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 In U.S. society today, many believe that we live in a time of progress and prosperity.  

There is the notion that people are more racially tolerant than at any other time in our history.  

Previous studies of white racial attitudes, using surveys with large samples, have often concluded 

that whites’ prejudice has declined since the 1950s.  However, more recent studies have found 

that the racial attitudes may not have changed that much after all.  White Americans answer 

survey questions on race matters in unprejudiced ways, but then contradict those answers when 

interviewed in more depth.  How do we make sense of these contradictions?  This study 

examines the numerous contradictions white college students exhibit as they discuss a variety of 

race matters, including their identities as white Americans, interracial dating, and affirmative 

action.  Data for this project were derived from the in-depth interviews of 30 white college 

students.  The findings suggest that they initially project ambivalence and tolerance towards 

these matters, but upon further examination, they cast images of themselves as intolerant of, 

victimized by, and suspicious of nonwhite Americans.   
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 However, given the era of political correctness when communicating in public spaces, 

this purposive sample of white Americans cannot express antiblack feelings plainly and 

unambiguously.  Thus, they must use a variety of verbal tools that aid them in making such 

statements.  For instance, when making a negative statement about black Americans, they 

distance themselves from the attitude by inserting an impersonal pronoun such as “people” or 

“they.”  These verbal tools give them the ability to appear not prejudiced while making 

prejudiced statements.  Moreover, regardless of their intentions, this form of discourse 

rationalizes the racial status quo and undermines the attempts to deal with systemic racism.  This 

study exposes an important way in which racism reproduces itself in the post-civil rights era. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

The biggest [thing] I really hate is just like you know (.) you could have preconceived  
notions about a person, but I don’t want anybody to form an opinion on them  
automatically before even talking to them. 

 
—Troy (study participant) 

In the above quote, the speaker delivered a contradictory statement.  In Troy’s statement, 

he first claimed to detest people who assume an individual’s character without any knowledge of 

who they are (and exerting some emotion with the word “hate” in the process).  Then he 

legitimized the very same social action he had just expressed disapproval for.  As previous 

studies (Frankenberg, 1993; Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Van Dijk, 1987) have documented, 

contradictions appear when white Americans discuss racial matters.  Yet little is known about 

why white folks speak in such a way.  This form of “racetalk” is the focus of this project: how to 

make sense of the myriad contradictions in the race discourse of white Americans.  What 

purpose do these contradictions serve the whites that use them?  This study examines this 

discursive phenomenon with a qualitative approach that attempts to avoid the pitfalls of previous 

studies. 

In this chapter, I first discuss the role of discourse in the reproduction of racism in U.S. 

society.  Second, I present various limitations of past studies on this issue.  Third, after offering a 

brief review of the literature, I present my theoretical approach for explaining the existence of 

these contradictions.  Fourth, I define key concepts that occur throughout the project and present 

my specific aims for the dissertation.  After presenting my rationale for the study, I set up the 

remaining chapters. 
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Reproduction of Systemic Racism in U.S. Society 

Many social scientists and others have declared the declining significance of race and 

racism in U.S. society.  Indeed, many nonwhite Americans have made significant gains in 

virtually all spheres of social life.  Gains for African Americans in particular include the 

“explosion” of the number of black elected public officials, more years of formal schooling, an 

emergence of a black middle-class, and an almost universal condemnation by white Americans 

of overt antiblack action (Bonilla-Silva, 2001).  Nonetheless, race remains significant in 

affecting life chances while racism remains embedded within the various structures of society.  

African Americans are the most segregated racial group in U.S. society, and segregated 

neighborhoods lead to segregated schools, which are decisively unequal.  Despite earning higher 

wages, the wealth of black Americans still drastically lags behind that of whites.  Meanwhile, 

big-city mayors do not have the political muscle they once had, due at least in part to a lower 

property tax-base caused by “white flight” to the surrounding suburbs.  Covert means are now 

used to perpetuate savage racial inequalities, yet white Americans, despite their vilification of 

white supremacy and racism, have now gone as far as to claim whites themselves are now the 

victims of (reverse) racism, unleashing a strong backlash towards any aggressive methods 

designed to end or ease racial inequality.  So why have we not made more progress in the 

aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement? 

Bonilla-Silva (2001) argues that a “new” racism has emerged that has replaced the “old” 

model of overt white racist action (which was openly defended by individual whites without fear 

of reprisal or social criticism) with a more covert system that continues to privilege whites over 

blacks.  For instance, despite the end of de jure segregation in U.S society, whites continue to 

receive special privileges due to their whiteness (for examples of the privileges whites receive, 

see McIntosh, 2003).  These unfair privileges continue to exist without the overt discriminatory 
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practices of the past.  However, the adjective “new” to describe racism in contemporary U.S. 

society seems problematic, given that some changes in form have not occurred: the concentration 

of wealth in whites’ hands, separate and unequal neighborhoods, capital punishment now the 

“modern form” of white-on-black violence, etc.  Since the “previous” social system was labeled 

“apartheid,” perhaps the term we can use for the current one is “neoapartheid” or 

“postapartheid,” given the relationship between the two; “new” seems to grant too much distance 

from the “old” system.  I add that “postapartheid” might be more favorable of the two since it 

follows the apartheid social system. 

Various social structures contribute to the perpetuation and maintenance of the racist social 

order.  They include mental or cognitive as well as social or “objective” ones, such as institutions 

(Bourdieu, 1977).  These structures have an impact on how we interact with each other, and 

responses in those interactions.  How can a racial group so large advocate a particular social 

system while never expressing it, at least on the frontstage of social life?  In order to address this 

issue, social scientists have begun to analyze the more covert forms of social action that maintain 

white supremacy; e.g., discursive forms that masquerade as antiracist and egalitarian, yet serve 

that supremacy.  Race discourse is important to examine because “discourse is a form of social 

action” (Van den Berg, 2003:120), and “discourse is intimately involved in the construction and 

maintenance of inequality” (Wetherell, 2003:13).   

Limitations of Past Studies 

Theoretical Limitations 

Too often there is the tendency to think that when people talk they are “speaking their 

minds.” It is not that simple: there is much more going on than that.  Certainly, individual actors 

have the ability to modify the form and content of their speech, especially with those forms and 

contents that they deal with on an everyday basis (though perhaps this kind of speech, such as 
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mindlessly reciting mass responses, may become habitual and thus harder to alter over time).  

However, much of what we might respond to at any given moment is tucked away within our 

minds, waiting to be utilized when the need arises.  Thus, atomistic theories of how racism 

reproduces in U.S. society are much too simplistic, including the particular study of the role of 

discourse in its reproduction. Whites’ race discourse (WRD) is a social fact in that it is an 

independent entity external to, and coercive of, actors (Durkheim, 1982).  All Americans learn to 

speak about race in similar ways, but whites speak in a manner that contrasts in important ways 

with that of non-whites.   

Despite the contributions by race scholars such as Bonilla-Silva (2001, 2003) and Carr 

(1997), problems exist with the approach of color-blind racism.  In defense of whiteness, 

individual whites reify, legitimize, and rationalize white supremacy through selective race 

consciousness regardless of domain; e.g., when a white person does something unethical or 

wrong, s/he focuses on individuality, such as taking a pathological approach to explaining the 

racism of Tim McVeigh or an overt member of a white supremacist group.  Meanwhile, when a 

black person does something wrong, whites often make sweeping generalizations about all 

blacks, or focus on perceived institutional problems within the black family or other black 

institutions.  They focus on race in particular contexts; they do not consistently recognize racial 

factors.  So, unlike the color-blind approach, whites are indeed race-conscious.   

This selectivity of race-consciousness serves two primary goals: the first is a defense of the 

(white supremacist) structure, and the second a face-saving device for individual whites. To 

show this, I will present ways that whites recognize racial factors within a frontstage setting (in-

depth interviews between strangers). I argue that white Americans defend whiteness in a 
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selective manner, exercising a selective conscience or consciousness, since any amount of 

consistency would reveal the myriad contradictions in their discourse. 

Meanwhile, many studies such as Myrdal’s (1996) classic have focused on the role of 

values in the way whites segregate themselves from black Americans.  White Americans indeed 

have particular values related to racial matters; however, when viewing this issue through a 

Weberian lens, whites’ values do not matter so much since they ultimately respond to the 

normative structure when facing a moral dilemma involving race.  They do this because of the 

dominance of formal rationality in industrialized capitalist societies such as the United States.  

Teachers, parents, politicians, and other institutional leaders instill the color-blind ideology into 

the minds of young whites, and they in turn defend this ideology through WRD, which insists 

that racism is no longer a problem, and that racial matters are not even worth discussing since 

acknowledging race itself is racist.   

Methodological Limitations 

For decades, social scientists have relied on survey data for the analysis of white racial 

attitudes.  Despite their contributions to documenting the different racial attitudes of black and 

white Americans, these studies are “marred by confusion” (Bonilla-Silva 2001:59) due to their 

myriad, and often contradictory, findings.  One of the primary limitations of these surveys is the 

reification of racial issues, and failing to document the fluidity of racial meanings.  For example, 

they fail to recognize the importance of interpretive repertoires and frames in respondents’ 

discourse, and how discourse is both systematic and flexible at the same time (Van Den Berghe 

2003:120).   

Probing white respondents about racial issues is important because there have been great 

disparities between what whites presumably believe based on responses to survey questions and 

those given when interviewed, particularly when the researcher has had some experience in 
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probing interviewees.  The research here will provide crucial evidence explaining white racial 

attitudes that surveys have lost—assuming that at one point in time they ever had—their validity 

in this examination.  Two primary methodological problems exist with survey questionnaires on 

white racial attitudes:  First, that the data gathered from specific questions may themselves be 

invalid in that they do not reflect the real beliefs and attitudes of white Americans.  Second, 

surveys are too static to “get to the root” of what causes whites to develop, state, and (therefore) 

effectively maintain their racial beliefs and attitudes. 

As a result, a qualitative methodological approach may be preferred at this juncture since 

many whites are familiar with what is considered socially desirable discourse and what is not; 

Bonilla-Silva (2000:73) notes that “in the postmodern world, not even members of the Ku Klux 

Klan want to be called racist.”  The data collected for this research study will likely represent a 

more racially-cognizant discourse, or at least not considered to be aligned socially or politically 

with white supremacist groups like the Ku Klux Klan.  However, this research provides 

examples of how remarkably similar the discourse this research analyzes of white 

undergraduates is in comparison to that of whites such as Pat Buchanan or David Duke.   

Functions of Contradictions in White Race Discourse 

Among all types of social action, discourse is a critical tool in the legitimation process.  

How do white Americans claim to support racial equality and fairness while simultaneously 

opposing programs and policies deemed necessary to achieve racial equality and fairness?  How 

can they claim to have no problems with black Americans yet report so few quality1 

relationships with them?  As a result, whites walk a discursive tightrope when discussing racial 

                                                 
1 By “quality” I mean beneficial contact, based on the work of Allport (1954) and Forbes (1997), who argue that the 
relationship must be approved of my authority figures (e.g., parents), they have equal social status, and are in a 
situation of cooperation, not conflict. 
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matters, and contradictions appear throughout.  Race is a social fact, and whites’ race discourse 

is unique in various ways.  In this section I present the framework of this discursive form.  

What is White Race Discourse?  

As I will show in this dissertation, contradictions abound within the race discourse of white 

Americans, and they are not merely coincidental.  Such a finding should not surprise us; with 

current events like Hurricane Katrina, we should know that America is unequivocally a racially 

separate and unequal country.  Thus when discussing race relations in their country, white 

Americans certainly have a lot to answer for, given that these vast disparities in life chances 

continue to exist in a society in which the proponents of racial equality had presumably prevailed 

and are celebrated today.  Whites must immediately find (through little effort or time) that their 

privileges far exceed those of black Americans.  It is understandable that whites might be careful 

to appear nonracist in formal interactions due to present day customs discussing racial issues; 

however, why wouldn’t whites just say anything to maintain an appearance of nonracism to 

avoid such a label (e.g., admitting that they receive unfair privileges)?  

Studies on race discourse (Frankenberg, 1993; Van Dijk, 1987) have mentioned how 

whites speak in certain ways to avoid an appearance of racism. This is certainly true, but there is 

something more going on here: individual whites not only defend themselves within their 

repertoires but they also defend the racist social institutions that perpetuate white supremacy in 

U.S. society.  Some linguists (e.g., Pomerantz and Zemel, 2003) have pointed out that race as a 

conversation or interview topic is a delicate subject, but little or no discussion of reasons for its 

delicacy takes place, as if the subject’s delicacy is assumed. As it turns out, race as a subject in 

conversations is not treated as delicately by non-white respondents than by white ones, and there 

is an obvious reason to this: whites and the institutions they control have more to lose with the 

occasional gaffe as compared to non-whites. Thus, when blacks (Bonilla-Silva, 2003) or other 
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non-white respondents (Bush, 2004) uncover the myriad contradictions in the dominant race 

discourse (RD), they are more likely to acknowledge and speak to those inconsistencies; in fact, 

they might even expose the contradictions themselves. In contrast, when whites see 

contradictions between their stated values and their opposition to various actions to fulfill those 

values, they utilize certain discursive tools to both rationalize the existing social structure and do 

so while appearing “open-minded.”  It is this form of RD, used by whites, that I call white race 

discourse (WRD). 

Preserving Whiteness and White Privilege  

Do individual whites make the distinction between themselves and the social system, and 

if so, when?  Members of a privileged class may not differentiate themselves from the structure 

because, in a sense, they are the structure (or at least its creators).  When a problem occurs, e.g., 

if there is a conflict between the interests of people and those of the mechanics of the system 

designed (at least initially), then agents may attempt to distance themselves from the structure.  

But the distance act may occur with fellow whites as well: if a problem occurs, such as the recent 

investigations of political corruption in Congress, then individual whites are labeled, particularly 

by members of the institution who fear a public backlash, as “a few bad apples.”  However, 

regarding the Katrina debacle, with so many individual whites in power, the focus shifts onto 

reified bureaucratic mechanisms that were too inefficient or too cumbersome for individuals to 

act adequately to the situation.  Only then do we hear calls for structural inadequacies to be 

addressed.   

Elites in this country, who remain largely white and male, are, with the help of the media 

among other social institutions (by all means structures and agents work together or cooperate, at 

least in this case), doing what they can to wipe Katrina out of the collective memory of 

Americans.  Contradictions, at least in this context, serve as face-saving devices, whether for 
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structures, agents, or for both when a distinction fails to have been made between the two.  It 

should not be thought that white Americans are individualistic; it should instead be understood 

that individualism has more often served their needs in preserving their hegemonic power, both 

nationally and globally. Yet the moment the time comes, that individualism will be replaced with 

structural explanations once the need arises. 

Do the agents feel separated from the social structure? Do they see the difference? 

Generally no, because is there really a need for white Americans to differentiate themselves from 

the structure. It is a structure they benefit from, despite gender, social class, or other differences 

between them.  Since they have a stake in the survival of the structure, they do not generally 

want to see any changes, so how can one best defend that structure? A rationalization process is 

needed to legitimize the existence of that structure. One method to do this is to make it invisible: 

if a structure doesn’t exist, then why should we waste our time talking about changing it? If it 

should get to the point to where they’re really having to answer for problems, that by all means 

are structural problems, one could save-face for oneself by acknowledging a structural problem 

(though not necessarily following through with any substantial structural changes).  

The point is that white agents and social structures are interconnected: whites create the 

institutions, they oversee their operations, maintain, protect, and legitimize them, which in turn 

maintains their power.  If it gets to the point where white agents will give into pressure and say 

“okay, we are going to tweak some things here and there,” but for the most part, with the 

machine of the media, the short attention-span of the sleeping white public, little will be done to 

address these structural problems.   

When discussing race, most whites avoid the issue as much as possible, and they do this in 

a way that resembles the efficiency, calculability, predictability, and nonhuman control of other 
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bureaucratic (purposively rational) actions (Ritzer, 1993).  Indeed, patterns exist within their race 

discourse that perform the function of rationalizing the way things are concerning race relations 

in U.S. society.  These patterns include structured incoherence to avoid admitting the existence 

of racism, mitigation statements to minimize societal racism, insistence that racial segregation is 

a natural phenomenon, and blaming racial minorities for social inequality due to their inferior 

cultures (Bonilla-Silva, 2003).  Another function of WRD is to present oneself as nonracist. 

My study deals with the interactions in which agents are involved (Table 1-1).  Depending 

on the context at hand, agents are involved in the maintenance of their group position and, in 

turn, the institutions that make those positions possible. In this social phenomenon, the quest lies 

in the maintenance of white supremacy.  Built within the habitus is the ability to shift gears in 

one’s status with the superstructure of society.  This ability unsurprisingly causes myriad 

contradictions to appear across the times an agent speaks to various racial issues in various social 

settings.  On one hand, the blurring of the line between oneself and the superstructure serves the 

function of maintaining the status of that superstructure; on the other hand, pressure to address 

structural concerns leads whites to distance themselves with the superstructure in management of 

their own faces.  This is the way hegemonic power is reproduced.  This process also occurs in 

relation to other agents: the common practice is the reference to “a few bad apples” in regards to 

differences between fellow whites, yet when feeling one’s face threatened, a distancing act takes 

place between one’s own position and that of another. 

Do institutions have faces, as do individuals? Do individuals engage in impression 

management of institutions, beside themselves, as well as for other people? Other functions of 

contradictions presented by Van Den Berghe (2003) include integration of incompatible frames 

or repertoires, frame switching, and constructing a convincing argument.  However, these 
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functions all become rationalizations of the status quo, whether an intended consequence or not.  

In addition, they all can serve as face-saving devices for the speaker. If they think that 

respondents engage in impression management for an individual, that is too limited a scope; 

impression management could also serve the social structure, as well as for individuals, whether 

for that immediate individual speaker but also for other whites as well, such as intimate whites 

defending a bigoted grandfather, saying “well, he’s a good guy; he grew up in a different time,” 

while stating that “people are more open-minded nowadays.” 

Thus, individual whites act as “optimistic robots” when addressing racial issues or 

racialized social systems, and their actions are bureaucratic in form.  Similar to loyal bureaucrats 

of an organization, they engage in impression management for the institutions that provide 

whites their privileges, while in turn those institutions speak glowingly of the “lily white,” which 

often is defined and affirmed through the defined inferiority of the nonwhite Other. In addition, 

individual whites also speak (and defend) themselves, as well as for fellow whites whose face 

may be threatened.  The way they speak in a particular social context depends on their 

relationship to the issue personally, the structure, and other white Americans. 

In addition to fulfilling their bureaucratic tasks, whites often feel empty, confused, and 

dissatisfied during interviews; this is due to the emergence of the formal rationality that 

dominates their WRD and within other domains of their lives.  In the postapartheid system, white 

Americans simply do not have a reasonable explanation for racial inequality since biological 

racism is no longer a justification they can use.  Thus, they simply do not know how to speak 

about race, so they try their best to avoid the issue of race at (nearly) all costs. Whites learn a 

particular racespeak, based on the color-blind ideology, from various (white-dominated) social 

institutions such as the family, schools, and politics. 
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Synthetic Approach to White Race Discourse  

Despite advancements made in the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, how 

does racism continue to exist, and more importantly, how do individual whites rationalize such a 

social system?  A useful way to understand this process of rationalization is through the 

utilization of the dialectic.  In this process, a contrary point of view challenges an initial claim, 

which then produces a synthesis of the two.  In this particular situation, individual whites 

acknowledge the existence of white-over-black racism (thesis), but then add a peculiar antithesis 

to the thought process: that blacks discriminate against whites, or that “reverse discrimination” 

occurs.  This creates a synthesis that racism is natural and unstoppable, producing ambivalence 

towards racism in U.S. society.  It is important note that the antithesis is usually based on 

speculation, antidotal evidence, or fabrications passed onto individual whites (or thought up 

themselves).  This approach is helpful, I believe, in understanding how white racism continues in 

U.S. society due to the (re)creation of the social world in the minds of white Americans, often 

constructed through “sincere fictions.”  However, this image of society does not come about 

willy-nilly, but rather for two primary reasons: rationalizing the racist social structure and saving 

face when delivering comments feared as being interpreted as “racist.”  Whites may also use this 

technique to integrate incompatible frames of race (Van Den Berg, 2003). 

As a result of these sincere fictions of the white self (Feagin and Vera, 1995), whites are 

ambivalent towards aggressive measures to end racial injustice.  This ambivalence is a synthesis 

of two components: first, the thesis that black Americans have suffered due to systemic racism; 

and second, the sincere fictions that structures the antithesis.  The example of whites’ 

explanation of racial segregation as the natural order of things and people (Bonilla-Silva, 2003) 

exposes their ambivalence toward “man-made design” (Bauman, 1991).  Systemic racism is the 

product of white America and the white elites in charge, rather than merely a product of nature.   
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In addition to rationalizing the racial order, WRD is a form of social control.  More 

importantly, this form of discourse keeps progressive (or potentially progressive) whites from 

joining in the struggle against racial inequality, and (thus) is a key component in perpetuating the 

racist status quo in U.S. society.  By all means, this should not be taken as a strictly structuralist 

view that sees agents as mere cogs in the machine, but that the structure of WRD (and American 

society in general) indeed has a significant impact on the way whites come across as they speak 

about race.  Of course, I should mention that, based on previous studies, the number of 

progressive whites is a distinct minority of the racial group; nonetheless, their participation in the 

movement is essential to the legitimacy of the movement, as they were during the CRM of the 

1950s and 1960s. 

To address this issue, a necessary concept is the white habitus (Bonilla-Silva, 2003), in 

which whites develop a set of structuring mechanisms that creates a white bubble complete with 

sincere fictions of whiteness (Feagin and Vera, 1995; also see Bonilla-Silva, 2001).  WRD has 

both external and internal constraints on the white subjects in which it exists (not to be reifying a 

form of discourse).   

Despite the fact that it is a form of social control, WRD is more than just an external 

constraint on whites, hammered into their brains by various social institutions.  Whites’ “iron 

cage” is not exactly locked with the key out of reach; in fact, whites benefit from its form in that 

it (1) keeps race from being discussed in much substance, and (2) allows whites to come off as 

innocently nonracist.  Hence, this form of discourse is also a method of impression management 

in which whites, within a frontstage setting, can somehow disapprove of actions needed to curb 

racial inequality in society while looking fair and open-minded at the same time. 
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Although other racial groups may well utilize the various frames, mechanics, and story 

lines associated with WRD, I believe there are a few key distinctions that make WRD clearly a 

white praxis and white only.  For instance, blacks and other racial minorities may invoke the 

frame of abstract liberalism, or even stress some of the same explanations for the racial gap in 

life chances that whites do; however, one key difference is the recognition of race as a factor in 

life chances, suggesting that whites at least try not to acknowledge race as salient.  

Key Concepts  

Ambivalence  

A key concept in this study is ambivalence. This is a concept that has been used in a 

variety of ways, and I feel a clarification of the term is an order. In this section, I present three 

ways ambivalence can be defined, including a new usage I present in this study, including (1) 

ambivalence is not knowing due to conflicting frames of reference; (2) ambivalence is knowing 

but uncertain of how to present oneself; and (3) ambivalence is a deliberate projection of oneself 

in an attempt to appear innocent (e.g., nonracist).  

The first conceptualization of ambivalence is the most limited in the discourse analysis of 

whites’ racetalk. A good example comes from Hass et. al (1992), which defines ambivalence as 

“a situation in which one has strong, competing, incompatible inclinations or attitudes toward a 

particular object.” This viewpoint towards ambivalence is superior over common sense 

definitions of the term, which is too simplistic (in that an individual is neutral or uncertain about 

a particular topic). This definition gives us insight into the ways whites grapple with competing 

interpretive frameworks, such as individualism and equality.  However, it is limited in that it is 

too individualistic and does not explain the differences whites talk about race in various social 

domains.  
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The second definition of ambivalence is that people know about an issue, and even have an 

opinion on the topic, but are unsure in how to present themselves in front of someone else. This 

usage is better than the first because it does account for the various ways individuals behave in 

certain social contexts. Indeed, in this study there are moments when respondents appear 

unwilling to make a statement without some sort of clue in my own stance toward the issue. 

However, the problem with this definition (like the first) is that ambivalence is treated as a kind 

of condition, a state of being, that individuals possess (like a feeling). 

The third definition of ambivalence I introduce here is that ambivalence is a social 

construction that whites (in this sample) project in order to come across as “color-blind,” though 

they are not. Indeed, whites are often ignorant of the experiences nonwhite Americans have with 

systemic racism; however, in this study I present examples in which respondents are aware of 

such injustices and cast them away in defense of white privilege. Hence, this ambivalent “color-

blind” display is not a characteristic but, rather, a constructed front or pretense2 that whites use to 

project an image of nonracism. 

Color-Blindness 

The term “colorblindness” has been used in different ways by researchers and authors.  

Here I present three ways how colorblindness is used, including (1) colorblindness as an 

ideology; (2) colorblindness as a characteristic of white Americans; and (3) colorblindness as a 

discursive repertoire.  

The primary motive of this study is to blow the whistle on color-blind racism (Bonilla-

Silva and Forman, 2000).  Bonilla-Silva has presented color-blind racism as the new dominant 

racial ideology (Bonilla-Silva, 2001), which has four primary frames: abstract liberalism, 

                                                 
2 The idea of the concept “color-blind pretense” came during a discussion with Joe R. Feagin, October 2006. 
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biologization of culture, naturalization of race matters, and minimization of racism (ibid, 142).  

Behind all utterances is an ideological stance, and a researcher analyzing race discourse must 

acknowledge the ideology that speakers defend within that discourse, including the various 

repertoires they utilize in their speech. 

In this study, I present colorblindness as a characteristic of my sample of respondents. The 

majority of my sample is "colorblind," whether they claim this label or not.  I operationalize 

color-blindness on three fronts: first, the level of interracial contact experienced by the 

respondents is low, particularly "beneficial" forms of contact such as close friendships.  When 

contact with nonwhite Americans is low, whites fail to expose, question, or challenge white 

supremacist beliefs (Feagin and Vera, 1995).  Even when some contact is taking place, some 

prerequisites must be met to improve antiblack attitudes (Allport, 1954; Forbes, 1997; Smith, 

1994) that produce “beneficial” interracial contact.  Pettigrew and Tropp (2000) found that the 

prerequisites are not necessarily mandatory but important facilitating conditions (McKinney 

2005:27).  I take the position that the conditions are still most likely to reduce white antiblack 

attitudes.  Second (and influenced by their level of contact), their conceptualizations of key 

concepts like race, racism, whiteness, and white privilege are weak in that they simply have not 

given them much thought or concern.  Third, white attitudes of those having experienced low 

levels of contact with blacks and weak conceptualizations of racial concepts formulate 

ambivalent racial attitudes. 

 Colorblindness has also implied a specific type of race discourse utilized by respondents, 

and that is the color- and power-evasive repertoire, in which whites defend whiteness and white 

privilege by claiming ambivalence to and distance from racial injustices (Frankenberg 1993).  

The selective recognition of race differences (and usually when it is in defense of whiteness or to 
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criticize blackness) fails to adequately challenge existing antiblack attitudes.  Refusing to 

recognize race differences in certain contexts could obviously present colorblind whites with all 

kinds of contradictions; for instance, white respondents may first claim to support interracial 

intimate relationships within the context of a survey question, but then express disapproval of a 

close friend or family member doing such a thing.   Despite Frankenberg’s influential study, her 

absence of the role of ideology in her analysis and her analysis of repertoire usage by 

respondents (in that they only use one of three repertoires, rather than weaving together two or 

more repertoires together at once) will keep her study a peripheral one in my analysis.  

Whiteness 

 Despite receiving many benefits due to their possession of whiteness, white Americans 

have the luxury of forming a kind of “dysconsciousness” (King, 1991) that aids them in their 

denials in the unjust rewards they receive and ambivalence towards those who question the very 

practice of giving whites those rewards. Despite the continued significance of race in our society 

and how it affects life chances, whites develop “sincere fictions” (Feagin and Vera, 1995) to deal 

with the value contradictions, including living in a society that promotes racist institutions and 

individuals while claiming to be democratic and the land of opportunity for all people.  

Regardless of the claims by color-blind whites that race is insignificant or even nonexistent, 

"whiteness assumes an invisible power unlike previous forms of domination in human history" 

(Kincheloe, 1999).  Whiteness is very real, and so are the privileges awarded to those who 

possess it.  

White Racist Frame 

 Discourse is a product of social action, and agents utilize frames to produce discourse.  

Originating from the work of Goffman (1974), Tannen (1993) defines frames as “patterns of 

expectation that are socio-culturally determined” (Van den Berg 2003:120).  These frames are 
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ultimately so embedded within our minds that agents are often unaware of them as they make 

decisions in their everyday lives.  Among these frames include images of “blackness” that are in 

opposition to “whiteness.”  More recently, Bonilla-Silva (2001) outlined a set of frames that 

whites possess about race, including (1) minimization of racism, (2) abstract liberalism, (3) 

biologization of culture, and (4) naturalization of racial matters.   

 Frames are both social and cognitive structures (Ensink, 2003).  On one hand, individuals 

have their own mental structures (or habitus; Bourdieu, 1977) that affect the way they interact 

with others; meanwhile, there are also social structures that impose meanings on the actions of 

individual agents.  With most major social institutions dominated by white Americans, meanings 

often portray whites more favorably than nonwhites.  This combination of structures form what 

Feagin (2006:230) refers to as the “white racist frame,” which he claims is the key factor in the 

reproduction of systemic racism: 

Central to the persistence of systemic racism into the present day is the organized set  
of racialized habits that whites consciously or unconsciously express in their everyday  
attitudes and actions in U.S. society. These habits include the racialized framing of the  
social world that most use extensively, a frame that embeds an array of racist stereotypes,  
images, and emotions that are to a significant degree survivals of centuries-old antiblack  
and prowhite thinking. 
 

This study examines the impact of the white racist frame on the racespeak of white college 

students. 

Primary Aims 

The primary aim of this study is to expose the various contradictions in WRD and the way 

whites utilize various discursive strategies to accommodate these contradictions.  Why do these 

variations exist in the race discourse of whites?  I hypothesize that depending on the context or 

frame of the situation at hand, color-blind whites adjust their discursive strategies as a part of 

impression management; they choose a certain repertoire that they believe best serves them to 
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this end.  The strategies for answering survey questions and recalling racial events in an 

interview are different because in the interview format a respondent needs to give more 

information, and the more color-blind whites talk about race, the more difficulties they have in 

avoiding shameface.  These difficulties result from their lack of contact with nonwhites in 

society and, more broadly, their lack of awareness and concern for racial equality in U.S. society.  

Additionally, based on findings, I intend to present strategies on how to challenge and change 

WRD. 

Rationale for the Study 

 Despite the tremendous diversity amongst white Americans in social class, region of 

residence, ethnicity, religion, etc., previous studies have shown that whites’ racespeak differs 

from that of other racial groups, including its form and content.  I believe that whites’ race 

discourse is important to examine because the role of progressive whites is essential for success 

in the struggle for racial justice. 

