

equal opportunity, disproportionately white. Recent research has 

found, not surprisingly, that white men receive far better job leads 

and job-related information from informal networks and word

of-mouth than do either white women or people or color. 124 But 

while it is well understood that the most lucrative private sector 

jobs are often filled by way of networking, what is less recognized 

is how important racially exclusive networking can also be for the 

landing of blue-collar positions. Research has shown, for instance, 

that white foremen on construction jobs tend to hire whites they 

know over blacks they don't, irrespective of actual objective quali

fications or experience. 125 Examining white and black men from 

the same vocational schools, with the same work and educational 

records, applying for the same jobs, additional research indicates a 

substantial advantage for whites stemming from greater network

ing and connections.126 

In light of the president's economic stimulus plan, which 

pumped a considerable amount of monies into construction proj

ects from roads and highways to bridge and other infrastructure 

repair, this tendency for whites to engage in discrimination within 

the industry should give us pause as to the benefit of colorblind, 

race-neutral public policy. To lavish funding on these efforts in the 

name of job creation or retention, as the president did, is to ignore 

the racially uneven way in which those jobs will likely be filled. 

To be blind to the way in which the stimulus, in this fashion, may 

disproportionately benefit whites is to become complicit in the fi

nancing of inequality. 
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Occasionally, even employers who have no intent to discrimi

nate against job applicants of color, may end up treating those ap

plicants unfairly, thanks to the ingrained, if subtle, biases of those 

charged with evaluating potential employees. Years of research 

have indicated a tendency for whites to spot merit most quickly 

in someone who reminds them of themselves, and that members 

of dominant social groups have a particularly difficult time fairly 

evaluating the merit of minority group members. Evidence points 

to a process whereby whites over-remember stereotype-confirming 

behavior or tendencies in applicants of color, and ignore the same 

traits in other whites. So, for instance, if a person of color mispro

nounces a word, ends a sentence with a preposition, or stumbles 

while speaking during a job interview, it may trigger what psy

chologists call a mental schema (or set of ideas that are linked to 

one another in memory) regarding stereotypes of inadequate black 

performance and ability. Yet, if a white job applicant did the very 

same things, it would not trigger remembrance of a stereotypical 

and negative schema regarding white people (because there are 

none when it comes to intelligence), and it would likely be forgot

ten or never even noticed. Because of this, employers could eas

ily conclude that white applicants were more qualified and better 

"fits" in a given job complex, even though there is no objective 

basis for the determination, and even though this conclusion may 

well have been the result of triggered unconscious biases. 127 

Those who are skeptical of claims of prejudice naturally have 

a ready set of challenges for those who insist the problem is real. 

First, they point to immigrant success stories as evidence that the 

United States is well on the way to becoming a racism-free nation. 

Yet discrimination against immigrants of color is also widespread. 
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Indeed, according to research from 2007, when comparing work

ers of equal productivity, similar occupational status and compa

rable educational attainment, immigrants with the lightest skin 

shade earn nearly 20 percent more than immigrants with the dark

est skin shades. 128 Second, those who doubt the persistence of ra

cial bias in America often refer to Asian American income data as 

proof that the United States is an equal opportunity society. But in 
fact, a closer look at statistics on Asian American income indicates 

that most are not doing nearly as well as believed. If anything, the 

data points to continued barriers to equal opportunity for Asian 

Americans, all claims about their success notwithstanding. 

For instance, although median income for Asian Americans 

is above that of whites, in the aggregate, this is because the Asian 

American population, on average, has far higher rates of college 
and post-graduate education than the white population. Because 

Asian immigration to the United States has been relatively se

lective, with a disproportionate percentage of Asian immigrants 

coming with pre-existing educational backgrounds, economic ad
vantages, or the intent to pursue higher education upon arrival, 

the Asian population as a whole is more highly educated than 
the white population. As such, they will logically earn more, per 
capita, than whites with less academic background. But consider

ing how much more education Asian Americans have, on average, 
relative to their white counterparts, their earnings advantages are 

much smaller than should be expected. 
Whereas fewer than 16 percent of whites had a college de

gree in 2000, 22.5 percent of Chinese Americans did, as did 31.3 

percent ofJapanese Americans, 24.4 percent of Korean Americans 
and Asian Indians, nearly 31 percent of Filipino Americans and 
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28 percent of Taiwanese Americans. So, although Chinese Ameri

can income is 17 percent higher than white income, they are 40 

percent more likely than whites to have a college degree and 2.3 

times more likely to have an advanced degree. Japanese Ameri
can income is SO percent higher on average than that for whites; 

however, Japanese Americans are twice as likely as whites, on aver

age, to have a college degree and 70 percent more likely to have an 

advanced degree. Asian Indian Americans have 45 percent higher 

income than whites, on average, but are 60 percent more likely 

than whites to have a college degree and 3.5 times more likely to 

have an advanced degree.129 

In truth, the only statistics that can indicate whether or not 

Asian Americans truly have equal opportunity are those relating 
to their earnings, relative to the earnings of whites with the same 

level of education. And when those comparisons are made, the 

evidence is clear: Asian Americans earn less than whites with the 

same educational background in almost every instance. For those 

without a high school diploma, whites earn 25 percent more than 

their Asian American counterparts. For those with a diploma but 

no college degree, whites earn 28 percent more than their Asian 

American counterparts. For those with a bachelor's degree but 
no graduate-level degree, whites earn 14 percent more than their 
Asian American counterparts-about $7,500 more annually. In 
other words, and despite attempts to use Asian "success" as a way 

to dismiss the reality of racism and white privilege, the evidence 
actually makes clear the advantages of being white in the United 

States and the disadvantages of being Asian American, irrespective 

of qualifications. 130 

Additionally, the upward skewing of Asian incomes relative 
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to those of whites is caused by the differential geographic distri

bution of whites and Asians throughout the United States. Asian 

Americans are concentrated heavily in the West, which is a higher

income region than other parts of the country. Half of all Asian 

Americans and Pacific Islanders live in the West (disproportion

ately in California and Hawaii) compared to less than one-fifth of 

American whites who do. Conversely, a third of whites live in the 

lowest-income region, the South, while only 19 percent of Asian 

Americans do. 131 If one group lives disproportionately in a higher

wage region and another is spread out across the country, naturally 

the first of these will have higher per capita incomes. But once in

comes are examined solely for those whites and Asian Americans 

living in California, for example, the numbers reverse: Whites earn 

more than their Asian American counterparts and have much 

lower poverty rates. 132 When we look only at the poverty rates in 

those places where Asians are clustered-rather than comparing 

them with whites spread far and wide in lower-wage regions-we 

discover that in places like Los Angeles, San Francisco, and even 

an East Coast metropolis like New York City, Asian American 

poverty rates are double the rates for whites in the same cities. 133 

Sadly, the advocates of post-racial liberalism ignore the copi

ous volumes of research demonstrating ongoing job discrimina

tion against people of color. For instance, Richard Thompson Ford 

has been dismissive of the previously mentioned study on the way 

black-named job applicants are treated compared to white-named 

applicants. Yet his critique of the study suggests that he either 

failed to understand the research or deliberately deceives about 

its findings, so as to maintain confidence in his post-racial narra

tive. First, Ford claims that employers who respond negatively to 
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black-sounding names may simply assume they are less capable 

or qualified. But the study in question involved equally qualified 
black-named applicants, whose resumes were every bit as impres

sive as those of their white-named counterparts. If employers 

overlook this salient fact all because of a name, then they are 

making a racially biased assumption, in disregard of the actual 

evidence before them-evidence they apparently refuse to con

sider. This is about as close to a textbook definition of racism as 

one can get. 

But Ford goes even further in his cavalier dismissal of this 

groundbreaking research. Because black comedian Bill Cosby has 
blasted poor African Americans for giving their children names 

that are identifiably black, the fact that white employers discrim -

inate against such persons can't be evidence of racism. As Ford 

explains it: "When Cliff Huxtable can be called a racist, it's prob

ably time to rethink our terms:' 134 So if a black person of some 

notoriety agrees with a racist assumption made regularly by white 

people, those white people can no longer be thought of as engag

ing in racism. Which means, by definition, that if even one promi

nent black person could be found who would defend segregation 
or enslavement-and of course, such persons existed-neither of 
those amounted to racism either: a position so intellectually putrid 

as to merit no further comment. 

Racism, Discrimination and Housing 

Beyond the realm of employment, there is much evidence to indi

cate ongoing racial discrimination in housing and mortgage mar
kets. Just as past housing discrimination hampered the ability of 
black and brown families in mid-century to accumulate assets and 
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wealth, so too, present-day discrimination in housing restricts the 

ability of younger generations of persons of color to do so. It was 

2006, after all, in which the largest number of housing discrimi

nation complaints ever (including race-based complaints) were 

filed. 135 Studies have estimated that at least 2 million and perhaps 

as many as 3.7 million instances of race-based housing discrimi

nation against persons of color take place each year.136 Although 

sometimes this discrimination manifests as outright denial of rent

al property or denial of mortgage loans to people of color, far more 

often it takes the shape of racial "steering" (whereby people are rel

egated to same-race neighborhoods, no matter their own desires 

for more integrated spaces), or the offering of housing to people of 

color on terms far less desirable than the terms offered to whites. 

Regarding the current housing meltdown and the ongoing 

subprime mortgage mess, it was people of color who were dis

proportionately roped into high-cost loans, made to pay more for 

properties than they would have been had they been white. By 2006, 

mortgages sold to Latinos and blacks were 2.5 to 3 times more likely 

to be subprime than mortgages sold to whites. While these dispari

ties sometimes reflect factors of creditworthiness and collateral, 

research indicates that persons of color-black, Latino, indigenous 

and occasionally Asian-are more likely to be steered to a subprime 

loan at higher cost than are whites with the same income and credit 

scores. One study in 2006 found that even high-income black and 

Latino borrowers were more likely than low-income whites to wind 

up with a high-cost loan, 137 and up to half of the subprime loans 

given out over the past several years went to persons who could 

have (and should have) qualified for lower rates.138 In New York 

City, as just one example, black households with annual incomes 
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of $68,000 or more are five times more likely to have a subprime 

mortgage than white households with similar or even less income. 

On a mid-range loan of $350,000, this means that black borrowers 

will end up paying, on average, over $250,000 more in interest over 

the life of the loan than their white counterparts. 139 

Warnings about subprime lending and its consequences for 

people of color have been sounded for years, with little attention 

paid until the impacts began to affect the overall economy. It was in 

the early 2000s, for instance, that the North Carolina-based Com

munity Reinvestment Coalition exposed Citigroup's subprime 

lender, Citi, for making excess profits on the backs of poor, mostly 

African American families, ultimately roping into high-cost loans 

90,000 borrowers who could have qualified for regular mortgages. 

These borrowers were then charged so much excess interest that, 

on average, families would have had to pay more than $100,000 

in additional cost over the life of their mortgages. This predatory 

gouging amounted to over $5.7 billion in excess charges, for the 

benefit of Citi and to the detriment of the borrowers. 140 

Earlier this year, when the Baltimore NAACP sued Wells 

Fargo for targeting black communities with subprime loans, for

mer bank employees admitted in court affidavits that loan officers 

regularly referred to black customers as "mud people;' called the 

loans sold to them "ghetto loans;' and offered financial bonuses to 

loan officers who successfully pushed subprime loans in minority 

neighborhoods. According to one former employee who had once 

been Wells Fargo's top-producing subprime loan officer, the bank 

specifically steered blacks who could have qualified for lower-rate 

loans into the high-cost instruments. According to the affidavits, 

loan officers would alter the credit information of black borrowers 
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on their applications and even cut-and-paste bad credit informa

tion from one borrower onto the applications of black borrowers 

with good credit, in order to flip the loan from the prime to the 

subprime category.141 . 

The black and brown face of the subprime lending debacle 

is not the result of people of color desiring such instruments, nor 

because laws required the giving ofloans to low-income people of 

color. This latter argument, made often by conservatives, is entire

ly without merit. Lenders that aren't even covered by fair-lending 

laws gave out most of the high-cost, risky loans. And loans given 

out under fair-lending laws like the Community Reinvestment 

Act actually tend to perform better, and have far lower foreclo

sure rates than loans written by the largely unregulated mortgage 

brokers who engaged in predatory lending with abandon.142 If 
anything, imposing more fair-lending regulations and extending 
those regulations to all lending institutions (which, by definition 

would have required a rejection of post-racial rhetoric and race

blind/racism-blind policy making) could have helped prevent at 

least some of the current housing crisis. 
Additionally, the colorblind approach to dealing with racial 

disparities in housing-which seeks to treat the matter as one of 
class inequity alone, in which "concentrated poverty" is viewed as 

a separate phenomenon, apart from racism-is inadequate, given 

the ongoing barriers to housing access faced by even those persons 
of color who are not poor. So, for instance, affluent black house
holds are every bit as racially isolated (in black and heavily poor 

areas) as poor blacks are.143 And whereas having greater levels of 

education and higher incomes tends to correlate with living in 
neighborhoods with lower crime rates and higher property values 
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when one is white, this correlation disappears for blacks.144 Even 

with greater economic and educational success, ongoing housing 

discrimination blocks blacks from the housing they might well 

procure were they simply white. 

The most recent study (as of this writing), conducted in Pitts
burgh, found that even when black families have better credit, 

higher incomes, more savings and less debt than white families ap

plying for loans, they are likely to be discriminated against. In the 

study in question, black applicants were treated worse than their 

white counterparts nearly 60 percent of the time. They were more 

likely to be actively discouraged by the lender and told they would 
not be able to afford a home, and were given less information about 

loans or home availability. In addition, black testers were quoted 

an interest rate a full quarter-point higher than their less-qualified 

white counterparts, on average. 145 

Racism, Discrimination and Education 

Closely related to the matter of housing inequity, educational in

equity continues to plague the lives of millions of students of color. 

Though working-class and low-income students of all colors face 

inadequate educational resources due to economic status alone, 
explicitly racial forms of marginalization are very much in play 
for non-whites, above and beyond class standing. To the extent 
children of color and their families too often live in residential

ly isolated communities where rates of poverty are higher-and 

this because of race-based discrimination in housing over many 
generations-black and Latino kids face the double-whammy of 
economic and racial marginalization in schools located in those 

communities. 
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Young people face intense racial and economic segregation in 

America today. About 70 percent of students of color attend major

ity-minority schools, half of all black students are in schools that 

are at least three-fourths people of color, and a third of both blacks 

and Latinos attend schools where the student bodies are virtually all 

black and brown. 146 In large urban areas, these data are even more 

extreme. So, for instance, in Chicago, the average black student at

tends an 86 percent black school, while in New York City, six in ten 

black students attend a school where 90 percent or more of all stu

dents are black. 147 In large urban areas generally, two-thirds of black 

and Latino students attend schools where enrollment is at least 90 

percent black and brown.148 These majority-people of color schools 

are anywhere from eleven to thirteen times more likely than mostly 

white schools to be places with high levels of concentrated poverty 

among their students. 149 Concentrated poverty then complicates 

the task of delivering a high-quality education to students, as their 

families will face disproportionate rates of unemployment, inade

quate nutrition and growing up in isolated, crowded spaces, largely 

cut off from the larger social opportunity structure. 

The effects of being concentrated in such schools cannot be 

overstated. First, it is often lower-income schools of color in which 

the least experienced teachers are placed, as those with more ex

perience seek out teaching assignments in wealthier and whiter 

communities. In fact, recent research has found that independent 

of neighborhood factors and quality, teachers with the most ex

perience, highest levels of certification and best track records in 

terms of boosting the achievement of their students, choose to 

leave schools when the numbers of black students enrolled be

gin to increase. 150 In California, schools where more than half the 
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teachers lack credentials in the fields they teach have, on aver

age, 98 percent students of color.151 Because the most experienced 

teachers often have tenure and power within the teachers' unions, 

they are able to get placement in other communities, in whiter 

schools, while less experienced and younger teachers get placed in 

the schools with the greatest challenges. So nationally, in schools 

serving mostly people of color, students have less than a fifty-fifty 

chance of ending up with a math or science teacher with a degree 

in the field, or who is licensed to teach those subjects specifically. 

And new teachers at mostly black and brown schools are five times 

more likely to be unlicensed in the field they teach than are newly 

hired teachers in mostly white schools. Overall, students of color 

are half as likely as white students to be taught by the most experi

enced and qualified teachers, and twice as likely to be taught by the 

least experienced and least qualified teachers. 152 

Exposure to low-quality educational resources, as so often oc

curs in hyper-segregated schools, can then have a profound effect 

on cognitive development. Indeed, children can lose several points 

on a standard IQ test for every year they are subjected to substan

dard resources, instruction and facilities. 153 As for exposure to less

qualified teachers, this too has a specific and deleterious impact on 

students of color. Research from Texas shows that students who 

start out ahead academically but are then exposed to less-qualified 

teachers experience a rapid drop in performance, while those who 

start out behind but have highly qualified instruction can catch up 

with those who started ahead, and even surpass them.154 

It should be noted that the concentration of students of color 

in high-density, majority-minority and low-income schools is not 

only an issue for poor and working-class students and families of 
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color, however. Indeed, even blacks with incomes higher than those 

of whites are less likely to attend high-quality schools and more 

likely to live in low-income neighborhoods than whites are. 155 Ac

cording to one study in Philadelphia, African American children 

from affluent families typically attend schools with three times as 

many low-achieving poor students as affluent white children do. 156 

To the extent the concentration of poverty has tended to have a 

racialized face-specifically a black and brown one-it seems un

likely that mere universal programs of educational uplift could 

address the persistent inequities that result. Even if educational 

policy were reformed overnight, such that additional monies were 

pumped into all schools that were struggling, the racial gaps cre

ated by residential segregation and selective teacher assignments 

would likely persist. 

In keeping with the notion that race-specific injury confounds 

the ability of colorblind universalism to rectify persistent racial in

equities in the realm of education, consider the evidence of dis

criminatory treatment in schools themselves. Research has found 

that students of color, especially African Americans, are dispropor

tionately likely to be classified and labeled as learning disabled and 

placed in special education programs. This is especially the case for 

more subjective categories of disorder and disability, like emotion

al disturbance, rather than for medically diagnosable disabilities. 

The tendency to categorize students of color in this way owes less 

to genuinely greater levels of disorder in such students than to the 

racial dynamics of the schools they attend. For instance, in Arizona 

public schools, males of color at mostly white schools are two-thirds 

more likely to be labeled as emotionally disturbed or learning dis

abled than minority males at mostly minority schools, even though 
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the latter are far more likely to have grown up in poverty, and thus 

could be expected to occasionally demonstrate emotional or cog

nitive impairment. This suggests that at whiter schools, teachers 

are more apt to see dysfunction in black and brown students, not 

because they necessarily demonstrate more of it, but because of the 

teachers' own inabilities to relate to the students of color, or be

cause of various subconscious biases. 157 

Nationally, black students are anywhere from 1.5 times to 

four times more likely than whites to be classified as mentally 

handicapped or emotionally disturbed: a range so broad as to 

suggest significant imprecision, subjectivity and likely bias in the 

evaluation process. 158 After all, why would one state have a ratio 

of impaired black students that was four times the rate for whites, 

while another state, possibly next door, would only have a ratio 

of 1.5 to one? 

This labeling of students has a profound effect on their fu

ture educational attainment. Indeed, students labeled as learning 

disabled are 20 percent more likely to drop out than students not 
labeled in this way, and those labeled emotionally disturbed are 

three times more likely to quit school than students with physi

cal disabilities. 159 Although the labeling itself is not the cause of 
the students' failure to complete their schooling, it creates a set 
of expectations and stigmas for those so labeled that can sup
press the drive to achieve academically. Nationally, for instance, 

research has found that students labeled as mentally handicapped 
or emotionally disturbed are likely to be placed in restricted learn

ing environments, despite evidence indicating that such students 
need exactly the opposite in order to thrive. And once labeled and 
removed from normal classroom environments, students of color 
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receive less intensive services and support than whites who have 

been similarly labeled.160 

Although it might be easy to attribute the mistreatment in 
these cases to class factors, rather than race-and thus to assume 

that colorblind universalism might be sufficient for addressing the 

issue-the research has found that students of color who are not 

poor and live in affluent districts are far more likely to be labeled 

mentally handicapped or emotionally disturbed than their white 

classmates. Furthermore, the over-diagnosis appears only in the 

entirely subjective arenas of intellectual capacity and emotional 

disturbance, rather than in the areas of specific learning disabili

ties or medically supportable diagnoses, suggesting that much of 

the classification process is imprecise and given to tacit if not ex

plicit racial bias. 

Likewise, and in keeping with this notion that disability la

beling can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, consider the practice 

and impact of so-called academic "ability tracking:' On the one 

hand, studies have long found that blacks and Latinos are far more 
likely than white students to be placed in lower-track remedial
level classes and far less likely to be placed in honors courses than 

whites, even when their prior academic performance would justify 
different placement. 161 Oftentimes, this placement is due to struc
tural inequities such as the fact that schools attended mostly by 

students of color are much less likely to have advanced placement 
(AP) or honors courses offered. Nationally, schools dispropor

tionately serving students of color have about one-third as many 
advanced courses offered, per capita, as schools serving mostly 

whites. 162 In California, for instance, there are more than 125 high 
schools without a single AP class. Overwhelmingly, these schools 
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serve student bodies that are mostly black and brown. 163 This 
disparity in secondary schools further promotes racial inequity 
in higher education as well. So, for instance, as of the late 1990s 

the median grade-point average of entering first-year students at 
UCLA was 4.15 on a standard 4-point scale. Of course, the only 
way to receive a GPA of more than 4.0 is to earn a bonus by taking 
AP classes. Which means that there are thousands of black and 
Latino kids in California who have no chance to earn the kind 
of GPA received by the typical white student at UCLA, no matter 
how hard they work, simply because of the unavailability of such 
classes in their schools. 164 

Significantly, evidence suggests that ability tracking actually 
hampers the literacy and academic accomplishments of students 
of color at lower levels of prior ability, while failing to boost the 
performance of more advanced students. In other words, track

ing fails to deliver the benefits it promises, either for those at the 
bottom or those at the top of the academic spectrum.165 Indeed, 
those labeled as slower learners often suffer from reduced self-es
teem and a lowered sense of their own efficacy, which compro
mises their academic success and creates a self-fulfilling prophecy 
of sorts, whereby their track becomes their destiny in school. 166 

Those assigned to teach lower-track students actually admit 
their own low expectations for the children in their academic 
care. As Jeannie Oakes noted in her classic text on the subject, 
low-track teachers typically eschew a focus on academic advance
ment or mastery of material for their students, focusing instead 
on maintaining discipline, respect for authority, punctuality and 
simple task completion. Furthermore, they emphasize how to be 
less outspoken and more compliant with rules and regulations as 
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set by authority figures (be they teachers or future bosses). There is 

very little room within remedial-track classes for development of 

critical thinking skills or for moving up the school ladder.167 

Students tracked lower also receive less direct instruction 

than their higher-tracked counterparts. Higher-tracked English 

students spend about 15 percent more time receiving direct in

struction than students in lower tracks, while higher-tracked math 

students spend about 22 percent more time receiving instruction 

than those in lower-tracked math classes. In all, the instructional 

differences amount to nearly forty hours less actual instruction for 

those in lower-tracked classes each year. 168 Students of color, who 
are being shunted into these remedial-level classes most often, are 

thus being deprived of the ability to learn, and the gap between 

them and their whiter counterparts in advanced classes continues 

to grow. 
Although the premise of "No Child Left Behind" (the Bush 

administration's signature education bill) is that racial achievement 

gaps should be closed completely within ten years, the legislation 
never came with the kind of resource supports needed to make 
that goal achievable. Although No Child Left Behind requires cer

tain outcomes, it does not mandate that schools must equalize the 
resources available to all students in order to make those more eq

uitable outcomes likely. Nor did the law-which has so far been 
continued under the Obama administration, with very little func

tional change in its specific policy formulations-seek to put an 
end to the pernicious tracking practices in our schools that all but 

guarantee the leaving behind of children. In fact, many states have 
adopted norm-referenced tests as determinants of their "annual 

yearly progress" (mandated by the law), failing to appreciate that 
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norm-referenced tests by definition produce a distribution where 

half of all test-takers will fall below the SO-percentile mark and 

thus be considered below average. 169 In other words, tests that 

mandate failure and inequity in achievement are being used un

der a law intended to promote success and reduce inequity! To 

advocate equity but maintain structures that, by definition, create 

inequity is the ultimate contradiction. 

As a result of No Child Left Behind, schools have been under 

intense pressure to meet federal guidelines for test scores, so as 

not to be sanctioned by the Department of Education. This pres

sure has been especially intense for schools serving mostly stu

dents of color, causing many such schools to emphasize teaching 

to the test, simply to meet federal and even state standards, rather 

than teaching the kinds of high-level materials given to students 

in suburbs and private schools. 170 High-stakes testing has also cre

ated incentives for schools to push lower-achieving students out, 

rather than keep them in the schools, attempt to educate them and 

suffer the possible penalty if they fail, in terms of meeting testing 

requirements. 171 In Chicago, for instance, schools have been expel

ling low-achieving students even by the age of 16, under the pre
tense that their academic achievement or attendance records make 

it unlikely that they would graduate by the age of 21. Rather than 
resolve to educate such students-almost all of whom are students 

of color-the schools give up, remove the students and thus boost 
their test-score profile as a result, with blacks banished from the 
schools at three times the rate of whites or Latinos. 172 

In post-Katrina New Orleans, supposedly "open enrollment" 
charter schools-intended to inject competition into the city's pre

viously failing school system and lauded as having done so-have 
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been pre-screening students to determine which of them are un

likely to pass a state required test the following year. Then the stu

dents who fail in the pre-test are pushed out, so as to protect the 

school's test scores in line with state and federal mandates. Oth

ers have counseled parents of lower-achieving students, or those 

with inconsistent attendance, to voluntarily withdraw from char

ter schools or face expulsion. Once these students are removed, 

the charters are left with the supposedly "better" students, which 

allows them to meet federal and state standards by selecting their 

student bodies. Needless to say, virtually all students being pushed 

out are black.173 

Also under No Child Left Behind, schools must demonstrate 

the elimination of performance gaps between those who have lim

ited English proficiency (LEP) and those for whom English is their 

native language. Although this is an admirable goal, it cannot be 

met in most cases for one simple reason: namely, in most districts, 

once students demonstrate English proficiency, they are removed 

from the LEP group and their scores are no longer considered part 

of the LEP group averages. Thus, by definition, the only persons 

remaining in the LEP group will be those who are not proficient in 

the language of the test, and who therefore will not likely perform 

well on it. 174 

In addition to unequal instruction and regulations under No 

Child Left Behind that all but ensure disparate racial outcomes in 

schooling, there is also a substantial amount of evidence demon

strating profoundly unequal discipline meted out to students of 

color as compared to whites. Nationally, fourteen separate studies 

have found clear racial disparities in rates of suspension and expul

sion from school. Black students are two to three times more likely 



THE TROUBLE WITH POST-RACIAL LIBERALISM I 111 

to be suspended or expelled than whites, even though they do not, 

contrary to popular belief, violate school rules disproportionately, 

relative to white students. 175 Indeed, when it comes to some of the 

most serious school rule infractions, whites often lead the pack, and 

they certainly violate those rules at least as often as black and brown 

students do, from possession of drugs to drinking and smoking. 176 

Most of the infractions for which students of color are punished are 

vague, highly subjective offenses-far more given to interpretation 

and thus implicit bias on the part of teachers-such as "disrespect 

for authority;' "making excessive noise" or loitering. 177 

Significantly, the research suggests that unequal discipline is 

not due to mere class bias against lower-income students. In fact, 

even when comparing only blacks and whites of the same eco

nomic status, black students face disproportionate suspensions 

and expulsions relative to rates of misbehavior. As Russell Skiba, a 

professor at Indiana University, notes: 

Contrary to the socioeconomic hypothesis, the current in

vestigation demonstrates that significant racial disparities 

in school discipline remain even after controlling for socio

economic status. In this sample, an index of socioeconomic 

status had virtually no effect when used as a covariate in a 

test of racial differences in office referrals and suspensions. 

Indeed, disciplinary disproportionality by socioeconomic 

status appears to be a somewhat less robust finding than gen

der or racial disparity. 178 

As with so much of the evidence regarding racial inequity in 

the educational system, this suggests that colorblind universalism 
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as a way to reduce racial disparities will prove inadequate. There 

is simply too much race-specific injury occurring to allow for 

post-racialism (at the level of ideology or policy) to suffice. Un
fortunately, teachers often go out of their way to be colorblind

or what educational theorist Mica Pollock calls "colormute" -by 

failing to discuss race, or even to use basic and benign racial de

scriptors to describe their students. As a result, educators repli

cate inequities by failing to get to the bottom of their own biases 

or the structural impediments to equal opportunity within their 

schools. 179 

Racism, Discrimination and Health Care 

Just as racial disparity exists in income, wealth and educational at

tainment, so too in terms of basic health there are large and seem

ingly intractable gaps between whites and people of color. Whether 

regarding life expectancy, infant mortality rates, rates of low birth 

weight for newborns or the rates at which adults die from large

ly preventable diseases, whites are in far better shape than those 

who are black or brown. Indeed, it is estimated that nearly 100,000 
blacks die each year who wouldn't, if black mortality rates were 

equal to those of whites.180 

In addressing these racial disparities, there are largely three 

schools of thought as to both the diagnosis of the problem, and 
the recommendations put forward for solving it. The first argues 

that racial health gaps are largely the result of economic inequity. 
According to this line of reasoning, people of color, especially Af

rican Americans, disproportionately populate the bottom of the 
class structure; thus, since poorer people typically have worse 
health than the more affluent, black/white differences in health 
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outcomes will manifest. The second school of thought argues that 

differential health outcomes reflect different lifestyles and choices 

made by whites as opposed to people of color: If blacks engage 

in less healthy lifestyles (worse diets, less exercise, etc.), they will 

naturally have worse health outcomes. And finally, some argue 

that racial disparities in health reflect a bit of economic and be

havioral factors, but also racism itself: first, the health effects of 

society-wide racism and discrimination, which accumulate over 

time, and second, racially disparate treatment by physicians them

selves, even those with no intent to injure people of color but who 

are influenced, like everyone else, by implicit biases. 

Post-racial liberalism typically embraces one of the first two 

explanations, and occasionally a combination of those two. Its 

proponents argue that blacks and other people of color are vic
tims of bad economic status and are less likely to have health in -

surance coverage (especially high-quality preventive care through 
an employer, for instance), and so this can explain much of the 

racial health gap. They further suggest that lifestyle choices re

garding food and exercise play a role in worse health outcomes 
for people of color. As candidate Obama himself said on the cam

paign trail, black folks need more exercise and access to fresh 

food in their neighborhoods. By and large the president has es
chewed any direct discussion of racial gaps and strategies for 
closing them, however. When asked the question directly, as he 
was in the summer of 2008 while still campaigning, he deftly 

pivoted back to the need for universal coverage. And in his book 
The Audacity of Hope he insisted that universal coverage would 

do more to reduce racial disparities in health than any race-tar
geted effort ever could. 
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But despite his insistence and optimism about the efficacy of 

universal and colorblind public policy to solve race-specific injury, 

there is reason to believe that such an approach will fall well short 

of its proclaimed benefits (and this, assuming universal coverage 

will even be implemented, which at the time of this writing seems 

a remote possibility at best). 

Contrary to popular belief, racial disparities in health out

comes are not merely, or even mostly, about disparities in income 

or health care coverage. Indeed, some of the largest racial gaps

especially, for instance, for hypertension-manifest at the upper 

end of the income spectrum, between whites and blacks that have 

high incomes and occupational status, college degrees and good 

health insurance. 181 Among the indicators that racial health gaps 

are about more than mere economics and health care affordabil

ity-and thus that universal coverage is inadequate to the task of 

remedying them-consider: 

• Black women with a bachelor's or higher-level degree have a 
higher rate of infant mortality for their newborns and infants 
than white women who dropped out before entering high 
school. 182 When comparing black and white women with 

college degrees, the infant mortality rate for children born 
to black women is nearly three times higher than the rate for 

children born to similar white women. 183 

• Black households with annual incomes of $35,000 or more 
have higher rates of infant mortality than white households 
with annual incomes ofless than $10,000. 184 
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• Black women who received early prenatal care have infant 

mortality rates that are nearly double the rate for white wom

en who received late or no prenatal care at all. 185 

• White women who start out in life poor but move up the ladder 
show improved birth outcomes for their children, while black 

mothers largely see no improvement in outcome, even if they 

are upwardly mobile. Likewise, as Latina immigrant moms 
remain in the United States and improve their economic con

dition, their health declines; and South Asian Indian women 

with economic profiles similar to white women nonetheless 

have birth outcomes for their kids (low birth weight and in
fant mortality) comparable to those of poor black women. 186 

Significantly, these racial gaps are not due to behavioral or 

lifestyle differences or genetic factors specific to black women and 

their children. Even black women who don't smoke, for instance, 

have higher rates of infant mortality for their children than white 

women who do smoke, and foreign-born blacks (including conti

nental Africans) have infant mortality rates and rates oflow-birth 

weight babies that are far lower than their African American 
counterparts, and in line with white averages.187 But once Afri

can women immigrate to the United States, within one genera
tion, their daughters have a much higher risk of pre-term and/or 
low-birth weight babies, approaching the elevated levels for other 

African American women.188 Likewise, although black immigrants 

from majority-black nations and regions of the world come to the 
United States on balance healthier than blacks from mostly white 
areas (or the United States itself), after a short time in America, 
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their health status erodes and drops to match that of less healthy 

blacks. 189 This too suggests that there is something about being 

black in the United States, and not something about blackness bio

logically, that explains disparate health outcomes. 

So what is it about the experience of being black in the United 

States that seems to make such a difference in the health outcomes 

experienced by African Americans as opposed to whites? Typically 

there are two explanations: the effects of discrimination on black 

health over time, in a variety of settings; and differential treatment 

at the hands of physicians. 

In the past several years, more than a hundred studies have 

found a relationship between racial discrimination and negative 

physical health outcomes for people of color. Research has found 

that experiences with racial discrimination increase stress levels 

among persons of color, thereby elevating blood pressure and cor

relating directly with worse health. 190 Being the target of racial big

otry causes the brain's hypothalamus to send an alert to the adrenal 

glands, resulting in a release of adrenaline along with the release 

of endorphins in the brain and cortisol (a stress-related hormone) 

throughout the body. Over time, these experiences can damage 

the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. 191 As the research 

explains: 

A normally functioning HPA systematically releases ap

propriate amounts of adrenaline and cortisol to address the 

threat of stress. In contrast, when the HPA has been over

loaded by ongoing, durable experiences of racial discrimi

nation, the intermittent release of adrenaline and cortisol 

can cause harm. An excess of adrenaline may cause surges 
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in blood pressure that, in turn, cause scars in arteries where 

plaque can build and hamper the flow of blood throughout 

the body, thus increasing the risk of heart attack, stroke, and/ 

or heart disease. In short, chronic exposure to racial discrim

ination may damage the HPA axis so severely that the secre

tion of cortisol and adrenaline are never again normal. 192 

Researchers have developed a theory to explain the unique 

effects of race-related stress on women of color and the association 

between that stress and pre-term birth and low birth weight. To 

wit, the concept of the allostatic load, which refers to the cumula

tive physiological burden imposed by excess stress: 

It may be that the standard set of socioeconomic factors fails 

to explain the full meaning of being African-American .... 