In his groundbreaking analysis of contradictions in whites’ race discourse, Van Den 

Berghe (2003:119) notes how social scientists have too often ignored data that produces 

deviations, with the assumption that these variations are due to some sort of “measurement 

error.”  However, spotting and explaining these variations in the data is precisely the purpose of 

sociology (Berger, 1963), and we should examine social phenomena—however mundane or 

exotic—that affect the way social structures and interactions reproduce themselves. 

Outline of the Project 

 In this chapter, I have presented the research questions and theoretical approach for the 

dissertation.  I will use a dialectical approach that addresses both structural and agency factors in 

the reproduction of systemic racism in U.S. society via whites’ race discourse.  My primary aim 

of this study is to present a thorough outline of the way whites’ racespeak produces an 
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ambivalence that produces passivity towards working to end systemic racism in U.S. society. I 

also presented the rationale for this endeavor. 

 In the remainder of the dissertation, I present a thorough analysis of contradictions in 

whites’ race discourse, and how they aid whites in the rationalization of systemic racism and the 

legitimation of themselves, fellow whites, and social institutions that perpetuate racial inequality.  

In Chapter 2, I present the methodological approach for this research, and provide a description 

of the sample I interviewed for this study.  In Chapter 3, I examine contradictions within whites’ 

racespeak when articulating their thoughts on whiteness.  Specifically, I look at the ways in 

which whites define whiteness and the concept’s elusiveness, and how they contradict 

themselves during the process.  In Chapter 4, I examine the role of contradictions in whites’ 

racespeak as they recall interracial interactions.  In Chapter 5, I examine the role of 

contradictions in their discourse when discussing racial inequality.  In particular, I look at their 

awareness of white privilege and how their ambivalence leads to opposition towards programs 

and policies that attempt to deal with systemic racism.  In Chapter 6, I examine the 

contradictions within their discourse when talking about white supremacy and racism.  More 

precisely, I look at how whites’ racespeak creates a defense for white supremacists and 

ambivalence towards racism.  Finally, in Chapter 7 I summarize the significance of these 

contradictions in WRD and present ways in which we can challenge this ambivalence towards 

the impact of systemic racism.  

 

 

 

 



 

34 

Table 1-1.    Relationships between structures and agents in impression management. 
Type of relationship                         Parties involved in the interaction 

                                  
            Consensus                                                 Agents and agents 
                                                                              Institutions and institutions 
                                                                              Agents and institutions 
            Conflict                                                     Agents versus agents 
                                                                              Institutions versus institutions 
                                                                              Agents versus institutions 
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CHAPTER 2 
METHODOLOGY 

Purpose of the Study 

 For researchers in the past, the observation of variability in the responses of study 

participants was believed to be a result of measurement error (Fraser and Kick, 2000), and 

needed to be “fixed” with a “better” research design; e.g., a survey questionnaire that quashed 

any variations.  However, over time these contradictory responses could no longer be ignored.  

The primary danger of this particular set of contradictions was the fact that social scientists had 

been peddling these survey data to show how quickly white Americans had ended their support 

of various antiblack stereotypes, only to find that these contradictions, found predominantly by 

more qualitative research measurements, posed a threat to the validity of their claims of whites’ 

decreased bigotry.  How do we make sense of the contradictions and variability in the race 

discourse of white Americans?  Unlike other studies that have tried to come to terms with these 

contradictions by hiding them from view or ignoring them, this study focuses squarely on these 

contradictions, arguing that they rationalize the racial order and aids the respondent in face 

maintenance.  

 This study utilizes the collection of data through in-depth interviews.  Prior to the 

interviews, each respondent filled out a brief questionnaire asking them to score the level of 

importance of a social value (Appendix A).  Like previous studies (e.g., Bonilla-Silva and 

Forman, 2000), I used this approach to expose any contradictions between their answers on the 

questionnaire and those given during the interview.  Despite the benefits of other methodological 

approaches, such as collecting autobiographies from students (McKinney, 2005; Houts, 2004), 

this approach exposes the ways whites speak about race in a frontstage setting.  Interviewing is 

not only a better way to expose the myriad contradictions in WRD, but also a better way to get at 
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the white racist frame by giving respondents an opportunity to express emotions and recall 

personal experiences.  Furthermore, my approach also takes into account the issue of framing 

interview topics for respondents, and by giving respondents the opportunity to frame the issue 

themselves gives them more control of the situation. 

 I chose to interview white college students enrolled in sociology courses for this project.  

I chose a purposive sample (Patton, 1990; Berg, 2001) for three primary reasons: first, this 

sample is a convenient one that was easier to obtain than a different sample.  Meanwhile, rather 

than paying study participants, respondents were granted extra credit by their instructors for 

participation in the study.  Second, social scientists use purposive sampling to collect 

information-rich data for in-depth analysis that often cannot be obtained through other sampling 

strategies. Collecting data on the way white Americans contradict themselves when talking about 

racial matters is impossible with surveys. Third, many Americans have a tendency to assume that 

younger whites are more egalitarian than older whites.  This study shows how region, age, and 

other factors mean little when a set of structures exist that perpetuates white supremacy, such as 

the discursive structure characteristic of WRD.  Younger whites indeed may speak less overtly 

than older whites when legitimizing the racist social structure, but the legitimation occurs 

nonetheless. 

Research Design 

In order to recruit respondents, I spoke with teachers of sociology courses and they agreed 

to offer students extra credit for participation in my study.  I then gave them slips of paper for 

willing participants to sign up for interviews.  Instructors made the announcements during class, 

and passed out the slips of paper to volunteers.  Based on previous experience of sample 

recruitment, I found it easier for instructors to make the announcement themselves rather than 

making the announcement myself in their classes.  I asked respondents for personal information, 
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such as their names and method to contact them for scheduling interviews (both e-mail address 

and phone).  I also asked them for their gender identification and their year in school. 

After receiving the contact information for interested students from their instructors, I 

began the process of contacting them for interviews.  The most common method to establish 

contact was via e-mail.  In the messages I offered different times for the interviews, and told 

them to meet me at my office for the interviews.  Once respondents appeared for interviews, I 

either conducted them in the office or, if the aforesaid was unavailable due to people being 

around, in an empty conference room or classroom.  All interviews were tape-recorded.  

Respondents were first given a consent notice fulfilling the requirements set by the college for 

research.   

Once respondents signed their consent forms, they proceeded to filling out a brief 

questionnaire, consisting of measuring “value statements” on an ordinal scale from 1 to 5, based 

on the value’s importance.  Rather than using common survey questions like past studies (e.g., 

Bonilla-Silva and Forman, 2000), the questionnaire had respondents evaluate the significance of 

core American values, such as integration, equality, and racial purity.  I preferred this approach 

because the measurement of values is easier to see potential contradictions between their 

responses to the questionnaire and those during the interview, and the format is easy to 

understand and completed expeditiously. 

After the participants completed the survey, I began the interviews.  I structure the 

interviews in a way that encourage respondents to recall racial events.  Furthermore, this method 

was used to begin a discussion of broader racial issues in U.S. society.  I handed the respondent a 

slip of paper, and there were six total.  Each slip of paper had different statements concerning 

racial issues.  Each slip of paper was categorized by subject matter: for example, the first sheet 
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consisted of two statements discussing the issue of racial privileges.  These statements were 

influenced from Swim and Miller’s (1999) “White Privilege Scale.”  Other topics covered 

included interracial relationships, racial experiences on campus, ways to achieve racial equality, 

and emotions associated with various experiences involving race.  The final section asks students 

to speak of a racial situation in which they had a dilemma and needed to make a quick decision.  

The aim of this method is to provide respondents an opportunity to produce narratives about past 

racial experiences. 

A Synthetic Approach to Race Discourse Analysis 

 The way social scientists collect and analyze data is critical in the validity of the 

knowledge claims they make.  We as researchers need to exercise praxis in our scholarly 

pursuits; that is, we cannot discuss our methodological approaches separate from our theoretical 

and/or ideological convictions.  Whiteness studies, though still in its early stages of development, 

has generated enough scholarship to warrant investigation of its progress.  The important point to 

bear in mind is that all whiteness scholars need to agree with one fundamental goal of their 

studies: that the findings by whiteness scholars are an essential ingredient to the elimination of 

racial inequality.  The approach of this study attempts to bridge the divide between two camps 

within whiteness studies: the “constructivist” camp and the “white racism” camp.  In this section, 

I provide the important contributions and limitations of each camp.  Based on my analysis, I 

present my method of discourse analysis for this study.  

  The first of two predominant camps of whiteness studies I refer to as the “constructivist” 

camp primarily due to its focus on the fact that race is a social construction.  Scholars from this 

camp (Hartigan, 2000; Van Den Berg, 2003) argue that too often whiteness scholars produce 

scholarship that further reifies and essentializes whiteness.  Some from this camp (Potter and 

Wetherell, 1987; Billig et. al, 1988) fear that discourse analyses like those of Van Dijk (1987) or 
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others from the “white racism” camp (McIntyre, 1997; Frankenberg, 1993) have a tendency to 

engage in “essentialist theorizing,” or “produce what was already postulated in advance” (Van 

Den Berg 2003:123).  Thus, those from the “white racism” camp espouse a kind of circular logic, 

meaning they assume that racism exists and therefore must exist, even if a respondent might 

deny its existence.  The evidence must be grounded in the data itself rather than "through 

reference to speculative social and/or cognitive theories" (ibid).   

 Whiteness scholars from the “constructivist” camp also argue that those from the “white 

racism” camp fail to acknowledge the localization of race experience and the importance of 

context in affecting what we say, when we say it, and how (Eliasoph, 1999).  Bonnett (1997) 

argues that too often whiteness scholars assume that whiteness is something all whites have, in 

equal amounts, and always oppress without ever facing oppression.  Indeed, intersections of race, 

class, and gender in race discourse have yet to be examined in great detail.  In his 

groundbreaking study, Hartigan (1999) conducted interviews of working-class white Detroiters 

who struggle economically and socially in a situation in which they are a minority in their city, 

while members of the school board, city officials, and other citizens in leadership positions are 

predominantly black.  The most important contribution of this camp is their willingness to 

examine and address the variability in experiences and discourse, when too often variability is 

either ignored or dismissed as a result of measurement error.  In fact, this variability is often the 

result of different variables interacting with each other, such as race, class, and gender. 

Although I generally agree with this premise, a critical limitation in the “constructivist” 

camp is the denial of structural factors affecting individual lives.  Although individual variations 

are important, I agree with Bonilla-Silva and Forman (2000) that the focus should be on whites 

as a group, one that receives unfair advantages at the expense of nonwhites in society.  In 
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addition, critical discourse analysts such as Van Dijk (1987) provide evidence of the ways whites 

rationalize white supremacy and defend whiteness through various linguistic techniques.   

Meanwhile, the “white racism” camp focuses on the role of power and how racial identity 

places one in a social hierarchy, a social system that favors white over black.  Despite Hartigan’s 

(2003, 2000) contributions, his assertion that the experience of white Detroiters, making up just 

20% of the city population, will increase in the future, this has yet to be seen.  Despite increased 

attention about the minority status for whites “looming” on the horizon (particularly from white 

conservatives nervous about the “threat” the newest immigrants represent to white hegemony; 

e.g., Buchanan, 2002), this phenomenon is unlikely since whites often change the parameters of 

whiteness to include more under their tent in order to maintain numerical domination (Bonilla-

Silva, 2003).  As past studies have found, many whites overestimate the number of blacks in 

society and in their immediate vicinity.   

A terrific example of this propensity to overestimate the numbers of blacks in my research 

came from Irene, who discussed the significance of racism in contemporary U.S. society: 

Well, the thing is, it’s all in the context of where you live, it’s all based on geography, like 
 in—where I live, in my school, it’s like 80% Hispanics, a:nd 15% African American and  
5% white so I’m the minority so as far as, you know, I mean, there’s no, there’s not racial  
discrimination there, like it’s (1.0) I don’t see it on the news, I don’t see it 
 

Irene claims that, based on her racial distribution of her high school, discrimination no longer 

exists.  Like Hartigan and others from the constructivist camp, the focus on localization of race 

downplays the social reality that race is a social fact.  Even when addressing the status of poor 

whites such as “rednecks” or hillbillies,” they still profit from their whiteness that blacks and 

other nonwhites lack (Roediger, 1991; Feagin, 2006).   

One of the most important contributions from the constructivist camp is the insightful 

analytic strategies devised by conversation analysts such as Wetherell and Potter (1992) and the 
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edited volume from Van Den Berg, Wetherell, and Houtkoop-Steenstra (2003).  These 

researchers provide sophisticated techniques for analyzing “racetalk.”  While some researchers 

from the “white racism” camp (e.g., Bonilla-Silva and Forman, 2000) have adopted these 

strategies, many of these studies (Bush, 2004; Feagin and O’Brien, 2003) have not done so.  

Thus, I wish to build off of the theoretical works of Feagin and Vera (1995), Frankenberg 

(1993), Bonilla-Silva (2001), and others from the white racism camp while adopting analytic 

practices from the constructivist camp (namely Wetherell et. al, 2003).  In the next section, I 

present my coding strategy for this study. 

Coding Strategy 

Qualitative researchers have argued that we as scientists should not only analyze what 

people say, but how they say it and in what context was an utterance delivered (Gubrium and 

Holstein, 1997).  Following pioneering works in the field of whiteness studies (e.g., 

Frankenberg, 1993), analyzes since have often lacked the sophisticated methods of discourse 

analysis.  For my study, I have adopted a coding strategy from Van Den Berg, Wetherell, and 

Houtkoop-Steenstra (2003; Appendix C).  This strategy is useful for discourse analysis because it 

gets deeper into the textuality of discourse. 

 A coding strategy with symbols like those listed in Appendix C allow the researcher to 

observe the texture of respondents’ utterances, while it can also bring to light the ways 

interviewer responses influence that of the respondents.  For example, in the following exchange 

with Kaitlin, observe the series of “mhm”s and its potential effect on the her utterances: 

R: Um, actually one of my roommates is black, and one of them is Spanish, and 
       then my actual roommate because I live in [name of dorm] is um, is white, she’s  
       the one who actually lives in my room. 
I: Mhm. 
R: Yeah, I get kind of angry and I don’t blame it on the fact that (.) she’s black but  

she like always has all of her friends over and they’re really loud 
I:   Mhm 
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R:   And sometimes I want to say that ‘black people are really loud’ like but I know  
that’s not it 

I:   Mhm↓ 
R:   But I just like (.) sometimes I want to blame it on that. but 
 
In this excerpt, I first give a “mhm.” with the “.” indicating a falling intonation, which 

suggests my wish for her to continue following her descriptive information of her roommates.  

The second “mhm” does not have a falling intonation, which suggests I could have been 

responding to her recount of a “problem” caused by her black roommate.  Despite the difference 

between the two, both tend to serve the same backchannelling function.  Compared to the others, 

however, the third “mhm↓” suggests my displeasure towards her semantic move “And 

sometimes I want to say that ‘black people are really loud’ like but I know that’s not it.”  

Although in this particular response the “mhm↓” did not seem to phase her (she merely 

reiterated her point), she might have been influenced by my response.   

Sample 

The sample for this study consisted of 30 white undergraduates enrolled in sociology 

courses attending a historically white university in the southeastern United States.  The 

interviews took place during the fall and spring semesters of 2005–2006.  Volunteers who 

participated filled out small slips of paper providing contact information, sex and racial identity 

(open-ended format), and their current year in school.  I interviewed the respondents between 

September 2005 and February 2006.  Volunteers, who received extra credit in their course for 

participating, were contacted for interviews either by phone or e-mail.  An informed consent 

form notifying them of their rights as interviewees was administered before proceeding with the 

study. 

On the contact slip, I provided them a black space for them to write in their 

“Race/Ethnicity.”  Of those interviewed, almost all answered “white”; one male respondent 
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(Davis) put “White/Franco-Italian.” His life experience was unique in that he spent much of his 

life living abroad in France.  Despite some critics that have suggested studies like mine reify and 

essentialize whiteness (Andersen, 2003), all respondents interviewed for this study thought of 

themselves as such; I never assumed they were white.   

The respondents were generally in the traditional college-student age group (twenty-

something).  Of the 30 respondents, 21 were female and nine were male.  This gender imbalance 

is actually more representative of college students, particularly given that a majority of sociology 

students and majors are female. 

Active Interviewing 

At the center of this methodological approach is the in-depth interview, and in this section 

I explore some methodological issues concerning this method of data collection. In this section, I 

present two important concerns when interviewing: first, what role should the interviewer have 

in the interview’s activity; and second, the “problem” of context in discourse analysis.  I then 

discuss both benefits and limitations of “active” interviewing.  

Role of the Interviewer in the Creation of Discourse 

A debate within sociology remains what the role of the researcher should be as s/he is 

collecting data.  Should a researcher take the role of “disinterested scientist,” and thereby 

passively observing and recording social phenomena?  Then again, is this approach possible?  In 

reality, both the interviewer and respondent contribute to the creation of interview discourse, 

regardless of the interviewer’s level of activity.  As Holstein and Gubrium (1995) point out, in 

the “active interview” both actors have a role to play.  I take the position that the interviewer 

should take a more active approach to the interview process; e.g., probing respondents as 

Frankenberg (1993) did.  Although Wetherell (2003) and others warn against this for fear of less 

honesty in research, and that researchers often practice “friendly interviewing” (ibid, p.28) 
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methods, scientists need to understand that vast contradictions exist in WRD, and thus a little 

“prodding” of respondents might be needed. 

The “Problem” of Context 

To address the issue of framing interview topics for respondents, this study will take an 

approach influenced by the concept of the focused interview (Merton, Lowenthal, and Kendall, 

1990).  The design of the interview is to begin with relatively unstructured questions and move 

into more structured questions as the respondent discusses each topic.  The focus of the 

interviews is on "the subjective experiences of persons exposed to the pre-analyzed situation in 

an effort to ascertain their definitions of the situation" (ibid, p.3).  In addition to exposing the 

myriad contradictions within their race discourse, how do respondents react to these 

contradictions as they present them during the interviews?  

Merton, Lowenthal, and Kendall (1990) also stress the need to “‘de’structure” statements 

for the interview format.  For example, the statements adopted from Swim and Miller (1999), 

asked questions regarding “white privilege.”  I framed one statement more generally while 

having the other more specific and personal.  However, rather than framing one statement citing 

“white privilege,” I used the more general “racial privilege” instead to see what differences 

might occur. 

Benefits 

 One important benefit to conducting these interviews is the matter of convenience, both 

for myself and for the sample of college students.  These students could meet me for an interview 

between their classes, while I did not have to travel to conduct them.  Meanwhile, although I did 

not offer respondents monetary compensation for their participation in the study, they did receive 

extra credit from their instructors. 
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 Another benefit of this approach is the advantages associated with the qualitative method.  

One benefit of a qualitative study is the hands-on process that allows researchers to make 

adjustments or changes to various components of the research design.  An example of this 

advantage during this study was the probing techniques to use during the interviews.  Some 

probes I discarded after brief usage (e.g., asking respondents how they would answer a child’s 

question “Mommy/Daddy, what is racism?”), while other probes were added or used more 

thoroughly.  Unlike rigid surveys that cannot be altered once it is proctored, in-depth interviews 

allow the researcher to improve the validity of the study. 

A third benefit of this method is that, unlike autobiographical accounts written by 

respondents, I have an opportunity to ask follow-up questions during the interviews.  Although 

many constructivists fear the framing of issues by researchers, sometimes providing a frame of 

reference for respondents aids them in their understanding of a question.  Furthermore, 

sometimes the researcher does not fully understand the meaning of an utterance, and can seek out 

a clarification. This most certainly applies to concepts like “whiteness” or “racism” when 

interviewing white Americans; often responses involving these terms are ambiguous or 

incoherent.  In the following passage, Odella’s conceptualization of “white supremacy” was 

ambiguous and serves an example of failing to see racism occurring right under her nose. 

Initially she talks about an experience at her high school in which white students hung a “black 

doll” from a tree and lit it ablaze on school grounds: 

At my high school, there was a big news story about there was a uh southern boys group at  
my school, and they um hung a (.) black doll from a tree at my high school, and that  
caused a very big news story and a huge, huge problem, and (.) the two groups, the black  
kids at the school, and the southern boys group had to go through this huge counseling, and  
they were two really big groups, but it kind of affected the whole school, and um (.) there  
was a petition to make the confederate flag not allowed to be worn or put on cars at our  
school, so there was lot of debate over that, and it caused tension (laughs) 
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After this set of statements, many questions entered my mind, such as the effects of this 

experience on the respondent personally (note her usage of passive voice or third person 

accounts, such as “there was a petition” and “there was lot of debate over that”).  Thus, I 

immediately began to ask follow-up questions: 

I:   Well like, it was- like as far as some of the details, I mean I’m not familiar with  
the story but like you said that a black doll they- like this was on campus? 

R:   Yeah, it was at our school. 
I:   Okay. Like and they um just like (.) I mean it was like just a regular-sized doll? 
R:   No, like a human sized 
I:   Oh, okay. Hmm (.) What and it was like dressed in real clothing? 
R:   It was just like, it was like cloth and uh a trash bag in the shape of a person, hung  

from a tree, by the neck. 
I:   Right. God, that’s interesting. And so there was just like I mean you mentioned 

like the principal and  
R:   Yeah. 
I:   They were all (.) mobilizing as far as to deal with it 
R:   Yeah, and yeah (laughs) 
I:   And what about parents, were there parents getting involved to with it and stuff 
R:   Yeah, it was like a whole, huge (laughs) huge like news story with news stations 

at the school, and um but it resolved itself pretty well in the end. Like everyone  
realized the (.) stupidity of it. 

I:   Yeah. 

Although Odella continues to distance herself from the “action” in this account (e.g., “Like 

everyone realized the (.) stupidity of it”), I was able to get more texture to the experience.  Were 

her initial statement written as an autobiographical account, it would have been unusable due to 

its ambiguity (Houts, 2004). 

Limitations 

There are four limitations associated with this methodological approach, and the first has 

to do with the limitations of a purposive sampling strategy.  I present two particular issues 

related to the sampling strategy here: first, is the data gathered from this study generalizable to 

other white college students?  Moreover, is the data generalizable to white Americans in general? 

A study such as this cannot be used to describe the discourse of all whites.  Still, this data gives 
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much-needed exposure to the way one group of white Americans discusses race matters within a 

frontstage setting.  Second, bias is possible in the selection of the sample. For instance, who 

chose to sign up for an interview? Were they students who needed the extra credit for the class? 

Furthermore, of those who signed up, which students did not show up for an interview or were 

unavailable for the study altogether?  It is impossible to answer these questions accurately; 

nonetheless, they should be taken into account. The main point is that, despite these concerns, 

the goal of this study is to take an in-depth look at how these white students discuss race matters, 

and more specifically, the contradictions that abound within their race discourse. 

The second limitation comes from Hak (2003) and other conversation analysts’ concern 

over the ways interviewers too often influence participants’ responses by framing the issue of 

discussion.  For example, Koole (2003) points out the way interviewers can co-construct or 

confirm a response.  A key difference between this study and others (e.g., Bonilla-Silva 2003) is 

that the instrument for the interviews is that I try to avoid framing the problems for the 

interviewees and instead leave the various topics as open as possible.  Despite this attempt to 

avoid framing the problems for respondents, they often would have a difficult time talking about 

the issue at hand (e.g., racial privilege), so it was imperative that I probed respondents in a 

particular way to get them started while continuing to let them take the stories in a direction that 

they wished to go.  There were some sections of the interview that were framed by the 

interviewer (such as the statement that respondents recall a time when s/he was “embarrassed to 

be a white person”), but most of the statements were designed to generate frames fully produced 

and presented by the respondents.  I certainly do not wish to put words in the respondents' 

mouths during the interviews; participants will contextualize their stories so that their accounts 

cannot be misinterpreted. 
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Another potential limitation is the issue of respondents speaking “truthfully” when during 

these interviews.  While conducting the interviews, I found that there were instances of 

“slippage” (Houts, 2004), or variability of discourse within this frontstage setting.  I conducted 

most interviews in my office, which is shared with multiple graduate students.  Respondents on a 

couple of occasions lowered their tone of voice when someone entered the room, perhaps due to 

the race of the individual.  Thus, rather than seeing the stage as either front or backstage, there 

are degrees of comfort within both stages, including the race of people involved.   

The fourth limitation of this method is the liability of study participants’ lack of response.  

When discussing “controversial” subject matters, respondents might restrain themselves in a way 

that limits the quantity and quality of their utterances. 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I provided a rationale for taking a closer look at the contradictions in 

whites’ race discourse, and for interviewing white college students.  I described my research 

design for the study, including the recruitment strategy and the design of the study instrument.  I 

then presented my analytic approach to the data, including a call for “praxis” in these studies and 

the coding strategy influenced by conversation analysts.  Next, I discussed in more detail the 

interviewing process, including debates regarding (1) the role of the interviewer in the 

production of discourse, and (2) the formation of context during interviews by the researcher.  I 

presented three benefits of this method, including (1) convenience, (2) shifting or changing gears 

during the data collection process, and (3) the ability to ask follow-up questions for further 

clarification.  Limitations include (1) the lack of generalizability associated with purposive 

sampling, (2) framing an issue during the interview for a respondent, (3) the “truthfulness” of 

respondents’ accounts, and (4) the danger of participants’ lack of responses. 
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CHAPTER 3 
BUREAUCRATS OF WHITENESS 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the contradictions within respondents’ race discourse specifically 

as to how they discuss their social identity and social position as white Americans.  I present in 

more detail the bureaucratization of WRD, and apply Ritzer’s (1993) theory of McDonaldization 

to the racetalk of the sample.  Respondents express much ambivalence initially during the 

interview, which leads them to speak of themselves and racial “others” in ways that are 

contradictory.  This method is divided into two primary camps: first, the (at least initial) outright 

avoidance or ambivalence towards the conception of whiteness; and second, five common 

themes when defining whiteness, including (1) whiteness is natural, (2) whiteness is under 

attack, (3) whiteness is defined for what it is not (i.e. through the racial “other”), (4) whiteness is 

ethnically, culturally and nationally European, especially Anglo-Saxon, and (6) whiteness means 

privilege (i.e. more resources).  First, I begin with a closer examination of the form of discourse 

these young whites use during their conversations about race.  

Bureaucratization of Whiteness 

When first starting out on this study, I was drawn to C. Wright Mills’ (1967) concept of the 

Cheerful Robot (CR) as a way to describe young white Americans today:  that is, young people 

through social action (such as discourse) rationalize systemic racism without reason (e.g., 

expressing disapproval of interracial families because of alleged “problems” biracial children 

have, though they cannot substantiate those claims with any evidence).  I soon learned that to 

understand Mills and his concept of CR one must understand the influence from Weber’s 

concepts of rationality and rationalization, leading us inevitably to the role of bureaucratic 

organization.  The discursive actions of white Americans, I stipulate, resembles that of 
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bureaucratic action in that the rules of the organization become so ingrained that whites act 

uniformly and in a way similar to that of robots or laborers on an assembly line, (re)producing 

statements that protect white supremacy. 

The bureaucratic organization that whites defend is the house of whiteness.  Like any 

bureaucrat, the bureaucrat of whiteness performs specific, rigid tasks or duties for the 

organization (white-dominated republican society).  This organization, in turn for its 

legitimation, produces certain privileges for the loyal bureaucrat.  Hence, an exchange takes 

place between individual whites and the white supremacist society they support. However, are 

whites indeed aware of these privileges? Then again, do they even need to be?  Either way, this 

ignorance creates the iron cage young whites reside in today, and the ambivalence they project 

within their discourse.  Meanwhile, this is how hegemonic power is produced. 

McDonaldization of Race Discourse 

Similar to Ritzer’s (1993) analysis of McDonaldization, WRD resembles that of purposive 

rational action common to bureaucratic organizations.  First, WRD is efficient in that whites, 

when discussing race, employ learned phrases that are contextualization cues of the frames 

Bonilla-Silva (2003) outlined, such as the naturalization of racial segregation (e.g., “People tend 

to stick with their own”) and minimization of the effects of racial discrimination to register 

opposition to affirmative action (e.g., “The past is the past”).  For example, when discussing the 

issue of addressing the losses of certain racial groups who have been discriminated against, Jane 

had this to say: 

I think the government should address the losses of certain racial groups (.) who have 
struggled from discrimination but (.) sometimes I think that like um (.) races that suffer 
from racial discrimination (.) use that like (.) even when they’re not, you know, they like in  
the past, you know, in history we’ve been discriminated against so that that makes, you  
know 
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She first utilized a disclaimer when she first acknowledged the occurrence of racial 

discrimination, but then presume people abuse the system for unfair advantages.  Apparently she 

thinks that (1) racism existed only in the past, and (2) that racism in the past does not matter.  

Also note how she appealed to the interviewer for recognition, for legitimation of her claim, and 

I instantaneously gave it to her. Whites interacting together (e.g., through interview discourse) 

co-construct images of the social world(s) they live in and those who live in it.  Beliefs of 

attitudes only matter so much; the fact is that the respondent made a claim that went 

unchallenged by the interviewer.  Thus, the participant was able to make a potentially “racist” 

claim due to its efficiency in delivery. 

Second, WRD has calculability in that whites quantify in particular ways that favor whites 

over blacks and other people of color; this cuts both ways, depending on the function the 

calculation seeks to achieve (a fundamental contradiction in WRD).  When discussing white 

racism, for instance, whites claim that there are “a few bad apples,” but overall it would be 

preposterous to assert that all whites engage in practices that justify and maintain the racist status 

quo (i.e. there is a systemic nature to racism).  Meanwhile, when discussing issues involving 

blacks, whites seldom hesitate to invoke anecdotal evidence of laziness, carelessness, violence, 

or hypersensitivity that they use to characterize all blacks.  A great example from my interviews 

was Kaitlin, who said that whites living in a retirement home she worked at “are really nice but 

(.) they’re racist.”  This statement shows her lack of reflection; would have her nonwhite co-

workers seen “racist” whites as “really nice?”  Then when discussing her life in the dormitory, 

she responds this way: 

R:   Um, actually one of my roommates is black, and one of them is Spanish, and then  
my actual roommate because I live in [name of dorm] is um, is white, she’s the  
one who actually lives in my room. 

I:   Mhm. 
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R:   Yeah, I get kind of angry and I don’t blame it on the fact that (.) she’s black but  
she like always has all of her friends over and they’re really loud 

I:   Mhm 
R:   And sometimes I want to say that ‘black people are really loud’ like but I know  

that’s not it 
I:   Mhm↓ 
R:   But I just like (.) sometimes I want to blame it on that. but 
I:   Like what kinds of things do they like to do like this is on the weekends? 
R:   No, like all the time (laughs) they’re over there like all the time, and they just do  

stuff that (.) I don’t do, like they move the table and like da:nce in the middle of  
our room 

I:   Right. 
R:  Which I would never do with my frie(h)nds 
I:  Like listen to music? 
R:  Yeah, like rap which doesn’t bother me like listening to rap music but I just find it  

kind of weird ‘cause I wouldn’t have my friends over and like breakdance all over  
my living room like they do (laughs) 

 
Thus, whites can be overtly racist and still be viewed as “really nice,” while one 

experience with a black roommate causes Kaitlin to typify all blacks as “loud” and “weird.” Note 

her usage of reported speech to distance herself from a potentially face-threatening statement 

(“And sometimes I want to say that ‘black people are really loud’ like but I know that’s not it”) 

and absurdity (“they’re over there like all the time”) to strengthen her argument (Antaki, 2003).  