Experiences of being discriminated against as a person of 

color are everyday occurrences at once painful and threaten

ing. This chronic strain may have an effect more insidious 

and powerful than is captured by our customary models .... 

The hypothesis that a woman's experience of chronic threat 

before pregnancy affects pregnancy outcome rests on the 

concept of allostatic load .... [Allostasis] refers to the abil

ity of the body to achieve stability through change, such that 

the autonomic nervous system, the hypothalamic-pituitary

adrenal (HPA) axis, and cardiovascular, metabolic, and im

mune systems protect the body by responding to internal 

and external stress. The price of this accommodation to 

stress can be allostatic load, which is the wear-and-tear from 

chronic overactivity or underactivity of the allostatic system. 
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We theorize that frequent stress whether concurrent, feared, 

or remembered, increases allostatic load. Thus, we propose 

that a woman's chronic exposure to racism or violence cre

ates an allostatic load that imprints itself upon her HPA axis 

prior to conception, altering the endocrine milieu in which 

the placenta is established, and potentially changing the hor

monal interaction between fetus, placenta and mother. 193 

Studies of allostatic load markers (including levels of epi

nephrine and cortisol, which are released in response to stress, as 

well as blood pressure levels and levels of glycated hemoglobin), 

have found that blacks in all age groups have evidence of elevated 

allostatic loading, with young black adults nearly 1.5 times more 

likely to demonstrate a high score on measures of allostatic load, 

and blacks 55 to 64 about 2.3 times more likely than their white 

counterparts to demonstrate this level of stress loading. Interest

ingly, poor whites display lower scores on measures of allostatic 

load than non-poor blacks, suggesting that the racial differences 

in high stress effects are not the result of economic disparity but 

rather are related to race-specific stresses experienced by people of 

color, irrespective of class status. 194 

There is an increasing body of medical literature to suggest 

that this "weathering" effect, which comes from steady and repeat

ed exposure to racial mistreatment, begins to affect people of color 

at very young ages, first as they learn of the attitudes that are com -

monly held about their group by members of the dominant society, 

then as they become exposed to acts of discrimination. In children, 

this stress can decrease self-esteem and foster anger, depression 

and even violent acting out. When these stresses accumulate over 
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time, the impact on the physical, mental and emotional health of 

those experiencing the stress can be dramatic, and can prime the 

body for all kinds of debilitating conditions later in life. 195 Indeed, 

the cumulative effect helps explain why racial differences in hyper

tension begin to dramatically emerge after the age of 30.196 

Camara P. Jones, MD, a director of research at the Centers for 

Disease Control, explains: 

By the time you get into the 25-44-year-old group you start 

to see changes. We have evidence that in white folks, blood 

pressure is dropping at night, but not in black people .... 

There's a kind of stress, like you're gunning your cardio

vascular engine constantly if you're black, that results from 

dealing with people who are underestimating you, limiting 

your options .... It results from little things like going to a 

store and if there are two people at the counter-one black 

and one white-the white person will be first approached. If 
you have stress from other sources, like a bad marriage, it's 

not something you think about constantly. But the stresses 

associated with racism are chronic and unrelenting. 

The kind of daily indignities to which people of color are ex -

posed were discussed by black women in a focus group filmed as 

part of the California Newsreel documentary Unnatural Causes. 197 

The women, brought together by researchers at Emory University, 

explained: 

I think constantly, having to internalize the racism that we 

experience every day. It's like, to me, where do you escape to? 
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My daughter, she's real open and friendly, and so, you know, 

she'll run up to the white children and say, "Can I play with 

you?" And then they don't even answer; they just look at her 

and run away. It's heartbreaking for me to see that. 

You have a doctor that comes in that doesn't really pay at

tention to what it is you're saying, that invalidates what it is 

you're saying. 

No matter how many times I made it to the final interview, 

or how many programs come out of my research, it's just not 

enough. And I think it's unfortunate, but it does something 

to me internally. I've taken jobs, I mean, getting paid way 

less than the people that I know don't have as much educa

tion. I don't know what kind of resume to write at this point. 

So, you know, I'm scared to give people a resume. 

Likewise, a recent report on black male college graduates, 

who are experiencing elevated levels of unemployment well above 

those of their white counterparts, noted how many such men are 

changing their names to sound less identifiably black, or altering 

their resumes to remove any references that might tip off poten

tial employers to their race. They recount experiences of obtain

ing interviews from enthusiastic firms, only to watch their chances 

evaporate as soon as they walk in the room and the prospective 

employers see the color of their skin. 198 This kind of racial incident, 

subtle though it may be-and none of the men claim to have been 

the targets of overt or hostile racism in these cases-can have a ter

rible impact. In fact, studies have found that overt racism is actually 
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less distressing, mentally, than more subtle forms of bias. When 

the brain has to expend valuable cognitive resources merely deter

mining whether or not a racially discriminatory act has occurred, 

there is more stress associated with the process than in those cases 

where the cognitive analysis of a situation is far easier. 199 

Although there are certainly class-related forces that add to 

stress levels and the allostatic load of marginalized persons, the 

special marginalization experienced by persons of color exacts a 

unique toll as well. Indeed, the impact of racial discrimination, 

independent of these other factors like economic or lifestyle vari
ables, has as much, if not more impact on blood pressure than 

smoking, lack of exercise and a high-fat, high-sodium diet.200 Ad

ditionally, research by Sherman James of Duke University indi

cates a tendency for persons exposed to racism to resort to what 

is known as high-effort coping, meaning exerting additional and 

special effort to prove one's competence, over and above existing 

racist stereotypes.201 Although this kind of response to mistreat

ment might seem laudable-indeed it conjures long-worn social 

tropes about hard work and initiative, and refusing to be a vic

tim-it comes with a cost. Having to be "twice as good" to get half 

as far, even when one manages to pull it off, can easily devolve 
into a real-life "John Henryism;' in which, like the folk legend 
about the steel-driving man who wanted to prove he could pound 

rail ties as well as a machine, individuals who fall prey to it prove 
themselves, only to die early from over-stress. Again, this suggests 

that colorblind universalism will prove inadequate for eliminating 
racial health disparities, since such a large portion of that disparity 

is due to experiences with racism itself. 
In addition to the effects of racism on black and brown health 
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generally, there is also a growing body of evidence to suggest that 

patients of color receive unequal and discriminatory treatment 

at the hands of physicians, making colorblind universalism even 

more inadequate for narrowing racial health gaps. For instance, 

when comparing only Medicare patients of the same age, gender 

and income, African American women are 25 percent less likely 

to receive mammography screening, and even when comparing 

patients of the same age, gender and severity of disease, living in 

the same geographic location and with the same access to car

diac facilities, blacks are 60 percent less likely to be referred for, 

and to receive coronary angioplasty or bypass surgery. 202 A 2005 

study found that black cardiac patients are less likely than whites 

to receive particular lifesaving interventions, even when all pa

tients are on Medicare and indistinguishable in other background 

characteristics. In another study in 2007, researchers at Harvard 

gave doctors a hypothetical vignette in which a patient with chest 
pain comes to the hospital and is found to have suffered a heart 

attack. When the vignette was matched with a picture of a black 
male patient, the doctors were much less likely to recommend life
saving drugs than when the picture of the "patient" was white.203 

In a review of studies comparing the quality of cardiac care re

ceived by white and black patients, the Kaiser Family Foundation 
and the American College of Cardiology Foundation found that 

out of eighty-one such studies, nearly seventy indicated that blacks 
received inferior treatment.204 Another study by researchers from 
the University of Washington looked at patients in 1,500 different 

physicians' practices and found a significant difference in the way 
white doctors communicated with patients of color, the kind of 

treatment they recommended and the degree to which they coor-
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dinated care regimens with their patients, especially with Asian Pa

cific Islanders. These differences persisted even when the patients 

had the same kind of insurance and other background factors.205 

Though there is little evidence to suggest a significant degree 

of overt racial bias on the part of physicians-no more nor less, for 

example, than in the general population-there is research sug

gesting a substantial amount of subconscious racial bias in favor 

of whites and against blacks. For instance, research from Harvard 

medical school tested physicians for unconscious bias and the ex

tent to which that bias predicted differential treatment of white 

and black patients. The results were clear: There was a substan

tial degree of implicit bias among white physicians, and this bias 

was directly correlated with greater levels of disparate treatment 

of patients.206 An additional study presented doctors with videos 

of actors whom they believed to be real patients. Some of the ac

tor/patients were black and others were white. They presented the 

same symptoms, had the same background characteristics, and in 

every way but race were indistinguishable. Yet when asked to re

flect on the "patients:' the doctors said they perceived those who 

were black to be less intelligent, less likely to fully participate in 

treatment and more likely to miss scheduled appointments. They 

also perceived the black actor/patients as less likely than whites to 
benefit from various invasive procedures, even though the symp

toms for both the black and white actor-patients were identical.207 

Between 2004 and 2006, tests were administered to more than 

2,500 doctors to test for implicit racial bias. The outcome demon

strated that white, Latino and Asian physicians have significant im

plicit pro-white, anti-black biases, while black physicians present 

no consistent evidence of racial bias.208 Importantly, implicit biases 
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were two to three times more prevalent than self-reported and overt 

biases, suggesting that there is a substantial difference between how 

people portray themselves (and perhaps think of themselves) and 

the way their minds actually work when it comes to race. 

Obviously, if physicians are dispensing unequal and discrimi

natory care, especially as the result of implicit and subconscious 

biases, colorblind universalism cannot possibly remedy the prob

lem. Even ifhealth care access were made more affordable and uni

versal coverage the norm, if patients of color are treated differently, 

and worse than whites, the cost of the care received won't matter 

much: Cheaper racist care is still racist care. Likewise, if people of 

color are being battered by racism in other realms of everyday life, 

the fact that they will have health care coverage and be able to see 

a doctor when they need one will hardly change the fact that their 

health will continue to suffer. They'll have access to physicians, but 

they'll also need them far more often. 

None of this is to say that universal health care coverage is 

unimportant. Nor is it to suggest that addressing basic economic 

inequities or even personal unhealthy behaviors is not important. 

All of these are vital aspects of improving the health of the Ameri

can people. But unless we also address the specific racial compo

nents of ill health, from discriminatory care delivery to the effects 

of racism in society generally (and the next chapter will discuss 

some ways to do this), racial disparities will remain intact. 

In fact, the issues of racism, economic inequity and personal 

behaviors are more interrelated than we might at first believe. Af

ter all, even when racial health gaps are related to economic dis

parities between whites and blacks, those disparities often have 

race-specific roots. So, for instance, residential isolation of African 



THE TROUBLE WITH POST-RACIAL LIBERALISM I 125 

Americans in highly concentrated, poorer neighborhoods has a 

direct relationship to inferior health outcomes for blacks, due to 

the health effects of living in older buildings with bad insulation, 

poor weatherization, lead paint exposure and exposure to other 

toxins.209 But that isolation is the result of race-specific barriers 

to housing access in whiter, more affluent communities, such as 

overt discrimination or more subtle steering practices. To solve 

racial disparities related to geographic concentration of blacks in 

congested urban spaces, policy makers will have to address the 

uniquely racial barriers to full and equal housing access. Merely 

having a job or having health care coverage will not address those 

kinds of problems. Increasingly, medical experts recognize the im

portance of looking specifically at the impacts of racism on racial 

health disparities. As Vickie and Brenda Shavers explain in the 

Journal of the National Medical Association: 

The failure to address differences in the behavior towards 

and opportunities afforded to racial/ethnic minorities con

tributes to the inability to eliminate racial/ ethnic disparities 

in health. Too often, programs designed to eliminate dispari

ties focus on educating the community without regard for 

their environment and other circumstances that restrict their 
freedom of choice and opportunities. Addressing racism as it 
relates to racial/ ethnic health disparities requires an assess
ment of its prevalence and an understanding of the specific 

manner in which it operates, not only in the social environ
ment, but in healthcare delivery systems as well.210 

Likewise, when health gaps are, in part, due to behavioral 
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and lifestyle differences, these too may be rooted in experiences 

with racial discrimination. For instance, multiple studies have 

found that detrimental and high-risk behaviors such as drug use, 

cigarette smoking, violence and alcohol consumption are directly 

correlated with being victimized by racism.211 So addressing the 

health consequences of these behaviors and "choices" will require 

more than just a focus on the behavior itself; it will necessitate an 

examination of the social determinants of those choices, which is 

to say, a race-conscious approach. 

DISPENSING WITH VICTIM-BLAMING: THE INADEQUACY OF 

CULTURE-OF-POVERTY THINKING 

Unfortunately this last admonition-to examine the social determi

nants of individual and group behaviors-is something of a rarity 

in the modern era. Instead, conservatives and far too many "post

racial" liberals (like William Julius Wilson, for instance) are given 

to criticizing people of color, especially those with low income, for 

what they perceive to be pathological and deviant cultural norms: 

from single-parenting, to de-emphasizing the importance of edu

cation, to welfare dependency. Because of these behavioral norms, 

African Americans remain behind white families in terms of well

being, or so the theory goes. More than racism and discrimina -

tion, cultural norms within black and brown communities are the 

cause of ongoing racial disparities, according to this view. 

While the liberal version of this argument tends to be more 

forgiving than the conservative version-it at least recognizes that 

cultural norms have a material basis and can be directly influenced 
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by access to the opportunity structure, or the lack thereof-both 

versions largely blame racial inequities on the behavior of those 

victimized by the racial caste system. However much more ecu

menical it may sound when compared to the right-wing version of 

the same argument, it is still a narrative that blames those on the 

bottom of the class and caste hierarchy for being there. 

And as with the conservative culture-of-poverty analysis, the 

liberal version is filled with inaccuracies. Whether from Moyni

han, Wilson, Ford or Obama-all of whom have articulated one or 

another aspect of the behavioral narrative as a way to explain ra

cial inequities-the argument essentially boils down to this: Black 

families, because of a history of racist oppression, have adapted to 

their conditions in ways that are often dysfunctional. According 

to this perspective, black families are far too accepting of single 

parenthood, black children and families place too little emphasis 

on education, and they are too willing to live on public assistance, 

as opposed to working for a living. To hear the advocates of this 

argument tell it, if black behavioral norms were more like those of 

whites, much of the racial disparity written up to discrimination 

would vanish. 

But in fact, changes in the structure of the black family are 
not the reason for the rise in racial inequity: Indeed, according 
to a study in the 1990s by the President's Council of Economic 
Advisors, even if black family structure had not changed at all 

since the late 1960s, at least 80 percent of the existing income and 
poverty-rate differences between whites and blacks would have 

remained the same.212 Even when black folks are married, racial 
gaps in well-being remain significant. According to U.S. Census 
data, black married couples are nearly twice as likely as their white 
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counterparts to be poor, and Latino married couples are more than 

four times as likely as white married couples to be poor. 213 And 

black and Latina single mothers are 2.5 times as likely to be poor 

as white single mothers.214 Likewise, racial disparities in school 

achievement remain roughly the same, regardless of single-par

ent household status, once we compare families of like economic 

condition.215 In other words, it is not single-parenthood per se, or a 

lack of "intact" two-parent homes that explains the relative depri

vation experienced by persons of color in the United States. 

Although it is true that rates of out-of-wedlock childbirth in 

the black community have increased dramatically since the 1960s, 

this fact has nothing to do with a change in the sexual behaviors of 

black men and women, or a cultural pathology regarding "respon

sible" and "irresponsible" procreative activity. Indeed, the increase 

in the rate of out-of-wedlock childbirth is almost entirely the result 

of one factor: namely, the drop in childbirth rates among married 

black women.216 Since married black couples are having far fewer 

children than in past generations, the percentage of births in the 

black community that will end up being to single moms will go up, 

even though fertility rates have barely budged, and in some cases 

have dropped precipitously among African American women. It 

is not that single black women are having more babies than ever 

before; it is that married black women are having fewer. Thus, as 

a percentage of the whole, the share that represents so-called il

legitimacy will rise. But this says nothing about cultural pathol

ogy; it is a mere statistical artifice. Additionally, part of the appar

ent increase in out-of-wedlock childbirth among black women is 

due to a change in the way the Census Bureau does its account

ing. Prior to the 1980s, single mothers living in extended family 
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arrangements-for instance, with their own parents or other rela

tives-were not counted separately by the Census as single moth
ers with kids. Since that time, however, they have been counted 
separately, thereby causing the numbers of black single moms to 
suddenly "explode:' even though this increase is due not to actual 
behavioral changes over time but merely to a bureaucratic altera
tion in the way the government counts its citizens.217 

As for the notion that black families and culture place too 
little emphasis on education-an argument made often to explain 
higher dropout rates for African Americans, or worse educational 
performance-this too is an argument rooted more in myth than 
fact. To begin with, once family economic background is held con
stant (so that we are only comparing like families, in terms of in

come and asset status), blacks are actually more likely than whites 
to finish high school and equally likely to finish college-certainly 
not evidence that blacks as a group place too little emphasis on 
schooling. In other words, whatever gaps in graduation rates we 
see are entirely the result of economic status factors, not a differ
ence in values vis-a-vis whites.218 

Substantial survey data also indicates that black youth values 
regarding education are hardly different from white youth values, 
and are sometimes even more consistent with educational suc
cess. Studies have found, for instance, that black youth value do
ing well in school every bit as much as whites and often place an 
even greater emphasis on academic success than whites, despite 
the barriers they face to equal opportunity. Black tenth graders, 
for example, are much more likely than their white counterparts 
to discuss grades with their parents and to report that school is 
important to their peers. They are also more likely than similar 
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whites to say that attending class regularly is important to their 

friends, that studying is important to their friends, and that getting 

good grades is important to their friends.219 

Although many in the post-racial liberal camp, including 

President Obama, have made reference to the supposed tendency 

for black youth to deride other blacks who do well in school for 
"acting white:· this slander upon the educational aspirations of 

black students bears little relationship to the real world of African 

American young people. Actual research-as opposed to the an

ecdotal reports of individual teachers or talking heads-has found 

that black students suffer no greater peer-based social penalty for 

doing well in school than students who are white.220 Although 

black and Latino/a students have been found to often reject cer

tain dress, music and speech styles as "acting white;' they are no 

less likely than whites to value behaviors conducive to educational 

success,221 such as studying or maintaining regular attendance. 