Also note how she differentiates herself from the activity of her roommate (“which I would 

never do with my frie(h)nds”). 

Third, WRD is certainly predictable in that whites, despite their various social 

backgrounds and experiences, utilize much of the same linguistic style and form that, whether 

intended or not, fails to challenge the white racist structure via verbal communication.  Previous 

studies (however implicitly) have shown the patterns common to WRD, as does this study.  For 

instance, Van Dijk (1992) and Bonilla-Silva and Forman (2000) have documented the usage of 

semantic moves or disclaimers by whites in order to present oneself as unprejudiced while 

making an antiblack or anti-Other claim, such as “I’m not a racist, but black people are 
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dangerous.”  WRD comes to resemble the predictability of credit cards in that, once familiar with 

its method, it is easily recognizable. 

Fourth, preserving systemic racism in U.S. society required overt purposive action from 

whites; now, this oppressive system is maintained through nonhuman technology, or at least that 

which resembles something as nonhuman.  WRD resembles something of a machine that churns 

out the garb needed to preserve the “organization” that is the racist status quo.  In addition, now 

whites need only to rely on the normative structure in order to preserve the superiority of 

whiteness. Similar to Weber’s (1996) famous statement of the Puritan’s calling to work, the 

white supremacist of previous generations had the overt values to defend in everyday 

interactions, whereas today most purposive, rational, white supremacist action is carried out by 

an increasingly centralized normative structure, with faceless bureaucrats pulling the levers.  

Most whites would (at least publicly) be horrified to find that their actions (or lack thereof) 

perpetuate white supremacy and racism in U.S. society and across the globe, yet this indeed is 

the case. 

White Ambivalence 

Of course, white Americans are human beings, not robots, even if their discourse has been 

mechanized.  However, this mechanization process is not completely out of whites’ hands; 

indeed, whites can (and as this study shows, occasionally) challenge their own discourse and 

modify it.  Unfortunately, too many white Americans are either unable or unwilling to throw 

away the “cloak” of whiteness and the vehicles it wields for survival and prominence.  But 

despite the power of whiteness, it would be foolish to claim that white Americans today occupy 

an “iron cage of whiteness.”  The reality is that whites benefit from whiteness, and these 

privileges continue to create different social conditions for members of the various races in 

contemporary U.S. society. 
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Through WRD, white Americans defend whiteness and its privileges by claiming 

ambivalence to and distance from racial injustices (Frankenberg, 1993).  After claiming 

ignorance of such injustices—both past and present—whites often oppose and resent black 

Americans and others who address the continued significance of racism in U.S. society.  For 

example, if whites refuse to see whiteness and the benefits gained by those who possess it, why 

bother to policies or laws designed to aggressively thwart white supremacy, such as race-

sensitive admissions policies for colleges and universities or hate crime legislation?  Despite 

claims of being nonracist, white Americans oppose rigorous efforts to curb white-on-black 

discrimination and violence.  In other words, despite the fact that whites claim to support 

democratic principles such as equality and freedom for all, they wish to do so only as long as the 

House of Whiteness remains intact. 

Split Personalities 

Among all other racial groups in America, only whites assume to be devoid of race, or to 

be “postcultural” (Perry, 2001).  Whites think that race is something other people have, while 

failing to acknowledge their own.  Race is also a feature that marks a group in inverse proportion 

with power, so that the less power a group has—whether political, economic, or social—the 

more race one is likely to possess (Mahoney, 1995).  Thus, whiteness is invisible to whites 

because it does not appear to whites as “race” but the definition of what is the norm.  Race, then, 

is something whites notice only in relation to what others possess. 

Paradoxically, the continuing existence of white privilege relies on not seeing the social 

mechanisms that maintain it.  Peggy McIntosh (2003) conceptualizes white privilege as “an 

invisible weightless knapsack” of tools that helps them navigate through society in the pursuit of 

educational opportunities, jobs, and the like.  The very privileges that facilitate the ease with 

which whites are able to negotiate everyday life make it difficult for whites to acknowledge their 
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existence.  White privilege, therefore, includes the ability to not see whiteness and its privileges.  

Although race is not truly “real” in a biological or ontological sense, it creates very real social 

consequences (Thomas, 1966). 

In addition, because whites have an insider’s status, they have “few incentives to cultivate 

a ‘double consciousness’” (Bailey 1998:28).  That is, they neither see themselves clearly nor the 

way white privilege appears to those they categorize as “other,” whereas people of color have an 

outsider’s status and a clear view of whiteness and white privilege.  Thus, most discursive 

repertoires of whites regarding whiteness and white privilege are, ultimately, more likely to be 

“privilege-evasive,” while the discursive repertoires of people of color are more likely to be 

“privilege-cognizant.”  Color-blindness, or the color- and power-evasive discourse, is what 

Frankenberg (1993) considers the dominant discourse of whites in contemporary U.S. society.  

Those who comply with this discursive repertoire refuse to acknowledge racial differences.  

Analyzing this repertoire is crucial, according to Frankenberg (1993:145), because this discourse 

ultimately leads whites “back into complicity with structural and institutional dimensions of 

inequality.”  Hence, racial hierarchies remain unchallenged while even reinforcing what color-

blindness had presumably set out to destroy: essentialist racism, or the belief in inherent natural 

(biological) differences between the various races. 

Innocence and (Declared) Ignorance 

The key to understanding this type of race discourse is to first pinpoint its essential trait: 

that noticing one’s race is wrong, or a sign of prejudice.  The problem with this is that whiteness 

is generally defined as normative (McKinney, 2005). Since the Other continues to be viewed as a 

deviation to the norm (white), the inferiority of the Other is automatically assumed.  This 

inferiorizing of the Other then continues to influence white beliefs and attitudes towards people 

of color, and expressed through discourse. 
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Selective consciousness of whiteness 

 Although many whites will claim color-blindness when addressing racial matters, in 

reality they will selectively acknowledge racial differences, particularly when the matter at hand 

involves the defense of white privilege (Lewis, 2003). Many respondents were ambivalent when 

addressing the statement “I can recall a situation or interaction that later made me think about my 

whiteness.”  For example, Casey began his interview this way: 

R:   I gotta think about it for a second. 
I:   Okay↑ (2.0) Which one are you thinkin’ about? 
R:   The first one. ((“Some people have certain advantages, based on their racial  

identity, that others don't have in this society.”)) 
I:   Okay. 
R:   (4.0) I do, I think some people have a certain edge in education of racial identity,  

that others don’t have. 
I:   How so? 
R:   I think, like, people look at you differently when you’re white, like, if you go for a  

jo- like as sad as it sounds, like, I know from like, like experience, like I think if  
you’re white it helps, like ‘cause I know some people are still like, have a lot of  
stereotypes that are still ingrained in their mind and they can’t get rid of it, ‘cause  
it’s been passed down from generation and generation but like, I don’t think that’s  
fair, ‘cause like, I can see past all that, so I mean (1.0) just like Huck Finn, for  
example, it’s so ingrained in his mind he can’t see past it. 
 

After this first exchange, Casey appears to (1) recognize a concrete instance of the way blacks 

are at a disadvantage in the workforce due to lingering antiblack stereotypes, and (2) distance 

himself from those stereotypes.  However, immediately following this exchange, I ask him about 

whiteness in his life: 

I:   Yeah. (3.0) How about the second one ((“I can recall a situation or interaction that  
later made me think about my whiteness.”)), like um, what would whiteness like,  
in your life personally, how has whiteness affected your life? 

R:   Umm, I don’t really think about it to tell you the truth. I don’t think it really  
matters. It’s only [what] a person says who they are. I don’t think, I don’t really 

 think about my color. (1.0) if that makes sense, I don’t know.  
I:   Like how would you define whiteness? 
R:   Just the color of your ski(h)n. 
I:   The color of skin? 
R:   Yeah. That’s all I see it as. 
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Casey contradicted his previous statement by asserting that whiteness is nothing more than skin 

color, and does not matter in life (or at least his own).  How can someone shift from race-

conscious statements to classic color-blind statements?  Almost like a machine, Casey utters 

these statements, and then appears dissatisfied with their legitimacy. This excerpt resembles 

efficiency, with a color-blind statement (“It’s only [what] a person says who they are”) followed 

by an ignorance claim (“If that makes sense, I don’t know”).  Excepts like these provide 

evidence that the house of whiteness is built upon a weak foundation, as he questions the 

reasoning behind the sequence of utterances he delivers. 

In Casey’s statements, he stated that whiteness was not an issue, despite noticing a 

particular instance in how people of color are detrimentally affected by antiblack prejudice 

(which is perpetuated by superior notions of whiteness).  In George’s response, he not only cites 

an example of the way people of color suffer from white racism but also provides an example of 

whiteness having an impact on his life experiences, yet still expresses ambivalence towards the 

concept.  He first responds to “Some people have certain advantages, based on their racial 

identity, that others don't have in this society” this way: 

R:   Um, I think that’s (.) probably true uh because I’ve had uh a couple of friends uh  
(.) one uh in middle school, I had a uh, a friend that was from uh (.) Panama 

I:   Mm 
R:   And they, they were actually twins and uh, they were mainly black and so uh I 

noticed that uh like just one of my teachers didn’t like them and I thought it was  
mainly because of their race um and so I don’t know, because they were really  
bright kids and so that’s just one instance where I’ve seen that from an early age,  
that was in middle school I believe, and  

I:  Like can you recall maybe any specific things that went on with the teacher? 
R:  Well, it was anywhere from reactions on papers, like writing papers, to little  

comments in class. Like uh (.) I felt like it was really unnecessary so it was 
I:  Like what kinds of comments I mean, you guys had class discussions? 
R:  Yeah, exactly. And um what made it stick out was that they were the only two  

black kids in the class and so (.) anything that they would say she would kind of  
undermine it. So, I don’t know, I can’t think of any specific examples. 
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Despite his professed inability to recall specific instances, he recalled his experience in middle 

school with clarity, in which two classmates received differential treatment by their teacher 

because “they were mainly black.”  He then completes this exchange with an ignorance 

statement, despite just mentioning such an example.  Also note his use of the diminutive “just” to 

limit the charge of racism to one of their teachers.  But then he addresses the statement on 

whiteness in this manner: 

I:  What role, you know, if any has whiteness played in your life? 
R:  Um the only situation I can think is uh probably participating in events such as  

like when I was younger I participated in little things such as golf, little golf  
things where uh everybody would get together and teach you how to golf and just  
let you like into that (.) like good ole boy club, so to speak so, I don’t know. 

I:  Yeah. 
R:  Other than that, that’s about as much experience as I’ve had with that uh I  

can’t really recall anything that’s made me feel white. 
 

In this exchange he recognized that playing golf is—and largely remains—a recreational activity 

for affluent white males, and also how such recreational activities help their participants establish 

social networks.  However, he then delivers an ambivalent statement that rivals that of Casey’s.  

This example appears as if he backed off, having given too much acknowledgement to the reality 

of whiteness as a social force. 

Majority/minority games 

 A few respondents mentioned their status as a minority, perhaps as a way to downplay 

their membership of the dominant racial group.  Linda, for example, mentions her status as a 

woman in the following except: 

I:  Right. How about the second one like what role if any has whiteness played in  
your life? 

R:  Umm↑ (2.0) I can’t really think of any that made me think about my whiteness  
but (.) I think I’m still like kind of a (.) I know this is about race, but like I’m still  
kind of a minority because I’m a girl but like 

I:  Mhm 
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R:  I don’t know, I can’t really think of anything that’s made me think about the  

fact that I’m white (1.0) so 
I:  Right. (1.0) Okay.  
 

Here, Linda avoids self-reflection as a white member of U.S. society.  Apparently whiteness only 

affects those who do not possess it.  Meanwhile, Mandy cites her minority status as a Jewish 

American: 

I:  What role if any has whiteness played in your life? 
R:  Umm (2.0) I don’t think it played that big of a role. I guess it has (1.0) um but I  

come from a town that’s mixed, I mean we have Latinos and all sorts of Spanish  
background, African American um (.) I was- from where I’m from I’m the only  
Jewish girl so everyone’s like ‘oh, I know one other Jewish person,’ like I was  
like the token Jew I guess so (.) being white I’ve actually felt like a minority in  
some cases? Because of my religion but (.) otherwise I guess I’m from an  
accepting area where everyone works hard to get where they are. 
 

Despite their ability to speak of their status as members of social minorities, why would they 

struggle to speak of their status as white Americans? 

 This brings us to the color-blind contradiction: since “seeing” race is bad, we shouldn’t 

talk about it.  The best example of this was Irene, who first came for the interview saying that 

she could not stay for more then one-half hour, but then following the short questionnaire said 

she only had twenty minutes (though filling out the survey took about three or four minutes).  

Through most of her interview, she refused to go into any depth on the various statements, which 

caused me to get rather perturbed with her lack of response.  This culminated with the following 

exchange: 

R:   ((Reads “I recently watched a movie that made me think long and hard about  
  race in America.)) No. I remember when I felt embarrassed—n:↑o  ((Reads  
  “There was an event that took place where I work(ed) that made me think about  
  race.”)) No. ((Reads “I remember one instance in which I felt angry about race in  
  America.”)) No. ((Hands slip back)) 
I:   ((Getting rather annoyed at this point, I must confess)) You’ve ne—you’ve  
  never been angry about race, like, in America, like, something happened (1.0)  
   



 

60 

maybe you saw it on t.v. or maybe you (1.0) saw someone do something or 
whatever, like and you felt angry about it. (3.0) 

R:   According to race? No. 
 

Her response to the statement regarding embarrassment was most intriguing, with the rising 

intonation while saying no, suggesting disapproval with such a possibility.  Meanwhile, some 

respondents expressed anger towards discussing race at all.  Elizabeth, for instance, appeared to 

be directing the disapproval towards me during the following comments: 

Um, I get angry when I think about like (.) like just the ways in which people continue to 
like bring it up and say that it’s like, um (1.0) like, the way that- if you don’t want race to  
be an issue, why do you continue to like bring it up? I don’t know, that’s what I think, but  
(.) I don’t know ((trails off)) 
 
Responses like those from Irene and Elizabeth aid them in their defense of color-blind 

ideology and its discursive vehicle.  According to this ideology, if one does not talk about race, 

then it does not exist. 

Constructivism as a mechanism of preserving whiteness 

 In addition to outright hostility in discussing race, respondents also presented another 

contradiction: they could either reify racial categories as natural differences, or discount race as a 

factor in determining life chances through extreme social constructionism (if race is a social 

construct, then it does not matter).  This discursive style is most disturbing, since it brings those 

respondents probably most progressive into a state of complacency regarding racism and white 

supremacy.  Yannie, for example, recalled his experience when enrolled in his introductory 

sociology class: 

In intro, we read little inserts: Hispanics, African American, Asian American, Native 
American, and I’m like it’s unfair to try and label individuals in such broad terms? 
Hispanic culture differs based on the nation you’re from, um Asian Americans (.) Asia 
America typically could actually be applied to a Russian who moved to America, but no 
one ever thinks of that, so I remember getting angry about the way we label races in 
America, and that was a big deal for me, uh I don’t know (.) I started reading in this thing 
about queer theory and how (.) gender and sexuality is socially produced? Or at least 
partially if not wholly? And it’s the same with race, like we may different colored skin, but 
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when you think of an Asian American, you don’t think of a Russian or a Hindu, for the 
most part, um and then African American, um I have friends from Jamaica and they hate 
that te(h)rm, so I think like for the most part, the labels are a big deal, um when just 
dealing with race in general 
 

Yannie points out that myriad differences exist within the various racial categories, and how race 

is indeed a social construction.  However, this perspective “prevents sophisticated analysis of 

how different axes of power and subordination function and how race structured into the fabric 

of society” (Bush 2004: 230-31). Yannie and other white Americans need to understand the need 

to study these categories, and how they impact our everyday lives, such as the tendency to create 

social groups and affect our access to social networks and cultural capital. 

Now You See (and Defend) It 

 One of the greatest strengths of this study’s method is the ability to get a more accurate 

perception of where whites stand in terms of what they say, and perhaps of the attitudes behind 

them.  Since the classic color-blind one-liners are so one-dimensional and ineffectual, most of 

the ambivalence and ignorance claims were initially made during the interaction, and were 

quickly discarded for other claims.  However, as Casey’s comments in the previous section 

shows, respondents often attach such color-blind (ignorance) claims to race-conscious claims.  

When making color-conscious claims, in what ways do these white college students perceive 

whiteness and their identities as white Americans?  In this section, I present six of the most 

common themes respondents used when defining whiteness: the first five claims generally 

portrayed positive self-presentation (often through negative Other presentation), and the last 

claim affiliated whiteness with privilege (that is, access to more resources). 

Whiteness is natural 

 When respondents did define whiteness, they did it in a number of peculiar ways.  The 

first example were those who defined whiteness as simply “the way it is,” thus naturalizing the 
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social construction.  Reification of racial categories disarms potential progressives from 

protesting the racist status quo.  Some respondents, who had difficulty pinpointing whiteness, 

naturalized the concept by just saying “it’s what I am” without further clarification.  For 

example, Elizabeth had this to say about the role of whiteness in her life: 

Um, I don’t really think about it that much but I guess it’s just kind of (1.0) [set me up] for  
like where I am like I guess ‘cause it’s part of my background, like that’s just part of who I  
am I guess. 
 

Here I assume that she considers “background” to be synonymous with “ancestry.”  Kaitlin also 

commented on this issue in a similar fashion: 

 I don’t think it’s done anything for me, I mean a lot of my friends are white but I just  
think that’s ‘cause (.) I don’t know, ‘cause I think people kind of (.) go with  people [of]  
their own race, it’s just kind of like habit.   
 

Here, she rationalizes segregated social networks as a “natural” occurrence.  When discussing 

embarrassment to be white, Harriet said “I mean, I’m not embarrassed because I mean I am what 

I am, I can’t change that.” 

Whiteness is under attack 

 Many respondents defined whiteness as under attack.  They did this in various ways:  for 

example, Angie and I had this exchange during her interview: 

I:  How about the second one, like the role of whiteness in your life? 
R:  Uh (3.0) let me think about it ((laughs)) 
I:  Do you think that uh (.) whiteness has um as far as played a role that it’s um,  

what’s the word I’m looking for? Um, like do you think it’s been something  
crucial like, is it something important like in society as far as (.) um, like  
whiteness in society as far as affecting opportunities or those kinds of things? 

R:  Um, like where I grew up and stuff like my high school was half like black and  
Hispanic and I’d be in the minority sometimes ((laughs)) 

I:   Sure. 
R:  But um, I guess it does seem like (.) better jobs for like white people. 
 

After having initial difficulty responding to the question, she appears to associate “majority” 

with “dominant” group.  Angie focused on the locality of race and failed to see the effects of race 
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throughout the social system.  She also uses the apparent agreement method (“it does seem 

like…”) as a technique to appear nonracist, which really is in itself a semantic move (Van Dijk, 

1987).  Still, she appears unconvinced that whites get better jobs because of their possession of 

whiteness.  After failing to respond to my question about the impact of whiteness on her life, 

Odella associates whiteness with social stigma: 

R:  (6.0) I think there’s a certain stigma, like (1.0) esp. if you do (.) if there’s like a  
lower- class (.) black area than if you are white, they kind of look at you like ‘oh,  
the man, the bad person’ (.)  

I:  Has whiteness played much of a role in your life as far as in your life in various  
ways? 

R:  I grew up in a white town, so (laughs) so I’m sure I have advantages that  
maybe people don’t 
 

Here she also appears to associate majority with dominance.  This demonstrates how 

whites become ambivalent towards aggressive actions for racial integration, since problems do 

not seem to occur unless in the presence of black Americans or other Americans of color.  Thus, 

some respondents implicitly assert that whiteness is under attack by their perceptions of 

nonwhites as threatening. 

 Despite respondents who thought whiteness (and those who possess it) is under attack 

when in the minority (a rare situation in social interaction), others turned the argument the other 

way around, suggesting that whiteness is under attack due to whites’ status as the majority.  For 

instance, Dina had this to say: 

R:  I think there (.) since, it’s just like where we live there’s so many Caucasians  
(.) that it’s like, more desirable to have more direct- diverse, so like other people  
that aren’t Caucasians sometimes have preferential treatment? 

I:  Okay. 
 
Note here her rising intonation at the end of her utterance, often used as an appeal to the recipient 

for approval (which I gave her).  The best example of this contradiction (in that depending on the 

situation at hand, whites are disadvantaged for being the minority or the majority) was Irene, 
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who first downplays the impact of whiteness in her life (due to diversity in her locality growing 

up) and then adds that whites are at a disadvantage due to their majority status: 

I:   Okay. (2.0) Okay, and how about whiteness, like, what (.) role, if any, has  
whiteness played in your life? 

R:   I mean, seriously, I come from such a place that’s so culturally diverse that, if,  
I—I’m the minority, [so 

I:                                          [mhm 
R:                                                        It’s not really, I mean, I am considered a minority  

from where I live so it’s, I mean if anything it’s kind of a disadvantage (1.0)  
because like, colleges, people, a lot of [my] friends are all Hispanic and they got  
into college because they needed (2.0) minorities, so… 

I:  Okay. I mean, would you say—I mean, outside of like, where you’re from, like,  
nationally would you say that people benefit from racial privilege?  

R:   Certain things. Politics, [yes. 
I:                                                   [Politics (2.0) okay (1.0) 
R:                                                                                          Oh um (.) I wouldn’t say in  

jobs or education (4.0) I don’t know. 
 

After pressing her to address national disparities based on race, she completes her exchange with 

“I don’t know,” which leaves the door open to go either way in future interactions—including 

during the interview—in order for her to avoid shameface if I challenge anything she had said.   

 To close this section, there were those male respondents who thought that the white man 

in particular is the only group not to jump on the proverbial victim bandwagon (Feagin 2006; 

Feagin and Vera, 1995), and today feel like they are the true victims.  In his response to the anger 

statement, Vincent said: 

Um (2.0) like on MSNBC and CNBC (.) I watch those a lot, I guess when they keep um, I 
don’t wanna say low-balling but they keep firing at corporate America, it’s always the  
corporate white person that is you know always (.) enslaving their companies or taking  
away the pensions, and it’s like ‘ugh,’ you know=I mean this could be any person, just  
‘cause he happens to be white, you can’t really put it on them for that, that’s probably what  
I felt angry about.  
 

Vincent feels like the media unfairly criticizes white men, insisting that the corporate 

wrongdoers “could be any person.”  Unfortunately, it is highly unlikely that the wrongdoers 

could be “any person,” since few corporate leaders are nonwhite or female.  Besides, after 
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watching extensive cable news coverage of various corporate shenanigans, I never recall 

criticism directed towards the whiteness of a corporate crook.  Troy continued this train of 

thought in his response: 

Whenever I hear someone always pushing in, saying ‘oh, it’s the white man’s fault, white 
man’s fault,’ like I don’t know, that really gets annoying after a while ‘cause (.) you know,  
I never really did anything, like I said my family never owned slaves or anything, you  
know I was never really (.) racial tension or anything (.) you know, goin’ crazy (.) runnin’  
around black neighborhoods, settin’ stuff on fire (.) but, you know, I always hear about  
how me as a white person, I’m keeping black America down, but (.) you know, I almost  
think they’re doin’ it to themselves 
 

As we will explore in more depth later, Troy utilized reported speech both as a way to strengthen 

one’s argument (by looking “factual”) and a method to denounce the “other” (Buttny, 2003).  In 

this excerpt, Troy used the common color-blind response “my family never owned slaves” to 

dismiss charges of racism, while presenting an image of black Americans as savage or 

uncivilized to explain racial inequality.  Also note his usage of the first person (“…about how me 

as a white person, I’m keeping black America down…”), suggesting that he takes the criticism 

personally and fails to recognize his membership in a racial group that remains dominant and 

perpetuates the value of whiteness. 

Whiteness defined through the Other 

Some respondents defined, if implicitly, white as normal.  They often did this by defining 

black or “Other” as abnormal or deviant.  For instance, Dina recalled her experiences as a 

volunteer this way: 

R:  I never had a job in high school, the closest thing I had to a job was volunteering? 
I:  Mm. 
R:  And um (1.0) but when I volunteered it seemed like most of people that were  

there were Caucasian so (.) they’re all the same race as me and I didn’t really 
have an issue at all. 
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Note her shift in number of “Caucasians” from “most” to “all” in this excerpt; this could be a 

strategy to bolster the evidence for strengthening her argument.  She also sounds as if the racial 

homogeneity of the people around her kept problems from occurring, as if had persons of color 

been present, problems would have occurred.  Shortly thereafter this framing of nonwhites as 

problematic surfaces again when she describes one of the high schools she attended: 

 But then the high school I went to for the last two years there’s a lot of like (.) um (.)  
diversity I guess, but um it never really seemed to be like a problem at all, I was never 
put in a situation at all. 
 

 Sometimes respondents recalled authority figures instructing them to fear blacks in their 

workplace.  George, for instance, recalled an interaction with his boss at a tennis club: 

R:  Yeah, I had a job at a tennis club and uh (.) this is in [large city in Florida] it’s in a  
section that’s mainly a black neighborhood, and so, I guess a lot of people are 
considered kind of like more (.) uh, uh, not as nice neighborhood but I remember 
my boss telling me to make sure that I locked up and stuff ‘cause he had, he 
thought that the, the, he had problems with like the black kids in the neighborhood 
stealing stuff in the shop and uh (.) I never saw any problem with it but 

I:  Mm 
R:  I guess he could have had a specific problem but I think it was kind of a 

stereotype= 
I:  =Oh 
R:  thing, but 
 

George tries to rationalize his boss’ comments, serving an example of the impression 

management of fellow whites.  After initially concluding the comments were based on 

stereotypical antiblack images of the criminal young black man, he adds an additional “but” to 

leave open the possibility of “common sense” that backs up the original comments. 

Respondents often defined racial Others to be strange or inherently different from the norm 

(lily white).  Quilla discussed the role of whiteness in her life this way: 

I:  How about the role of whiteness in your life? Like uhm has it played a role if 
any? 

R:  Uhm I think I didn’t really notice it until I left my um house in [city in state] 
because our neighborhood uhm it’s predominantly white and Spanish, but I never 
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noticed that until we had a black family move in and then everyone like (.) 
[unintellible] not that it was weird, it’s just like I realized that (.) we hadn’t had 
that before, it was just (.) 

I:  Right. 
R:  I realized like how like (.) white I guess our area was, it was weird↑ 
I:  Sure. 
 

Unfortunately, I would have liked to get a probe of what she meant by “weird↑” but nonetheless 

she reminisced how odd it was to have a black family move in nearby.  This shows the luxury 

whites have in how little they think about race in U.S. society.   

 Meanwhile, Vincent had this to say about whiteness as a factor in his life: 

R:  (1.0) Mhm (2.0) u:h (4.0) I don’t think about that that often.(2.0) What do you 
mean about my whiteness, like just ‘cause (.)  

I:  Well, I mean, as far as (.) like your white identity, like you’re identity as a white 
person (.) I mean I guess more generally like your race, like what has like your 
racial identity played in your life, like what kind of role, u:m (.)  

R:  Mhm. (1.0) U::h (.)  
I:  As far as, you know, any kind of impact, has it had any kind of impact on (.) you  

know, your life in any way, shape, or form, or something like that? like (.) 
everything from friends you’ve had, to (.) um you know schools you’ve attended 
or neighborhoods you’re lived in or whatever. 

R:  I guess, I mean the neighborhood I lived in was (.) I only had one (.) there’s one 
black family living down the street from me and that’s the only one I can think of  
in my neighborhood, because (.) in my town, it’s really small, but there’s one little  
part that’s about a four-block you know radius, and it’s literally called 
“Blacksville,” that is the name on the address= 

I:  Oh, wow. 
R:  Yeah. It’s really called that. 
I:  (laughs) wow 
 
Note the role of interviewer in the creation of discourse.  After an initial ambivalence 

statement about whiteness, I provide assistance in thinking about the impact of whiteness in his 

life, even providing a particular context (schools and neighborhoods).  He then remarks how 

incredibly segregated his little town is, with the black part of town literally called “Blacksville.”  

Like other respondents, Vincent defined whiteness through blackness. 
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 Not only did respondents view persons of color as strange, but as racialized beings, while 

apparently seeing themselves as not racial.  George was one participant who defined “race” as 

nonwhite: 

I:  Okay. And how about you know did you ever feel angry about race in America  
before? 

R:   Um (.) occasionally people bring up that ‘oh, whites are becoming a minority 
now’ and that race is growing, I don’t think I really feel angry about (.) that the 
race, the racial mixture in America? I don’t think I really think I feel angry in that  
sense but uh (1.0) nah, I don’t think I’ve felt angry about (.) race in particular. 

I:  Mm, okay.  
 
Here it sounds as if George sees whites as raceless beings, untainted from racial markers.  

Some respondents, when addressing the statement on anger about race, associated “race” with a 

particular racial group (and apparently nonwhite racial groups at that).  Kaitlin responded in the 

following manner: 

I:  Well what about the last one like was there a time when you felt a:ngry um um  
about race like something you saw (.) on TV or you saw somebody do something  
or you know or umm 

R:  Like angry at another race?  
I:  N:o just like I mean maybe but I mean just about race I mean something that 

made you upset 
R:  Umm it makes me- this isn’t really about like the other races=it’s kind of about  

our race but 
 

The white college students of this study defined race in the form of binary oppositions, 

such as normal/strange or clean/dirty, suggesting not only an inherent difference between the 

two, but also deference (in that one is superior to the other; Derrida 1976, 1978).  One example is 

Mandy, who recalled an experience with a black roommate: 

R:  One summer I had a black roommate  
I:  Mhm. 
R:  Um (1.0) I mean our problems weren’t over race our problems were more like  

little stuff like she turned the air-conditioning off. 
I:  Oh 
R:  (laughs) and um she didn’t do, she did weave in the room too, so I guess that’s a  
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cultural thing but (.) she was a little more messy so there were clumps of hai↑r 
that I found there and (outbreath laugh) grease on the doors so you can’t ope(h)n 
the doorknob? But I mean (.) it was nothing like (.) hatred you know  

 
After mentioning an initial “problem” with her roommate deciding on the temperature of 

their room, she proceeded into a negative evaluation of her roommate’s “cultural thing” as 

something “a little messy.”  Here a depiction of white culture as “clean” is made through her 

depiction of black culture as “messy.”  Her semantic move following this evaluation is especially 

intriguing: would there be a reason to feel “hatred” in this situation?  

 Mandy continues immediately following this utterance with another that implicitly 

defines white over black through a negative presentation of the Other: 

I learned more about her culture and like she wanted to know (.) what Judaism was, ‘cause  
she didn’t even know (.) what it was, which surprised me that could get into (.) a university  
like such a prestigious university and not know that like Judaism is a religion, it kind of  
surprised me. Other than that (2.0) 
 

Although she claimed that the experience gave her an opportunity to learn about her roommate’s 

culture (thus suggesting she had something to learn), she does not give her roommate the same 

leeway, even criticizing the university for admitting her into school.  Again we see a kind of 

semantic shift when she first admits her own ignorance of black Americans, yet quickly moves to 

criticize blacks for lacking knowledge about whites.  Should have Mandy been denied admission 

into this “prestigious” university for her ignorance of black Americans? 

In addition, some respondents defined white identity through the depiction of blacks as 

troublemakers.  When discussing her experience as a volunteer, Dina mentioned that “it seemed 

like most of people that were there were Caucasian so (.) they’re all the same race as me and I 

didn’t really have an issue at all,” suggesting that non-Caucasian volunteers would have created 

“issues.”  She went into a more detailed portrayal of nonwhites in this way when she recalled 

classmates “of a different race” who boasted about high test scores: 
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I don’t really think that (.) I’ve ever felt angry, I mean (.) I guess the closest thing I could  
say would be like in high school where like the kids would literally, like maybe get back  
our test scores, or if you wanted to the teacher would say it out loud and like, the kids that  
were (.) a different race wou- would say ‘oh, I got a score because I’m this race,’ but I  
mean, they’re somewhat kidding but still, I mean it’s just (.) that’s obviously not true=I  
don’t know=it just seems like they place a lot of emphasis on having things happen to them  
because this is their race? and that’s why? Well, Caucasians I mean like of the experiences  
I’ve had that Caucasians don’t really do that, it just seems like their race is a- seems to be a  
much bigger deal to them than our race. 
 

According to Dina, blacks cause trouble by making race a factor whereas whites never do, at 

least based on her experiences.  Meanwhile, Harriet recalled her experience in the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program: 

I:  Like maybe you saw something in a movie or on t.v. or maybe you witnessed  
something um you know and you felt angry about it afterwards um 

R:  I guess when they start food fights where you get hit with fried chicken in the  
cafeteria o(h)r something like tha(h)t, you get angry about that. 

I:  You guys had food fights in your cafeteria? 
R:  Not really big food fights but, there’d be like (.) every now and then, like fried  

chicken would just you know fly across the cafeteria and hit you, it wouldn’t start  
anything big or like step on ketchup packets or stuff like that. Times like that 
made me angry (1.0) because a majority of the time it was the African American 
kids doing that, you know. 

I:  Right. 
R:  And sometimes they would pick on the kids in IB or wou- not pick on ‘em, but 

you know 
I:  Oh. 
R:  Stuff like that (laughs) 
I:  How so? Like, how would they 
R:  Like one of my friends is white and he’s probably like 5 feet tall, he’s really 

small, and one day this big like (.) African American guy just came and picked 
him up and started carrying him off (laughs) 

I:  Yeah (laughs) 
R:  So they do things that that (laughs) Sometimes stuff like that would happen. 
 

It is interesting how she said this experience upset her because black students were the culprits 

(would she have been less upset if the suspects had been white?).  Here statement “so they do 

things like that” is another play on pronouns: she could either have been speaking about the 

black kids from school or, especially since the verb is present tense, about all blacks in general.   
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As harmless as Dina and Harriet’s examples might seem, this typification of blacks as 

troublemakers can be extended to include criminal behavior.  As a result, whites can use the 

image of the criminal black person to rationalize differential treatment and racism, such as racial 

profiling by the police.  For example, Amy said the following during her interview: 

As far as cops pulling over a black guy and searching his car versus pulling over a white  
guy and not searching his car, (.) history just (.) if you were to search both cars, chances  
are (.) the black person just according to history the black person would have something  
and the white person wouldn’t, I mean it might not be fair but if you don’t have anything,  
don’t be so mad if they’re searching your car, and if you do, then you’re guilty anyways,  
so you can be mad about it all you want, but if you’re guilty you’re guilty. 
 

Like many other white Americans, Amy is convinced that blacks are more likely to possess 

illegal materials, whether drugs, guns, etc.  This kind of repertoire contradicts the common 

repertoire of supporting law and order.  Looking throughout U.S. history, whites have often 

chosen the former repertoire of white supremacy over law and order, such as the Omaha riot in 

1919 in which white men lynched Will Brown who was suspected of raping a white woman.  In 

fact, whites invented the practice of mob violence.  

 In addition to defining blacks as deviant, strange, and criminal (and thus whites as normal 

and law-abiding), some respondents argued during their interviews that blacks complain too 

much and have group leaders who seek selfish goals for themselves (namely, to get rich).  

During the time of the interviews, hip-hop star Kanye West made the comment during a 

Hurricane Katrina telethon that “George Bush doesn’t care about white people.”  I asked several 

respondents if they had heard his comments (and the firestorm of criticisms against him, 

particularly from whites in the press).  When addressing the anger statement, Linda had this to 

say: 

R:  Yeah, well I think a lot of times (.) people who are like (1.0) people talk about  
how they’ve been like so discriminated against but really like (.) it’s only a couple  
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of people who have discriminated against them it’s not like everyone I think there 
are just like a few main people who like start it and then (.) there are some 
followers and then there are some people who are just like ‘that’s crap’ like (.) 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  But that’s the only time I can think of that. So (.) what was that (.) the thing (2.0) 

other like George Bush like some guy got on (.) what was it (1.0) 
I:  Oh, Kanye West? 
R:  Kanye West, yeah. (1.0) 
I:  Yeah, what did you think about that? 
R:  I didn’t really know what to think about that ‘cause I’d heard about it from several 

different people who actually saw it? 
I:  Mhm. 
R:  So I was like (.) I didn’t really know [if] he was trying to be funny? Or like (1.0) 
I:  Yeah, I think he was serious, definitely. I (.) yeah, um (2.0) 
 

Apparently Kanye West violated the “golden rule” for black men in U.S. society: do not ever get 

too serious; otherwise, white folks will start getting nervous.  Black entertainers can earn good 

money and even some respect for their services, yet cannot engage in any social action that leads 

to the criticism of a white leader.   

This criticism goes beyond Kanye West, as Cynthia’s account provides evidence: 

R:  I don’t know, I just thought that was a general uh very general comment, I mean  
even though it was his opinion, um (.) it kind of was taken as that’s what all black 
people think, but um (.) you know, that the government really doesn’t take into 
consideration their needs, which I think um the government definitely does, but 
maybe not to an extent where it should, in terms of just like welfare, and work, 
the majority of (.) minorities and such um and different races other than whites 
um [are] 

I:   If Katrina had hit Miami or Tampa, would have the response been different? 
R:  Um, I don’t know how much of a factor, but I mean, I think race is definitely 

factored into there (.) but in terms of say if it were to hit [predominantly white 
area] um (.) we tend to vote more in elections, and where Katrina hit, it’s more of 
the poorer people and people who don’t vote, and I mean so in my opinion I think 
the government wasn’t as responsive? But I also do th- just because of that factor 
that it’s kind of forgotten about? But I think that race is definitely a part in that? 
just because you look at the voting statistics like whites are more (.) vote more, 
you know, and blacks uh they don’t, and it would be (.) you would’ve responded 
more quickly and effectively if say it more ((unintelligible; laughs)) 

 
Cynthia’s statement “it kind of was taken as that’s what all black people think” has a lot of 

discursive work going on, including the diminutive “kind of” to soften the blow of a potentially 
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controversial statement, and use of the passive voice “was taken” to hide the subject when 

making the claim that all blacks thought the same as what West had said.  Although she initially 

tries to distance herself from this statement, she then provides “evidence” to back up her claim, 

such as suggesting that blacks and other Americans of color make up the majority of welfare 

recipients, a common misconception within the white mind.  Finally, Cynthia presents another 

image of the racial other (and hence of the lily white): that they are less likely to vote.  She 

rationalizes this as justification for why blacks get less assistance from the government to 

address their concerns, while failing to offer reasons for voting less often (e.g., racist state laws 

that bar convicted felons from voting).  I believe that an image of less voting is linked to an 

image of being less responsible than white folks.   

 The final image of the racial other articulated by the respondents is the image of their 

leaders as self-serving and either unable or unwilling to “make things right” in their community.  

Interested in profits, they blame the white man for their racial group’s difficulties in attaining 

parity with white Americans.  Troy’s response to the anger statement was most intriguing, 

showing how perceived poor leadership is linked to irresponsible behavior for the entire group: 

I don’t know, some of the people that really annoy [me] are like Jesse Jackson and Al 
Sharpton um (.) I really fee(h)l that they’re ju(h)st (.) they’re doin’ their thing for profit  
you know they’re not really bringing people together u:h from what they’re doin’ I see  
more division, you know, and one of the things that really annoys me is always uh (.) you  
know, of course like (.) you know, blacks in American have problems, but (.) you 
know…just by the culture that you see today on television, uh flip on black entertainment  
television where they’re showin’ a bunch of people glorifying drugs, violence, you know  
(.) talking down about women, ho, bitch, whatever, uh (.) you know, the problem is you  
have young kids growin’ up now uh even the kids that aren’t in the inner city, you know,  
little suburbs and whatever you know they’re African American and they see these guys on  
television doin’ that so (.) you know, a lot of times they start dressing the same way and 
speak the same verbal stuff and um I don’t know, that’s just kind of a problem right now  
‘cau(h)se (.) you know, majority of blacks are all about you know just doin’ everything  
[gangsta] doin’ whatever it takes to (.) you know, get money, whatever it takes (.) you  
know, get your money and flash it out, you know, whatever.  
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In this excerpt, Troy brings up a host of antiblack images, including the stereotype of 

blacks to seek out quick profits.  Furthermore, he suggests that this behavior of young black 

Americans reflects the poor leadership within the black community.  This discourse, when 

coupled with the previous images mentioned such as exotic and law-breaking, comes together to 

paint an image of the racial other as threatening to U.S. society. 

Whiteness is European (especially Anglo-Saxon) 

Recently when filling out information for job applications, I noticed that for race 

identifications “white” included North African and Middle Eastern descent, and it got me 

thinking.  Why were these groups included in this racial group?  I thought that perhaps this is one 

way for white elites to claim that whites face discrimination, too (since the number of hate 

crimes directed towards Arab Americans exploded following the events of September 11, 2001).  

This recent phenomenon does prove the fluidity of race in U.S. society, in that groups once 

defined nonwhite have become white over time.  Nonetheless, whiteness has generally been 

defined as that stock and/or culture of Europe, and more specifically northern and western 

European (e.g., Anglo-Saxon).  Some respondents did get more specific about the way whiteness 

is and has been conceptualized; for example, Elizabeth had this to say: 

I:  And how about the second one, like what kind of (.) ro:le has whiteness played in 
your life? 

R:  Um, I don’t really think about it that much but I guess it’s just kind of (1.0) (set 
me up?) for like where I am like I guess ‘cause it’s part of my background, like 
that’s just part of who I am I guess. 

I:  Like when you think about your background and that kind of thing like (.) when 
you think about whiteness, like what comes to mind, like what kinds of objects or 
what kinds of (.) beliefs, or values, or whatever. 

R:  I don’t really know if anything is strictly white that I would think of, I mean other 
than just something like (.) from England, you know, that kind of thing you know,  
but I don’t really have (.) specific examples ((trails off)) 
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This conceptualization represents the way whiteness has been traditionally defined in 

American society; that is, that English-Americans have always been defined as white (Feagin 

and Feagin, 1996). 

 More recently, the white reactionary backlash has turned its attention towards 

immigration, and particularly the images of brown people crossing the southern border 

undocumented, overwhelmingly to work low-paying jobs.  On one Fox News program, Senator 

Bill Frist, the Majority Leader and a likely candidate for President in 2008, agreed that the 

government could round up all undocumented immigrants (estimated between 11 and 12 million) 

if only we had the will to do so.3  With the exception of a few news programs, however, the 

image of brown bodies crossing the southern border is most used to accentuate the “problem.”  

How could we seriously “round up” 12 million people without the violation of civil rights?  

Thus, another important privilege from possessing whiteness is the assumption of one’s legality 

of entire existence: that one has the right to be here, and not face questions about her legality.  

Hence, despite the reality of the immigration situation (in that people of various races reside in 

the country without “proper” documentation), folks with brown faces are assumed to be 

“illegal,” as suggested by Vincent in the following excerpt: 

R:  I was a landscaper at a golf course, so I worked around a bunch of uh illegal 
immigrants (.) they actually helped me get an A in Spanish in high school, they  
were great, they were very helpful, so (.) 

I:  Did they uh I mean like how’d you know that they were illegals, like did they get 
in trouble?  

R:  Well, no, I just uh they uh well, I’ve seen them being paid under the table like 
their hours that they work, like I always get a check, you know, with (.) you 
know, my taxes taken out and they got cash. They just got straight cash. And they 
all showed up in o:ne, one van. And they were great guys, they were really nice. I 
had no problems with them at all, I mean, ‘cause when I saw what was happening, 
I asked my boss I was like ‘is that cool?’ and he’s like ‘don’t worry about it’ 

                                                 
3 Frist made this statement during a broadcast of the “Hannity and Colmes” program. 
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wha↑tever. If it helps them, cool. And they were making more than I was, so (.) 
‘cause they were there all the time. 

 
The probe following his initial statement (“how’d you know that they were illegals”) and 

its response (“Well, no, I just uh they uh well”) show how active interviewers can influence the 

production of discourse in interview settings.  At least in this instance, I refused to legitimize his 

utterance “I worked around a bunch of uh illegal immigrants” and he struggled to reestablish 

rapport with me.  Assuming his reported observations are truthful, he fails to challenge the 

structure of this exploitative system (in which “illegals” not only supply his boss with illegal 

labor, but also provide him free Spanish lessons to boot).  But more than that, he rationalizes the 

structure to preserve the face of whiteness (and himself, not to mention his boss) by claiming “if 

it helps them, cool.”   

Whiteness is more resources 

 Some respondents defined race through the privileges whites have and the resources they 

have at their disposal.  Jane, for example, discusses the advantages in education many whites 

enjoy: 

R:  U:m, well I went to private school in my life and like (.) I don’t know whether  
it has to do with like (.) the cost of it, but there was a lot more white kids than 
black kids and I grew up around like black kids but it wasn’t predominantly black,  
it was definitely predominantly white 

I:  Mm 
R:  So (.) it makes you not as like open, you know you’re more sheltered  
I:  Oh, okay 
R:  And like, that kind of stuff (.) I think, and you’re not used to like dealing with 

racial like inequality stuff as much, because you don’t really see that (.) unless 
you went to a public school 

I:  Right. 
R:  You’re a lot more like [?] I guess. 

Jane admits how whites have the ability to be close-minded and “stick with one’s own” if they so 

choose.  She also recognizes whites’ ability to ignore wealth disparities and poverty, living in the 
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white bubble.  Samantha provides a better example: that white Americans have had more time 

(i.e. generations) to accumulate wealth compared to black Americans: 

Um (.) well, my family has had the opportunity you know before a- African Americans 
were able to start establishing themselves in society, and (.) making good careers, my  
family has been able to establish a name before they had the rights to (1.0) politically in  
the United States 
 

Whether aware of it or not, Samantha provides a good point of argument for reparations for the 

ancestors of slaves. 

Other respondents focused on the more favorable treatment whites receive in various social 

domains.  For instance, Xena provided the specific example of shopping: 

Even like just everyday things, like going places, like (.) if I’m out, just like with my mom  
say shopping, and at the mall, you know, like (.) I’ll get better service (.) at a store, you  
know, their gonna look at me and say ‘oh, she’s a better customer,’ or (.) compared to like  
someone of an ethnic race, and like I mean it’s (.) I think it’s definitely like and that’s (.)  
not just where I’m from, like even when I go (.) you know, travel, I feel like certain areas  
(.) like, I’ve been to New York City a lot, and that’s definitely like (.) so many cultures  
there, and I think you know they should be more accepting of it there, but when you’re out  
doing things, it’s definitely like they’re gonna (.) I think just being white like you’re 
automatically perceived as like (.) more intelligent, or wealthier, you know. Like, you  
definitely get better services or people are nicer to you, or don’t suspect you of doing like  
(.) they’re not gonna think ‘oh, she’s gonna shoplift, so I don’t need to keep an eye on her,’  
so (.) it’s sad, I mean it shouldn’t be like that 
 

She mentioned how whites receive preferential treatment since they are perceived as “more 

intelligent” and “wealthier.”  Zachary also said “I’ve never really had to deal with any racism” 

during his interview.   

Vincent mentions the proliferation of the criminal black male image in the news media: 

When I always watch the local news, it’s always you know ‘this crime happened, and it  
was a black person, this crime happened, and it was a black person.’ Why did you just say  
that? Why didn’t you say he was a 5’10” male (.) that did this and just (.) you know, keep  
that out of the equation, ‘cause that’s really not information we need to know (.) I mean (.)  
or just ‘a person’ committed this crime, so (.) that has made me [feel] angry 
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Unfortunately, this form of news coverage affects the way many white Americans see black 

Americans, and it continues throughout the country.  He probably learned about this media bias 

in his sociology course.  Meanwhile, Renee cites her sociology course as crucial in getting her to 

think about her whiteness and the impact of race in people’s lives: 

 R:  I know that I’m like (.) probably have more advantages than like=actually in my 
minorities in society class we actually talked about whiteness and that was the 

 only time that I er that was like the first time my teacher like asked us to think  
about (.) if we’ve been- about our whiteness and I guess it’s (.) I’ve probably had 

 a lot easier life than minorities because I’ve never really had to deal with being an 
outsider or (.) anything like that. 

 I:  Like what kinds of things come to mind when you think of whiteness? 
 R:  Not being a minority I guess like (.) I don’t know, I grew up in a city where 

 there was not a lot of (.) minorities? And then I moved to a different city for high  
school and I actually was it was like all mainly like Hispanic people so I was kind 

 of a minority in high school? But I wasn’t like made fun of or put down or 
 anything I never felt like (.) subjected to racism or anything like that and I think 
 that black people: deal with that a lot more. 

 
Despite the assumption held by many whites that blacks discriminate against whites (i.e. engage 

in “reverse racism”), Renee insists this is not the case, based on her own experience in a 

predominantly nonwhite high school.  She adds that life is easier for white Americans because 

they never have to live as an outsider in society. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I describe the contradictory nature of the way whites see themselves in U.S. 

society, and in turn how they see members of other races.  Their racespeak resembles 

bureaucratic action, possessing efficiency, calculability, predictability, and nonhuman control.  

As if they were robots (in that their responses were eerily similar), study participants often began 

their responses to the whiteness statement with considerable ambivalence, but this (color-blind) 

approach proved futile due to its ineffectiveness, providing little more than a cloaking device for 

white supremacist sentiments.  I present five major themes within their conceptualizations of 

whiteness: whiteness is natural, whiteness is under attack, whiteness is defined through the racial 
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other, whiteness is European, and whiteness is privilege.  Respondents contradict themselves 

when claiming color-blindness and simultaneously exhibiting race-consciousness.  Meanwhile, 

they hold some of the most common and traditional stereotypes about black Americans, such as 

strange, criminal, and complain too much.  The bureaucratization of their discourse does not 

seem to prepare them for hearty discussions on race, suggesting their best bet to preserve 

whiteness is to avoid the topic altogether.  In the next chapter, I present the contradictions within 

their discourse on interracial interactions. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RATIONALIZING SEGREGATION 

Introduction 

 This chapter presents the contradictions surrounding the issue of interracial interactions 

respondents recall during the interviews based on their personal experiences.  I divide this 

chapter into three parts: first, how do respondents come to terms with living in a segregated 

society despite favoring integration?  In this section, I discuss the important role of beneficial 

contact in the crystallization of the white racist frame.  This lack of beneficial contact creates an 

ambivalence towards the subject, which leads to a tendency to naturalize racial segregation, 

produce a façade of “virtual integration,” and project respondents’ fear of, and contempt for, 

nonwhite (particularly black) Americans.  Second, how does this fundamental contradiction 

affect their descriptions of experiences involving nonwhite Americans?  Here I discuss their 

recalled experiences when growing up, discussing friendships—both real and imagined—and the 

racial tensions they have experienced.  Third, how do they rationalize the racial segregation of 

the social structure?  In this section, I present the way that respondents’ misunderstandings and 

miscommunication with nonwhite Americans, along with putting the responsibility of 

segregating society on nonwhite Americans, leads to a validation of the white racist frame.  

Throughout the chapter, I present various ways in which respondents speak rooted within the 

bureaucratization of their discourse. 

Why does Segregation Continue? 

 Despite the tendency of white Americans to claim their belief in the value of racial 

integration, U.S. society remains deeply segregated by race.  All major social institutions, 

including families, schools, neighborhoods, and churches are segregated.  In fact, recent numbers 

suggest that resegregation is occurring as a result of various factors, including further 
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deindustrialization and “white flight” from neighborhoods as blacks and other nonwhites move 

in.  Another important component to explaining this social phenomenon is the white racist frame 

in its impact on the way whites see black Americans.  This frame impacts the way whites think 

and speak about race and, as we will see throughout this chapter, affect their interactions with 

black Americans. 

Low Beneficial Contact 

The significance of interracial contact on white prejudicial attitudes has been the focus of 

many studies over several decades now.  When contact with people of color is low, whites fail to 

expose, question, or challenge white supremacist beliefs (Feagin, Vera, and Batur, 2001).  This 

includes failure to challenge the white racist frame, which affects actions as well as beliefs 

(Feagin, 2006).  Even when some contact is taking place, some prerequisites must be met to 

improve antiblack attitudes (Allport, 1954; Forbes, 1997; Smith, 1994) that produce “beneficial” 

interracial contact.  For example, authority figures must approve of the interaction (McKinney, 

2005), and the members of the interaction are of equal status.  Pettigrew and Tropp (2000) found 

that the prerequisites are not necessarily mandatory but important facilitating conditions.  The 

position here is that the conditions are still most likely to reduce white antiblack attitudes. 

Contact with nonwhites can be a crucial factor in determining the perception of race, and 

hence the racial attitudes, of whites.  When contact is low between white and black Americans, 

white attitudes are based on figments of the imagination created by hearsay, particularly with 

zero contact.  According to Feagin (2000:132), “white isolation and lack of contact feeds 

negative stereotyping, and there is little chance to unlearn inherited antiblack attitudes.”  In 

addition, most contact whites have with people of color is non-beneficial, such as a formal and 

superficial exchange in a service encounter.  When contact increases, white antiblack attitudes 
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can either increase or decrease depending on both the frequency of interactions and whether or 

not the prerequisites for beneficial contact had been fulfilled (Allport, 1954; Forbes, 1997).  

But which types of contact would be considered beneficial?  Allport (1954:263) argued 

that casual contact is likely to increase negative attitudes, since the contact is likely to be “frozen 

in superordinate-subordinate relationships.”  In addition, peripheral contact, as developed by 

Banton (1967), such as riding on a city bus or when grocery shopping, is another situation where 

“limited interracial interaction is expected and maintained by individuals” (Orbe and Harris 

2001:265).  Meanwhile, acquaintance contact may lessen prejudice because of a stronger 

likelihood that equal status would exist between the actors.  Acquaintance contact, defined by 

Jackman and Crane (1986:465) as people that “keep in touch with or get together with 

occasionally,” could be increasing due to an integration of much of the work force (Sigleman and 

Welch, 1993). 

Allport appeared to be arguing that friendships per se could lessen antiblack prejudice; 

meanwhile, Sigleman and Welch (1993) argued in their study of interracial contact that friends 

could be of equal status.  According to Smith (1994), however, the assumption that members of 

friendships are of equal status is problematic. The fact is that most “friends” are actually 

acquaintances in which the interaction is formal, and even if the friendship exists there is that 

ecological distance whites have with people of color except in rare cases such as those involved 

in intimate relationships or who live in quasi-integrated neighborhoods.  Also, the prerequisites 

for “beneficial” contact are likely to cease to exist, such as parental approval of the relationship.  

Too often previous studies have used poor operationalizations for “friend” or “acquaintance,” 

whereas Jackman and Crane (1986) focused more on behavior rather than mere perception of 

friendships. 
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Residential contact, according to Dowd (1980:23), interacts with age “to produce variable 

changes depending on region and education level.”  Since Dowd’s study, however, region as a 

variable has diminished in that Southern attitudes have caught up with non-Southern attitudes 

(Case and Greeley, 1990).  Despite the sample for this study consisted of mostly southeasterners, 

region will not be considered a variable in affecting racial attitudes.  Residential contact with 

people of color is low for the majority of white Americans. Despite Hartigan’s (2000) assertion 

that the experience of white Detroiters, making up just 20% of the city population, will increase 

in the future, this has yet to be seen. 

Reinforcing the White Racist Frame 

 As a result of low beneficial contact, white Americans often express ambivalence when 

addressing various racial matters. Their separation from those who experience race in negative or 

non-neutral ways creates a “white bubble” for whites to honestly believe that racism is not a 

problem in U.S. society. This “bubble” has also been referred to as the “white habitus” in which 

whites do not generally see any problems with the racist status quo, and the problems presented 

by nonwhites are exaggerated and are said to complain too much. Furthermore, since race rarely 

is a problem for them, whites hardly bother to concern themselves with the conceptualizations of 

race, racism, whiteness, and white privilege.  The “individualism” of U.S. culture serves whites 

well in perpetuating the status quo, since it benefits white Americans most.  

This ambivalence allows whites to naturalize white or Anglo American culture (Perry, 

2001), thereby allowing white supremacy to exist unabated and thrive.  Separated from the 

reality of multiracial and multicultural America, whites have the luxury of forming a kind of 

“dysconsciousness” (King, 1991).  Because of white privilege, whites are able to shrug off 

concerns of white racism and forget about the gross inequities existing within their philosophies 

and the contradictions occurring throughout their repertoires on racial issues.  This is a crucial 



 

84 

process in the rationalization of the white racist frame, which reaffirms the entire process (Figure 

4.1).  Reinforcing white racism could be an unintended consequence of the ambivalence, while 

the manifest function is the management of one’s face during a conversation.  Still, the 

rationalization of the racist social structure takes place.  

In order to carry out this task to protect both one’s self-image and the white supremacist 

structure, whites employ various discursive moves that aid in reproduction and protection of the 

white racist frame. For example, see Cynthia’s ambiguous statement on disapproval of interracial 

relationships below: 

Not so much disapproval? Maybe I think expecting someone for you to marry someone of 
the same race, um (.) there might be some slight disapproval, but it wouldn’t be completely 
unaccepting? 
 

In this excerpt, Cynthia did two things that are common in discourse of this kind: the use of 

diminutives and impersonal nouns.  Notice the question marks following her initial statement 

(“Not so much disapproval?”) and final utterance within this excerpt (“but it wouldn’t be 

completely unaccepting?”).  This type of discursive action allows the speaker to downplay the 

significance of the disapproval, while opening a window to backtrack from the statement if 

challenged by the recipient of the utterance (simply for discussing racist behavior).  Meanwhile, 

the impersonal pronouns “someone” and “you,” coupled with the structure “there might be,” hide 

the particular actors she is talking about.  She could be, for example, talking about her own 

parents expecting her to marry a fellow white person, but due to her ambiguity, we do not know 

for certain.  It is precisely these kinds of utterances that demand probes by the interviewer for 

specification.   

Another move that highlights their ambivalence is structured incoherence (Bonilla-Silva, 

2001).  Since white Americans tend not to discuss these matters in any detail in their everyday 
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lives, they often have difficulties navigating their way through their thoughts to speak clearly 

about these matters.  When discussing interracial dates, Angie made the following statement: 

Yeah, I had friends from high school, they would date like black and Hispanic (.) people 
and, they were nice guys, I like them, it’s a little weird, but we all make mistakes (laughs) 
it doesn’t matter what race you are. 
 

Here we see a great example of the incoherence often associated with whites’ race discourse.  

After mentioning that her (white) friends dated interracially in high school and that she liked 

them, she then stated “it’s a little weird” and said that “we all make mistakes.”  After presumably 

making a statement in opposition to interracial dating, she then added a semantic move “it 

doesn’t matter what race you are,” likely to protect herself from any charges of racism based on 

her prior comment.   

Naturalizing Segregation 

 As a result of low beneficial contact, white Americans know little about the racial 

diversity of their society.  This lack of knowledge leads to an ambivalence towards the 

segregation of their lives.  When discussing racial experiences, respondents often realize the 

contradiction inherent within their discourse: how can they value integration while living such 

segregated lives?  Thus, they need to explain how segregation exists despite their professed value 

in racial integration, while maintaining face by appearing nonracist.  One method is to naturalize 

the phenomenon.  Some respondents tried to explain their segregated lives away as mere 

coincidental.  Angie, for instance, recalled introducing a friend of color to her parents this way: 

R:  One of my friends was (.) Hispanic, and he was interested in me, and he came 
over to my house (.) unexpectedly ((laughs)), so I had to choose an ordinance, not 
just for him, but for other reasons ((laughs)), but um 

I:  Like was he like (.) Cuban, or 
R:  Mhm (1.0) my mom’s good friends with his mom ((unintelligible)) 
I:  Like how long ago was this? 
R:  Um, like three years ago. (1.0)  
I:  Okay. 
R:  (3.0) I mean, yeah, I mean he’s a good guy, he’s just like any other friend. 
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I:  You guys had like dinner together? 
R:  No, he just came over to say hi and stop in ((laughs)) 
I:  Oh. 
R:  Hm, I mean I’m not really like (.) close friends with like any people of color but  

it’s not (.) because of the reason [they are] that color (.) it’s just that (.) um, it’s  
just who I end up hangin’ out with. 
 

In this excerpt, Angie first describes a “friendship” with an “Hispanic” male (note how she did 

not—or could not—answer if he was Cuban or not).  Her utterance about “an ordinance” was 

ambiguous, and unfortunately she was not probed for further explanation.  After the 

interviewer’s “oh” response, it appeared as though she needed to defend her lack of interracial 

interactions with the last utterance, insisting that her lack of nonwhite friends is a result of mere 

coincidence, not preference. 

Oftentimes when recalling interracial interactions, respondents feel a need to mention how 

“normal” or “average” the relationships are.  This discursive type attempts to avoid accepting 

that relationships of this kind remain rare in our society and respondents’ maintenance of their 

color-blind images of U.S. society.  A good example of this trend came from Jane when 

discussing interracial dates: 

Like my friend [name] started like (.) started to date this kid [name] and they didn’t like 
stop dating because of any racial thing but I mean I hung out with them too and it wasn’t 
like I was hanging out with anyone different than you normally would I mean it was fine 
and there was never any like (.) weirdness or you know  
 

First, she feels a need to mention that race was not a factor in why her friend stopped dating a 

nonwhite individual.  Second, she insists that there was any difference or “weirdness” due to the 

interracial intermingling.  This shows how Jane seems to equate being different racially with 

being “weird.”  Wanda also delivered a quite peculiar response to “I can recall a recent 

interaction with a black student on campus” when she said ““I was walking back from class with 

a °black° and uh it was like (.) nothing, like (.) obviously he was black, but it was like a normal 
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conversation that I would’ve had with a white person, too.”  Here Wanda tells me he was “black” 

under her breath while feeling the need to say that the conversation was not anything 

“abnormal.”  Examples like these are prevalent throughout the data, and they expose a 

fundamental weakness of color-blindness: that recognizing race (often defined as “color”) is bad 

in and of itself (Frankenberg, 1993). 