One study from the Minority Student Achievement Network 

examined 40,000 students in grades seven through eleven and 
found no evidence that black students placed less value on educa
tion than their white peers. Black males were found to actually place 

greater emphasis on getting good grades than whites or Asians; in 
fact, white males were the least likely to say good grades were "very 

important" to them. 222 According to an examination oflongitudinal 
data by sociologist Judith Blau of the University of North Carolina, 
low-income blacks are far more likely than low-income whites to 

discuss grades with parents, to say getting an education past high 
school is important to them, and to say that studying and good 

grades are important to their peer group. Furthermore, among stu
dents generally, blacks and Latino/as are less likely than whites to 
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believe it is acceptable to be late for school, to skip classes, to copy 

someone else's homework or to talk back to teachers. In fact, high

income whites have the lowest scores on measures of academic eth

ics and integrity and are far more likely than low-income persons 

of color to endorse cheating and various forms of corner cutting to 

get ahead in school.223 In other words, suggesting that blacks place 

inadequate emphasis on schooling, and less of an emphasis than 

whites-a key argument within both conservative and post-racial 

liberal analysis-is demonstrably false. 

As for so-called welfare dependence, though rates of public 

assistance are higher in communities of color than in white com

munities-as would be expected, since persons of color are dispro

portionately poor and thus more able to qualify for assistance-it 

is untrue that welfare receipt, let alone dependence, is a normative 

behavior for people of color. For instance, at any given moment, 86 

percent of blacks and 92 percent of Latinos are receiving no cash 

welfare assistance, only one in eight blacks are receiving any form 

of housing assistance, and prior to the latest economic downturn 

(which has forced many millions of all races to turn to nutritional 

assistance), only one in six were receiving food stamps. Among 

Latinos, only about one in twelve are receiving cash, one in twenty 

receive housing assistance, and only one in eight were receiving 

food stamps before the recent downturn. 224 

Furthermore, when comparing only white and black poor 

folks of truly comparable economic condition-since, after all, 

there are varying degrees of poverty and deprivation, and different 

degrees to which the poor possess certain assets or reserve resourc

es upon which to draw in a crisis-the black poor are actually less 
likely to receive public assistance than the white poor.225 And con-
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trary to claims that persons receiving welfare (especially African 
Americans) receive assistance intergenerationally, two-thirds of 

women who received assistance as children will never receive aid 

as adults. 226 Likewise, 81 percent of those whose mothers received 

assistance will never themselves receive a penny of so-called wel

fare money once they become parents.227 

So while the discussion about anti-poverty policy is an im

portant one-and decent people can obviously disagree on the 

proper response to poverty-it is simply not the case that racial 

disparities between whites and people of color are principally due 

to cultural factors associated with poverty itself. Racial disparities 
manifest even when only comparing whites, blacks and Latino/as 

of similar class status and family composition. And for some dis
parities, like those that manifest in terms of health, the dispari

ties are greatest at the upper end of the economic spectrum. Taken 

together, this is simply another reason why post-racial liberalism, 

with its rhetoric of racial transcendence and public policy agenda 

of colorblind universalism is inadequate for remedying racial divi
sions in America. 

HOW COLORBLINDNESS CAN MAKE RACISM WORSE 

Often those who advocate the policy agenda of colorblind uni

versalism employ the metaphor of a "rising tide lifting all boats:' 
President Obama himself, as mentioned earlier, used this imagery 

when asked if he had any plans to address the particular difficul
ties being faced by African Americans in the midst of the current 

economic crisis. Indeed, he had previously made the same argu-
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ment in his book The Audacity of Hope. The position holds that if 

the economy is growing and adequate investments are being made 

in education and job training, all will benefit. Indeed, according to 

the proponents of this view, those at the bottom will benefit dis

proportionately, since, having so much more to gain from public 

investments, they will reap the lion's share of the rewards. 

While there is certainly some truth to this view-for instance, 

there is no doubt that economic growth in the post-World War 

II era and throughout the 1960s boosted the economic profile of 

most all Americans, including those of color-it is also a troubling 

metaphor. After all, boats do not merely rise and ebb with the tide, 

in a vertical fashion. Boats also move horizontally. And when boats 

are locked in a race-as people in the United States are, for jobs, 

education, housing, etc.-the relative position of the boats is every 

bit as important as the mere fact of floating. 
Furthermore, the rising tide metaphor is horribly simplistic. 

As with post-World War II economic growth, for instance, so too 

was the civil rights struggle important for opening the doors of op

portunity to previously excluded people of color. Neither growth 
nor the movement alone would have likely produced the combined 

benefits that the two brought forward together. In fact, from the 

1940s until the early to mid 1960s-during which time "univer
sal" policies were implemented that largely ignored issues of racial 
discrimination and the impacts of bias on people of color-gaps 
in income between whites and blacks actually increased.228 It was 

only after civil rights activism and race-conscious liberalism led 

to the inclusion of African Americans in previously whites-only, 
class-based efforts that those gaps began to narrow. This trend 

would then continue throughout the first few years of the 1970s, 
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especially as affirmative action programs began to break down cer

tain barriers in skilled trades and in management and professional 

positions. 

More recent economic growth has been a bit different, 

though. Although the 1990s boom did "lift all boats" to an extent 

(in that, for instance, black poverty rates fell from 32 to 23 percent 

and black unemployment dropped significantly), the gaps between 

whites and blacks in terms of poverty, unemployment, net worth 

and other categories barely budged. 229 Indeed, in terms of wealth 

and assets, the gap increased, simply because whites, having start

ed out with so much more of it, were able to transfer more of it to 

their children. And wealth, unlike income, tends to grow expo

nentially. Thus, in the 1990s when both whites and blacks were 

witnessing growing net worth and wealth, racial gaps continued 

to grow by over $16,000, on average, between the typical white 

and typical black family.230 So yes, blacks were doing better than 

they had been, but whites were too, and the relative gains of whites 

tended to keep pace with, if not surpass, the relative gains made by 

people of color. 

But even in light of such facts, perhaps there are those who 

would say, so what? Perhaps they would think it sufficient that ev

eryone is doing better from year to year and generation to genera

tion. To such persons, racial gaps don't matter, so long as every

one has enough to provide for themselves and their families. They 

might even suggest that to focus on the question of who has more 

than someone else is an exercise in futility, or even class envy. 

But in fact, racial gaps matter, and for reasons that shouldn't 

be particularly difficult to understand. First, there is the issue of 

fairness itself. For whites to have such a relative advantage over 



THE TROUBLE WITH POST-RACIAL LIBERALISM I 135 

people of color, and in such large measure because of the iner

tia carried over from past unequal opportunity, as well as ongoing 
discrimination, is unjust. These advantages are not earned, and 

thus to benefit from them is ethically dubious. Even more, those 

head starts allow whites to have advantages in multiple arenas of 

life, from jobs to education to housing, that will continue to place 

future generations of color at a disadvantage. In other words, the 

relative positions of whites and those of color will too often be 

transmitted across generational lines, having little to do with per

sonal merit, hard work or effort. 

Second, to the extent racial gaps persist-even if people of 

color do better from year to year thanks to universal policies of 

uplift-persons of color will continue to be priced out of the mar
ket for better housing and schools. So, for instance, as the society 

becomes wealthier, prices for things from college to health care to 
housing will increase. But if whites are gaining as much as (or more 

than) people of color-since all boats, after all, are rising-persons 

of color will be largely blocked from acquiring or gaining access to 
those more valuable assets. People of color will have more money, 

but whites will have that much more, and still be able to access 

goods and opportunities off-limits to everyone else. Even though 
people of color may be better off than their parents, their ability to 
truly compete with whites will remain stunted unless racial gaps 

themselves are narrowed. 
Third, if racial gaps in well-being remain, racist thinking 

may actually be reinforced or made worse. For instance, if we 
say that race is of declining significance and that universal poli

cies of uplift can reduce whatever disparities remain, but at the 
end of the day serious inequities persist (given the race-specific 
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injuries that colorblind universalism cannot address), it will be

come almost rational to adopt racist views to explain those gaps. 

Such a conclusion would fit perfectly with the notion of meritoc

racy that is already quite prevalent in the culture, after all. Since 

racism is by definition about relative thinking-Le., that mem

bers of group x are superior to group y-and given the embrace 
of meritocracy (the idea that anyone can make it if they try hard 

enough and that success results from superior talent), it shouldn't 

be surprising that persons confronted by racial disparities in in

come, housing, health and assets might conclude there were inher

ent reasons of superiority and inferiority that explain the relative 

positions of those different groups. This already happens far too 

often, which is why a book like The Bell Curve-which argues that 

blacks are biologically and genetically given to less intelligence 

than whites and Asians-could become a best-seller in the mid-

1990s. But such thinking could become even more widespread 

were the politics of post-racial liberalism to succeed in shutting 

down conversation about ongoing racial discrimination and rac
ism. Deprived of the critical context needed to understand the 
disparities we see, it would be all too easy for us to then embrace 

the individualistic and meritocratic narrative with which virtually 

all Americans were raised. Were we to do so, however, the conse
quences could be tragic-an actual intensification of racist think
ing as a result of colorblindness: the ultimate irony. 

Yet it is not only in the realm of racist thinking that colorblind 
universalism may present a problem. So too, the success of the 

post-racial narrative and colorblind policy making could reinforce 
institutional and structural racial inequities. After all, if the rheto
ric of racial transcendence, which has been so instrumental to the 
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political success of President Obama, manages to convince enough 

individuals of the need for colorblindness in public life, might it 

not also encourage colorblindness in the private realm? And by 

that I mean on the part of businesses, schools, doctors and others? 

And might not that colorblindness, by encouraging teachers, phy

sicians, employers and others to ignore or downplay race, actually 

result in their ill-serving the needs of people who are confronted 

by racism, thereby actually helping to replicate it? 

So, for instance, consider employers. Although for many 

years businesses have been engaged in efforts to enhance work

place diversity and equity-some doing far better than others, 

to be sure-if the logic of post-racial policy and colorblindness 

were to become increasingly popularized, it is conceivable that 

employers may abandon such efforts, sacrificing them on the al

tar of racial transcendence. No more deliberate efforts to recruit 

qualified people of color who may otherwise be overlooked. No 

more consideration of how the racialized opportunity structure

which under colorblindness is hardly recognized at all-may have 

shaped the formal resumes of job applicants, and yet not really tell 

an employer all they need to know about an applicant's abilities. 

Under a paradigm of colorblindness, employers would be encour
aged to take resumes at face value, to ignore the role of old boys' 

networks in the procurement of so many jobs-and especially to 
ignore those networks' racial dynamic-and to act as though race 

doesn't matter, even as it will have impacted the experiences of the 
people applying for work with the particular employer, and those 

who ultimately come to work there. 
Likewise teachers. If teachers are encouraged to downplay the 

role of racism in society and to be "colorblind" vis-a-vis their stu-
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dents, there is little doubt that they will underserve those students' 

needs. Research has found that black students are about 50 percent 

more likely than white students to say that teacher encouragement 

is critical to them, and a key determiner of how hard they work in 

school.231 The reason for such a phenomena is not particularly dif

ficult to discern. After all, black students are contending with any 

number of messages, from media and occasionally from educators, 

that they are less capable and not as smart. So for students experi

encing so much discouragement-unlike whites who are typically 

perceived in far better terms and receive multiply reinforcing posi

tive messages about their aptitude and ability-to have teachers 

express a belief in their abilities becomes a critical shot in the arm 

and incentivizes hard work. Yet if teachers operate on the basis of 

a colorblind mentality-one that says they shouldn't think about 

race, or the different impacts of race on their students-those 

teachers will likely not think to act on the basis of what this re

search tells us. They will likely teach without a conscious commit

ment to providing positive feedback, because the dominant group 

(of which they themselves will most often be a part) is not in need 

of encouragement in the same way. 

Additionally, a colorblind mentality, taken to its logical con

clusion in schools, would mean that educators would take little ac

count of whether their curriculum was multicultural and inclusive 

of multiple voices and perspectives. To be colorblind, after all, is to 

not think about such things. Worse, colorblindness can also cause 

those who raise such matters, in violation of colorblind normalcy, 

to be accused of injecting race into arenas where it doesn't belong, 

and of violating a commitment to so-called universalism. Sever

al years ago, when San Francisco public schools were discussing 
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revising their literature curricula, this very thing happened: White 

parents, upset at the thought of replacing some of "the classics" 

with literature by authors of color-and ignoring that classics only 

became classics because certain people, almost all of them white, 

decided that they were the best writing-argued that the work of 

non-whites, while perhaps good literature, would be "too narrow" 

in its themes and wouldn't speak to the "universal" condition in 

the same way as, say, a fourteenth-century European like Geoffrey 

Chaucer. Colorblindness would only make this kind of thinking 

more common, resulting in schools that were less willing than ever 

to engage a critical analysis about what they teach and how they 

teach it. 

Colorblindness would also reduce the likelihood of address

ing racial disparities in discipline or tracking, not because these 

practices would suddenly vanish, but because we would be dis

couraged from keeping track of such troublesome information, or 
thinking about it at all. Validating colorblind thinking would make 

it more difficult to raise the issues, present the data and call for 

policy changes, since doing so would require profound color-con

sciousness and a willingness to utterly reject the rhetoric of racial 
transcendence. 

Or consider physicians. Already the evidence, as presented 
above, suggests that doctors, despite their best intentions, too of

ten dispense unequal care to their patients based on race. Often
times, this is the result of implicit racial biases. Recent research 

is beginning to show us the impacts of these disparities and the 
importance of taking race into consideration in the clinical setting 

so as to properly respond to the needs of patients of color. If black 
and brown patients are presenting symptoms that are in part the 
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result of racialized stresses accumulated over time, a responsive 

physician will need to understand that truth, consider that factor 

and be trained on how to address issues of race and racism with pa
tients. In short, they will need to see racism and discrimination as 

public health issues. But under a mentality of colorblindness, they 

will easily retreat back into the formalized and formulaic training 

that looks merely at symptoms themselves, and assumes that the 

causes of those symptoms are the same for everyone. For health 

professionals to be colorblind and look past race and racism will 

be to maintain or even deepen the existing injustice perpetrated 

against persons of color in terms of health. 

TALKING CLASS, HEARING RACE: WHY POST-RACIAL LIBERALISM 

FAILS ON ITS OWN TERMS 

But despite the evidence that race-based subordination and preju

dice continue, that universal colorblindness cannot adequately 
address them, and that post-racial approaches could possibly 
make racism worse, proponents of the new paradigm have a ready 

fall-back position. Namely, they suggest that however imperfect 
a colorblind stance may be, it is the only politically viable path 

for progressive social policy. Even if colorblind universalism is 
inadequate as a tool for eradicating racial injustice, and even if 

the rhetoric of racial transcendence is dishonest, political reality 
is such that most whites simply will not get behind any remotely 

progressive policy regarding jobs, education or health care without 
a race-neutral approach, and so long as they believe such efforts 
are really about achieving racial equity. Those who subscribe to 
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this view believe that we must, in effect, hide our commitment to 

racial justice behind a patina of universalism. At least by doing so, 
the advocates of post-racial liberalism hope, the society can make 

some progress toward social justice, even if imperfect and incom

plete. In other words, it's better than nothing. 

Putting aside the cynicism of such an approach, this argu

ment-the ultimate realpolitik defense of post-racial liberalism-is 

rooted in assumptions that, upon careful examination, are unsup

ported and even contradicted by the evidence. In short, post-racial 

liberalism fails on its own terms. 

The Racialization of Social Policy 

There are several reasons why colorblind policy, at this point in 

time, cannot garner the political support for universal and pro

gressive programs of uplift, which it claims to be able to deliver. 

First and foremost is the simple reality that the public, and par

ticularly the white public, already views government spending on 

behalf of the have-nots or have-lessers, in racialized terms. In oth

er words, post-racial liberals like President Obama may say that 

they are advocating colorblind universal programs to help all in 
need, but most white Americans apparently hear something else 

altogether. And once whites perceive that these universal efforts 
are really about racial redistribution, their opposition skyrockets. 
While there are certainly non-racial reasons that individuals may 

oppose efforts aimed at benefiting those at the bottom of the eco
nomic hierarchy-be they specified as people of color or not-re

search has found that there is a significant correlation between 

anti-black prejudice and such opposition.232 

Studies confirm that perceptions of black laziness are central 
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to white attitudes about spending on social programs and the ex

tent to which such efforts are likely to be supported or rejected.233 

One comprehensive study of public assistance spending in the 

United States found that hostility to programs aimed at helping 
those in need is largely due to white racial resentment, specifi

cally, the belief that persons of color will be the ones to benefit 
from said spending. Indeed, the study found that racial hostility 

to people of color, who are perceived as taking advantage of such 

programs, is more important to public opposition to these efforts 

than any other economic or political variable. 234 In other words, 

white perceptions about who the beneficiaries of social spending 

will be, impact the extent to which they are willing to get behind 

those efforts. 