 Another method of naturalizing segregation is by assuming inherent differences between 

black and white cultures, a kind of “biologization” process (Bonilla-Silva, 2001).  Respondents 

make these differences seem so large that they cannot be reconciled, and these differences steer 

individuals into particular groups.  For example, George recalled someone who had expressed 

disapproval towards interracial sex or marriage: 

R:  I’ve heard stories of, like my mother told me stories of where uh (.) her family 
would talk about like (.) uh a black man dating a white girl  

I:  Mm 
R:  And they would disapprove of it um 
I:  Like did they um were there like any kind of reasons why maybe that there was 

disapproval for the relationship?  [        specific things or 
R:                                                                [Uh                               I don’t know. I think it’s,  

it could be (.) I don’t think they op- went out and said ‘it’s because he’s black,’ I  
think they were saying it’s because uh (1.0) they’re just in two different, two 
different cultures uh I don’t know, I think it probably had a lot to with that. 
 

In this instance, the person recalled by the respondent thought blacks and whites could not get 

along due to having come from different cultures.  It is experiences like these that can reproduce 

beliefs that black culture is distinct from white culture, that the differences are irreconcilable, and 

therefore mixing should not take place. 

White Fear 

 As presented in Chapter 3, whites identify themselves through the images of racial 

Others.  This identification process produces positive self-presentation and negative Other-

presentation.  Specifically, since the view predominates that blacks are strange and criminal, 
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whites must therefore be normal and law-abiding.  What implications does this have on white 

attitudes towards black Americans?  It is these negative images that (re)produces white fear of 

black people, a fear that creates such social phenomena as white flight from neighborhoods 

considered to have become “too black.”  This fear keeps white Americans from interacting with 

black Americans, particularly in more intimate relationships. 

Respondents in this study exhibit their fears of nonwhites through the ways they talk about 

racial matters and situations, e.g., interracial interactions. These fears are borne out of the white 

racist frame, based on centuries-old images of blacks as hypersexual, primitive, less intelligent, 

and violence-prone. They will take great pains to deliver responses that insist in the availability 

and support (or at least not outright opposition) for interracial relationships in order to present an 

image of nonracism. 

At times, however, respondents revel themselves beneath the mask of color-blindness. In 

the following passage, Amy tells a story of how she felt threatened due to a party that took place 

in her apartment building: 

R:  There was a big loud party going on, all black people, and they were all like they 
had a really loud DJ, we had like the cops come by and uh they said they weren’t 
gonna do anything about the party that was going on, and this cop had like (.) gold 
teeth and everything, I was thinking like (.) I even called up and like ‘can you 
send somebody else down here?’ because (.) obviously like they’re gonna side 
with them, and so the party went on, and it happened a second time I think, and 
both times we had to call the cops about it, and in this case they didn’t do much. 

I:  Like what was the problem about it? 
R:  It was way too loud, like our (.) the floors in our apartments were vibrating, 

windows were vibrating, it was obnoxious, it was going on for a really long time, 
they were taking up (.) all the parking spots everywhere, not to mention parking 
on the grass, um (.) I felt for my safety, like (.) I didn’t wanna go outside, they 
were all walking on the street, and being loud and stuff, and I’m sure there was 
drinking going on and whatnot, so (.)  

I:  So what ended up happening like I mean did cops come and (.) like I mean as far 
as telling them to turn down the volume? Or breaking up the party altogether? 
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R:  All the cops really did was ask them to turn down the music, and which they did 
until the cops left, and then it went back up again, and (.) other than that, nothing 
really happened, we just waited it out until it was over. 

 
According to her own report, there was a party in which predominantly “black people” were 

having a party in which she “felt for her safety” and “didn’t wanna go outside” because “they 

were all walking on the street, and being loud and stuff, and I’m sure there was drinking going 

on and whatnot.”  What precisely was the cause of her fear in this situation?  I cannot help but 

recall walking with my wife in our apartment complex, with people outside a unit drinking, 

yelling (hence being “obnoxious”), and cooking in a grill out in the parking lot, and thinking how 

if they had been black, someone would have called the police for feeling “threatened.”  

Furthermore, although the did not mention the race of the police officer, the point that he had 

“gold teeth and everything” and added “obviously like they’re gonna side with them” shows her 

conception of the situation into an “us versus them” frame, and that the police had failed to 

protect “innocent” whites from “threatening” blacks. 

Within the white racist frame, there exists a continuum of racial Others to be feared by 

whites, and the group feared most is black Americans.  This applies to the issue of interracial 

dating, as in the instance of Wanda, who essentially considers her ex-boyfriend from South 

America as white when responding to the statement “I have been interested in a person of color 

romantically before (whether past or present)” she says “not personally,” tells me they had dated 

for two years, and added “but like as far as having a relationship? I haven’t wanted to pursue a 

relationship of color.”  She then adds the following incoherent statement: 

But there are tim- like I think (.) like the mo- best looking at my school last year was like 
half black and half white (.) but I don’t know like (.) it’s not like ‘they’re black, I can’t °go 
with you°’ and like my parents are more like strict on=like they’re not like strict at all, but 
um (.) they obvi- they care more than I do, I care. [if] there’s a black person that I like, then 
(.) I like them (laugh) 
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Despite her incoherence, it sounds as if she could not date interracially—or, at least a black 

person—because of the disapproval from her parents.  She contradicts her earlier statement of 

not wanting to pursue an interracial relationship when she says “[if] there’s a black person that I 

like, then (.) I like them.”  Or at least she would not pursue the relationship due to the pressure 

against such a relationship. 

This association between “people of color” and “black” continues with Amy’s experience 

in high school, in which she had a relationship with a Puerto Rican, asking me “is that a person 

of color?” Compared to the incoherence of Wanda’s excerpt, Amy provides more texture to her 

differentiation between “colored” and “not colored” (“white”) in considerable detail.  After 

mentioning that she attended two different high schools, she described the first as 

“predominantly white and upper-class,” while the second was  

probably the opposite, um it was more of a high school that pretty much everybody went  
to, it was you know, no one studied and um there was crime at that school and you know  
people (.) a lot of people had babies and stuff like that, whereas the first high school that I  
went to wasn’t so much like that, and that’s where I met this guy, and uh he wasn’t I didn’t  
think the typical Puerto Rican, he didn’t (.) you know like um (.) he was just a really really  
nice, friendly guy and um his family was definitely very attached to their heritage like  
when I went over there, all they ever ate was Puerto Rican food, they were a lot different  
from what I was used to, but um they’re very nice. 
 

In this excerpt, Amy basically says (in so many words) that the second high school she attended 

was predominantly black, and that “black” is associated with slacking in studies, teenage 

pregnancies, and criminal activity.  In this excerpt, she does show how members of other racial 

groups can be “black” when she describes her Puerto Rican boyfriend as a “really really nice, 

friendly guy” (and hence not the typical Puerto Rican).  This shows the important distinction 

between race and color that race studies scholars need to recognize in the way whites see racial 

Others, and hence what position those Others will have within the racialized social system 

(Guglielmo, 2003).  For groups like Puerto Ricans and African Americans, the descriptive 
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statement “he wasn’t the typical ____” does not bode well for their life chances in U.S. society, 

and the less intermingling with white Americans, the worse off they will be. 

Segregated Lives 

In this section I examine in more detail the extent of the segregation in the respondents 

lives, and how they attempt to reconcile with that reality during the interviews. Although some 

respondents are honest about the little contact they have with nonwhite Americans, most try to 

evade the reality through various methods.  One method is simply to ignore the social fact of 

segregation; I argue that the façade of integration (or virtual integration) aids them in this 

process.  Furthermore, respondents also mention “friends” during the interviews, though upon 

further review, these are actually fictive friendships and more likely to be (or have been) 

acquaintances.  Finally, in this section I examine the extent of tensions experienced by the 

respondents during their interactions in which interracial relationships was an issue. 

Admitted Segregation 

At times respondents admitted the segregation of their lives.  Ursela, for example, 

mentioned the extensive segregation in the dorms on campus and in her neighborhood: 

It’s definitely there, housing segregation ((in the dorms)). And (.) yeah, um there’s  
definitely not a lot of black families that live in my neighborhood at all (.) or Hispanic 
families, whatever, um (.) and I can’t really see my family living in a (.) really like ethnic 
community, so yeah, I could say that. 
 

In addition to recognizing the segregation in the living spaces of her life, she adds that she could 

not imagine her family living in an integrated community, acknowledging that the antiblack 

prejudice of whites is a factor in the segregation of U.S. society, not merely a result of 

coincidence. 

Some respondents were quite candid in their lack of interactions with a black person on 

campus.  Still, respondents usually tried to cite instances of contact but could not.  For example, 
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George remarked that “there are [a] few people in my first year class that I’ve talked to but I 

can’t recall any recent interactions with them.”  Meanwhile, Linda replied “Umm (1.0) not real- I 

mean I know I interact with other black students but I can’t (.) think of any that were particularly 

memorable.”  I found it interesting when she added, “Like I’ll talk to people and stuff, but (.),” 

and did not even complete the semantic move, as if she waited for me to bail her out by speaking 

up so that she would not have to finish the statement.  Rather than having to admit that her 

interactions with black Americans are overwhelmingly brief, formal, and superficial, I bailed her 

out by continuing the interview.   

In another candid reply to the same statement, Penelope replied this way: 

I:  Uhm, can you think of a recent example? (2.0) I mean it could be like anybody,  
really, a recent (.) 

R:  (3.0) No↑ I mean I don’t wanna just pull something out of my ass and lie, so  
I:  Oh, okay↑  
R:  Not, not really (laughs and snorts) 
I:  That’s fine. 
 

After taking some time to reply, Penelope’s honesty was rather refreshing; still, it illustrates the 

reality of segregation on this large college campus.  Despite the number of nonwhite students in 

their classes, most contact was nonbeneficial.  After rationalizing her lack of interactions with 

blacks on campus, Harriet said that I know a lot of the (.) cleaning ladies…are black in my dorm, 

but they’re really nice.”  The only contact she reported on campus was with blacks in subservient 

positions, contact that can further increase antiblack attitudes of whites (Allport, 1954). 

 The inability to recall interracial relationships was particularly apparent when recalling 

interracial dates.  Renee, for instance, tried to make-up for the inexperience by remarking that 

“I’ve had like (.) had crushes (.) on like people of color.”  Respondents often had difficulty 

admitting to the lack of interracial dating, since it exposes the reality of segregated U.S. society, 



 

93 

while potentially (at least in their minds) labeling them prejudiced for not dating interracially.  In 

an extensive attempt to maintain face, Ursela spoke about interracial relationships this way: 

I personally have never done that? I can’t tell would I ever do it? But it just hasn’t come 
along, like I haven’t met that person that I felt we had a strong connection, and they  
happen to be of a different race, but I’m definitely not against it in any way. 
 

Ursela first uses two appeals to the recipient as she begins her statement, as if she were walking 

on eggshells.  She also tries to make her lack of interracial dating coincidental, insisting that if 

only the right person would come along, she would be willing to get involved.  

 At times respondents had epiphanies about the extent of segregation in the social spaces 

they had occupied.  Kaitlin, for example, recalled a job she had at a restaurant in a retirement 

community and the racial make-up of the employees: 

R:  And (.) I don’t really remember anything specific like we had a- our head chef 
was a black cook and then the second guy down was Hispanic and then everyone  
else was basically white (.) we had a few dishwashers that were black. 

I:  Mm. 
R:  And we had an (.) Asian dishwasher and I don’t think (.) wow, I don’t think any  

of the servers were (.) black. One of- I think a few of- a few of the servers were (.)  
Hispanic, but I don’t think there were any black ones. But that kind of all has to  
do with again the neighborhood thing like a lot of people around the place I live 
are white  

I:  Mhm↓ 
R:  And those are the people who worked there. 
 

Here, Kaitlin at first does not think anything peculiar until she actually thinks about it 

(apparently for the first time).  She has the epiphany when she says, “wow, I don’t think any of 

the servers were (.) black,” and realizes how segregated her workplace was.  Unfortunately, she 

tries to rationalize the segregated workplace by stressing the segregation within her 

neighborhood, which does nothing to explain the fact that the blacks who worked there were in 

positions with less pay and status. 
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Sincere Fictions of Integration 

How can white Americans insist that U.S. society is integrated when the reality, as shown 

through the images of Hurricane Katrina’s aftermath, paints us the opposite picture?  Sometimes 

whites simply have blinders over their eyes, e.g., downplaying the disapproval of interracial 

marriage of their parents, while others use doubletalk to avoid looking “racist” while addressing 

the reality of their segregated lives.  

One method to uphold this fundamental contradiction is to take the myriad images from 

the mass media as reality that portray society as racially integrated, tolerant, and egalitarian.  

Steinhorn and Diggs-Brown (1999) introduced the concept of virtual integration, in which white 

Americans come to believe they interact with black Americans when they watch them on 

television or in movies (when in reality they have very few).  Programs like ER or The Cosby 

Show that portray black physicians or movies that portray a black “friend” (usually within a sea 

of whiteness) give whites soothing relief that America has successful blacks, and (hence) avoid 

the reality of white racism that continues to affect the lives of African Americans, promoting a 

color-blind image of U.S. society (Jhally and Lewis, 1992).  In reality, the common response 

from participants in the study would mention examples of how society is integrated based on 

examples from the media yet, when discussing more personal experiences, often contradicted 

those initial statements declaring racial integration. 

 A good example of this inconsistency came from Irene.  A way to summarize her 

discourse is she believed that, due to living in a racially diverse social setting, racism was no 

longer a problem in our society.  When pressing her to think of an example in which she felt 

angry about something involving race, she responded this way: 

I mean, I don’t really watch t.v., but, as far as the news, in my hometown it’s (1.0) pretty, 
racially equal as far as, I see just as many, African American anchors as I do white anchors  
like I just, it’s pretty (1.0) equal. 
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Because of the numbers of black anchors she recalled on local news stations, she implies that 

U.S. society on the whole is racially integrated, and hence equal. 

At times respondents would claim to have friends of other races but, upon further review, 

have few if any, reaffirming Jackman and Crane’s (1986) finding that most whites 

overexaggerate their number of nonwhite friends.  A great example of this comes from Elizabeth, 

in which she says these interactions occur “all the time,” only to be exposed as an imposter: 

R:  Um, yeah. ((laughs)) Li(h)ke a(h)ll th(h)e ti(h)me. Totally fine, like (.) I don’t  
know see it like (.) °blackness is like a difference° ((trails off)) 

I:  Well like, um, can you think of like a specific instance like, an interaction I mean,  
just recently? 

R:  I don’t know, I just [was] talking to my friend’s roommate, before we went out 
last night. 

I:  Mm, oh. Where’d you guys go? 
R:  Um, we went t:o (.) um, to a homecoming party. 
I:  And you guys went out as a group? 
R:  Oh↑ no, no no no, she was doing her own thing with um sort of her other friends,  

but I was just talking to her while we were getting ready. 
 

After laughing off the statement as if the mere thought of not interacting with a black person on 

campus was ridiculous, she mentioned a specific instance in which she did not even go out with 

the same group.   

High-Anxiety Interactions 

 Almost as ubiquitous as their lack of beneficial contact is the reports of tension in the 

experiences they did report.  But the tension reported was not always with interactions with 

people of color, but rather with fellow whites when addressing, implicitly or explicitly, 

interracial interactions such as interracial marriage.  For example, oftentimes whites do not 

explicitly tell fellow whites to avoid interracial dating or marriage.  Instead, they express their 

disapproval through nonverbal forms of communication or more indirect verbal methods.  Odella 

recalled one experience of one of her sister’s friends: 
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R: [She] got engaged to a (.) black boy that she had been dating for four years, and  
her parents had never (.) disapproved of them dating, but (.) I guess they didn’t  
think it was going to love onto marriage?  

I:  Oh, okay. 
R:  And then they kind of starting asking questions 
I:  Right. 
R:  They didn’t outwardly say ‘no,’ but they (.) 
I:  Right. Like what kinds of questions did they start asking? 
R:  Like if you have a child, do you think the child will have problems, you know, 

with identity and things like that. 
I:  Yeah. How did she respond to that? 
R:  Um, I’m not entirely sure, but I know they’re getting married (laughs) 

Based on Odella’s statement, her sister’s friend seems to have not been affected by her parents’ 

disapproval of the marriage.  Still, such disapproval coming from parents could certainly create 

strains for the relationship.   

 Some respondents mentioned examples in which whites initiated the tension (though 

these were exceptions).  Renee recalled an incident in which there was a fight outside of the 

complex she lived in during her freshman year: 

R: My neighbors across the street were from like a really small town in [part of state]  
and they’re just kind of (.) I don’t know, maybe racist I think, a(h)nd they got in a  
fight with these kids right outside (.) and it was like a really big deal and the cops  
came and I don’t really know why they got in a fight 

I:  I mean you think it was like because of racial tensions? 
R:  U::mm I think so, like I think I remember them talking about it later and like 

yeah, ‘cause there was like no purpose for the fight, they just (.) crazy kids. 
I:  When they were talking like what things were they saying like about them? 
R:  It was kind of a long time ago (.) I don’t remember I think they just honestly 

wanted to get in a fight with peo- somebody and like they were talking about how  
the n-word and say that he was the n-word (.) how they were coming to their apt 
and like causing trouble and they didn’t want them there or something (.) it’s 
terrible. 
 

Here, Renee rationalizes the neighbors’ behavior due to where they came from, implicitly 

suggesting they were “rednecks” or “hillbillies” (Hartigan, 2003), and her laugh in Line 2 is 

rather ambiguous: she may have been a bit tense while recalling the incident, or (more likely) it 

was due to her dismissal of such “redneck” behavior.  Of course, racist actions are never 
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laughable for those who are victims to them.  She also dismisses the perpetrators for being 

pathological, and hence defining racism in purely individualistic terms while neglecting the 

structural nature of the problem. 

 Kaitlin also downplayed the tension caused by whites with another common excuse: that 

the whites involved were old people who lived in the past.  After downplaying the segregation of 

her workplace, she downplays the impact of racist comments from the residents at the retirement 

community: 

R:  And the old people are really nice but (.) they’re racist. Like you can hear them  
talking like when you serve them they’ll just be having a conversation about (.) I  
don’t know, something. 

I:  O(h):h. 
R:  Uh hu(h)h 
I:  Like did the (.) the folks that worked there did they ever have like problems with 

like (2.0) um people that lived there like make comments or something and they 
got upset or something like that? 

R:  No↑t that I saw. I mean (2.0) th:e head chef went out a lot of times and talked to 
people and everyone was always really friendly to him, so I don’t think it’s (.) I 
don’t know, I don’t know why they=I mean, it wasn’t all of them obviously that 
were racist=there was just a select few that you would hear talking about him but 
(.) not, like not anything I saw=I mean something definitely could happen, I only 
worked there a year so I definitely (laugh) could have missed stuff, but  

I:  Right. 
R:  But not really that I saw. 
 

She begins this excerpt with a classic contradiction “[they] are really nice but (.) they’re racist,” 

and then works to minimize both the prevalence and damage of their racist comments.  She 

claims that there were only a few bad apples in the mix, and she never saw anything happen.  If 

racism only exists when white folks see it, then it likely will never exist. 

In one instance of antiracism in which a respondent fought for a nonwhite woman to rush 

at her sorority, Samantha recalled the tension with her fellow sorority members: 

R:  I live in a sorority (.) and we had a lot of tension because (.) we’re not letting 
other races in?  

I:  Mhm. 
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R:  And it was supposedly not on purpose? But we did tell it was? And I became an 
executive] and we fought for a girl (.) to be in our house, so (.) I’ve always lived  
in the sorority house so I haven’t lived in a dormitory or an apt building, but it  
was kind of along the same lines where (.) there is just like (.) people (laugh) 

I:  That’s interesting how it’s like (.) like it was kind of like backdoor? Like I mean it 
wasn’t just [“oh, we’re letting them in, but” 

R:                             [Yeah.                                       It was like the you know the people (.)  
upstairs and they call them that, always pick who are in the sororities, and their 
excuse or their (.) reaction to it is that (.) you know, there are (.) the (.) 
multicultural sororities and stuff and then not many people other than (.) white 
females come through rush 
 

In this exceptionally rare account, Samantha realizes (apparently along with other members) that 

leaders within the organization were intentionally keeping nonwhite women from rushing. In 

addition, when confronting them about it, they rationalized the racist action by claiming 

nonwhite women rushed for “multicultural” sororities anyway.  Like Renee’s excerpt, this 

respondent recalled a situation in which whites initiated the tension.  However, as we will see in 

the next section, whites often view racial Others with contempt and suspicion, and as the 

initiators of conflict and the people responsible for segregation. 

Rationalizing Segregation 

In this section, I map the way respondents rationalize their separation from people of 

color—in particular black Americans—however implicitly it is done.  First, the respondents 

mention examples when recalling interracial situations in which there was miscommunication 

and misunderstanding.  Second, respondents often projected the responsibility of integration onto 

black Americans, and complaining of alleged characteristics of nonwhite Americans that make 

integration difficult or impossible to achieve.  Third, I present some important extracts from the 

interviews in which respondents validate the components of the white racist frame, and how their 

misunderstandings often turn into contempt for nonwhite Americans.  Finally, I will present a 

passage from Betty, the only study participant with an intimate relationship with a black 
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American, and how her experience has provided her an understanding of segregation that the 

majority of the sample lacks.  

Misunderstandings and Miscommunication 

 Due to the limited amount of beneficial contact with black Americans and, more 

generally, the representations of black folks’ experiences, ordinary whites often create distorted 

images of African Americans and pass them on to future generations of white Americans.  Thus, 

when whites do come into contact with black Americans with an opportunity to experience 

beneficial contact, there is often confusion and miscommunication due to the misrepresentations 

of the African American experience. 

Sometimes respondents reported experiences with black roommates that had caused 

unpleasant moments.  For example, Mandy spoke of one roommate she had a previous summer: 

R:  Um (1.0) I mean our problems weren’t over race our problems were more like  
little stuff like she turned the air-conditioning off. 

I:  Oh 
R:  (laughs) and um she didn’t do, she did weave in the room too, so I guess that’s  

a cultural thing but (.) she was a little more messy so there were clumps of hai↑r  
that I found there and (outbreath laugh) grease on the doors so you can’t ope(h)n  
the doorknob? But I mean (.) it was nothing like (.) hatred you know  
 

In this passage, Mandy was responding to the statement asking for recent interactions with 

blacks on campus.  I should note that this statement followed the one asking for experiences of 

tension in her dormitory or apartment building, which might explain why she and other 

respondents continued to think of instances of tension with black Americans; still, the reason 

why they continue to frame their interactions with blacks in this way is intriguing.  After stating 

that her problems with her roommate was not racial (note the usage of the pronoun we to make 

the misunderstandings appear equally shared), while mentioning an example of something 

unrelated to race (turning the air conditioner off), she does mention the example of hair weaving 

that is related to race, and even admits it (“so I guess that’s a cultural thing”).  Despite her 



 

100 

addition of the invariable “but” here to insert a semantic move, she adds another point of 

contention against her black roommate for being “a little more messy” (note the diminutive 

“little” here to soften the charge).  Then she completes the semantic move to protect her self-

image by saying “it was nothing like (.) hatred you know.”  Even if we can take her comment 

that they did not hate each other (or at least Mandy did not hate her roommate) at face value, she 

nonetheless expresses some contempt for her roommate’s actions. 

 Since whites rarely interact in any meaningful way with blacks, their images of African 

Americans often come from hearsay from fellow whites.  Elizabeth also mentions an example of 

white girls’ misunderstanding (and disdain) for hair weaving in the dorms.  Mentioning this in 

response to the tension statement, she recalls a white friend’s experience with a black roommate: 

Um, well not for me but for another friend of mine, she doesn’t live in my dorm um, she 
and her roommate like, she’s umm (.) like white and her roommate’s black and (.) like just 
in like (.) different like grooming things like her roommate has a weave or something like 
that and so like the hair glue and all that stuff is around and (.) she thinks that’s weird but 
that’s okay, like she’s okay with it, but it’s different, so that’s the only thing I can think of 
really.  
 

After failing to mention instances of tension in her own dormitory, she mentions this example, 

yet adds that her white friend is “okay with it.”  So why then would there be any tension to 

report?  Unless she was merely trying to satisfy the interviewer by saying something, it sounds as 

if she was shielding her white friend’s image by saying “but it’s different,” while calling the 

practice of hair weaving “weird,” to legitimize the agitated feelings of her roommate. 

 On a different subject, Kaitlin spoke of her black roommate and the “weird” activities she 

and her friends (assumed here to be black, though Kaitlin does not explicitly mention this) did 

while in the room: 

I:  Like what kinds of things do they like to do, like this is on the weekends? 
R:  No, like all the time (laughs) they’re over there, and they just do stuff that (.) I  

don’t do, like they move the table and like da:nce in the middle of our room 
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I:  Right. 
R:  Which I would never do with my frie(h)nds 
I:  Like listen to music? 
R:  Yeah, like rap which doesn’t bother me like listening to rap music but I just find it  

kind of weird ‘cause I wouldn’t have my friends over and like breakdance all over  
my living room like they do (laughs) 

I:  Oh. What do you like to do like do you have friends come over to you dorm? 
R:  Mm mhm↑. And we like play cards and watch movies and sometimes they watch  

t.v. with us together and stuff like that (.) it’s not that (.) I don’t like them or 
anything, it’s just that it gets loud sometimes. 

I:  Do you guys ever like go out together like to parties or clubs or 
R:  Not really. We invited them (.) me and my roommate invited them one time to see  

a movie and they (.) already had plans or something, but yeah not really, we hang  
out in the room together but not really outside of that. 
 

During this exchange, I did better than usual at challenging the respondent’s remarks.  First, I 

challenged her assertion that her black roommate and friends were “weird” due to their listening 

to music together.  She replied that they listened to rap, which last I knew many young whites 

also listen to.  Also note how she went from “da:nce in the middle of our room” to “breakdance 

all over my living room,” in which “breakdance” here is a use of absurdity (Antaki, 2003) to 

solidify a point she is trying to make; meanwhile, she uses the possessive pronoun “my” as 

though “they” have invaded her private space, despite the fact that her roommate lives there, too.  

She then provides “evidence” in how different she and her (white) friends are (considering the 

fact they often watch movies together in the room), and includes a semantic move to insist that 

she still likes them.  Finally, Kaitlin mentions how little time they spend together outside of the 

dorm room. 

 In a similar vein, Linda complained of two black girls who live on her floor: 

I:  Like have you (.) witnessed or heard about any kind of tensions or anything? 
R:  No, I mean well there’s (.) these two girls who are really lou:d and they listen to  

really loud music but I think  
I:  Mhm. 
R:  I don’t think people (.) get annoyed with them because of like the fact that they’re  

like black, I think it’s just an- they’re annoyed because they play loud music, you  
know so but I mean for the most part everything’s fine. 
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Note here her noun “people” to distance herself from the annoyance.  There are two important 

points worth mentioning that suggest the difficulties associated with declining antiblack attitudes 

of whites via beneficial contact (e.g., roommates on college campuses).  First is the issue of 

imagined racial differences to provide an excuse for racial segregation.  Although some 

important differences remain unacknowledged or misunderstood by whites, there are plenty of 

similarities that black and white Americans can identify with.  Second, it is interesting how 

whites only interact with blacks when forced to (here, the result of being roommates).  This 

poses a real challenge to Allport’s contact hypothesis, in which whites can have relationships 

with blacks they do not see as “black” per se, and continue to harbor deep-seated racist images 

embedded within the white racist frame. 

 White misunderstandings often lead to miscommunication with black Americans.  This 

miscommunication often leads to distrust and suspicion of the racial other, even feeling like 

blacks only look out for themselves while even attempting to put whites at a disadvantage.  In 

other words, whites think black folks are out to get them.  In the following passage, Dina speaks 

of her experience with her black resident assistant:  

I guess (3.0) I don’t know, I feel like woa:h, when I lived over the summer in (.) in, on 
camp↑us, um my R.A. was a different race than me? And all the R.A.s they were all the 
same race, and I have a lot of problems with her like, um, not (.) because of her ↑race, but 
just like we (1.0) like I had to call [a] judicial a lot about her? and I know like other 
problems, too, but um, I don’t know, when they talked to me it seemed sort of like (.) they 
weren’t, they weren’t as understanding about the situation as if they would be if I was of 
the same race as them. 
 

In this situation Dina reported feeling like her resident assistant was not as understanding as she 

could have been.  Notice, however, her shift from singular to plural pronouns in the excerpt, as if 

she used the instance of one experience with a black person to generalize for the entire group.  

Fortunately, when failing to respond to the statement “I can recall a recent interaction with a 
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black student on campus,” I asked her to recall an interaction with her resident assistant, and also 

to elaborate on “the situation” she had mentioned earlier during the interview: 

R: Well, umm I guess it just seemed like my R.A. happened to be a different race 
than me but, the majority of the R.A.s were of a different than me but there’s like  
the couple that were the same race as me? And the ones that were the same race 
as me like I talked to them all in a group because they were in office and the ones 
that were the same race as me seemed to be more on my side in the matter and the 
ones that were a different race seemed to be a little more reluctant to [like 

I:                                                                                                                           [What was  
the issue? 

R:  Like I was, there was like a (.) fire safety inspection and my R.A. didn’t (.) like 
they’re supposed to come around first, and check all of your stuff to make sure 
you’re not in violation and if you are they’re supposed to give you a slip and then 
they come back the next day  

I:  Like the stuff in your dorm? 
R:  Yeah. Then they come the next day to give you (.) like, the violation like, the first 

time was just a warning and then the second time you’re supposed to fix it, but 
then she came she told me all of my stuff was fine, but then I ended up not being 
fine when she checked thoroughly for the real thing, so I like never got 
documentation that my side was not fine=I never got the written warning, so it 
ended up=turned into a big deal because, um, everyone else got a written 
warning? And it was an accident obviously but, she like wouldn’t, she was just 
like ‘well, that’s just the way it is,’ and I was gonna have to go to a seminar and 
stuff, so it (.) is was just like I had to do, out of a whole bunch of people that were 
above her and I ended up getting it taken away but, the, like when I addressed 
everyone about it, and the R.A.s in the office it just seemed like the ones that were 
my race were more on my side and the other ones were like less understanding. 

I:  So in the end, it was pretty much settled? 
R:  In the end, yeah, it pretty much worked out like I didn’t have much contact with  

her at all except for that one experience but, um, like (.) in the end I ended up just  
going through somebody that was above her that worked for judicial at [school] 
and they took it away so I didn’t have to ask her about it or anything anymore.  
 

After elaborating on what had happened, she basically saw her black resident assistant as 

unreasonable and out to get her.  Her usage of reported speech of the R.A. ‘Well, that’s just the 

way it is,’ is used to reinforce that image of unreasonable, and even more generally, socially 

deficient (Buttny, 2003).  The most important point is how the respondents frame these moments 

as tense, while trying to downplay race as a factor. 
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Onus Placed on Blacks 

When white Americans think of race, they usually think of nonwhite Americans, and thus 

when thinking or speaking of race “problems,” they think of black or nonwhite “problems.”  

Regarding the issue of integration, whites in the sample had a tendency to at least implicitly 

place the onus of responsibility on black Americans for integrating U.S. society.  If whites and 

blacks do not intermingle with each other, it is due to blacks’ desire to self-segregate, create 

racial conflict, and possess unfavorable attributes that make them undesirable associates.  It is 

rarely (if ever) mentioned as a result of centuries of white racism. 

 When analyzing the interview discourse, it is intriguing in how the sample replied to the 

statement “I recall an experience involving some racial tension in my dormitory or apartment 

building” in that they often appeared to equate racial diversity with tense situations, and in 

particular people of color created the tense situations.  Oftentimes respondents stamped blacks as 

the initiators of conflict. For example, Yannie recalled a situation in which his black friend 

visited him at his dormitory: 

Over the summer, [he] came into the dorm and I live in [name] so it’s (.) predominantly 
white it seems, um (.) and actually (.) interestingly enough, he caused the tension? But my  
black friend walked in and uhm sat down and talk to some of these people, and they were  
talking about the group that’s for salutatorians and valedictorians only? And he mentioned  
him being in the group, and the girl turns to him and was like ‘you’re salutatorian?’ and  
he’s like ‘what? Surprises you that there’s a black salutatorian?’ So, he just kind of blamed  
[her] for that, and attacked her and she didn’t mean anything along those lines by it, and he  
was partially kidding? Because it’s just how he acts, but it like caused some tension? Um  
(.) ‘cause he, he doesn’t relent, that’s how he acts, so it actually resulted in um (2.0) uh,  
and the thing was really surprising is the girl was uh actually Asian, so she wasn’t exactly  
(.) a majority either, so that I guess that was the interesting part of it, but there was tension,  
he (.) did get in trouble, they reported to the R.A.s, so (.) I guess like even jokingly it led to 
problems?  
 

In this situation, Yannie failed to see how the Asian girl’s question could have insulted his 

friend, while assuming that only white Americans are capable of racism (for instance, many 

Asian Americans are considered to be “borderline” whites).  Yannie immediately defended the 
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Asian girl, saying “she didn’t mean anything along those lines by it,” yet why would she ask the 

question in the first place?  Is there any reason to believe that someone would lie about being a 

salutatorian?  An interesting finding here is how whites can defend “borderline” whites as well 

as fellow whites.  More importantly, Yannie uses this situation to describe his black friend’s 

personality in that he is relentless and a troublemaker, so much so that the people there at the 

time notified the resident assistants about his presence. 

 Another instance of blaming black Americans for the inability to integrate U.S. society 

was the absurd notion that blacks choose segregation, often the result of “black pride.”  For 

example, Wanda spoke of black girls living on her floor in her dormitory:  

They act different, like you can hear outside their doors like loud rap music, like you know 
(.) who’s (laugh) which room is (.) but there’s no tension on the floor, I mean, they don’t-  
actually, there’s no tension, but they’re not like (.) as friendly as- I guess they feel that like  
there’s only two or three on like a floor of like 30 (.) people? So I guess they are like major  
like minorities, so they don’t like (.) even (.) like feel the need or want to get along with  
everybody? Not like just like they don’t wanna be like friends, it’s not like they don’t want  
to have (.) it’s not that they want to have like problems with people, they just don’t choose  
to be friends with everyone? 
 

Again, there is the association made between black people and loud rap music.  Despite Wanda’s 

initial statement that no tension exists on her floor, she contradicts herself when she says that the 

black girls are “not like (.) as friendly as-” (note how she does not complete the statement).  She 

places the responsibility of the girls having friends with whites squarely on their shoulders.   

Meanwhile, “black pride” was also cited as a cause of racial conflict, albeit indirectly.  In 

an interesting statement, Betty speaks of her “best friend,” whom she met this semester, and 

reasons why tense moments do not exist: 

And she’s really awesome, and uh if you get her to talk about like just black pride in  
general, she can go off for hours on it, and uh it’s not a bad thing, but um she does like 
realize that (.) she doesn’t feel like necessarily discriminated against on campus, even 
though the campus is majority white from what we can see, and uh she doesn’t feel 
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discriminated against, she feels like she gets along with everybody, and but uh I think she’s 
well-adjusted, and I enjoy her company (laugh)  
 

First, Betty fails to complete the semantic move “it’s not a bad thing, but” in reference to her 

friend’s “black pride.”  We can conclude from her statement that she conceptualizes “black 

pride” as “feeling discriminated against” and not getting along with everybody.  Hence, if black 

Americans would only stop complaining about experiencing discrimination would they then 

cease being discriminated against, be “well-adjusted” and then whites could “enjoy their 

company.” 

 Some respondents equated “being black” with being hostile or unfriendly.  For instance, 

Wanda described black kids at her high school: 

R:  There was always tension between um they would just like turn over lunch tables  
and sit on top of them and like (.) just be loud (.) I, I was friends with them, so (.)  
there was separation, I guess they felt that like (.) they were (.) like black, and 
they didn’t really hang out with whites, they kind of like made fun of us, so (.)  

I:  Was the tension a pretty common occurrence, or was it um can you think of like a  
specific time or instance? 

R:  Yeah, there hasn’t been like fights in school or there haven’t like (.) black person  
against a white person, but there has been at my school, but it wasn’t like people  
would like walk by and be like ‘you know, I don’t like them,’ it was just certain  
people like, for the most part, they wanted to like °be black°, that’s what they 
wanted to do, and it’s not like the white people didn’t like black people, they just 
felt like they had to like live up to their standard of being like a black person who 
would like dress a certain way or like act a certain way, especially (.)  
 

Wanda typifies “being black” as not liking white people, though she insists that whites do not 

have a problem with them. She believes that blacks choose to segregate themselves from whites 

in society. 

Some respondents also blamed blacks for whites’ disapproval of interracial relationships.  

In one particular instance Jane reported parental disapproval of interracial dating.  In the 

following excerpt, she defends fellow whites (her parents) for their disapproval, while blaming, 

albeit implicitly, black Americans for the racial separation: 
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R:  So (.) but um (.) my parents never wanted me to like, they still don’t but, they  
like don’t agree and like, if I wanted to date someone of another race mostly black 

I:  Oh. 
R:  I don’t know, not because they’re racist but because (.) just because it makes it a  

lot harder, you’ll have lots of problems I guess, maybe uh it doesn’t really matter,  
I mean if I wanted to I could (.) they’re not gonna like disown me but 

I:  Like for those who (.) like disapprove of like interracial= 
R:  =Right. 
I:  marriage or sex or whatever I mean, what are some of the reasons that they might  

feel that way? Or like make an argument for their point of view? 
R:  I mean I can understand why some people don’t agree with it because you’re  

coming from totally different (.) like culture, I guess 
I:  Mm 
R:  which is (.) a lot of the values and (.) you know, like maybe that culture might be  

different from that culture=not all of them, but definitely some (.) and (.) it’s (.) a  
lot more common I thi:nk, I’m not positive but to see black women single mothers  
than it is (.) and it’s a pride thing too, like (.) black people, like when a guy has a  
kid and then it’s like ‘how many kids do you have?’ 

I:  Mm 
R:  It’s kind of like (.) °a pride thing°. 
I:  Okay. 
 

In addition to mentioning family members expressing disapproval of these relationships due to 

cultural differences, she appears to believe it herself, adding that the onus is on African 

Americans, who choose to remain separate from mainstream (white) culture.  Note how she does 

add the semantic move “=not all of them, but definitely some” to avoid any dissent from the 

interviewer.  Furthermore, she adds her own explanation for their self-segregation (“It’s kind of 

like (.)°a pride thing°”) under her breath as another attempt to avoid criticism.  

Later in the interview Jane inserts a common storyline that the children of these 

relationships would suffer due to their interracial status: 

U:m, I definitely have heard other people who (.) don’t agree on interracial sex or marriage 
just because I said before that social problems and how you know having an interracial kid 
um can be hard on them like when they’re growing up at school because they get teased or 
(.) because they’re not one or the other, and just because (.) it’s tense  
 

Based on her utterances during the interview, Jane appears to have significant problems with 

interracial intimate relationships.  There appears to have been much influence from her parents 
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on this issue, though she deflects the responsibility for this division on black Americans.  In her 

attempt to appear nonracist, she employs various discursive tricks such as semantic moves and 

impersonal pronouns to protect the image of both herself and her parents. 

Validation of the White Racist Frame 

 Due to the misunderstandings and miscommunication, while failing to take any 

responsibility for the white racist order, the white racist frame continues to operate unabated, 

allowing the vicious cycle to continue.  Many respondents, during their interviews, expressed 

deep emotions when recalling racial experiences.  In the following excerpt, Mandy begins with 

rationalizing segregation as rational, while comparing it to gender segregation: 

I’ve noticed that (.) people tend to stick together based on their background um but I’ve  
also noticed that a lot of the girls stuck together (.) on the hall versus like the boys were  
always stuck together with my floor  
 

After I asked her why she thinks different racial groups tend to hang with another, she went 

through examples of the different things the groups did together, such as the example of black 

girls doing her hair.  She then, however, recalled one black girl who caused tension in the dorm: 

R:  There was one situation where it was like a white girl and a black girl lived 
together, and (.) the black girl was from a very black community, everyone was  
black so, she (.) or she’s from (.) maybe she was the only black girl in a white 
community so she had everything handed to her because (.) you know, she was 
that way and they didn’t want her to like bring up race or anything, so she kind of 
like (.) slid by and didn’t have to do anything and she just like (.) she’s everything 
beca- ‘oh, because I’m black,’ it’s this way and then she kind of brought those 
ideals here, and then had conflict with her white roommate because she thought 
that everyone should like (.) bow down to her or whatever. 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  Um, I know a lot of the black girls thought that there weren’t many black people  

at our university, and they should’ve gone to a blacker? university?  
I:  Oh. 
R:  But (.) um, I thought we were pretty mixed here, considering like the ratio of like  

whites versus blacks in America and whites versus black (.) in America that go to  
college? I thought we had a pretty (1.0) good ratio ‘cause you can’t increase that 
of they don’t to college. 
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In this passage, Mandy makes it unclear where she heard this story, suggesting she heard this 

from someone else (likely a white girl).  She gives an implicit rationalization for segregation by 

depicting blacks as oversensitive and unreasonable, and then closes with a sincere fiction of the 

“integrated” campus. 

Going further on the image Mandy portrayed above of one black girl as expecting 

everyone to “bow” before her, Penelope took a similar approach in recalling a friend’s boyfriend: 

R:  Uh, I ended up living with her my sophomore year in a four-bedroom apartment  
with two other white girls and her, and uh she did have a boyfriend who (.) 
(laugh) we did not get along with the I guess we three white roommates did not 
get along with her boyfriend 

I:  Mm mhm 
R:  Who was (.) uh, you know, rude and (?) (laugh), a:nd uhm (.) just kind of 

disgusted me, he wasn’t a [university] student, she was, he was a (.) [community  
college] student, but he would come and stay, and welcome himself in, and use  
our utilities and amenities, and not help pay, a:nd (.) was very rude to us and very 
unappreciative of us, and taking our space and our rent money basically ‘cause he  
was living off of us, and uhm (.) it doesn’t really answer black student on campus, 
but uhm it did create struggles between [black girl] and us because we could not 
(.) when we would try to confront her about it, that’s where her very pride-driven 
African American attitude would come out, and make us look like well maybe we 
had some sort of racial discrimination towards him, when I by far have been 
discriminated in my past for being a Jew, and I would never ever in my life ever 
discriminate [against] someone, so it was taken out of context 
 

This passage serves another example of how whites believe black folks stand up for each other, 

no matter what is going on.  She equates “black pride” with (unfair) accusations of 

discrimination.  Considering that he was an invited guest of a roommate, Penelope (while using 

the plural pronoun “we”) acts as if he was invading “her” space and using “her” amenities.  She 

also uses her status as a Jewish American to excuse herself from any charges of racism. 

 In a similar incident, Vincent mentions an example in which he shared an apartment with 

a Filipino student: 

R:  My freshman year I lived in an apt, and me and my friend and one other guy=we  
didn’t (.) he was never there, so we never saw him, but there was one other kid  
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living there, and he was Filipino, and his three other friends that freeloaded off of  
us 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  And all three of them are black. They loved, you know, they would sleep on the  

couch downstairs or sleep on a chair, there were bunk beds in his room which  
didn’t fit, but you know, he gave ‘em one and they didn’t pay rent or didn’t do 
anything (.) um, and there was one thing that happened, and me and my friend 
were away at spring break um that they burned our apt. 

I:  Oh, really? 
R:  Yeah, they burned our apt. And we came back and we asked “what happened?” 
  and he says uh “well, we got kinda rowdy, you know, not really paying attention,” 

they were uh doin’ some- they had some drug paraphernalia downstairs 
apparently, and then it just went from there (.) man! ((exasperated)) So me and 
my friend got into a (.) pretty large verbal argument with them over that so (.) we 
ended up movin’. 
 

Similar to Mandy’s previous excerpt, Vincent paints himself as a victim of blacks’ 

irresponsibility and carelessness.  His Filipino roommate’s three black friends were “mooching” 

off of Vincent and his roommates, and then accidentally set fire to the apartment.  This led to his 

resolution to move out. 

 Sometimes respondents expressed emotions that showed their antiblackness, even when 

respondents had said other things during the interview that were more antiracist.  Despite some 

antiracist comments on racial privilege when shopping (see Chapter 3), Xena made this comment 

about something she heard from another student in a different dorm: 

R:  I don’t know if there was much tension there, but she would say a lot of times like  
at night they would kind of just like (.) trash the place, like throw garbage cans  
over, throw things at lights and I don’t know what that had to do with, but she 
probably had more [tension] in hers. 

I:  Mhm. Well, they trashed the place? Like  
R:  I don’t know if it’d be like they’d go out at night and come back and had been  

drinking, or what it was, but she said they kind of just acted like (.) animals at   
times (.) which is surprising ‘cause if they’re like athletes, but you know you feel  
like they would be a little more (1.0) [avoid hangover for sport] 
 

Xena does not specify the race of the students here, but the important point is that non-whiteness 

is equated with being animal-like.  Meanwhile, she made the assumption that “they” were 
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athletes.  White students often assume that black students are beneficiaries of athletic or minority 

scholarships, which they use as fodder for the notion that blacks could not have attended 

university due to their intellect.  

 For some respondents, they openly expressed their fear of black Americans.  For 

example, Amy spoke of her sister’s apartment building: 

R:  [She] is living in an apt right now, where there a lot of Mexicans, and if that was  
[me] personally, I would be scared for my life, because (.) they have a reputation? 
And I’m not saying that every Mexican is this way, but they’ve given themselves 
a bad reputation of stealing and um violence and stuff like that and (.) these 
people that live in their neighborhood aren’t any exception, because they’ve been 
known to like hang out in the parking lot every hour of the night, sleep in their car 
out in the parking lot, there’s like 15 people that live in one apt next to her that are 
all Mexicans and (.) um that would definitely be an issue for me, I’d make sure to 
lock my car all the time, always lock my doors, um  

I:  Like how long has uh she lived there? 
R:  Um, she just moved there um a couple of months ago, I think. 
I:  Like has she told you of any like (.) experiences? 
R:  I don’t think she really cares too much, there has been already, they um had a 

little feud in the Mexican apt next to hers where they said somebody broke in and 
stole something=well, you have 15 people living there, it’s probably one of the 
people living there that stole something from you, and (.) I’m just glad it’s not me 
living there=I don’t think she has many issues with that like she tends to um make 
friends with pretty much everybody and anybody, so she doesn’t really care too 
much (.) until she has an experience of her own, probably. 

 
Here, Amy insists that the stereotypes of Mexican Americans have been brought upon 

themselves.  Her failure to recognize the absurdity of these images facilitates the reproduction of 

the white racist frame.   

Another example of white fears of nonwhites comes from Angie, who recalled this 

situation when traveling by car to see a friend who lived in a predominantly black community: 

R:  I was like 16 or 17 and um (.) one of my friends who pretty much lived in an  
all-black community that was kind of like a poor part of town, and um, but it was  
cheap to live there, so he had a place back there, and the first time I went over  
there with a couple of my friends, like we were driving around trying to find it  
and we turned down the wrong street that was a dead end, it was the next street  
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over, so we go down to the end and we turn around and come back, and there 
wa:s a black family who was sitting outside their house, and the guy, um, stood up 
as I as driving back towards the road and um, he walked out in the middle of the 
street and the street was only one lane so I couldn’t go around him, and stood 
there with his hand behind his back. 

I:  Mhm 
R:  And (.) we were all like ‘oh god, what’s gonna happen,’ like he was just like  

looking at us like really threateningly, and he comes over and taps on the window  
and says “can you put down the window” and I’m like “yeah” and he started 
yelling at us for like speeding down his street and like being disruptive and we’re  
like “we’re lost, we’re sorry, we’re gonna go home but (.) thanks for the help. 
That’s great.” 
 

She suspected the black man of having something behind his back, and report feeling fear for her 

life.  

 Respondents often divided African Americans into two groups: good blacks and bad 

blacks.  The former group are those “well-adjusted” in that they intermingle with whites (and, 

more implicitly, do not rock the boat with charges of discrimination; in other words, keeping it to 

themselves).  Bad blacks, meanwhile, are drunk on “black pride” and (thus) cry racism whenever 

something does not go their way.  In an interesting passage along these lines, Penelope also 

includes the issue of ethnic difference when making the differentiation in the workplace: 

R:  I work at this pizza place, and there’s an African American guy that works there  
who nobody likes, a:nd (laughs) this actually really applies to this as I think about,  
uhmm ((louder talk)) he is so rude to the girls, makes comments to us how we’re 
white? How we’re bitches? Stuff like this? We don’t even talk to him. He is lazy? 
He is rude? He is unintelligent. A:nd he walks around, he never showers, he wears 
his pick in his hair, and we can’t fire him, because that would be racial 
discrimination. So (.) he has this (.) you know, privilege where he can get by with 
keeping his job, where he should not, because he’s so: rude and discriminatory 
towards everyone else, but we kno:w, I know that I talked to the managers who 
have hinted pretty much that they could never fire him, because if they did, he 
could come back and shoot back with racial discrimination 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  Now (.) ironically, there’s one other black person that works there, who is a quiet,  

gentle black man (.) hippie, kind of peace-lovin’ like reggae, he has like huge  
dreads he wears in a hat, doesn’t associate with the other black guy at all, who  
actually can’t stand him, it is so hilarious because they’re the antithesis I think of  
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the two black representations of the black people in society. [first guy’s name], 
the asshole, is so: suppressed, I mean he makes comments about it, he’s like ‘you 
know, like you fuckin’ white people,’ like whatever and we’re just like “shut up!” 
like we didn’t say anything to you!’ and then [second guy’s name], who doesn’t 
even speak, the guy’s so quiet, I don’t think I’ve ever heard more than one word 
out of him, and he’s just this peaceful guy, and like just in his own world, like 
probably really high all the time, and (laughs) but uhm this happens every time I 
work, and it pisses me off, and it makes me SO ANGRY ((loud and aggravated)), 
like [first guy] makes me so: angry me and three other girls have talked to the 
owner, and he’s an ass! Like whatever, and I don’t know what’s going on with 
him=I think that the owner’s afraid to fire him, because he could shoot back with 
racial discrimination, but uhm even though it’s not that at all, but the point is, the 
ways he’s rude and like make comments is all racially, it’s all about racialness, 
I’m just like ‘you’re just getting’ by, and getting’ away with it ‘cause you know 
you can,’ and that (.) pisses me off. Everyday, I’ve requested not to work with this 
guy all the time, and it has nothing to do with the fact that he’s black, it’s just that 
stereotype, that black person, who just has to be so angry at everybody, like mhm 
god he is, he is an extreme of that type.  
 

Note that in this extended invective the sincere fiction that leads to ambivalence: the supposed 

“free ride” blacks have at work since they can’t be fired, though this is simply ridiculous.  

Furthermore, she apparently never questioned the accuracy of the manager’s claims, while 

further blaming her black co-worker.  She closes her emotional tirade with semantic move in 

attempt to save whatever face she thinks she has left.  She seems to expect that the statement will 

make-up for her earlier comments. 

 Of all respondents, only Betty had an ongoing intimate relationship with a person of 

color, and she briefly spoke of the tensions she feels when interacting with whites: 

R:  There was an instance where I was staying with my dad for the summer and  
my grandfather was coming for a visit and he asked me to take down my pictures  
(.) or my boyfriend, just because (.) we don’t know how my g-father would react,  
but we don’t think it would be all that great. 

I:  Right. Like how’d that make you fee(h)l? 
R:  I was kinda having to hide a part of myself, but like (.) I’m someone who’s like  

(.) mhm not trying to avoid conflict out of all costs, but like if there’s something 
small and minor I can do that would accommodate somebody else and just avoid  
like the anger and frustration that it would cause, and (.) uh I’m gonna do it just 
‘cause (.) it takes so much energy out of a person to be angry and upset and you 
really don’t want to hurt the ones you love, and even though like my g-father by 
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far is in the wrong (laugh) you know, but I’m not going to try and change his 
opinions, no. ‘Cause I don’t know how successful that would be. 
 

Here, Betty provides a window into the tremendous barriers in U.S. society in black-white 

relationships, and the pain those barriers cause.  At the same time, she mentions how difficult it 

is to complain to her grandfather for what he did.  To be effective as an antiracist, one must 

choose her battles and expend her resources carefully (O’Brien, 2003).   

Summary 

In this chapter, I describe the contradictory nature of the way respondents recall interracial 

relationships, and the way they and others view such interactions.  First, I provided an elaborate 

explanation as to why racial segregation continues in U.S. society: little beneficial contact 

between whites and groups of color fails to challenge the ambivalence and fear whites harbor of 

nonwhite Americans.  Meanwhile, whites naturalize segregation in their discourse while 

minimizing the damage racism causes to its victims.  Although some respondents came clean 

with the extent of segregation in their lives, most tried to sidestep the issue or downplay its 

significance.  Some respondents based their integrated lives on the “virtual integration” of their 

media experiences, while others overexaggerated their numbers of black friends.  Most 

respondents reported extensive tension in their interactions with people of color, and particularly 

with African Americans.   

This tension is often a result of misunderstanding, which in turn leads to 

miscommunication between them and racial others.  They expect black Americans to undue the 

centuries of white racism, while stop acting “black,” defined largely by the sample as scary, 

irresponsible, and mischievous. It is not the actions of people of color, but rather the 

interpretation of their behavior (often through stories and not personal experience) that ultimately 

legitimizes the white racist frame, and it is done through the generalization of an entire group’s 
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behavior and demeanor through the prism of one individual situation.  Validating the white racist 

frame is not easily done for these whites, however. Thus, they utilize a series of linguistic moves 

such as hiding themselves by using plural pronouns and semantic moves to maintain face 

(though they are often unsuccessful).  In the next chapter, I present the contradictions within the 

sample’s discourse on programs designed to end racial inequities in educational and workplace 

opportunities. 
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Figure 4-1.        Crystallization process of the white racist frame. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
PRODUCTS OF THE RETROGRESSION 

Introduction 

The term retrogression refers to a change to a less complex or primitive state, or to a 

process of deterioration. That is the process that has emerged in U.S. society regarding race 

relations: after making some movements towards achieving racial equality and justice, we are 

now witnessing a reactionary movement against that progress.  In this chapter, I highlight the 

ways that whites in this sample paint themselves as victims of “reverse racism” while 

questioning the claims of nonwhite Americans that they face injustices.  First, I explore the ways 

in which respondents oppose policies designated to alleviate past racial injustices (including their 

comments on reparations). Second, I investigate the way the sample comes to see itself as 

victims of the “quest” for diversity. Finally, I shed some light on how they will likely reproduce 

the racist social order as potential employers in the future.  Similar to earlier chapters, I expose 

the various strategies respondents use along the way to maintain face while expressing their 

hostilities toward attempts to achieve a more just and free society. 

What Losses? 

 How do white Americans claim to support racial equality while opposing actions to end 

affirmative action for whites?  I this section, I explore in detail the various sincere fictions 

employed by the whites in this sample that assist them in their claims that racism is no longer a 

problem for African Americans.  They do this in three primary ways: the first method is utilizing 

delusions of grandeur to oppose policies to deal with systemic racism.  I introduce three major 

storylines they use to achieve this end: (1) the past is the past, (2) we can’t stop racism anyway, 

and (3) if only we could wish it away.  The second sincere fiction I examine is respondents’ 

atomistic view of racism; i.e. racism is merely the product of a few bad apples.  The third way 
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respondents deal with the contradiction is by blaming blacks for their problems.  Sincere fictions 

like these project feelings of ambivalence and even hostility towards programs and policies 

enacted to deal with the legacy of white racism in U.S. society, while simultaneously reinforcing 

privileges for white Americans. 

Delusions of Grandeur 

Bonilla-Silva (2001: 157) argued that “all ideological formations produce common stories 

that become part of the racial folklore and thus are shared, used, and believed by members of the 

dominant race.” With the little experience they have in discussing racial matters with black 

Americans, whites in the sample usually do not grasp the extent and consequences of systemic 

racism in our society.  In addition, their responses during the interviews suggest that they are 

delusional on these matters.  In this section, I document these delusions, communicated through 

various storylines.  First, we examine their storyline “the past is the past,” a common line when 

discussing racial privilege.   

The past is the past 

Respondents utilize this storyline to balance their support for racial equality in an abstract 

sense, but oppose the implementation of programs to achieve racial equality.  The primary 

delusion that appears here is the myth that white racism is no longer a problem in U.S. society.  

When responding to the statement “The government should address the losses of certain racial 

groups who have struggled due to racial discrimination,” Elizabeth had this to say: 

Um (1.0) yeah, I think they should definitely like recognize like (.) what happened in the  
past, but I’m not sure that necessarily people now should be compensated for like (.) 
monetarily at least for like what happened to people that they didn’t even know that were  
from (.) years and years and years and years ago, but I think it should definitely be like 
made aware because it’s important to know what happened in the past and, so like that 
kind of thing doesn’t happen again ‘cause it’s not good. 
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In her response, Elizabeth inserts a semantic move: first, she states that people should be 

aware of the racial injustices of the past; still, she argues that there should be no compensation 

for those losses.  Furthermore, she apparently has no recognition of the racial discrimination of 

the present day.  She concludes with a resolution that is incapable of dealing with the problem; 

that is, the need to alter the racialized social system. 

 Harriet takes the delusion one step further, arguing that attempting to deal with the racial 

injustices of the past (and present) will only cause further racial animosity: 

R:  Racial discrimination’s just something that’s just trapped in our history and I  
don’t know necessarily that they should be compensated for it? Just because I’m  
not sure what you could do (.) um (.) to address that without having (1.0) about  
like separating society even more because if they, if the government did try to  
compensate (.) I don’t know, um (.) any specific race or ethnicity or whatever, I  
think it would (.) another race would probably get offended 

I:  Oh 
R:  And that (.) maybe (.) everything that people have done to integrate it, to like  

today’s time it might (.) separate it even more. 
 

In this exchange, Harriet downplays the significance of race, claiming to be “just trapped in our 

history.”  An emerging contradiction when connected to Elizabeth’s comments is the notion that 

we should educate people about racial inequality, but not compensate those harmed by past 

injustices due to increasing animosity between racial groups.  But wouldn’t a rigorous education 

about the injustices endured by African Americans increase understanding, and thus support, for 

reparations or other programs to right the wrongs of the past? 

 A final excerpt from the interviews on this storyline comes from Frank, who expresses a 

similar disapproval for compensation: 

As far as the second one umm (2.0) I don’t know if now the government should give 
specific um (3.0) be more generous with racial groups who have suffered in the past, I  
don’t know if that would be the right thing to do really, I don’t know if that I mean can 
even solve what’s happened in the past but, um, I guess the best thing they can do is just to 
make sure that (.) equality is more (1.0) upheld now than it ever has been. 
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Many whites argue against affirmative action, reparations, or other programs meant to end 

racial privilege for white Americans due to the statute of limitations, or the notion that if a 

certain time period has passed following the oppressive conditions, then those who committed 

the actions cannot be held liable.  This kind of thinking ignores the cumulative impact of white 

racism in that white families have accumulated wealth over the years at the expense of African 

Americans and other nonwhites.  Another point whites fail to understand when utilizing this 

storyline is the reality that white leaders denied black Americans their just due.  And lastly, 

respondents who used this storyline conveniently forget the current discrimination that nonwhite 

Americans face today. 

Can’t stop it anyway 

 Another delusion expressed by respondents was the notion that racism exists and there is 

nothing we can do to stop it.  This myth provides whites a method of impression management in 

that they can oppose “affirmative action” programs without sounding prejudiced, i.e. overtly 

legitimizing the racist social order.  For example, Dina first tried to install the “past is the past” 

storyline, but I referred to the lack of equal opportunities in education or employment today.  She 

responded this way: 

R:  Okay. Umm (.) I think it’s really hard to prove that there’s like (1.0) like if (2.0)  
for the housing example I think it’s really hard to prove that there’s like racial  
discrimination like whether there was or there wasn’t I think the long term is 
really hard to like (.) say that that’s definitely due to discrimination and, due to 
just a different factor? Even if the person is, trying to discriminate [against] 
another?  

I:  Okay. 
R:  I don’t (.) really think that there’s anything the (.) government can really do about  

it? 
I:  Okay. 
R:  Because, it’s, there, I mean there might be so many situations I don’t know how  

they would want to deal with that, and if there was something really major that  
((unintelligible; trails off))  
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It is intriguing how she thinks the government should not be involved in eliminating racism 

because it is too large of a task.  Xena takes a similar approach to this issue: 

I think it would be very hard to really enforce like with a business, ‘cause you can’t go 
around to every single employee, you know, like every single business and make sure their  
manager is enforcing every single employee, but I think there should definitely be like you  
know laws if there’s like (.) if there you know something really discriminatory happens,  
and that person feels really you know insulted or humiliated, then that shouldn’t be 
acceptable, but I think (.) in the sense of businesses, it would be hard for the government-  
maybe more of a local government, but (.) I think it would be kinda hard to enforce, ‘cause  
you can’t have someone there at all times, and things are gonna obviously happen that  
aren’t supposed to, you know? Just because that’s the way people think and that’s their  
opinion, it’s hard to (.) you can say as much as you want to someone, but (.) you really  
have to have them experience like a real-life situation to really change their perception and  
their attitude (.) but, I think it should definitely be a concern, if they have a solution, you  
know, if they have a way of (.) making things better for racial groups, then definitely (.)  
because our country is so mixed, and it’s just gonna get more so, I mean especially here in  
[state], you know? And I think maybe it should be more of like a state government thing,  
because some states are still, you know, northern states are very integrated, but I think it’s  
important for where it’s needed. 
 