Apparently, the tendency for whites to hear race, and specifi

cally "black people;' when in fact neither race nor black people 
have even been mentioned, is quite common. In the case of any 

number of issues only tangentially related to race, the mere raising 

of said issues prompts white racial bias and triggers apparent im

plicit prejudices. As UCLA law professor Gary Blasi explains: 

The basic research on stereotyping suggests ... any debate 

about placing restrictions on song lyrics will be affected 
by the indirect connection to race through rap music. Any 
reference to an urban issue, including such apparently neu

tral issues as parks or mass transit, will be affected by the 
underlying association of "urban" to "minority:' Indeed, 

research suggests that race may be doing the most work in 
those public policy arenas where it has not been explicitly 

mentioned. 235 



THE TROUBLE WITH POST-RACIAL LIBERALISM I 143 

These findings have profound implications for colorblind 

public policy efforts and those supporting such efforts. If public 

policies with even a remote connection to racial issues are likely to 

be viewed through a racial lens anyway, then the ability of color

blind efforts and the rhetoric of racial transcendence to effectively 

finesse white racial antipathy, or circumvent it in the interest of 

progressive social policy, is likely to be compromised. Given this 

reality, proposing so-called universal efforts to provide jobs, health 

care, better education and better housing opportunities for those 

without them, though it may be done in a "race-neutral" policy 

frame, may still prompt visions of racial others in the minds of 

the white public, thereby rendering the benefits of colorblindness 

moot. This isn't to say that such policies should not be supported, 

attempted and ultimately implemented. It is merely to say that they 

should not serve as an alternative to addressing racial inequity 

specifically. If the white public perceives any social program effort 

as racially coded anyway, better to raise the issues outright, rather 

than to be viewed as engaging in subterfuge to cover up some se

cretive racial redistribution scheme. 

In fact, research has found that white racial resentment is like

ly to be activated in policy discussions only when it is allowed to 

remain sublimated and implicit. In other words, whites are primed 

to think in racialized terms-and negatively about blacks-only 

when the racial element of a policy consideration is subtle. When 

it is made explicit, whites do not act on their racial resentments as 

often, because to do so would conflict with their self-professed and 

stated commitments to fairness. As University of Texas professor 

Ismail White explains: 
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Mendelberg (2001) argues that racial priming works because 

the racial cues present in these messages make racial schema 

(in this case, whites' attitudes about African Americans) 

more accessible in memory. Those schema are then used au

tomatically in subsequent evaluations of candidates or policy 

issues. What makes Mendelberg's theory of racial priming 

unique, however, is her contention that, to have any impact 

on opinion, racial priming must function at an implicit level. 

At work ... is a conflict for white Americans between their 

belief in the norm of equality on the one hand and their re

sentment toward blacks on the other. Awareness of the racial 

nature of a message, she argues, will lead most whites to re

ject that message because they would not want to violate the 

equality norm.236 

For our purposes, this means that the Obama administration 

and others who claim to support progressive social policy should 

not shrink from discussing race, racism and racial inequity. If any

thing, they should talk about it more, and drag implicit racial bi

ases that animate much opposition to those efforts into the light of 

day. Only in this manner can the contradiction between professed 

ideals and implicit biases be made salient. And only by exposing 

that contradiction can we hope to beat back reactionary priming 

of white racial resentment in public policy discussions. 

The Messenger Matters: Seeing Obama as an Agent of Racial 
Redistribution 

With regard to President Obama's agenda on health care, for exam

ple, there is evidence that many whites may perceive his efforts in 
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racialized terms, no matter how universal the rhetoric with which 

he has tried to sell them, and no matter that he has specifically 

eschewed any discussion of, or focus on, racial disparity in health 

care per se. This could even be due to his rhetorical use of the term 

"public option" to describe the part of the reform initiative that 

would fall to the government. After all, use of the term "public" 

conjures images of other public amenities, like public transporta

tion or public housing, both of which are so often seen as urban or 

"inner city" institutions utilized by people of color. 

So, according to polling data from late 2008, whites with 

above-average levels of racial resentment toward blacks were less 

than half as likely as those with below-average resentment to sup

port health care reform. Fewer than one in five whites for whom 

high prejudice and racial resentment manifested in the surveys 
supported reforming the nation's health care system; this, as op

posed to about half of whites in the low-prejudice, low-resentment 

group who supported reform. Interestingly, these correlations be

tween racial resentment and opposition to health care reform did 

not exist during the Clinton administration's attempts to reform 
health care, suggesting that there is something about the presence 

of Obama himself, as a man of color, that pushes racial buttons for 

large numbers of whites.237 

In keeping with that notion, another study has found that a 
high level of racial bias against blacks is directly correlated with 

opposition to President Obama's health care proposals, boosting 
opposition among whites by about a third relative to those with 

low prejudice. Those with high levels of racial bias were just as like
ly as those with low bias to support Obama's proposals for reform 

if they were presented as Bill Clinton's plan, but when whites were 
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told the proposal in front of them was Obama's, only whites with 

high levels of prejudice registered a drop in support, from 65 per

cent in favor, down to a mere 41 percent!238 

The question then, for proponents of colorblind universalism 

is this: if the white public, due to years of conditioning, perceives 

race-neutral public policy in race-specific terms-as some form of 

racial handout, and thus as something to be opposed-what is the 

political benefit to be derived from sticking with the rhetoric and 

policy agenda of post-racial liberalism? If the political upside of 

such a strategy is questionable, because of white racial resentment 

and implicit bias, then what reasons remain for finessing issues 

as important as racial inequity and discrimination? Might it not 

be better to call those things out directly, challenge white racial 

conditioning, and make the closing of racial gaps a national mis

sion, in keeping with the very philosophical tradition to which the 

president so often appealed in his campaign? Might it not be bet

ter to explain why racial inequity needs to be addressed, as both a 

moral and practical national imperative? Furthermore, given the 
research on racial priming and white racial resentment-which 
indicates that only when race is allowed to remain implicit does 

priming it succeed239-might it not be strategically wiser to explic
itly call out the racial aspects of opposition to health care reform 

and other progressive initiatives? 
If whites are already thinking in racialized terms, why not 

seek to steer that cognitive process in a constructive direction, 
rather than allowing it to fester unmolested thanks to a strategic 
silence, which, in the end, isn't really all that strategic? 
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Post-Racialism as Unilateral Disarmament in the Face of Right
Wing Attacks 

The need for this constructive steering is especially apparent, given 

the way in which the political opponents of progressive social pol

icy seem committed to capitalizing on white resentment in order 

to torpedo any efforts to reduce inequities, be they racial or eco

nomic. Knowing how the public often perceives spending on so

cial programs-having effectively played on white hostility to such 

efforts all throughout the 1980s and 1990s-conservatives have 

consistently injected racial symbolism and linguistic memes into 

the political conversation about President Obama and his policy 

agenda. 

Glenn Beck, as previously noted, has repeatedly suggested 

that President Obama's push for health care reform is really about 

obtaining reparations for blacks. That he would make such a claim 

even when Obama's plan has never included any specific policies 

for addressing racial inequity, and even when he has repeatedly 

avoided even discussing, let alone trying to solve those disparities, 

indicates the extent to which conservatives are prepared to deploy 
race and racial resentment against the president.240 Beyond com

mentators like Beck, more "respectable" outlets for conservatism 
have also played the racial resentment card against the president. 
So, for instance, an editorial in Investor's Business Daily referred 

to health care reform as "affirmative action on steroids" and also 

suggested that it amounted to a form of racial reparations for 
slavery.241 

Indeed, the amount of blatantly race-based invective aimed 

at Obama since his inauguration has been extraordinary. Consider 
Rush Limbaugh, who in the midst of a recent diatribe against the 
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president, threw in a complaint that among the nation's biggest 

problems is that we're "so. multicultured and fractured:' Not di

vided by racism and prejudice of course, but by multiculturalism 

itself, and presumably the failure of all groups to accept dominant 

white cultural narratives and norms.242 Three days later, in keep

ing with this theme, Limbaugh lambasted the left (of which he 

presumes the president to be a chief resident, naturally), for "cel

ebrating diversity" and thereby endangering a "distinct American 

culture:'243 

Elsewhere, discussing the nomination of Sonia Sotomayor 

to the Supreme Court, Limbaugh said, "They [minorities] want to 

use their power as a means of retribution. That's what Obama is all 

about:'244 In a long rant about the nomination, in which he lamented 

the supposed timidity of the Republican Party in the face of what 

Limbaugh perceives as an all-out racial assault against whites, he 

went even further: 

How do you get promoted in the Barack Obama administra

tion? By hating white people ... make white people the new 

oppressed minority ... and they're [the Republican Party] 

going right along with it 'cuz they're shutting up, moving to 

the back of the bus. They're saying "I can't use that drinking 

fountain, OK! I can't use that restroom, OK!"245 

Discussing the arrest of African American scholar Henry 

Louis Gates in Cambridge, Massachusetts (and Obama's mild crit

icism of the officer who arrested him after Gates became angry 

at the insinuation that he might have been breaking into his own 

home), Limbaugh bellowed that "white policemen are under as-
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sault" by the president,246 and that "here you have a black president 

trying to destroy a white policeman:'247 In response to the same 

incident-in which the president suggested the Cambridge police 
acted "stupidly" in arresting Gates (a true statement given the law 

in Massachusetts, under which Gates had not been guilty of the 

crime for which he was arrested) 248-Beck claimed that Obama's 
comment proved the president was a "racist" who "has a deep

seated hatred for white people or white culture:'249 

To Limbaugh too, Obama's anti-white animus extends much 

further than merely to white law enforcement officers. Thus, his 

September 15, 2009, rant in which he all but blamed President 

Obama for a fight on a school bus in Illinois, in which two black 

students attacked a white student. Although police determined 

the incident had nothing to do with race or racial animus be
tween the attackers and the victim, Limbaugh told his listeners, 

"In Obama's America, the white kids now get beat up with the 
black kids cheering:•zso 

Throughout the summer, during some of the most intense 

commentary on proposed health care reform, Limbaugh elevated 

his racial resentment and fear-mongering to new heights, consis

tently pushing comparisons between president Obama and Adolf 
Hitler, as if to suggest that Obama was a racially driven, perhaps 
even totalitarian leader. To wit, his remarks that the "Obama health 
care logo is damn close to a Nazi swastika logo;' and that ''.Adolf 

Hitler, like Barack Obama, ruled by dictate;'251 or to the effect that 
there are several "similarities between the Democrat Party of today 

and the Nazi Party in GermanY:'252 The Hitler/Nazi meme was also 

advanced by Glenn Beck, who said in April 2009 that the country 
today reminds him of "the early days of Adolf Hitler:'253 
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Additionally, Limbaugh has insisted that Obama's "entire 

economic program is reparations"254-seconding Beck's claims re

garding the president's health care plan-and that Obama "is more 
African in his roots than he is American;' and is "behaving like 

an African colonial despof'255 Meanwhile, one of the main figures 

in the conservative and libertarian "Tea Party" movement, Mark 

Williams, referred to the president on his blog as an "Indonesian 

Muslim turned welfare thug:'256 

Sadly, these race-based attacks against the president are all 

too common, even among the general public. Thus, one can read 

references to Obama's daughter Malia, posted on the popular con

servative Web site Free Republic, as "ghetto trash;' "street trash" 

and a "typical street whore" -posts to which almost no one on the 

site objected in the least.257 Or consider the post on the Facebook 

page of Young Republican leader Audra Shay-which Shay herself 

laughed about at the time-in which one of Shay's friends, Eric 

Pike, wrote, "Obama Bin Lauden is the new terrorist .... Muslim 

is on there side ... need to take this country back from all of these 
mad coons ... and illegals:'258 

Elsewhere, Republican and conservative activists have likened 
Michelle Obama to an ape,259 distributed e-mails condemning 

"Obamacare" that picture the president dressed as a witch doctor 
with a bone through his nose,260 and appeared at rallies with signs 

suggesting health care reform will take money from senior citizens 

to give care to undocumented Mexicans. 261 Other prominent signs 
at these rallies have announced that Obama intends to put white 
people in slavery262 or have pictured the president with a Hitler 

mustache. Still others have featured swastikas and called into ques
tion the president's nationality, most insisting he is a Kenyan or, as 
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one sign put it, a "Lyin' African:'263 At another rally, white audience 

members cheered when a white man assaulted a black woman and 

ripped up her poster of Rosa Parks. 264 

That right-wing leaders are so willing to deploy-and the pub
lic so willing to accept-racist rhetoric and other invective aimed 

at stoking white resentment and fear, even against a president who 

almost never discusses race at all, suggests the likely inadequacy 

of post-racialism as a paradigm for fighting racial inequities. The 

rhetoric of racial transcendence so critical to advocates of post

racial liberalism-which has already been shown to rest on a foun

dation of untruth, given the reality of persistent racism-cannot 
possibly drown out the hateful and often unhinged rantings of 

those insistent on painting the president as an anti-white bigot. 

Likewise, the policy agenda of colorblind universalism-which 

despite its race neutrality is still seen by so many as a veiled at

tempt at racial redistribution-will not likely gain sufficient politi

cal support for it to be successful, even on its own terms (those of 

political expedience), to say nothing of being successful at reduc

ing the racial disparities against which it is being deployed. 

Unfortunately, the president's refusal to fight back against 

these tactics-and he has studiously denied any racial motivation 
for even the most blatantly racial attacks to which he has been 
subjected-appears unlikely to alter the trajectory of reactionary 
tactics and rhetoric. Obama has, again and again, sought to be as 

racially unthreatening as possible to white Americans, distancing 
himself from his Attorney General when the latter noted that the 

United States had often been a "nation of cowards" when it came 
to discussing race,265 backtracking on his criticism of the Cam
bridge police after they arrested Harvard professor Henry Louis 
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Gates266-and this, again, even though his comment had been 

accurate, given the law in that state-and disagreeing with former 

president Carter when the latter suggested that some of the attacks 

against President Obama were rooted in white racial antipathy to

ward him as a black man.267 Despite Obama's aversion to even dis

cussing race, white conservatives have consistently deployed the 

rhetoric of white resentment against him. 

To refuse to fight back, far from disarming these forces ofbig

otry or depriving them of a point of attack, has done nothing to 

blunt their efforts. Indeed, it may have emboldened them. It may, 
in the end, amount to little more than unilateral disarmament. 

Rather than responding to white fear-mongering with straight talk 

and challenging white Americans to live up to the creed they claim 
to embrace, Obama and others in the camp of post-racial liberal

ism seem content to "take the high road:' What they fail to realize, 

sadly, is that the road they walk leads nowhere. It will not lead 

to political success, and it will not reduce racial disparities in any 

walk of national life. It is not a workable paradigm for thought or 

action. It needs to be abandoned. 



THREE 

Illuminated Individualism: 
A Paradigm for Progressive 

Color-Consciousness 

Of course, it is not sufficient to call for the abandonment of one 

paradigm-colorblindness, or post-racial liberalism more broad

ly-without advocating a better alternative. To diagnose the short

comings of one school of thought without at least beginning to lay 

out the contours of something that might replace it would seem 

to suggest that there were no ways to alter the course upon which 
the nation is currently headed. But in truth, we do have choices to 
make, and make them we must. 

So now let us turn toward a different path, one that can of

fer alternative ways of operating, institutionally and personally, 
and which if we choose to walk it, may yet help move the nation 

forward on the road to racial equity. That path I call illuminated 

individualism. 

153 



154 I COLORBLIND 

As we know, the United States has long been a nation that 

prides itself on its commitment to individualism. Individual rights 

and liberties are enshrined prominently in the Constitution and 

are meant to facilitate both personal and collective achievement. 

Though the nation practiced profound and formalized hypocrisy 
with regard to those values for most of its history, thanks to in

stitutionalized white supremacy, the values themselves have been 

part of the national narrative from the beginning. Much of that 

focus on individuality has proved beneficial; for instance, it makes 

us quick to raise the banner of liberty whenever we see it threat

ened-and so, in that regard, Americans demonstrate a strong 

libertarian streak to guard against encroachment upon our free

doms. But other aspects of the individualism ethic can be trou

bling, among them the tendency to place personal success and 

profit-making above the well-being of the society and the natural 

environment, hyper-competitiveness-which, though it may lead 

to great societal wealth, also tends to create significant inequalities 

and encourage materialism among those living in such a culture
and a kind of "me-first" mentality, which can quickly take on the 
characteristics of collective narcissism. 