Discrimination by businesses needs to be documented via auditing programs similar to catching 

storeowners who sell cigarettes to minors.  When it comes to fighting discrimination, whites 

magnify the potential drawbacks of actions implemented to do something about it (e.g., it’s too 

expensive, racism is not a problem anymore, etc.).  When stopping other crimes, whites do not 

talk about how they cannot stop everyone, whether dealing with murders, rapes, etc. (some of 

which are race-related).  The “Can’t Stop It Anyway” storyline aids whites into taking a nihilistic 

approach towards stopping racism, which produces ambivalence towards dealing with racism.  

Wish it away 

Another delusion expressed in the interviews was that if only they could wish racism away, 

then society would be better off.  This is a common myth utilized within the repertoire of color-

blindness.  If only we Americans started ignoring our racial differences, racism would cease to 

exist.  In the following passage, Frank defended the value of color-blindness: 
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R:  Um, I definitely agree unfortunately that people do and like employers hire based  
on certain things or= 

I:  =Sure. 
R:  Like um (1.0) people aren’t (.) color-blind, unfortunately, and so people are hired  

depending on things like that and not just employment but also (.) just judgment  
too.  

I:  Do you think that’s a good value to have, um, color-blindness, like for people to  
be color-blind? 

R:  Uh yeah, I definitely do because (.) ‘cause [then] everyone would have a fair shot,  
certain people with advantages and certain disadvantages. 
 

Frank seems convinced that only if people failed to recognize color differences, then the 

systematic processes of discrimination would disappear.  The problem with this approach is that 

it allows whites to evade the structural reality of systemic racism and therefore “preserves the 

power structure inherent in essentialist racism” (Frankenberg 1993:147). 

 In the next segment, Linda argues that the government should not have to enforce anti-

discrimination measures, while downplaying the significance of racism: 

R:  I don’t know like the extent↑ to that, like I don’t know if I like agree with  
affirmative action and everything but like I just (.) if there were a way for people  
to like not be (.) like and (.) I know it’s like (.) a bit of a like fantasy statement  
like if no one could be like racist but I don’t know  

I:  Right. 
R:  Like the government shouldn’t have to.  
I:  Like what is affirmative action to you? 
R:  Like their preferential treatment of (.) like minorities just because (.) like to like  

make up for the things in the past that have (.) caused them like harm and stuff. 
 

In Linda’s response, she delivers the “fantasy” buffer statement prior to stating her disapproval 

of government action towards racial discrimination.  This serves her as a face maintenance 

strategy, while allowing her to dismiss such actions without sounding prejudiced.   

 One respondent offered an interesting explanation for opposition for government 

intervention in eliminating systemic racism: people will do it naturally.  When discussing the 

issue of compensating groups who have lost out on opportunities, Zachary emits a smudge of 

social Darwinism in the process: 
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I don’t think it’s really the government’s place to address losses of certain racial groups? 
Who struggle due to racial discrimination because (.) I think that (.) I believe in just kinda  
like in just like people will weed themselves out if- and not like in a manner in which like  
there’ll be like this elite race, but people will get along however they get along and that it’s  
not nec-  the government’s responsibility is to care for society as a whole as opposed to  
starting to keep people here and you know, ‘cause I feel that integration happens naturally,  
so you know, sooner or later it’s just a big blend, so there’s no one you know one race  
should be (.) I think it [the government’s role] should be a very reserved role. I think there  
should be some role, but it shouldn’t be you know a constant hands-on process where 
they’re trying to (.) you know, rebir- no, rebirth is a bad word, but like you know trying to  
grow [the] Hispanic population in Ohio or like grow the African American population in  
Montana, I don’t think it should be sectored off like that, I think that it just naturally will  
take care of itself over time, I think that as you can see since like the United States was  
founded, you know, slowly integration has occurred, and you know there are times where  
there are some issues, but (.) do they really need to step in constantly? I don’t think so.  
 

Similar to Linda, Zachary does not think the government should be involved in equalizing U.S. 

society, though he does so in a very gingerly, even ambiguous way (e.g., “I think there should be 

some role, but it shouldn’t be you know a constant hands-on process”).  He also makes use of the 

naturalization frame (see Chapter Four), which was not as commonplace in these repertoires.  

Given the centuries of white-enforced segregation and supremacy in U.S. institutions, it is quite 

unlikely that equal opportunity will exist without some social engineering.  Furthermore, in an 

attempt to bolster his argument, he uses absurdity (“…trying to grow [the] Hispanic population 

in Ohio or like grow the African American population in Montana”) to make his point that the 

government is only making things worse. 

Atomistic View of Racism 

People generally accept the notion that Americans celebrate the value of individualism, 

and that we live in an individualistic society.  When coming across the race discourse of white 

Americans, people might presume that whites’ tendency to present an individualized 

understanding of racism reflects the sociocultural system they live in, but this would be a 

mistake.  As I mentioned in the opening chapter, when discussing racial matters that involve the 

racist actions of white Americans, whites take an atomistic approach; however, when discussing 
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the actions of black Americans, they often use the acts of an individual to generalize for the 

entire group.  The tendency to see racism as atomistic (not structural) is the second sincere 

fiction I introduce in this section. 

 One way to uphold the delusion of an egalitarian society is that respondents struggle to 

recall any particular instances in which they profited in some meaningful way due to their 

whiteness.  Ursela, for example, responded to the issue of paying people back for losses due to 

racial discrimination: 

R:  Um well, obviously (.) I feel really cliché saying this obviously, whi:te people (.)  
definitely have the advantage, especially in the U.S.? u::m (.) as far as like 
personal experiences, I don’t (???) Umm, oh my god (laugh), what it is (.) alright,  
if you’re black you get into school easier, what is it ca(h)lled? 

I:  Oh↑, u:m 
R:  I can’t think of the stupid term! 
I:  You mean, like affirmative action? 
R:  Yes: Thank you, wow. I feel like a complete idiot. Affirmative action, I don’t  

believe in that, and I don’t (.) I don’t think that um you know, people that were (.)  
or like, are descendants of people that were enslaved should like (.) you know, get  
[?] money for that or whatever 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  Um (.) but they’re definitely (.) everything should be equal, um (.) I really don’t  

have like a personal situation where I can really relate that to my life (.) um (.)  
I’m sure things would be different for me, though, if I wasn’t (.) different color, of 

 course, I definitely would have (.) have different friends, um (.) just because [?]  
tend to stick together, you know.  
 

A lot just went on here: first, she begins with a presumably antiracist statement by insisting 

whites have an advantage over blacks.  However, she then denounces affirmative action, and 

inserts an “insurance statement” that all should be equal to maintain face.  Moreover, I inserted 

“[?]” in the script to show that she omitted the pronoun for the statement naturalizing racial 

segregation.  Thus, it is problematic to classify different kinds of white speakers (e.g., race-

cognizant, essentialist, etc) since they all use the same techniques, so Frankenberg (1993) fails to 
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acknowledge the structural nature of the problem. The reality is that most white Americans 

engage in a discourse that fails to challenge the racialized social system.  

 In the next passage, Troy evokes the issue of reparations and inserts the common 

storyline “I didn’t own any slaves” (Bonilla-Silva, 2001), failing to recognize the structural 

nature of racism in U.S. society: 

R:  Well, as far as like reparations go like (.) nobody from my family ever owned  
slaves like (laughs) we came over pretty recently, you know Italian and German  
um never had any big plantation so you know uh and you know of course the  
people today, they never owned slaves um you know maybe they’re some older  
people now that experienced stuff back in the ‘60s and ‘50s that were (.) pretty  
brutal but (.) you know, I don’t see how the government should take money from  
everybody in society, especially when my family and I have done nothing to (.) 

I:  What role if any should the government have in dealing with racism? 
R:  Well act- I think they should pretty much you know it sounds kind of bad but just  

leave it alone you know, I think it’s just something that society just has to work  
out for itself um (.) I think the more you know of course, when you bring stuff up  
in the government everything is political now so (.) you know, really you’re just  
(.) I don’t know, I kind of see it as providing more racial division when the  
government gets involved and you know saying “all right, we’re gonna do this for  
blacks, this for whites,” actually that’s causing more problems. 

I:  Sure. So if not the government then where else or who else should be (.) taking on  
that responsibility= 

R:  =I mean, everybody should take it on for themselves, I guess. You know, I don’t  
see how should force anybody to do that, um (.) you know, everybody has their  
opinions um (.) I don’t really think it’s necessary to (.) make somebody do that  
but you know it’s the right thing to do so you’d hope society would do that but of  
course these days you know we like get a whole lot of that so (.)  
 

Troy opposes reparations for slavery because he argues it would not be fair for white Americans 

who did not own slaves to pay for past injustices.  He fails to realize that whites have benefited 

from unjust enrichment, regardless of whether or not they were slave owners (for example, 

working-class whites benefited in that they were not in shackles; Feagin, 2000, 2006).  Even 

when he acknowledged injustices experienced by “older people” still with us, he dismissed the 

government getting involved due to increasing more racial antipathy (though notice how his use 

of reported speech “all right, we’re gonna do this for blacks, this for whites,” he included 
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“whites” here to suggest that everyone would benefit from the governmental inaction).  He 

reduces racism to mere “opinions” and apparently thinks no one can be forced to respect fellow 

Americans’ civil rights, which among them include compensation for unjust impoverishment. 

  Another respondent who explicitly brought up the issue of slavery was Cynthia.  She 

took the argument against reparations a step further than Troy in that she feels African 

Americans are now too privileged for society’s “bleeding heart” towards the injustices 

committed against them: 

R:  In the past, I think (.) bring up the issue of slavery, I think it should be addressed?  
But in terms of (.) mhm over like o- making such a big deal about it? In terms of  
them being overprivileged now because of it? I don’t really think it should be a  
factor? (.) I tend to look at it as it’s in the past, and I mean it’s terrible, and it was  
wrong, but I think we shouldn’t dwell on the past in terms of racial issues, that we  
should just the best thing is to move forward and just improve upon it instead of  
bringing it up and not have such a socially strong issue. 

I:  Okay. Like whose responsibility do you think it should be to um deal with racism,  
try to eliminate it, or deal with it? 

R:  Um, I think each person actually on an individual basis, um I think the generation  
now growing up is more open to it and more accepting of different races, and I  
think [as] this generation esp. grows older and they have children, they’ll open  
their children’s eyes to more being obsessed or not obsessed but uh accepting of  
racism (.) than earlier generations, so I think it’s mainly parents should in each  
person on an individual basis, and also the government, you know, whether it be  
through I don’t know what kinds of means but should definitely step up and make  
sure everyone is accepting of other people. 
 

Notice how she made her claims that black Americans are unreasonable and “overprivileged” 

with the rising intonation following the statements, as a device to invite opposition from me if I 

disapproved of them.  An important contradiction here is that we should address the impact of 

slavery, but we should not talk about it too much, or make too much of it.  Ultimately, her first 

claim that we should address the issue is a prop for face maintenance, since she later claims we 

should move on and forget it happened.  Similar to the others in this section, she concludes with 
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an atomistic view of racism, inserting the myth that people are getting more open-minded with 

every generation, and government action will only inhibit the evolutionary trend. 

It’s Their Problem 

Besides evoking the delusions of how to eliminate discrimination and presenting an 

atomistic view of racism, respondents also turn to a common theme throughout much of the 

interview discourse: blacks are to blame for their problems.  Whites commonly project racial 

motivations onto blacks as a way to protect themselves and avoid responsibility for social ills 

such as segregation (Keen, 1986). They use this myth to dismiss government action to eliminate 

racism as a waste of resources.  Connected to their atomistic view of racism, they implicitly 

suggest that blacks have deficient personalities, and cannot get along with whites.  Furthermore, 

they segregate themselves from society.  For instance, when responding to the statement that 

some groups benefit from their racial privilege, Angie responded this way: 

R:  I don’t think so. I think it’s just basically like our past, which makes  
I:  Like what, maybe some things about our past?  
R:  Um, I guess that everything’s traditionally white I guess back when (.) America  

was founded and stuff it just (.) white males who were like the ((unintelligible))  
and everything 

I:  Right. 
R:  And (.) a lot of people who still see that as like bad. 
I:  Okay. 
R:  I think a lot of the barriers are self-imposed. They don’t feel like they can break  

free. 
 

In her statement, Angie evokes the “past is the past” storyline and downplays the significance of 

the historical reality (“…and everything”).  Her comment “And (.) a lot of people who still see 

that as like bad” is especially intriguing; so slavery should be seen as something good?  She fails 

to understand the links between the past and present, suggesting that “they” (notice how few 

respondents say “black” unless under their breath) are keeping themselves from prosperity. 
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 Later in her interview, Angie provided more insight into her thoughts on self-imposed 

barriers, while including a classic absurdity statement: 

R:  Um, I don’t know I guess part of it’s the government’s responsibility but I think  
past of it is also just like social responsibility in that we should adjust the way we  
behave but (.) I don’t know like I really↑ (.) don’t see racism as that big a  
problem except in the fact that people of minorities like seem to perpetuate it like  
separate themselves from us too. 

I:  Why do you think like, all minorities or specific minorities [(.) separate  
themselves. 

R:                                                                                                          [Um mhm↑ I mean 
like when you walk around campus you always see like people hanging out with  
their own (.) like racial group and you don’t see very much like (.) interaction  
between them and 

I:  Right. 
R:  you have like 20 million like black fraternities and sororities that are like  

specifically for black people and there’s nothing really that’s like (.) they’re like  
“come join us.” 

I:  Why do you think that? Do you have any thoughts on why that happens? 
R:  Um, I guess they want to like (1.0) I don’t know, just kind of give themselves like  

a sense of pride, maybe? But (.) um, I guess it goes both ways like maybe if 
they’d try and be involved with each other (.) I guess it’s just the separation that  
just everyone kind of puts upon themselves. 
 

In this passage, Angie thinks racism is only a problem because African Americans see it as such; 

hence, if only they pretended white racism was nonexistent, then racial problems would cease to 

exist.  She includes the absurdity statement “you have like 20 million like black fraternities and 

sororities” to exaggerate the opportunities on campus for black Americans to participate in 

campus activities, much like women participate in women’s organizations.  She fails to 

recognize the fact that blacks do not interact with whites because they do not feel welcome in 

predominantly white spaces (Tatum, 2003).  She finishes with an attempt to make it sound more 

even-handed, however, in that “everyone” tends to stick to one’s own group, evoking the 

naturalization frame, which also serves as a face-saving strategy. 

 When I asked her if privileges existed in our society based on racial identity, Penelope 

had this to say: 
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I swear to God, I’m not like racial in any sense, uhm but I guess stereotypically? Uh the  
Af- uh some African Americans tend to fall in the last fortunate category or whatever? And  
I know [the university] reaches out to them to give them scholarships to come here and  
what not to make it more (.) racially equal around here, but uhm I do think that (.) a lot of  
them are kind of taking advantage of what they’re getting here, because I don’t think some  
of them take it as seriously where I think some of them really do actually, so there’s two  
sides to that. I think some of them are very appreciative of what they have, and they take  
complete advantage of their education here, while I think others kind of get by, uhm they  
have their scholarships as excuses, and they’re just I guess lucky enough to be able to go to  
a major university, uhm where I don’t know if they’ve really had (.) even the best like  
performance in their studies, maybe in high school or beforehand, I think that it’s like that  
here, somewhat, and I think that many of the uhm racial groups kind of do get more  
privileges, I think they’re kind of like (.) they get by with a lot of things, where a lot of us  
who busted our asses who got into this [university] because we’re white, uhm we don’t  
really get as much, I think there’s a lot more leniency towards them, just to keep  
[university] racially equal. 
 

Similar to the “good black, bad black” storyline presented in Chapter 4, Penelope argues that 

black students have unfair privileges today, all in the name of “diversity.”  She claims that black 

Americans are “stereotypically” in the least privileged category, as if it would not be true if we 

did not think that way.  Toward the end of her tirade, she expresses her discontent for the 

folklore that blacks “get a free ride” at the expense of whites like herself “who busted our asses” 

to attend the university.  She expects African Americans to pat white folks on the back for their 

generosity, though they have received what rightly belonged to them in the first place. 

 The last example is from Amy, who delivers the contradiction that, on one hand, racism 

is less significant than at any point in our history, while combining that with the defeatist 

approach to eliminating it entirely.  This view of systemic racism, in that it’s been taken care of 

while we cannot stop it, provides whites a way to weasel out of accepting the need for aggressive 

affirmative action, depending on the context.  She also blames problems black Americans have 

today on themselves: 

I don’t know how much the government really has to do with that. I mean, blacks have  
the right to vote, as do women, they’ve given them that, uh (.) again, they kind of do it to  
themselves, I mean they’re- they’re the ones that are taking up all the welfare and (.)  
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using all the food stamps and like (.) doing stuff like that, and yet they still are allowed to  
go out and have ten kids and like [live] on welfare, and I think the government’s already  
done stuff to help them out, they say that it’s helped everybody out, but they’re the ones  
taking the most advantage of it or benefiting from it the most, um (.) but I really don’t 
think that it’s ever really gonna go away, I think that it’s maybe better than it ever has 
been, but it’s definitely still there, like racism is still there, we’re segregated to a certain  
degree (.) um, yeah our schools may be integrated, and jobs may be integrated and stuff  
like that, but there’s still obvious segregation, I mean certain people ruin it for the rest of  
them and that’s really sad because everybody else is ((unintelligible)), but that’s why (.) I  
mean, you can’t judge somebody just by looking at them, you really have to talk to them  
first, um and it’s hard to approach somebody when they have su(h)ch a bad reputation, it’s  
just like [a] vicious cycle. 
 

Looking back at her comments toward her neighbors in Chapter 4, did she talk to them before 

placing judgment (i.e. fearing for her safety)?  Still, although she submits a classic color-blind 

statement about judging people, she still implicitly blames blacks or other nonwhites for having 

“su(h)ch a bad reputation.”  She adds an absurdity statement “they still are allowed to go out and 

have ten kids” in a pathetic attempt to validate her argument. The saddest thing about these 

statements is that she speaks of a vicious cycle, but places the onus on black Americans, while 

inserting several of the myths whites use to perpetuate antiblack stereotypes (e.g., “taking up all 

the welfare and using all the food stamps”), and thus the white racist frame.  This frame, in turn, 

produces defeatism towards white racism and disapproval towards the programs intended to deal 

with the legacy of white racism.   

Delusions of Disadvantage 

When discussing racial privilege, whites often mention how nonwhite Americans have 

traditionally been at a disadvantage in landing a job or an education.  However, this research 

shows that whites in this sample are ambivalent, and even hostile, to any programs and policies 

intended to deal with those past and present injustices.  How do whites come to terms with this 

inherent contradiction, in that they claim to oppose discrimination yet resist the very policies 

needed to alleviate the situation?  They do this by inserting a sincere fiction into the equation as 
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an antithesis: that blacks and other nonwhites also discriminate against white Americans.  

Therefore, in their synthesis of the discrimination issue, they naturalize the phenomenon, which 

in turn leads to their ambivalent feelings and defeatism about ending it.  Furthermore, they come 

to the conclusion that any actions intended to alleviate racial inequities in social institutions like 

colleges (an issue they have experienced) and in the workplace (another issue most have yet to 

experience) actually put whites at an unfair disadvantage.  They believe that what they generally 

refer to as “affirmative action” is not the “American Way.”  

Thus, the fundamental contradiction is that respondents express disapproval of racial 

discrimination and even agree that it remains a problem in our society today, yet are unwilling to 

adopt and enforce the laws needed to do anything about it or even downplay the problem when 

forced to do anything to deal with it.  In this section, I focus on their responses to the statement 

“Some people have certain advantages, based on their racial identity, that others don't have in 

this society,” and how they believe that attempts to equal the playing field has put white 

Americans at a disadvantage.  First, I explore how respondents feel they are sacrificial lambs in 

the social quest for diversity.  Second, I investigate the retrogressive backlash towards the values 

of the Civil Rights Movement (while destroying any thoughts that young whites today are more 

liberal than their parents).  Third, I inspect the clash between two allegedly contradictory values, 

diversity and individualism, and how, at least concerning this particular issue, respondents 

choose the latter over the former. 

Sacrificed in the Name of Diversity  

 Sometimes respondents are ambiguous in their responses to the statements during the 

interviews; Elizabeth, for example, read both statements on the first slip of paper before 

responding.  She had this to say regarding racial privilege in U.S. society: 
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R:  I’d say just you know in, like even applying to colleges it’s definitely like a  
prevalent thing that they make sure that they find out like what your race is like 
all that kind of stuff (.) I don’t know, I think that makes a difference, um, maybe 
like (.) not even for the better, to be like white↑ for that reason? Just because I 
know that like diversity is such a big deal on campus 

I:  Okay 
R:  So, I don’t know. 
I:  Um what do you think about the president [of university] talking about (.) the  

importance of diversity on campus, you know, to be that top ten research  
university 

R:  Um mhm. 
I:  Do you think he’s right about that? 
R:  Well I think diversity’s definitely a good thing but I don’t think they should (.)  

like, affirmative action I don’t really think it’s a good thing (.) ‘cause it kind of  
limits the ability=like if you are (.) stronger than, than somebody else in applying  
to the school you should get in, it shouldn’t be based on (.) all that other kind of  
stuff, but I think once you’re like in the school like, everyone should have an  
equal opportunity to participate in things so I think that diversity is a good thing. 
 

Throughout her response, Elizabeth tiptoes around the issue of racial privilege and diversity, 

epitomizing the tightrope act whites engage in when they claim they are at a disadvantage 

relative to nonwhite Americans.  When asking her about the University President’s recent 

remarks concerning the importance of embracing diversity in order to become a high-ranking 

research institution, she inserts a semantic move to stage support for diversity but oppose any 

actions needed to achieve it.  She completes the passage with a color-blind statement, insisting 

that the best way to achieve diversity is to give everyone an equal chance.  If that is the case, 

then why was the Civil Rights Movement necessary in the first place? 

 Participants in this study commonly evoked the issue of listing your race on university 

admission applications, and felt that their racial identity put them at a disadvantage.  In the 

following segment, Troy employs an atomistic view of racism when implicitly addressing white 

racism before quickly shifting to white disadvantage in higher education: 

R:  Yeah, to a certain degree, yeah, I mean (.) of course there’s always a few people  
that have (.) racist opinions, and you’re going to apply for jobs and (.) maybe even  
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black or white would help you in that situation, um also it you know it might 
 benefit you to be a minority, especially if you’re ah applying to colleges these  

days  
I:  Sure 
R:  you know you’re more able to get uh scholarships, you’re more likely to be  

looked at, you know 
I:  Yeah 
R:  Just because people want to diversify their college environments right now. 
 

First, Troy downplays the significance of a few “people” (here he implicitly means white people) 

who are prejudiced, and tries to make the argument that due to scholarship opportunities for 

nonwhite Americans, whites are now being left behind.  It is worth noting that these white 

respondents, with a few exceptions, know better than to actually believe that blacks oppress 

whites in certain ways; instead, they cite government policies and programs that deal with these 

issues.   

 A common theme from these interviews was that whiteness has become a liability, not a 

privilege.  In the next excerpt, Davis inserts the “white man’s burden” storyline, or the notion 

that whites are fatigued due to their encumbrance of whiteness: 

A lot of the problems we see nowadays like you see the actual general wealth people have,  
like [people] in power make a lot of money, but like the majority of the wealth? In today’s  
society is generally like the upper-white like the WASPs you would say basically, so about  
the advantages of whiteness, uhm you see a lot of people stressed to have whiteness like as  
let’s say like a black person stereotypically acts like ghetto: you know, they’re all thuggin’,  
but like they won’t act white, and it’s not seen as a norm to act normal, it’s to act as a  
white person would, I can relate to one of my friends who’s actually multiracial, and she’s  
half black, half white, but she totally hates the whole fact that she had black in her because  
she assumes that being black means being like you know this ((unintelligible)) so she acts  
white, when really it’s just acting (.) normal  
 

In this disturbing reply, Davis uses his knowledge of the wealth distribution of U.S. society as a 

defense mechanism for white Americans.  This serves as another instance in which whites fail to 

recognize the unjust enrichment of all white Americans at the expense of blacks and other 
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nonwhite Americans.  Furthermore, he implies that acting white is acting normally, and thus 

acting black is acting abnormally.  

 Continuing in a similar vein of the “white man’s burden,” Kaitlin acknowledges white 

racism of the past but does not believe contemporary whites should “suffer” for the sins of their 

ancestors: 

What do I think=I think that (.) um what happened was in the past and that we shouldn’t be  
punished for what like our ancestors did and we shouldn’t be denied spots in colleges 
because (.) colleges have to meet like racial quotas and stuff like that. I just think like (.) I 
just think it shouldn’t be on there at all, like I don’t think it should be considered, like if it 
wasn’t on there then there wouldn’t be discrimination if no one knew (.) what race they 
were, like whether (.) getting into college or (.) getting a job or whatever. 
 

Kaitlin tries to come across as believing that discrimination would end if only we did not have to 

record our race on admissions applications.  She also registers the common reference to 

“affirmative action” as “racial quotas,” which have been illegal since the Bakke decision.   

 In the last example for this section, Ursela’s response personifies the structured 

incoherence in this discourse, and the difficulty in understanding exactly where they stand on 

these issues.  This was her response to my question if affirmative action has been successful: 

I mean, I just don’t (.) I don’t think it’s fair to you know the majority or whatever. I just 
feel like people should be admitted to wherever because of you know how they did in 
school (.) but I understand also that like people are you know since kindergarten, put on 
like a track game, and they automatically fall behind, as soon as their first like standardized 
test, or whatever, you know, so I agree with that also, but that’s just a hard problem to  
solve, I don’t know, I feel like affirmative action’s just the way, the wrong way to go about  
solving it (.) ‘cause groups, they create more hostilities whereas, you know, different races 
too so (.)  
 

In this excerpt, Ursela emits an example of tracking in grade schools that puts nonwhite students 

at a disadvantage.  Despite this knowledge of systemic racism in action, she takes a defeatist 

attitude towards it: first, she provides a resolution that affirmative action is the wrong way to go 

about the problem, and then rationalizes the resolution (affirmative action creates more 
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hostilities).  She then completes her statements with some incoherence, which I argue is one part 

common in WRD since they do not talk about these issues very often and another part deliberate 

attempts to save face when they fear they have said something that makes them look prejudiced.  

Backlash towards Civil Rights 

 One of the primary components of the retrogression is the backlash towards the practices 

implemented during the Civil Rights Movement.  White Americans cannot explicitly state their 

opposition to the Movement, however; thus, they cherry-pick one-liners of the Movement (e.g., 

Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech) and use them to effectively distort the real intentions of the 

Movement, such as payback for past injustices.   

 Vincent was one respondent who mentioned that past generations of whites had benefited 

from white racism, but today blacks have the upper hand.  He, like so many other whites, fails to 

understand the value of policies like race-sensitive admissions of colleges and universities: 

Well, uh (.) like I can think of recent, recent past like a couple of years ago, like I wasn’t 
(.) when I applied for college and for scholarships and stuff, I was only given a very short 
list of what I could do, you know, because of what my parents made and that. But then one 
of my friends who goes to [state university in a neighboring state] and he’s a, he’s a black  
kid, and he’s really smart too, he deserved to get in there. He was getting this list, like  
pages upon pages of scholarships he could receive. Wow↑, that’s a lot of free money 
you’re getting!  So that was one incident that (.) I saw that he was getting a lot advantages, 
so (.) which I was cool with it. 
 

Although Vincent apparently did not have a problem with the scholarships his black friend could 

apply for, many whites feel it is unfair (perhaps his approval was in part due to the relationship 

he had with him).  His statement “Wow↑, that’s a lot of free money you’re getting!” could have 

been expressing his displeasure of the opportunities available to his friend, but it is hard to say. 

 Another interesting theme indicative of the retrogression is the notion that black 

Americans deserve some concessions for systemic racism, but they should not reap the rewards.  

It seems as if these whites just cannot stand to see blacks “invading” historically white social 
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spaces and enjoying a higher standard of living because of an increase in social integration (at 

least in colleges and universities).  Mandy’s comments on racial privilege underscores this point: 

R:  I had a roommate one summer? Who just started [university] it was this summer  
and she (.) it seemed very apparent that she got in because of affirmative action  
she seemed like she (.) if she had those same credentials and same knowledge she  
and she was white (.) she wouldn’t even be considered to come to this university? 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  So I understand affirmative action and (.) um I’m all for it but then on the other  

hand (.) I don’t know if she should get in and have a full ride just because she’s  
black like if they want equal rights (.) then (.) they should get in on their own  
credentials just  

I:  Mhm. 
R:  I guess I find it also with women like we say we want equal rights and we want to  

get paid the same and stuff (.) but on the other hand we have to take the downfall  
too you know we need to- [you] can’t just reap the benefits.  
 

Like so many others on the issue of racial privilege, Mandy just does not make sense with her 

semantic move in that she supports affirmative action but then disapproves of what it produces.  

Young whites simply do not understand the need for affirmative action in the first place.  She 

also interjects gender to make her point, though she gives it up and states her resolution “[you] 

can’t just reap the benefits.”   

In a particularly incoherent passage, Casey disapproves of reparations, though initially 

stating his support for governmental intervention in dealing with racism: 

Um, yeah, I think- yeah, they should like address that and ahh make it more, more open to  
like how it’s wrong, like uh I guess it’s easier for them to write about it now than it is to  
like talk about it, it’s always easier to do that sometimes. But I think it should be addressed  
that, like you’re not gonna [have] too many (liars?) like, from the south or someplace and  
then say that what we did back then was wrong, but I think you shouldn’t uh I guess I  
don’t know his personal opinion er  (1.0) er what you think but I think that uh  
there shouldn’t be (2.0) you kn- reparations for what they’ve endured ((trails off; 
unintelligible)). 
 

In his statement, he makes an appeal to the recipient as he has difficulty stating his opposition for 

reparations.  This example exemplifies the limitations in paper-and-pencil questionnaires that 
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utlilize closed-ended questions because his initial answer on this issue would have been 

supportive.   

Diversity and Individualism 

In the interviews, respondents usually support the need for and importance of diversity. 

However, when discussing admissions policies to colleges and universities, diversity takes a 

back seat to the value of individualism. Moreover, they often evoke the codeword of 

“credentials” to defend the bastions of historically white institutions.  As long as the issue is 

relevant to their time and space, they will oppose actions designated to end affirmative action for 

white Americans. 

Respondents often display interesting methods to prove their point that race-sensitive 

admissions policies are the wrong way to go.  Linda, for example, claims that her nonwhite 

friends disapproved of the practice as well as she: 

Umm for the first one, I think it’s somewhat true obviously like (.) getting into school like  
(.) I know a lot of (.) umm, my friends who were like minorities I think probably like (.)  
even they thought that they have more of an advantage just because of that and like- I  
mean to still be like smart and like have good grades but just like that kind of like helped  
them out and then (.) like I know some people who didn’t get in (1.0) like and then but-  
would have better grades then that  
 

Similar to other excerpts in this chapter, Linda is very careful in expressing her opposition to 

race-sensitive admissions policies, including a reinforcement strategy with her claim that her 

black “friends” thought it is wrong and also through “evidence” that is impossible to verify (that 

is, if any whites she knew got turned down despite higher grades—which isn’t the only thing 

schools look at). 