In an attempt to blunt some of the more isolating aspects of 
individualism, liberals often emphasize the notion of the collective 
good, or the good of the community. In traditional leftist configu

rations, the collective good is most often articulated in class-con
scious terms: workers collectively organizing for their interests in 

the face of economic exploitation by capitalist owners of produc
tion. In recent liberal terms-and especially in the realm of post
racial liberalism-that collective interest has been conceived of in 

national terms. It is represented by Jim Sleeper's admonition in 
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his book Liberal Racism that "liberals should be working overtime 

to identify and nurture at least a few shared national principles 

and bonds that deepen a sense of common belonging and nourish 

democratic dispositions:'268 It is articulated in President Obama's 

claim about the nation being one "United States of America:' not 

merely in name but in fact, rather than a nation deeply divided 

along lines of race. So too with his recent comment to the effect 

that he thinks it a "mistake to start thinking in terms of particular 

ethnic segments of the United States rather than to think that we 

are all in this together:'269 

But in the case of both conservative individualism and lib

eral Americanism, the real effects of racial identity, class status, 

gender, sexual orientation, resident status and several other cat

egories are overlooked. Both liberals and conservatives appear 

committed to an understanding of self largely divorced from the 

diversity of communities and identities that shape us, from our 
likely family histories to our cultural norms and traditions, to 

the experiences we will have, and thus to the perspectives we are 

likely to develop. 
It's not that our individual identities or national identity are 

unimportant: They too have meaning. But they are both medi
ated and moderated by our other identities, as whites or people 
of color, men or women, rich or poor, right on down the line. To 

act as though our individual identities or mere identities as Amer
icans are sufficient to capture a sense of who we are is absurd. 
Surely to be a gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgendered American is 

to experience everyday life quite differently, in terms of opportu

nity and experience, than one who is straight. To be a minimum 
wage-earning adult in the United States is to live an American life 
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extraordinarily unlike that lived by a millionaire. To be a woman 

is to have individual experiences that cannot be conceived of by 

a man. So too, to be a person of color in a nation where color has 

meant something from the beginning cannot possibly be seen as 

conferring no unique experiences, insights or perspectives upon 

those who have lived under the designation. And by extension, to 

be white in a nation where whiteness has also meant something 

must suggest a life trajectory different in many ways from that of 

someone who is black, Latino, Asian, Arab or indigenous to the 
continent. 

In short, we can't all "just be Americans;' because we nev

er have been just that. For whites, Americanism was something 

that could be taken for granted (indeed it was synonymous with 

their racial group), while for others it has never been something 

to which they could lay claim as readily. And we can't all "just be 

individuals;' because no one is just that, nor has anyone ever lived 

as such, anywhere, at any time, on the face of the Earth. Indeed, 

there is no such thing as an individual human being abstracted 
from their social context. Human beings have never lived in isola
tion. Humans have always been social, and have experienced life as 

members of certain groups, be they tribes, communities, families 
and in more modern times nationalities, races, economic classes 

and religions. To speak of the individual as if their various group 
identities did not exist-or at least, not to any degree that mat

ters-is to speak of an abstraction: a word with a dictionary mean
ing but no encyclopedic one. 
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ILLUMINATED INDIVIDUALISM AS A KEY TO FAIRNESS AND 

EQUITY 

Illuminated individualism tries to recognize this truth: that we are 

made up of many identities, and that these matter. Although it is 

a paradigm for thought and action that absolutely recognizes the 

value of the individual and seeks to treat each person as the unique 

being they are, it also rests on a recognition that a person's position 

in various groups will have affected their experiences, and thus their 

perceptions of life. In or!fer to treat them as the unique persons 

they truly are, as opposed to an abstraction, our institutions, our 

public policies and all of us on a personal level must resolve to take 
account of those factors that shape others, and ourselves. When it 

comes to race, we must be color-conscious, not colorblind. 

Individualism needs illumination, much as a room needs il

lumination so that we may see those inside more clearly. If you've 

ever entered a dimly lit room when someone was inside, you 

probably were able to sense, perhaps instinctively, that there was 

someone there. But until the lights were turned on, you were likely 

unable to make that person out, to tell who they were, to process 

any important, defining information about them. The same is true 
about individualism, abstracted from group identities. If we don't 
examine the latter, we won't really see the former clearly. 

Beyond the merely philosophical, what does all this mean? 
It means that we must resolve to consider race and the impact of 

racial identity on the lives of others and on ourselves. We must 
weave into our personal thinking and our institutional settings 

practices, procedures and policies that take account of race and 
its meaning, and in recognition of that meaning, resolve to do 
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everything possible to minimize the likelihood of discriminatory 

treatment. Only by having open and honest conversations about 
race and racism, and our own internalized preconceptions, can 

we hope to keep implicit biases at bay and create real equity of 

opportunity. While there are many who care little about these is

sues (and indeed, nearly half of whites polled in the late 1990s said 
that most within their group simply "don't care" whether or not 

blacks move forward in society),270 post-racial adherents, almost 

by definition, do. This book was not written for those persons who 

are unconcerned about equity or openly hostile to it. It was writ

ten for those who passionately wish to see inequities eradicated, 

and are prepared to push forward an agenda to accomplish that. 

Although it is my contention that the post-racial approach fails to 

solve the problems of racial disparity, its inadequacy owes not to 

the lack of concern on the part of its proponents. Rather, it rests 

upon the faulty assumptions post-racial liberals make about the 

society in which we live. Where colorblindness will almost surely 

fail them-fail us-in its ability to achieve equity and fairness, per
haps illuminated individualism can succeed. 

First, let us not underestimate the importance of adopting a 

new mindset. Some prefer direct policy prescriptions, and we will 
come to those shortly. But before getting there, let us understand 
how critical the color-conscious, race-conscious mindset alone can 

be for generating more equitable treatment of others. The good 

news is that there is much we can do, each of us, without having to 
wait for the state to act. Too often, progressives assume that only 
government action-a mandate of some sort-can realize the so
cial conditions we seek. But in truth, if those who proclaim a com

mitment to racial justice and equity were to collectively move to 
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implement color-conscious, racism-conscious policies and prac

tices in our workplaces, schools and communities, we could b~gin 

the process of transformation, even if the state remains hostile to 
such efforts, and even if post-racial adherents continue to avoid 

the subject matter altogether. 

First, we must acknowledge the ways in which we have been 

conditioned to have racially prejudiced beliefs, however implicit, 

and how-unless we take special care not to-we may fall prey to 

those biases, despite our best intentions, thereby perpetuating in

justice. The recognition of this alone can help us begin to operate 
in a more equitable manner. Simply put, it is easier for individuals 

to confront-and thus perhaps defeat-racial biases once they are 

brought out into the open. Because stereotypes are controlled by 
what psychologists call "automatic processes;' they are not subject 

to critical analysis and self-reflection the way one's actual beliefs 

are. Since personally held beliefs-which are governed by "con

trolled processes" -are the key to challenging stereotypes (and 

thus guarding against their activation), it can be helpful to drag 

one's biases into the light of conscious thought as a way to better 

prompt self-monitoring. As legal scholar Jody Armour explains: 

Research has demonstrated that low- and high-prejudiced 
people are equally prone to stereotype-congruent responses 
when they cannot consciously monitor their responses to 
questions. However, low- and high-prejudiced people have 

given very different responses when they have had to think 
consciously about what their responses imply about self
image. 271 
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In other words, research suggests that people need to be given 

opportunities to act on their better natures. But this, in turn, re

quires that they be confronted with the reality that, unbidden, they 

may have the tendency to do the opposite. Research on gender bias 

has further confirmed the importance of forcing us to confront 

the contradiction between our stated ideals and actual behavior. 

According to one study, when respondents were not prompted to 
think about gender identity in a given situation-and yet the op

portunity was present to act in a gender-biased manner-the sub

jects tended to describe themselves and others in far more tradi

tional and stereotypical gender terms. But when gender was made 

salient to their conversation, and thus the possibility of operating 

in a gender-biased fashion would be made more obvious, they in

hibited the expression of stereotypes and their discussion took on 

far more egalitarian tendencies, in line with their expressed, con

scious feelings. This would suggest that implicit biases can influ

ence perceptions and behavior when they are allowed to remain 

sublimated, but can be challenged and neutralized so long as indi
viduals are made to think about them in a way that allows them to 
check their own tendencies. 

Perhaps the best example of this process was demonstrated 
over eighty years ago, in one of the nation's most famous criminal 

trials. In 1926, famed defense attorney Clarence Darrow came out 
of retirement to defend Dr. Ossian Sweet, his two brothers and 
several of his friends after they were accused of murder. Sweet and 

his co-defendants were being tried for shooting two white men 
(one of whom died from his wounds) after a mob of whites had 

gathered outside their Detroit home and begun pelting the house 
with rocks. The mob had hoped to run the Sweet family out of 
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the otherwise all-white neighborhood into which they had just 

moved. After the first trial ended with a hung jury, Henry Sweet, 

Ossian's brother, was retried first. Knowing that the all-white jury 

was likely biased against his black clients (and for reasons explic

itly owing to their own racism), Darrow began his closing state

ment-which is one of the most famous in legal history, and which 

lasted approximately eight hours-by calling out the jury members 

for their prejudices. He noted that had the trial been of a group of 

white men charged with killing a group of blacks who had been 

trying to attack them, they would likely be handing the defendants 

medals of honor, rather than considering punishment. By prim

ing the jurors to think about race, and their own biases, Darrow 

could then challenge them to rise above their conditioning and to 

be fair, in spite of their passions and prejudices. It became a chal

lenge to act in accordance with deeply held and positive values. 

And it worked. Henry Sweet was acquitted, and the charges against 

the others were ultimately dropped.272 

Had Darrow chosen to avoid priming the racial frame in this 

instance, and rather opted for a colorblind, race-neutral approach, 

it is likely that the jurors would have found Sweet guilty. Their 

implicit biases, unexposed to the light of day, would have been 
harder for them to check. They would have been unable to con
front the contradiction between their professed values and their 
internalized biases. It was only color-conscious and frankly racism

conscious lawyering by Darrow that made possible his clients' 

victory. As Armour explains: 

To control a bad habit, a person must first recall it conscious
ly and then intentionally inhibit it as he or she responds in 

.-
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ways consistent with his or her personally endorsed beliefs 

or attitudes. 273 

Additional research on mock jury decisions confirms the val

ue of raising matters of race explicitly, rather than allowing what 

are often deeply entrenched implicit biases to go unspoken and un

monitored. In one study, mock jurors were presented with a case in

volving a fight between two ballplayers-one black, one white-on 

the same team. When jurors were told that the defendant [who in 

some tests was the white player, and in others, the black player] had 

been the target of racial abuse from others on his team before as

saulting his teammate, the jurors demonstrated no racial bias. They 

were equally likely to convict a white defendant as a black one, and 

appeared to take the racial abuse of the black player every bit as seri

ously as when the abuse was directed at the white player. But when 

the jurors were told only the respective races of the defendant and 

the victim-and were not told anything about racism having been 

directed at the defendant-jurors were almost 30 percent more 

likely to convict the black defendant than the white one.274 

This research suggests that when race is made a salient issue 

in a deliberation-in other words, when whites are forced to think 

consciously about racism as a subject-they operate in a less bi

ased manner than if such a frame remains unprimed. In their ar

ticle "Race and Juries: An Experimental Psychology Perspective;' 

Samuel Sommers and Omoniyi Adekanmbi provide further expli

cation of this phenomenon: 

When thoughts about race are made salient during their 

review of a trial (such as, for example, when the incident in 
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question is racially charged) or when strong normative cues 

against the expression of racial bias are present (for example, 

when judicial instructions emphasize the importance of 

avoiding prejudice), white jurors will be motivated to cor

rect for the perceived influence of a defendant's race and to 

render an objective, "color-blind" decision. However, in the 

absence of normative cues regarding race, even subtle racial 

biases are likely to make their way to the surface and to in

fluence judgments. 275 

Although jury settings are not precisely the same as other 

real-world conditions, the internal psychological processes at 

work in such cases, which demonstrate the value of explicitly 

raising matters of race, apply in other settings as well. One can 

imagine, for instance, the value of directly raising concerns about 

potential racial bias in workplace hiring decisions, college admis

sions, policing and the provision of medical care among other 

contingencies. Trainings that educate persons in authority to take 

special care not to act on implicit bias seem to be, at a minimum, 

a way to reduce the likelihood of triggered racial bias and dis

crimination. In which case, yet again, we see that color-conscious, 
rather than colorblind efforts prove superior as a hedge against 
unfairness. 

This is especially true when decision makers could easily 

latch on to non-racial reasons for making decisions that are, at 
root, about race after all. The research on implicit biases, for in

stance, indicates that such biases are most likely to be activated 
and acted upon in those cases where there is ambiguity as to the 
racial motivation for a given action.276 So, for instance, in most 
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employment settings, or when it comes to college admissions, or 

writing home loans, or policing, or teaching in an urban school, 

it would be easy to make decisions that were influenced by ra
cial bias but could be rationalized as non-racial. For instance, an 

employer can always say-and technically be honest in saying 

it-that the applicant of color just "didn't fit in'' for some unspeci

fied reason. So too they could justify a decision not to hire an 

applicant of color for seemingly valid reasons: slightly less experi

ence, less impressive prior references or vague factors of personal
ity and so-called "soft skills" involving communication style. But 

if the employer's perceptions about those factors are themselves 

skewed by implicit biases-and research suggests that this is a 

distinct possibility-then the "race-neutral" process by which the 

applicant of color would then be denied the job would have been 

anything but fair. 
Likewise, a teacher could over-discipline students of color 

because they truly perceive such students to be more disruptive, 

even though evidence indicates there is no racial difference be
tween the rates at which whites and non-white students commit 
serious school-rule infractions. So too, a loan officer can find non

racial reasons for denying a black, Latino or Asian loan applicant a 
mortgage (or at least offering such a loan only at a higher interest 

rate)-such as blotches on the applicant's credit record-but this 
wouldn't justly insulate that officer from a charge of racial bias. 

After all, it may well be the case that the loan officer has over
looked or minimized the importance of similar blotches on the 

credit reports of whites because of internalized biases in favor of 
the dominant group, which work to the detriment of persons of 
color. In part, this kind of discrimination occurs because a person's 
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internalized biases can cause them to expect certain traits in a per

son of color, such as bad creditworthiness, aggressiveness or lesser 

ability. Then, with such expectations in place, the mind will often 

process otherwise ambiguous information in a way that causes 

what a person sees to conform to their expectations.277 

According to the available research, implicit biases are best 

confronted and countered by appeals to conscious, publicly held 

values and honest reflection on the unfortunate gaps that often ex

ist between our aspirations and our achieved levels of equanim -

ity. As Drew Westen, professor of psychology at Emory University, 

explains: 

The scientific data suggest two strategies that are, however, 

effective in addressing unconscious prejudices .... The first 

is to remind people of their conscious values, which tend to 

be our better angels on race. The average American strongly 

agrees with the sentiment that "In America, we don't dis

criminate against anybody because of their color, ethnicity 

or anything else" -whether they see that as a statement of 

actuality or aspiration. And they mean it-and will act on 

it, as long as their conscious values are active and guiding 

their behavior. The second is to speak directly to the conflict 

between those values and the attitudes we hold at some level 

that we wish we didn't. ... It's about talking to people like 

grown-ups .... The best antidote to unconscious bias is self

reflection. And the best way to foster that self-reflection is 

through telling the truth.278 

In short, it is only by taking away the ability of decision makers 
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to content themselves with the assumption that their process has 

been fair-and this means by raising the specter of unfairness as 

a hedge against mistreatment-that we can hope to imbue our in

stitutional practices with greater equanimity. To do otherwise-to 

remain silent about the chance of unjust treatment in the name of 

colorblindness, for instance-is to intensify the risk of discrimina

tory treatment. Patricia Devine puts it best when she notes, "non

prejudiced responses take intention, attention and effort:' In other 

words, it is simply not enough to assume that people will act on 
the basis of fairness. 279 While our intentions may be good, sub

conscious processes are at work when it comes to issues like race, 

gender, class and other elements of identity and of our perception 

of others. Doing the right thing requires working at it, and making 

ourselves and others aware of the gap between professed beliefs 
and internalized biases can help produce more deliberative, em

pathic interactions.28° Colorblindness, by virtue of keeping matters 
of racism and discrimination under wraps-and refusing to raise 

the subjects for fear of offending or sowing division-actually goes 

against every bit of modern research on how the brain processes 
racial stereotypes and can influence our behaviors in a way that 

causes us to act on them. 
The importance of deliberately raising the specter of racial 

bias, as opposed to sublimating the subject in the name of color

blindness, is especially pertinent to the current debate over health 
care and other policy items on the president's agenda. While the 
Obama administration has sought to downplay the role of racism 

in the opposition to health care reform, this research may point to 
the value of raising such issues, if for no other reason than to serve 

as a check on that portion of the opposition that is motivated by 
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implicit biases. If opponents of the president's agenda are allowed 

to avoid facing the possibility that their motivation is racial bias

and they can avoid this possibility more easily given the president's 

own unwillingness to raise the issue-they can continue to operate 

behind a veil of innocence and plausible deniability, never forced 

to confront the possible contradiction between their professed 

values and their internalized beliefs. Yet, if forced to address the 

potentially race-based motivations for their positions, it is possible 

that at least some may soften their opposition, if only to bring their 

actions in line with their professed ideals. At the very least, rais

ing the issue will increase the costs to those opposed to progres

sive policy and force them to demonstrate their racial equanimity, 

rather than allowing their fair-mindedness to be taken as a given. 

As such, conservatives will have to discuss the issue on progres

sive grounds, rather than being allowed to define the terms of the 

debate, on health care or other issues. 

Likewise, honesty about racism seems best suited to boost

ing support for progressive social policy, contrary to the claims 

of post-racial liberals. In studies conducted with college students, 

Philip Mazzocco of the Kirwan Institute at Ohio State University 

found that when whites are confronted with comprehensive in
formation about ongoing racial disparities, the structural reasons 
for those disparities and a critique of the common belief in meri

tocracy, they are often willing to support progressive social policy 
aimed at producing racial equity. On the other hand, simply dis
cussing racial disparities without the structural analysis and ex
planation for those disparities, or without a critique of the deeply 

internalized faith in America as a meritocracy, often backfires and 

causes greater opposition to such efforts. Without the discussion of 
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institutional racism and ongoing mistreatment, and without being 

challenged as to their belief in meritocracy, many whites actually 

tend to blame people of color for the disparities they experience. 

Such findings indicate the importance of honest and color

conscious discussions about racism and the inadequacy of color

blind approaches. To the extent that post-racial liberals openly ad

mit racial disparities but then downplay the race-specific and even 

racist reasons for those disparities, they weaken the case for ad

dressing them in the minds of whites. And to the extent that many 

post-racial liberals, President Obama first and foremost, continue 

to reinforce the idea of the United States as a meritocracy where 

"anyone can make it" -even a black guy named Barack Hussein 

Obama-they undermine the case for taking action on racial dis

parities, because they leave in place the idea that those at the bot

tom could better their own lives if only they tried harder. Based on 

his research, Mazzocco concludes: 

It is tempting to take a color-blind approach that reduces 

attention to race and instead refers to other categories, such 

as class .... However, recent advances within the fields of 

social psychology and sociology have demonstrated that the 

color-blind approach to race may be impractical, at best, and 

at worst harmful to the quest for racial equality and interra

cial good will. In contrast, a color-conscious approach is not 

only feasible, but has been proven to be an effective means of 

targeting race-related attitudes. Color-conscious approaches 

show promise in fostering an appreciation of another group's 

positive societal contributions, as well as structural con

straints and advantages .... 281 
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ILLUMINATED INDIVIDUALISM IN PRACTICE 

Beyond merely resolving to be more aware of how race has shaped 

our lives, there is much that an individual can do in keeping with 

this color-conscious mindset. Significantly, most of the color-con

scious actions we can take require no government mandate, fund

ing or initiative at all. Though there are public policy recommen

dations for which we should push as well-and those will be exam

ined shortly-conscientious individuals committed to promoting 

equity can resolve to practice illuminated individualism on their 

own, in workplaces, schools and other settings. 

Raising Awareness of Race Early and Often 

First and foremost, parents need to begin discussing race and rac

ism with children far earlier than is commonly believed. While it 

is often thought that children are too "innocent" to notice race, to 

think about color or to ascribe any meaning to the differences they 

observe, literally all the recent research on child development sug

gests otherwise. Children at very young ages, well before school 

begins, are beginning to notice color, and indeed draw conclusions 

about what differences in color mean. Often, those conclusions are 

rooted in biased assumptions picked up from observing the larger 
society: from media imagery, from those they see (and don't see as 

often) in authority positions, noticing who lives (and doesn't live) 

in their neighborhoods, and other dynamics. 282 

New research suggests that babies as young as six months of 

age begin to judge others on the basis of skin color. 283 Although 

these early judgments are likely the normal reactions of children 

simply trying to categorize their worlds and make sense of differ-



170 I COLORBLIND 

ence-in which case they may initially make in-group/out-group 

judgments based on an obvious physical characteristic like col

or-unless parents mediate those judgments and discuss race and 

racism with their kids, the preconceptions can become normal

ized fairly quickly. Children, left to their own devices, will often 

conclude that racial others are less desirable. If their parents' social 

circles, their neighborhoods and their schools are largely racially 

homogenous (and for whites, if they can also see representation 

of other whites throughout prominent leadership roles in the so

ciety), it becomes reasonable to conclude that the explanation for 

people of color being absent from those circles, communities and 

schools is because there must be something wrongwith them. Chil

dren, after all, are typically egocentric, in that they perceive their 

friends, their neighborhoods and their schools as "the best:' If those 

friends, neighborhoods and schools lack racial and ethnic diversity, 

it becomes increasingly likely that they will decide those persons of 

color who are absent from these spaces are absent because they are 

not as good. Only by discussing the social factors like racism-past 

and present-that influence where people live (and don't), where 
they go to school (and don't) and who we know (and don't know, as 

well) can parents hope to arm their children with the information 

needed to critically process matters of racial difference and divi

sion. This calls for an inherently race-conscious approach. 

The bad news is that such an approach is one that most white 

parents refuse to take, opting instead to simply avoid conversa

tions about race, unwilling or unable to introduce the matter to 

their children. Indeed, according to research published in the Jour
nal of Marriage and Family, parents of color are about three times 

as likely to discuss race with their kids as white parents are. In fact, 
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three out of four white parents never, or nearly never, discuss race 

with their children.284 Sometimes, white parents claim that avoid

ing the topic is intended to maintain their children's sense of in

nocence or fair play, and not to complicate their worlds with infor

mation about injustice. While this may be the motivation behind 

parental silence, evidence indicates that the worlds of children are 

already plenty complicated when it comes to thinking about race, 

and silence does nothing to make them less so. 

The good news is that when white parents do take up the chal

lenge and discuss these issues with their kids, the effort can have 

a dramatic effect, improving the racial attitudes of those children 

towards others, enhancing empathy and reducing implicit biases. 

But once again, to have this effect, a color-conscious, race-con

scious and racism-conscious approach will be necessary. Much as 

parents of girls regularly seek to counter-program against gender 

stereotypes (and even conscientious parents of boys do this fairly 

regularly nowadays), so too must parents take an active role in 

countering racial stereotypes, which in turn requires that one must 

openly discuss those stereotypes first, so as to then debunk them 

and promote counter-stereotypical thinking. 

Additionally, teaching about racial injustice and mistreat

ment of people of color-historically and still today-though it 

can prompt certain feelings of white guilt in the short run, can 

also help build empathy and understanding among white children. 

Failing to discuss that history leaves children unable to process the 

racial divisions that so often manifest in the present, from where 

people live to what kind of jobs they have to the schools they attend. 

The longer we take to discuss these matters with young people, the 

more likely they will come to assume that the divisions they see are 
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"natural:' or "just the way things are:' or worse, the result of inher

ent and immutable racial differences between whites and people of 

color. Of course, it is important to not merely discuss injustice in a 

vacuum, or in a way that results in increased polarization between 

whites and students of color. Fortunately, if the material is taught 

accurately (which would mean, for instance, also discussing the 

white allies who have stood in solidarity with people of color in 

every era to fight racism), that guilt response can be diminished, 

while making the empathy and solidarity connection among white 
children stronger.285 

Parents of color must also speak with their children about 

racism. Though such parents are often worried about frightening 
their children with information that might lead them to anticipate 

mistreatment, having at least occasional, preparatory conversa

tions can be beneficial to their children's development. Research 

shows that children reared by parents who prepare them for rac

ism and how to cope with it report less distress in response to 

mistreatment, if and when it occurs. 286 Recent research has dis

covered that children as young as third grade, and certainly by 
middle school (around the age of 10 or 11), are increasingly aware 

of the racial stereotypes commonly held against people of color 
in the larger society. And for students of color, their awareness of 

negative stereotypes about their own group can lead to increased 
anxiety in school, thereby driving down performance on tests 

and various measures of academic achievement. 287 Though this 
concept-known in the literature as "stereotype threat" -has long 
been known to affect young adults of color, the fact that stud

ies now demonstrate its impact on young children indicates how 

important it is to have conversations processing and challenging 
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those stereotypes early on. And when it comes to teaching about 

injustices committed against persons of color, so long as teach

ers and parents present the issue through a lens of resistance-in 

other words, discuss what the targets of oppression did in response 
to challenge injustice, rather than merely presenting the victimiza

tion narrative itself-there is reason to believe the lesson can be 

empowering rather than distressing. 

Teaching young people to think and talk about issues of race 

can serve them well in later life, while failing to do so can actually 

contribute to unnecessary racial tension. For instance, research 

from Northwestern University has found that whites often avoid 

interracial contact, in large part out of a fear that they may say 

something or do something perceived as racist. 288 This fear of 

"messing up" is no doubt intensified by a lack of practice and com

fort interacting across racial lines and discussing matters of race 

openly. Ironically, when people of color perceive that whites are 

avoiding mentioning or discussing race, additional research has 

found that this actually contributes to the belief that those whites 

are likely covering up racial prejudice. In other words, many whites 

avoid the issue out of a fear that they'll be perceived as racist, and 

it is the very avoidance of the issue that leads many people of color 
to think of them in precisely those terms. 289 

Color-Consciousness in Our Institutional Lives 

Conscientious persons can also operate on the basis of illuminat
ed individualism in their professional lives. And we can do this 

without waiting for the government to mandate it, indeed even 

if government leaders themselves remain stuck in a paradigm of 
colorblindness. 
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We can make race salient in the way we process employment 

applications, evaluate co-workers over whom we have supervisory 

responsibilities, evaluate students, or interact with patients or cli

ents, just to name a few possible arenas in which illuminated in

dividualism might be practiced. This would mean ensuring that 

hiring committees and admissions committees in colleges, to the 

greatest extent possible, include a diverse representation of per

sons from different racial and ethnic communities. Too often, 

merit is overlooked in those with backgrounds different from that 

of the dominant group-whites. What's more, there is evidence to 

suggest that diverse deliberation pools contribute to fairness not 

only because they inject new perspectives into the process that 

otherwise might be absent (in this case, the perspectives of people 

of color), but also because the presence of racial diversity in a de

liberative body prompts more equanimity from whites: They con

sider information more deeply, try harder to be fair and generally 

make better, more thoughtful decisions.290 

Among the things we could train evaluators to consider 
within institutional settings, one might include the way that ra
cial identity status can affect one's access to prior opportunity 

(and thus the facially apparent credentials that a person may have, 
but which may not tell a complete story). Those in a position to 

hire employees or admit students to a particular school, could be 
trained to look at merit in a relative sense, by evaluating effort and 
drive (factors individuals can control) rather than mere outcomes, 

scores and end-of-the-line accomplishments, which are too often 

skewed by prior opportunity or the lack thereof. By thinking of 
job or college admission competitions as an eight-lap relay race 
in which some runners have had a five-lap head start, evaluative 
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teams can more responsibly make fair judgments. Operating from 

a position of colorblindness, all that would matter is where an ap

plicant ended up: their test score, their years of experience or other 

outcome variables, much as with a race in which all that mattered 

was who crossed the finish line first. But operating from a posi

tion of illuminated individualism and color-consciousness, those 

in charge of evaluating applicants would consider where someone 

ended up relative to their starting point. After all, a runner who 

starts out five laps behind but manages to close that gap to two 

laps, or three, or even four, is clearly the faster runner. So too, a 

college applicant who starts out with fewer advantages and less ac

cess to advanced classes and the most experienced teachers, but 

still manages to show promise on standardized tests and grades, 

could be considered equally or better qualified than their more 

privileged counterparts. 
Additionally, illuminated individualism and color-conscious

ness would encourage those in evaluative positions to look for the 

kinds of intangible variables like perseverance and the ability to 

overcome setback, which are often not encompassed in traditional 
evaluation standards for jobs or school admissions, but which re

search has found are critical to future success. The importance of 

these abilities has been proven especially meaningful in academic 
settings, where students of color who score relatively low or me
diocre on certain "cognitive" variables but high on "non-cognitive" 
indicia, like perseverance, end up doing just as well as (or better 

than) those with high cognitive scores.291 

We can also make having experience in multicultural, diverse 

settings part of the qualification criteria used to select employ
ees or students. In a nation that is becoming less white every day, 
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having experience in diverse settings, working with people from a 

multitude of cultural, racial and ethnic backgrounds is no longer a 

luxury: It is increasingly becoming a necessity. Employers should 

place a premium on such experience, as should educational in

stitutions. This would, by definition, boost the representation of 

persons of color in these institutions (since they are far more likely 

than whites to live in diverse communities and to have interacted 

with others across racial lines), but it would also help find and 

bring into various institutions a different kind of white person. 

Those whites who value cross-racial interaction and collabora

tion, have engaged in it and have demonstrated skill at working 
in these kind of settings would be in demand, while those who 

don't much care for such experiences, have tried to avoid them 

and/or haven't been successful in them, would be seen, viewed and 

treated as the anachronisms they are in the twenty-first century. By 
making multicultural experience a bona fide qualification require

ment, institutions would also be able to insulate themselves from 

the threat of right-wing lawsuits over "preferential treatment" or 

"reverse discrimination:' Yes, such a merit criterion would boost 
opportunity for people of color, and yes, it may possibly do so at 
the expense of some whites. But it would do so under a legitimate 

conception of qualifications, especially in an increasingly diverse 
and multicultural nation. 

For colleges and universities, incorporating some kind of 

multicultural valuation and experience into the admissions pro
cess would be even easier. After all, most every college and uni

versity mission statement now includes reference to the value 
placed by the school on diversity, multicultural learning and the 

facilitation of global citizenship. Some even go further by pointing 
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out their commitment to social justice and equity. With such 

missions in mind, schools would be well within their rights-and 

even ethical responsibilities-to evaluate applicants (students and 

potential faculty) not only on traditional criteria of academic and 

professional excellence but on their commitment to the school's 

mission as well. If the reason a college exists is to promote a 

certain set of values within and throughout the institution, that 

school should feel under no obligation to admit or hire persons 

whose values run counter to that mission, or even those who 

are merely ambivalent about it. And those schools would also 

be entitled, as a way to operationalize their mission statements, 

to require all students and faculty to demonstrate their commit

ments to that mission by way of some research or service project 

in order to graduate or receive tenure. As with employers, schools 

could make adherence to certain principles that facilitate antira

cist commitment and equity part of what it means to be qualified 

to be a part of their respective families. 

School officials should also take a proactive stance to undo 

some of the structural inequities that often manifest on their 

watch. They should end so-called ability .tracking as it is currently 

practiced in primary and secondary schools. Not only is tracking 
often carried out in ways that limit opportunities for students of 
color and working-class students of all colors, it is also unrelated 
to better performance by higher-tracked students, as mentioned 

previously. What's more, evidence clearly indicates that the end of 

curricular stratification works to narrow racial performance gaps. 
In one Long Island school district, for instance, de-tracking has 
led to massive gains in graduation rates among students of color. 
A decade ago, fewer than a third of black and Latino students at 
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the district's South Side High School were receiving regular New 

York State Regent's diplomas, compared to 98 percent of whites 
and Asians. By 2006, after adopting a policy of deliberate hetero

geneous grouping, the black and Latino numbers had skyrocketed 

to 92 percent, and by 2009, 95 percent of all minority students in 

the school were receiving Regent's diplomas: far higher than the 

rate for white students statewide, and equal to the white rate at 

South Side.292 Mixed-ability groupings in classrooms facilitate co

operative learning and allow teachers to develop skills at eliciting 
different learning styles and talents. Except in the case of students 

with profound and medically diagnosable learning disabilities, 

students should not be tracked separately. Furthermore, schools 

should carry out audits of their disciplinary practices to determine 

the degree of racial disparity in punishments, especially in racially 

integrated schools where they manifest most dramatically. 
Additionally, teachers should be trained in methods for ad

dressing racial achievement gaps, and especially on the research 
pertaining to the aforementioned subject of stereotype threat 

(also known as stereotype vulnerability). Claude Steele, formerly 
the head of the psychology department at Stanford, and his col
leagues have long documented the way that members of stigma

tized groups often underperform relative to their ability because 
of a fear that their performance (if subpar) might confirm a nega

tive stereotype. So, for instance, black students, concerned about 
negative stereotypes regarding African American intelligence and 

academic ability-and especially when they are highly invested in 
doing well academically-will often experience additional stress 
as they take an important exam, and their performance will suffer 

as a result.293 
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While awareness of negative stereotypes about one's group 

can create anxiety that drives down test performance in academic 
settings, there are mechanisms that have been shown to diminish 

this vulnerability and close racial achievement gaps. Most of them 

are fairly simple, straightforward and importantly, cost-free. All 

they require is awareness on the part of educators and a willing

ness to be color-conscious so as to practice them. Among the ways 

teachers can reduce stereotype threat are the following: 

• Combine constructive criticism of the work done by students 
of color with regular and consistent reiteration of the teach
ers belief in their potential. Students of color report needing 

positive feedback, and especially a sense that their teachers 

believe in their ability, in order to put forth maximum effort 

in class. The fear that teachers don't view them as capable-no 

doubt part of being exposed to the fact that so many people 

hold negative stereotypes about their group-makes having 

a counterweight critical. Although praise should never be 
false (in other words, it helps no student to praise their effort 

if they put forth very little of it), transmitting positive mes

sages about a student's abilities is one way to reduce stereo
type threat and boost the academic performance of black and 

brown students. 

• Encourage group work, team projects, group studying and a col
laborative approach to learning, rather than individual work 
and a competitive approach. Research has indicated, and com
mon sense dictates as well, that if students are experiencing 

stereotype threat, working with others on schoolwork and in 
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study groups will facilitate higher achievement by de-stress

ing the academic setting. If a student knows that the weight 

of their success does not rest entirely on their own shoulders, 

because they are collaborating with others for a common 

goal, they can remain focused without feeling the pressure to 

"represent" for their racial or ethnic group. 

• Challenge students with high standards, rather than demean 

them with remediation. Expectation levels are a crucial com

ponent in student success, especially the success of students of 

color. But too often schools treat students of color as damaged 

goods, not offering them high-level classes or challenging 
them to reach beyond their current level of achievement. Re

search by several scholars, especially Philip Uri Treisman, a 

mathematician at of the University of Texas, has found that 

challenging coursework, combined with the teamwork ap

proach mentioned above, can result in large academic gains 

by black and Latino students and a significant reduction 

in academic achievement gaps between such students and 
whites.294 

• In keeping with this maxim, all middle schools should strive to 

enroll black students in eighth-grade algebra. Too often these 
classes are not available at that age in schools with large num
bers of black students, and at more integrated schools black 

students are not targeted for enrollment in algebra. But new 

research has found that the key to which math classes will be 
taken by black students in high school-and how well black 

students will do in those classes-is whether or not they took 
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algebra in the last year of middle school. Exposure to algebra 

has even more impact for black students, in terms of future 

achievement, than prior math achievement itself. 295 

• Teachers should reject the notion of "aptitude" and stress the 

malleability of intelligence and ability. Too often, teachers 

and students alike buy into the notion that certain people 
just don't have the aptitude for certain subjects. In a society 

with deep-seated racial stereotypes, such thinking can eas

ily take on a racial cast, leading teachers and students to be

lieve that certain groups simply lack aptitude in particular 
areas. Yet research indicates that except for a very small band 

of profoundly learning-disabled persons, aptitude is largely 

mythical. 296 If teachers put students on notice from the begin

ning that everyone in a classroom can learn, that everyone is 

expected to and that intelligence and ability are "stretchable:· 

they can do much to diminish stereotype vulnerability. 297 

• Provide "centering" exercises in class that allow students of 

color to reflect favorably on their identities and values. Some 

of the most exciting research on undoing stereotype vulner

ability and closing racial achievement gaps was recently pub
lished in the journal Science by scholars at the University of 
Colorado at Boulder and Yale. The researchers describe hav
ing students engage in writing exercises, over the course of an 

academic semester, in which they were asked to write about 

some personally held value or values and explain why those 
were important to them. They were asked to do this several 
times throughout the semester, with the first writing exer-
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cise coming at the beginning of the academic year. Although 

this value-centering exercise had no measurable impact on 

the academic performance of white students, it boosted black 

achievement by one-quarter of a letter grade, and among 

those students who had been performing at the bottom of the 
class distribution (and thus were over-contributing to a racial 

performance gap relative to whites), grades rose by an entire 
half of a letter grade. This exercise, done only in the one se

mester, showed an ability to boost black grades, independent 

of other factors, for an entire two years. 298 Similar research has 
found that such exercises can, in and of themselves, reduce 

racial performance gaps by 40 percent.299 By encouraging stu

dents to reflect on their identities (of which values are an im

portant part) and view those identities as sources of strength 

and resolve, rather than as sources of negative stereotypes and 

stigmas, educators can get the best from students who may 

otherwise underperform. 

• Get students to see academic success as part of a larger project 
to undo institutionalized inequity and white supremacy. All 

teaching is about more than the dispensing of knowledge 
alone. It performs a social function. The question is whether 
we understand that function, and how we define it. If we 

encourage success among students simply so they can even

tually get a decent job, there is little reason to think they will 
be particularly inspired, especially if they see the job market 
as a stultifying, low-wage, dead-end avenue for them. On 

the other hand, if we make clear to students that inequity is 
a serious problem, and that it grows more entrenched every 
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day that racial achievement gaps remain in place, students 

of color can experience their own success in connection 

with the larger, historic, liberatory struggle of their entire 

community. And there is evidence that this works. A math 

teacher in Cherry Creek, Colorado, for instance, recently 

helped prompt a substantial improvement in grades on the 

part of his black students by telling them in no uncertain 

terms that the system was an unjust racist one, and that there 

were people prepared to make them statistics. They could 

either collaborate with their own destruction or "blow up the 

statistics" and prove everyone wrong. His honesty, coupled 

with his belief in the students, prompted their grades to soar 

and inspired the creation of a mentoring group, set up by the 

black students themselves, to encourage one another to strive 

for excellence and to see their academic success in explicitly 

social and even revolutionary terms. 300 Elsewhere, education 

scholar Theresa Perry has noted how important it is for black 

students to see their individual accomplishment as linked to 

a larger collective narrative. But in order to make this work, 

schools must be race- and color-conscious and must under

stand the specific social determinants of African American 

achievement. 301 

Color-Consciousness and Public Policy 

While there is much that can be done by individuals in their 
families, workplaces and schools to promote progressive color

consciousness, those private efforts could also use some support 

from public policy. Although private initiatives should never wait 
for public policy or governmental support before moving for-
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ward, raising the issue of making public policy more progressively 

color-conscious can and should go hand in hand with our private 

and personal commitments. 
Among the potential public policies that those concerned 

about racial inequity should be pushing for in the short-term, one 

might include: 

• Racial Impact Statements. Currently, when land is to be de

veloped or certain types of public projects (even private ones) 
are undertaken, such as construction initiatives, an environ

mental impact statement typically has to be submitted dem

onstrating the effects of the proposed initiative on everything 

from pollution to groundwater contamination to the destruc
tion of animal habitats. Yet when it comes to policies govern

ing education, housing, taxes, economic stimulus legislation, 

bank bailouts, criminal justice or any other arena, there is no 
requirement that lawmakers be apprised of the potentially 

racially disparate impact of such legislation. By requiring 

lawmakers to think about such things and to document the 
possible outcomes of such-and-such effort on different ra

cial communities, we could begin to build progressive color

consciousness into the process of lawmaking. Armed with 
the necessary information, lawmakers would then be able to 
determine if the benefits of a particular policy were compel

ling enough (in legal terms) to justify the racial disparities 
that might result, or if they should go back to the proverbial 

drawing board to fashion policies that would be more even
handed. 
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• Mandatory availability analysis for all government-funded 
projects and the money to pay for it. When government funds 

a project, from infrastructure repair to wetlands restoration 

to clean energy development, it typically initiates a bidding 

process for the work that needs to be contracted. Although the 

courts have limited the extent to which the state can directly 

steer contracts to persons of color and their companies, there 

is no reason that the government cannot at least ensure that 

before contracts are given out in a particular locale, an avail

ability analysis has been performed that might tell us the num

ber of contractors in the locale who are of color and available 

to work on whatever project is being funded. That way, if there 

is a significant disparity between the availability of such con

tractors, and their actual utilization on said projects, the state 

can re-bid the contracts or compel white primary contractors 

to subcontract with minority-owned businesses, as a direct re

sult of evidence indicating their exclusion. 

• Bar companies found guilty of intentional racial discrimination 
from receiving government contracts, tax breaks or direct subsi
dies for a period of at least ten years. Companies that are found 

to have discriminated are technically able to be barred from 
receiving government contracts. But rarely does this happen, 

and when it does, reinstatement is often quick, without much 

in the way of preconditions or policy changes at the company 

that might create a new, more equitable reality. Companies 

that are found guilty of intentional discrimination should be 

barred for at least a decade from receiving any public funds 

for contracts (or other subsidies) and required to show a de-
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tailed plan for how they intend to avoid such problems in the 

future, before they are allowed to once again benefit from 

public largesse and tax dollars. 

• Impose a two-strikes rule for the receipt of government contracts, 
tax breaks or subsidies for companies that are found guilty of 
discriminating, even unintentionally, by virtue of their policies, 
practices or procedures. The law allows for racial discrimina

tion to be proved even when intent is not demonstrated, if 

policies, practices and procedures within an institution have 

a disparate impact on persons of color. For such a practice to 

happen once might be possible as a matter of coincidence. 

But if a company's policies have a legally cognizable disparate 

impact on two separate occasions, it is much more likely that 

said policies were conceived for that purpose, even if intent 
cannot be conclusively shown. In such a situation, companies 

should be barred from ever again receiving federal govern

ment contracts, tax breaks or subsidies. 

• In recognition of the newest research on the subject, declare 
racism and racial discrimination to be public health issues fac
ing people of color. Often it is only when the government open
ly proclaims something to be a public health issue (smoking, 
obesity, AIDS, etc.) that lawmakers begin to take seriously 

their responsibilities to support efforts to address that prob
lem. By declaring discrimination to be a public health issue, 

the state will be more likely to steer monies directly into re
search on methods for reducing racial health gaps, promot

ing cross-cultural competence in medical school trainings, 
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undoing implicit bias among medical school students, and 

other initiatives. Such a declaration would also allow the gov

ernment and even private institutions to better defend them

selves against right-wing lawsuits. After all, when conserva

tives sue institutions for so-called "reverse discrimination:' 

they argue that there is no compelling interest in targeting 

opportunity, for instance, to otherwise underserved people of 
color or in rectifying the effects of past and present discrimi

nation. But if racism and discrimination-and the inequities 

they promote-are declared public health emergencies, it will 

be harder to argue that there is no compelling interest for 

such actions. 

• And finally, authorize a substantial amount of money, as part of 
the No Child Left Behind educational reform package, to train 
teachers nationwide on the various ways that racism and dis
crimination-both explicit and implicit-can indeed leave chil
dren behind, despite the best of teacher intentions. Although No 

Child Left Behind is problematic in any number of ways, one 

of its biggest weaknesses is having a mandate for the closing 

of racial achievement gaps without the resources necessary 
to actually close them. Those resources, however, are not just 
material supplies-as is often believed-but also the resourc

es of teacher preparation and an understanding of the specific 
dynamics that are contributing to the racial achievement gap 
in the first place. Unless teachers are trained, and consistently 

so, to recognize the social determiners of the achievement 

gap, even their best efforts at instruction may not help close 
those gaps. If the federal government is going to place man-
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dates on local schools and school districts, it should see to it 

that teachers receive the kinds of preparation needed to make 

their efforts successful. These trainings should be developed 

in conjunction with educators in the nation's teaching colleg

es, utilizing the best practices known to them for preparing 

teachers to reduce racial achievement gaps. 

In the long run, more thoroughgoing efforts will no doubt be 

necessary to rectify the substantial racial gaps in wealth, assets and 

overall well-being in America. Though the political will for such 

efforts hardly exists at present-and for that matter, an insuffi

cient amount of public support would be likely at this stage-as we 

move forward, these are the kinds of things for which we should 

be building support. 

• Targeted stimulus and investment in communities where the 
residents are at least 50 percent persons of color, and all commu
nities with poverty rates that are 150 percent of the national av
erage. It is one thing to pass economic stimulus legislation that 

aims to get a stalled economy moving forward again. It is quite 

another to do so with deliberativeness, in an attempt to target 

opportunity to the most underserved and impacted commu

nities. Indeed, colorblind stimulus often marginalizes persons 

of color further, by steering government money to larger com

panies with inside connections on bidding and to construc

tion companies with bad records on racial inclusion. Future 

stimulus efforts should be targeted to communities where the 

population is disproportionately of color and communities 

with poverty rates that are at least 50 percent above the nation-
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al average. These are the very communities that are most likely 

to have been left behind in previous efforts-whether prior 

stimulus bills or older efforts like FHA and VA loans, or GI Bill 

benefits in the 1950s. By steering the money to development 

projects in these communities, the government can raise the 

economic profile of residents in these spaces. Although it is a 

race-conscious effort (in that the plan would target monies to 

communities of color), by also including any community (in

cluding white ones) with high poverty rates, the effort could 

avoid some of the political and legal ramifications of limiting 

the effort to black and brown spaces alone. Given the depres

sion-level situations that exist in many of these communities, 

new stimulus legislation should be passed focusing on those 

spaces and aimed at creating jobs, growth and sustainable de

velopment in these locations. Priority should be given to green 

jobs projects both for purposes of environmental protection 

and for future energy independence. 

• Revise the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) to cover all fi
nancial institutions, including independent mortgage brokers, 
and evaluate lending disparities not only in terms of census 
tracts and income but also in terms of race. Provide funding for 
credit counseling in any community with a high percentage of 
subprime loans, so that consumers will understand their obliga
tions and rights as borrowers. Currently the CRA only applies 

to federally insured banks and thrifts (savings and loans, etc.). 

As a result, independent mortgage brokers-who wrote a dis

proportionate share of the high-risk, subprime loans over the 

past decade-were able to engage in predatory lending in a 
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way that regular banks could only have dreamed of. The bro

kers, knowing that they were going to sell the loans rather 
than keep them on their own books, had little incentive to 

worry about whether the borrowers could really afford the 

loans or what would happen down the line when the interest 

rates ballooned. By applying the CRA to all financial institu

tions, including these brokers, lenders would be more diligent 

about the way they wrote loans. And by providing federally 
funded credit counseling to borrowers, the government could 

reduce the risk that borrowers would get in over their heads, 

misunderstand the terms of the loans they were seeking and/ 

or receiving, and ultimately find themselves in default. By 

analyzing lending patterns not only for disparate treatment 

of certain low-income communities (the current CRA stan

dard) but also for disparate racial treatment generally (and 

then sanctioning lenders with records indicating discrimina

tory patterns of behavior), lenders would be more diligent 

about the way they treated borrowers of color, and less likely 
to discriminate. To not include race in the CRA evaluation 
standards would allow lenders to continue to gouge borrow
ers of color in non-poor communities, relative to their white 

counterparts, and borrowers of color who are not themselves 

poor. Because middle-class and higher-income borrowers of 
color are still far more likely than similar whites (and even 

lower-income whites) to be steered towards risky loans, pro
tections of this nature are needed. 

What all of these proposals have in common-and they are 
hardly an exhaustive list-is their rejection of colorblindness, as 
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either a private practice or public policy agenda. They are rooted 

in a recognition that race matters, even in the so-called Age of 

Obama; that racial injustice continues to be a major national prob

lem, despite the efforts of some, including the president and other 

post-racial liberals, to minimize the recognition of that truth. The 

rhetoric of racial transcendence upon which post-racial liberalism 

has relied for so long is a lie, and a dangerous one at that. It asks us 

to turn away from what the available evidence tells us, and instead 

to place our hopes upon good intentions, patriotic unity (however 

contrived) and a colorblind, universal public policy agenda that 

by definition cannot address and abolish racial inequity, no matter 

how fervently its supporters claim otherwise. 

Only by facing reality and resolving to do better might we 

have any hope of undoing racism and its ill effects. Only by com

mitting ourselves to color-consciousness-meaning an awareness 
of the consequences of color in a historically white-dominated na

tion-can we even theoretically begin to alter those consequences. 

Only by renouncing the see-no-evil mentality of colorblindness 

might we eventually come to a day when color will have no specific 

consequences, because racism will finally have been dismantled. 

Needless to say, that day is a long way off. So too, there is no guar

antee that the proposals contained herein-whether the private 
and personal actions advocated first or the public policies that fol
low them-will bring about that day. But one thing we certainly 
know is this: In the absence of constructive action intended to 

truly equalize opportunities and life chances between whites and 
persons of color, institutionalized white privilege and supremacy 

will remain a fixed and normative condition. We will need bold 
thinking, and it is my hope that some of the recommendations 
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contained in this book will spark others to take action and make 

proposals of their own. 

I write these words on the first day of February 2010: exactly 

fifty years to the day since four young men-David Richmond, Jo

seph McNeil, Franklin McCain, and Ezell Blair Jr. (now known as 

Jibreel Khazan)-protested segregation by bravely occupying lunch 

counter seats in a Greensboro, North Carolina, Woolworth's store. 

As the college students planned their course of action, and even as 

they began their silent civil disobedience, they could have had no 

idea that within weeks, sit-ins would spread throughout the South, 

helping to push forward the civil rights struggle and ultimately fa

cilitate the passage of anti-discrimination laws within just a few 

years. From their solitary action and those that followed-all of 

them private, voluntary and with no support whatsoever from the 

state (indeed, often in the face of intense government opposition 

to their actions)-these brave individuals changed the course of 

American history. They changed it just as surely as any president, 

any congressional representative, any senator or any titan of indus

try. They saw the problem clearly, they refused to be silenced by 

those who stood in the way of justice, and they acted. 

Far be it from me to compare any of the recommendations I 

put forward in this book to the courageous acts of the Greensboro 

four, or the freedom riders, or the many hundreds, even thousands 

of souls who, in one form or another, took part in the early and 

most dangerous days of the freedom struggle. These prescriptions 

are not nearly as bold, in part because times have changed and 

now make necessary new strategies. They are not as confrontation

al perhaps, in part because the adversary today is also less blatant 

in its methods, and thus we need the precision of a scalpel where 
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before a sledgehammer was the proper tool for forcing open op

portunities and shattering the edifice of apartheid. 

But as with the frontal assaults on institutional white suprem

acy that made possible the progress we have seen in the United 

States in the last fifty years, the suggestions I offer here take as a 

given one overriding truth: that, as Sweet Honey in the Rock sings, 

"We who believe in freedom cannot rest:' Both the militancy of 

the early movement and the deliberate, if less radical steps advo

cated in these pages, proceed from the notion that standing still is 

never an option so long as inequities remain embedded in the very 

fabric of the culture. And both emanate from the realization that 

we cannot merely wait for the state or political leaders to act. We 

must take action ourselves. We must act on the recognition of that 

which we know to be true. We must move ahead and demand jus

tice in our communities and institutions where we operate, with or 

without the blessing of the president or any other lawmakers. Even 

if post-racial liberalism continues to hold sway over the nation's 

politics for the foreseeable future, it need not continue to exercise 

its grip on us. Ifleaders will not lead, then the people must. Indeed, 

it has always been so, however much we may have forgotten it, or 

even if, sadly, we never learned this truth in our history classes. 

Several years ago, when members of the St. Paul Community 

Baptist Church in Brooklyn began to perform the annual psycho

drama known as The MAAFA Suite (MAAFA being a Kiswahili 

word for "catastrophe" and used by Dr. Marimba Ani to describe 

the Holocaust that beset African peoples beginning with the mid

dle passage to the Americas), they offered a simple yet incredibly 

insightful motto for their work, and for what they hoped the per

formance would provide to black peoples seeing it: healing and the 
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strengthening of their resolve. The motto was: "The way out is back 

through:' In other words, there was no running from truth, no 

finessing it, no working around it as though it were not there. The 

injury has been real. It is still real today. We are still in the middle 

of the catastrophe, and in order to emerge on the other end, we 

will have to confront the beast without apology and without hesi

tation. There is no other way. 

And we do this not out of guilt-after all, none of us created 

the system as we have found it-but out of responsibility: a re

sponsibility to ourselves, to those who have gone before and to 

those who are coming after; out of responsibility to the nation and 

the planet, which in our better moments we claim to cherish. Guilt 

is what you feel for what you've done. Responsibility is what you 

take, because of who and what you are. Let us now commit to find

ing out who we are, and quickly, before it is too late. 
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