 Meanwhile, in a similar vein of the delusions of grandeur earlier in the chapter, Kaitlin 

blames the social hierarchy, which situates white men on top, on bad luck: 

Um (2.0) I think that people…in like higher positions are white Americans like (.) white  
men but um (2.0) I’m (sighs) I don’t know, like I do think that’s true? but (.) (sighs) I don’t  
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know I kind of think it’s (.) just like unlucky like I (.) I’m one who thinks that like you  
should make your own way in life and I don’t think you should have people help you and  
(.) so, I definitely think there are like advantages but (.) I don’t know. 
 

She completes her statement with considerable ambivalence towards the issue, suggesting that 

she simply does not consider this issue in any meaningful way. 

In the next passage, George brought up the issue of slavery as well as the false 

imprisonment of Japanese Americans during World War Two, and still concluded that individual 

“qualifications” are more important in admissions, though stating so with some ambivalence: 

R:  As far as the government addressing losses of certain racial groups uh due to  
racial discrimination anywhere from uh the south, back in the antebellum south  
and um slavery or, anywhere from world war two when the Japanese were  
discriminated uh I think that’s very important that the government should uh  
address these losses. 

I:  Sure. Um, like what kinds of ways can (.) well, the government, or even more 
generally society, um, address like (.) uh (.) you know how to address that? 

R:  Um, I think (.) anything from uh (1.0) well, it’s not so much that (.) like it’s even  
affecting them today, and so anything from uh (.) anything from trying to help 
them out with SAT scores or (.) or uh (1.0) just uh trying to (.) uh, like uh, when 
they relocated the Japanese away from their homes, I think that they could of tried 
to help them get into homes again, well like the government should intervene in 
that [aspect so  

I:                   [Mm.        Okay. Like as far as like (.) education you know, like getting into  
colleges and universities, like do you think having like race-sensitive kinds of like 
(.) I mean, like affirmative action kinds of things like policies and what not, as far 
as admissions policies like do you think those are a good idea? 

R:  I think it’s a good idea to some extent. Uh, sometimes it goes a little too far uh (.)  
with affirmative action like uh (.) I think it’s a good idea to have to try to 
eliminate too much discrimination, but then again, it could hinder some people 
who are more qualified to get the position. I think qualifications should be the 
most important standard, and uh (.) then (.) yeah, it- I don’t know, that it- huh 
hu(h)h it’s kind of hard to explain, ‘cause [of] some people that come from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 
 

Despite his support for assisting Japanese Americans relocate to new homes after internment, 

when asked about an issue pertinent to his own experience today, he shifts 180 degrees and takes 

the individualism route, stating that affirmative action goes too far and that “qualifications” 
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should be the most important factor.  His ambivalent statement at the end could be legitimate, or 

merely another face-saving mechanism.   

 Sometimes even personal experiences in which whites recognize racial discrimination do 

not facilitate understanding for the need for aggressive affirmative action. In the following 

excerpt, Yannie recalled the discrimination in the grocery store he worked in, yet resembled the 

comments made by others in the sample: 

Well, I already mentioned that at times there’s certain individuals who will lose like a spot  
like a job or admission to a university because of their race, and I think when that happens,  
it’s kind of an issue, but (.) um (1.0) how should the government act? (.) obviously, there’s  
an issue where they’re not hiring people based on race, the government should jump in and  
like enforce racial equality, and that’s why we have equal opportunity employers? And I  
think it works for the most part? But I actually work at [grocery store], and there are very,  
very few black individuals who work there, and if they are, they definitely don’t make it  
beyond departmental management? So (.) in those instances it really seems like the  
government should jump in, but by the same token, um (.) public is trying to make it more  
racially equal, because there was issues with uh gender stratification and racial  
stratification? And one of my friends isn’t able to get promoted because he’s not a  
Hispanic female because they [have] to meet a quota even though they can’t have them?  
So the government should jump in a certain point? But when it gets too far, then (.) like its  
very hard to describe, there’s a very thin line between too much and too little, so I guess  
everyone should [jump?] in when it’s obviously an issue, and when people make a valid  
complaint about it? 
 

Yannie’s example of meeting a “quota” by promoting “a Hispanic female” is hard to believe, and 

is likely another absurdity statement to provide support for his argument.  As an issue gets more 

personal to whites, they increasingly disapprove of the action.  Similar to stating support for 

intermarriage in the abstract and later saying “as long as it’s not my son or daughter,” 

respondents support the abstract value of diversity and the need for affirmative action, but when 

it affects them or white friends of theirs, their support diminishes.   

Future Enforcers of the Status Quo 

 Up to this point in the chapter, I have presented evidence of the sample’s extensive 

disapproval to issues relevant to them today; namely, race-sensitive admissions policies of 
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colleges and universities.  But how will these young white folks act in the “real” world after they 

graduate and enter the workforce?  As future managers or employers, how will they make 

decisions in employment matters?  I address this issue in the following section. 

ABZ Company Hybrid 

 To explore this issue, I asked respondents what I refer to as the “ABZ Company Hybrid” 

question, a question inspired by Bonilla-Silva and Forman (2000).4  One limitation with the 

original, however, is that it asked respondents to reply to a hypothetical situation involving a 

third party (the “ABZ Company”).  Although one could conclude indirectly how respondents 

would act in the situation personally, they could say one thing in an abstract sense and then 

something else when the issue is personalized.  Thus, I personalized the question like the 

following I asked Jane: 

Imagine you were like a boss or a business owner, and you were looking to hire a new 
manager to help run your company, and um you know you have your applicants come in  
for interviews and eventually after interviews, follow-up interviews and other things you  
know and if you broke it down to two finalists (.) and you know you looked at both of  
them, you know everything from personality and work experience and you know (.)  
educational background and everything else I mean you pretty much felt that either one  
would yeah, pretty much be a great addition you know to the team. Um, you know, one  
happened you know to be Caucasian or white and the other happened to be African  
American like, which would you choose in that situation? 
 

In an earlier study, I asked a similar question to white college students.  The statement for that 

study was “If I were an employer, and two equally qualified applicants, one white and one black, 

applied for the same position, I would be more likely to hire the black applicant.”  I found that 

respondents found multiple ways to evade the question, including the type of position available 

to the applicants.  In fact, in one exchange I encountered the following: 

 

                                                 
4 In the original question, they asked respondents to agree with the decision of ABZ Company to choose a black job 
applicant over a white due to its workforce being 97% white and are concerned about the lack of diversity.  



 

140 

 
R:  What are, like are these applicants for, like is this just for minimum wage jobs? 
I:  Oh, uh (.) I mean, it really could be anything. It could be minimum wage, or it 

could be a professional or managerial position, like supervisor or something, I 
mean a, pretty much anything. 

R:  ‘Cause um, I don’t know, like a professional position once you’ve gotten that far,  
you’ve certainly made it, um, the job isn’t gonna like, make or break you whether 
you get it, but some people on minimum wage jobs they really, need that. I guess 
for a minimum wage job I would probably hire the black applicant, but for the 
professional job it really wouldn’t matter, based on race. 

I:  What do you think you would do if it were a professional job? 
R:  Um (.) I wouldn’t be more likely to hire either one...based on race. 
 

In this passage, the respondent appears to be support the protection of high-wage and status jobs 

for white Americans. To avoid this problem in the current study, I inserted “manager” into the 

hypothetical job search. 

I asked about two-thirds of the sample this question.  Several important themes emerge 

from their replies, which I present in this section.  First, respondents have a difficult time 

imagining a black candidate being equal to a white applicant.  Second, they often attempt to 

avoid answering the question altogether.  Third, some study participants actually come clean and 

admit they would choose the white applicant.  Finally, a few women in the sample interject 

gender in their responses as to cloud the issue. 

And They’re Equal? 

Some respondents just could not accept the hypothetical notion that a black job applicant 

could possibly be equal to a white applicant, at least not from their perspectives.  After trying to 

evade the issue with a classic color-blind statement, Jane replied this way: 

R:  I would choose entirely based on who I thought was better for the job not at all on  
skin color because (.) a white person can do those kinds of jobs that a black 
person can do 

I:  Right. 
R:  And maybe- it doesn’t matter what color your skin is. 
I:  Right. Well if you happened to be in that situation where (.) everything from  

personality to you know their you know they’ve got work experience they’ve got  
whatever degrees you were looking for, and you know, for the most part either  
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one would do fine, I mean either one would do a great job u:m (1.0) what would  
you do? 

R:  I guess I’d have to go with my gut instincts and you know hope that I wouldn’t be  
choosing somebody on the color of their skin 

I:  Mm 
R:  But (.) I would definitely try to assess both of them and (.) pick which one I think  

would be better.  
 

Like many others, she misses the point that in the hypothetical situation she had already 

considered them to be equal.  Thus, it appears that they have a hard time accepting the possibility 

that the situation would ever happen—in that a black job candidate could be equal to a white 

candidate in “qualifications” for a job.  Another discursive trick that emerges from this exchange 

is her reversal of “white” and “black” when insisting the applicants are capable of doing the 

same work.  This trick performs two important tasks: first, it shields her from any doubt that a 

black candidate could not perform equally to a white applicant; and second, it implicitly implies 

the burden of whiteness in contemporary society. 

 When answering this question, respondents often mention the importance of the 

candidates’ personality in making their decision.  In an interesting response, Linda replied to the 

Hybrid question this way: 

R:  Umm, it would probably be like if I had like interviews like whichever one I got  
along better with kind of you know like (.) personality-wise  

I:  Well, I mean th- the idea that if you know everything from personality to you  
know um work experience you know academic achievements and all kinds of  
things I mean if you pretty much saw them on an equal footing like (.) like how  
would you know like handle that situation? 

R:  Umm (.) I don’t know. (3.0) I don- like if I had two people that were exactly the  
same (.) I don’t know how I would like go about hiring, so (2.0)  

I:  I mean at least that the same in that you know the idea that either one could d:o= 
R:  =the same thi-= 
I:  =Right. 
R:  Yeah. Like one would[n’t] do a better job than the other one? 
I:  Right. I mean for the most part they- you think that they would both do fine, you  

know.  
R:  Yeah. Well I wouldn’t like hire the white one like because (.) ‘cause I like white  

people better and I wouldn’t hire like the black- the black one because I like black  
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people better, like I think I should have more like diversity in my business but like  
(.) so I wouldn’t hire based on that, if that’s what you’re °trying to get at.° 
 

She gets creative in her attempt to dodge the issue of race, and my own attempt to probe and 

force her to make a decision.  When she does get around to answering the question, she refuses 

to accept the possibility that she would hire the black applicant to increase diversity in her 

company.  It might shed light on her response here that on the survey she answered “not very 

important” to the statement “college administration officials should stress racial diversity for a 

quality education” and “very important” for the statement “employers should be able to hire 

whomever they want for a job, regardless of race” (Table 5.1 provides the sample averages to 

these questions).   Along the same lines, Troy responded this way: 

Oh man, that’s really difficult, I would really have to sit down and find some kind of flaw  
with one of them. You know ‘cause (.) sure, if they’re both qualified and all, I really don’t  
wanna pick somebody you know, pick the black guy just because you know it’d help even  
things out or pick the white guy because he’s white I just (.) I’d really have to sit down and  
see like you know (.) when you really boil it down, they can’t be exactly equal, there’s  
gotta be someone that’d have a little better quality, so I’d just take extra time to try and  
find that (.) I really don’t think I could base it on race. 
 

Notice how he would not want to hire the black candidate “just” to increase diversity in the 

workplace.   

Avoidance 

Respondents commonly tried to avoid the issue of race altogether.  How can white folks 

expect to deal with real-life situations when they have never thought about them, and avoid 

thinking about it when the situation presents itself? A few in the sample said they would choose 

the black applicant, though usually for the wrong reasons. Rather than choosing the black 

applicant to make-up for past injustices, respondents would cite examples such as society’s 

demands for that choice, like Elizabeth: 
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Um (.) well, I don’t think it would really like, I don’t know, I think probably just because 
of the way that our society works like I would (.) be more inclined to choose the black 
person? Just because (.) that’s the way that like the public’s gonna perceive it, like if you 
have someone higher from the company like, like I know this is the case with my mother’s 
company ‘cause she umm there’s a female that runs the office? And so that allows them to 
get more grants from the government like to do things just because it’s a woman like, it’s 
stupid↑, but that’s just the way it works so I think I would be more inclined to choose the 
black person? For absolutely no reason other than (.) just because that’s the way the rest of 
society, but to me it wouldn’t matter either way. 
 

In this response, Elizabeth claims she would choose the black applicant, although she does not 

understand why it would be a good decision.  Instead, she thinks that type of action is “stupid↑” 

but is “just the way it works” in society today. 

 In the next example, Harriet refuses to entertain the possibility that she would make a 

decision in which race was involved: 

In that situation I probably wouldn’t look at race, and I would just (.) go with the applicant 
that seems to be more qualified=I know that (.) there’s gotta be somewhere in their  
application that someone’s probably strong- a little bit stronger than the other one but race- 
no, would definitely not be like a factor in my decision. 
 

Unfortunately, I did not probe Harriet following her reply, in which she cannot imagine two 

equal candidates. In an exchange when I did probe an evasive respondents, Irene took a similar 

approach: 

R:  Whoever’s most qualified or if I’ve had more recommendations or if I know  
someone, [someone like a friend or 

I:                    [Sure, well, I mean, the, the notion that if they are, I mean if you come  
to see them as, you kn—I mean, either way, they have good recommendations,  
they’re, you know, [they’re both stellar applicants 

R:                                          [It would just depend on who I talk to, if people know them,  
if, it has nothing to do with, if anything I would draw from a hat, if, if they were  
so equal which, that doesn’t happen, I mean I’m sure I (1.0) people know one  
person more than the other I’ll find out, about their history, who kn—who’s  
worked with ‘em before, who knows them and just pick that person. 
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For whatever reasons, respondents are unwilling to answer the question directly, and cannot 

accept the fact that candidates are equal.  She does add, however (with sufficient probing this 

time), that she would “draw from a hat” if they were indeed equal.   

 Despite their evasiveness, there were some interesting things they mentioned about what 

they would look for as “tie-breakers.”  They included “personality,” “speaking skills,” the way 

candidates dressed for the interview, and so on.  Given the pervasive racial segregation 

experienced in their lives, coupled with their possession of the white racist frame, is it any 

wonder that whites would be more likely to choose the white applicant in this situation, unless 

they were under pressure to do otherwise?  In the following passage, Zachary adds another “tie-

breaker” to make his decision: 

I think that most people will go on personal experience, I think like if someone’s had a 
horrible experience with some, you know, white guy that hired as their vice president of  
their company, they might be looking for a change, and vice versa, or I think personal  
experience has a lot to do with it 
 

This is a ludicrous example in the idea that employers would generalize for all white males in 

this situation; this is merely another evasive tactic.  Still, this response suggests that employers 

may well base their decisions on a personal experience with a black employee, generalizing then 

for the entire group of black applicants in future hiring decisions. 

 One bright spot among the onslaught of evasiveness and misunderstanding is from 

Vincent: 

Like, is there experience completely the same? Everything is (.)…what you could do, 
which actually might work out is I would (.) I would hire the black person, because this  
white person has the same credentials as this person that can go next door, and be easily  
offered or given another job, so let’s go ahead and get him in here, give him the job, give  
him the leg-up, and then bang shoot him over there, and then he’s got his, so I think that  
could work out that way, but (.) I don’t know, if this was the last job on the planet, then  
(laugh) 
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Sadly, Vincent is the only respondent to answer this way, though note that his last 

statement still suggests overwhelming opposition to hiring the black applicant in this situation 

(i.e. the suspicion in the black employee’s abilities relative to a white).  Nonetheless, he is right 

on target regarding the opportunities whites have elsewhere, and that choosing the black would 

not be “racist.” 

Coming Clean 

Sometimes respondents admitted that they would choose the white applicant in this 

hypothetical situation.  For example, George blames the decision on his “upbringing”: 

Uh if they were both equal, equally put in place, I don’t know, I fear that (.) just from my  
upbringing that I might be more comfortable with the Caucasian, I fear that might happen  
but (.) if that’s not the case, I don’t know, it’d b(h)e a really hard decision too, so (.) 
 

Note his bailout tagged on the end of his statement (“it’d b(h)e a really hard decision too”) after 

catching himself for being a little too sincere, and then his “move” to get me to enter the 

conversation to bail him out (“so (.) so”), and I fell into his trap.  Cynthia also was more direct 

and honest about her decision, once I controlled for gender: 

I:  Like say you know you were that employer in that situation and maybe it was like  
say one black male and one white male, like how do you think you would maybe  
deal with that if like um like if they were just two men, like how would you deal  
with that? 

R:  Mhm (3.0) I don’t know (laughs). I mean, I definitely think race would be a  
factor, I definitely would, as far as to say I would choose the white man over the  
black man I mean I really don’t know, I would probably say I would lean towards  
the white man? Just because it just seems (.) I think kind of like in society we see  
white men being more dominant, always having the powerful position, and that  
kind of relays to the person picking someone to be an employee you know? I  
probably would lean more towards the white person, to be honest. And I would  
definitely base it on other factors as well. 
 

Once gender is controlled for, she admits race would be a factor.  However, note how she saw 

that recognizing race is negative, in that doing so is equated with racism.  Also note how she 
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makes the admittance rather gingerly, with the “probably hire” and rising intonation at the end of 

the utterance.  She also adds the final statement as a face-saving mechanism as well. 

 A more implicit example of choosing the white candidate came from Samantha: 

R:  Like the qualifications would be the same? 
I:  Yeah, basically. 
R:  Like I would hope I wouldn’t be racist, but I also understand that you (.) you get  

attracted to people that are more like you, and if everything else is exactly the  
same, I don’t know how else you would distinguish who (.) 

I:  Mhm 
R:  I mean, it’s almost like (.) I would hope it would not be that way? But I  

understand also it’s perfectly human for people to (.) cling to something that’s (.)  
like them (.) 
 

Similar to Cynthia’s excerpt earlier, she equates “racism” with making a decision in which race 

was a factor.  However, she completes the semantic move with utilizing the naturalization frame, 

in which people tend to like those like themselves.  To be safe, she adds a face-saving statement 

(“it’s almost like (.) I would hope it would not be that way?”) to avoid criticism. 

 The most essentialistic view of the respondents came from Amy, who rationalized hiring 

discrimination: 

R:  I don’t know, I’m not exactly sure what you’re asking. 
I:  Well, if you think like an employer should take history into account as far as like  

(.) um that traditionally, like these underrepresented groups, like they’ve been  
getting denied, um  

R:  Yeah, I think it’s important to (.) I mean, you don’t want history to repeat itself,  
well in most cases you don’t want history to repeat itself, so I think it’s a good  
idea to look back on that, but um you also have to look at I mean why it happened  
like that in history, and maybe there’s good reason why it happened like that and  
so maybe things should just be traditional and keep going the way they were, it’s  
worked out so far, or (.)  
 

It is worth noting that this response was exceptional; most chose to follow along the lines of 

color-blindness, that to acknowledge race is bad in and of itself (Frankenberg, 1993).  
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Interjection 

A few female respondents used a particular method to evade the Hybrid question: 

interjecting gender into the equation.  Rather than using gender to see the commonalities in 

discrimination, they often failed to make the connection (as Amy did).  For example, Kaitlin 

responded this way: 

R:  I guess I would ask this question but are they the same sex? (.) ‘cause I would  
probably hire the woman ((laughs)) 

I:  Oh↑, okay. Yeah↑, I mean (2.0) you know, that could be the case I mean do you  
think that might be a situation in which you would go with the woman? 

R:  Oh, definitely. Probably. If they were the exact same qualifications ‘cause I think  
(.) women have more trouble getting in higher positions so (.) I would definitely  
choose a woman  

I:  Sure 
R:  I don’t really know about race. I don’t think that would really matter if they were  

both (.) equally qualified, I don’t know if I would make the decision other than  
pulling the name out of a hat or something probably (laughs) 

I:  Like you think it’s like (.) more difficult for a woman regardless of race like to get  
like that higher job than 

R:  Yeah 
I:  Like say for a black male or Hispanic male or (.)  
R:  Well (.) I think maybe a white woman (.) might have it a little easier just because  

of her skin color ‘cause I don’t- I’m just getting this all from my sociology class 
but just saying they hire people that look the most like them. and (.) like ‘cause 
they see them in their position? (.) and so (.) I don’t know (.) yeah, I think that 
(2.0) (laugh) 
 

Kaitlin said she would draw a name out of a hat to make the decision, despite claiming she 

would hire a woman candidate due to difficulties in getting high positions due to discrimination.  

Even worse, she evokes the naturalization frame, suggesting she may well choose the white 

applicant.  Cynthia spoke in a similar way: 

If I saw (.) a woman candidate over a man candidate, and they’re both equally (.) they had  
equal credentials, I personally would probably pick the woman candidate, even just I 
probably would take into account you know just the struggle of woman on general, and 
even it was say the race issue of um (.) like if you were saying like an employer was like a 
white woman or a black woman, and [the] employer was white, I think they would choose 
maybe the white woman, just because they identify with her more (.) I think it’s kind of 
conflicting actually, like it depends upon (.) the person? You know? Like a lot of people 
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tend to pick people that are closely related to them, you know, same shirt, same 
characteristics, you know, and then other people might take into account losses, like “oh,  
well women have struggled more, especially black women,” so they might feel more (.)  
not obligated, but more willing to hire them over someone else with the same credentials,  
or even they may want to diversify, you know, their workplace. 

Note her appeal to the recipient (“it depends upon (.) the person? You know?”) as a method to 

ensure my approval.  She completes her statement with the alleged pressure whites feel to 

diversify. 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I explored the myriad contradictions that exist with WRD when 

discussing policies and programs designed to achieve racial justice (e.g., race-sensitive 

admissions policies of colleges and universities).  Despite the sample’s ignorance of the social 

realities due to extensive separation from black Americans, they have rather sophisticated 

techniques to protect white privilege.  First, they question the losses of black Americans in 

contemporary U.S. society, and utilize various myths to make their case against providing 

compensation to those victimized by racial injustice.  Although they recognize injustices of the 

past, they refuse to see them connected to present social reality.  They blame white racism on a 

few bad apples, while they blame blacks for their problems today.  Furthermore, they feel white 

Americans are now disadvantaged due to the social quest for diversity.  A key component of the 

retrogression we face is the backlash (however cloaked) against the Civil Rights Movement.  

Respondents charge that the quest for diversity violates our value of individualism.  Finally, 

these young whites will likely reinforce systemic racism by choosing white candidates over 

black candidates for employment opportunities. 
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Table 5-1.        Questionnaire Results 
                      
Question                                                           Mean 
College administration officials                        
should stress racial diversity for  
a quality education.                                            3.03              
 
Employers should be able to  
hire whomever they want for a                           
job, regardless of race.                                       3.27        
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CHAPTER 6 
DEFENDING WHITE SUPREMACY 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I explore the contradictions prevalent in the sample’s discourse when 

speaking about racism and white supremacy, and how respondents, through their discursive 

antics, implicitly defend white supremacists and their organizations.  They defend white 

supremacy in three ways: first, they downplay the significance of their activities.  They dismiss 

white supremacists as ignorant fools whom no one takes seriously.  They also believe that 

anyone is capable of such actions.  Respondents ultimately project ambivalence towards the 

activities of white supremacists. Second, I present ways that study participants are more likely to 

defend the “free speech” of white supremacists than that of black Americans.  They compare the 

speech of white supremacists with that of individual black Americans, and lack the 

understanding of the stark differences between the two. Third, I examine the ways that 

respondents express ambivalence towards racist jokes and even engage in racist joking.   

Downplaying the Significance of White Supremacy 

 In this section, I analyze the fundamental contradiction regarding respondents’ views 

toward white supremacists and their organizations: They express disapproval of white 

supremacists but lack an understanding of the danger they and their organizations pose to 

members of U.S. society.  For the most part, the sample dismisses the threat of white supremacy, 

due to their experience living in communities insulated from communities affected by their 

activities, both past and present.  Meanwhile, respondents speak of nonwhite supremacists to 

further dilute the significance of white supremacists and their organizations.  Using a typical 

color-blind method, they equate race with racism, and naturalize supremacist activities.  Finally, 
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while initially presenting an antiracist image by labeling white supremacists as a “serious 

problem,” they are ambivalent about that presence.   

Serious Yet Ridiculous  

It is interesting to think of the massive quantity of resources spent on the destruction of an 

individual terrorist organization, Al-Queda, and the space it occupies in the minds of Americans, 

while terrorist organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan receive much less attention and little 

public outcry for their activities.  Despite causing more harm and destruction than foreign 

organizations, these domestic terrorist groups receive little coverage by the news media.  In fact, 

much of the attention directed towards these groups is trivialized and dismissed as an impotent 

force in our society.  In this study, the responses of those interviewed underscore this point. 

Respondents present a contradiction when they say white supremacists and their 

organizations are “a serious problem,” yet dismiss them as irrelevant due to presumed low 

numbers and significance, and limited to particular areas of the country (i.e. the south).  For 

example, Frank initially agreed that white supremacist groups were a serious problem, but said 

they were not as much of a problem now as in the past, though adding a semantic move that 

“there are definitely still organizations around…especially in the south.”  While discussing the 

role whiteness has played in his life, Troy replied this way: 

R:  U:m (.) yea:h it’s not really a whole lot because you know (.) I don’t know,  
maybe it’s a little different here in the south but I grew up up north and 

I:  Right. 
R:  you know it’s (.) you know, of course there’s racism everywhere but it’s not  

really in your face up there  
 

This contradiction occurred throughout the interviews, in that respondents acknowledge that 

racism is a factor “everywhere,” yet whiteness has not been a factor in their own lives.  

Specifically regarding the presence of white supremacy, many participants describe the 
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phenomenon as being a few “bad apples” who live somewhere “far away,” or somewhere in the 

South. 

 How can a social phenomenon be a serious matter when it is ridiculous at the same time?  

Zachary comments on white supremacists this way: 

I:  Do you think white supremacists are a problem? 
R:  I think white supremacy is ridiculous. I have a serious problem with it, because  

it’s not only uh it deals racially and religiously, and uh I just think that it’s 
uncalled for? And I think that people can have their own feelings and their own  
opinion, but I don’t think it should exist…in our society at all. 
 

Unfortunately, few respondents explicitly state that these organizations should not exist in our 

society, yet Zachary, like so many others, downplayed the danger these groups pose.  He evaded 

my question entirely (in that he has a problem with white supremacists, rather than whether or 

not they are a problem). Later in the interview, when making his argument that racism was 

decreasing in our society, he remarks “I don’t think that it’s this (.) large pro- I mean, it’s a 

significant problem, but not as big=” before I cut him off.   

Respondents apparently find it necessary to consider white supremacy a “significant 

problem” in our society, though they generally think they are in the shadows and soundly 

rejected by the majority of white Americans.  In fact, Amy responded this way: 

R:  Are there still white supremacists? 
I:  Sure. ((Recent story about neo-Nazis on CNN about freedom of speech)) 
R:  I think, I wouldn’t necessarily say that white supremacists are (.) a serious  
  problem? because there’s really not that many of them that I know of that are  

really causing that many problems, however I think that, I don’t know how to say  
this, I’m biased but I just think those groups are just ridiculous, and when a group  
is made up on the basis of hating somebody else, I think that’s terrible 

 
In this excerpt, she questions whether white supremacists even exist anymore.  When I provide 

an instance of white supremacy from a news story, she dismisses their presence. In doing this, 

she utilizes discursive moves such as the rhetorical strategy of apparent disagreement, with rising 
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intonation when making the statement “I wouldn’t necessarily say that white supremacists are (.) 

a serious problem?”  This suggests her uncertainty about my own response as well as the 

presence of these groups in society.  Her semantic move “I’m biased but I just think those groups 

are just ridiculous” is especially intriguing in that she appears afraid to criticize these groups, as 

if I or anyone else would think otherwise.  

Anyone is Capable 

Besides their dismissal of white supremacy, respondents overwhelmingly agree that 

anyone is capable of racism, based on their assumption of equating “racism” with “prejudice.”  

In fact, due to their view of themselves as raceless beings (see Chapter Three), any 

acknowledgement of race is equated with racism.  It enables them to naturalize supremacy and 

racism.  As we will see, this method allows them to express ambivalence towards racism in 

society. 

Race equated with racism 

Due to respondents’ color-blindness, they often evade the issue of race.  When they did 

talk about race, they often viewed it negatively in and of itself.  In fact, they sometimes equated 

race with racism.  For example, Cynthia recalls “many instances” of racist jokes in newspapers 

and the Internet, and added “I don’t think race is increasing, like I said before, but it definitely 

still is you know relevant today, and people will make jokes and stuff like that.”  Perhaps this 

was a transcription error on my part, or that she meant to say “racism.”  Still, when upholding the 

tenants of color-blindness, respondents view race as bad (e.g., racist) in and of itself.  In addition, 

Quilla agrees that anyone is capable of racism: 

Yeah, I think anyone is capable of being racist, just because uhm (2.0) I don’t know, I 
think just the way things are portrayed like through t.v. and just there’s a huge emphasis,  
like there’s white shows and there’s black shows, like it’s just like wherever you look,  
things are kind of (.) um I guess separated, even if they don’t mean to be. 
 



 

154 

She equates racism with race based on television programming that portrays different races.   

Meanwhile, Harriet reduces racism to “personal opinion.”  When I asked her what she 

would tell her children what racism was, she responds this way: 

R:  Um, I would probably just tell them that um (.) it’s when you think that your  
race is superior to any other (.) race, and that you have negative (.) um, you  
negatively think I guess about (.) 

I:  Like uh, generalize (.) or stereotype= 
R:  Yeah, stereotype other races (1.0) and have a negative outlook on those races. 
 

In this excerpt, Harriet reduces racism to hating people, and fails to distinguish individual 

prejudice from institutional discrimination.  I enjoy asking respondents this question because it 

gives us a clue how these young whites will respond to their children’s questions of race in U.S. 

society.  Questions like these provide us evidence that whites pass on their atomistic view of 

racism onto their children, as they do the white racist frame. 

 In the next excerpt, Casey appears to recognize the importance of one’s social location in 

being “racist”—that is, having the power to discriminate against people of a different race—but 

is incoherent and ultimately follows the familiar line of reducing racism to a state of mind: 

I guess anyone is capable of being a racist but I mean I also think it’s harder like, how 
you’re like, like uh, sociological location, and how you’re (.) brought up, that you’re like,  
you’re (stressing?) it in your mind from your parents because some parents will um put 
that in there. 
 

In his remarks, he apparently tries to say that it is more difficult to practice racism but cannot 

state it clearly.  However, he concludes that racism is something inside someone; something one 

possesses.  Many whites view racism this way, in that it is a state of being or a condition.  The 

reality is that racism is a set of practices against members of another racial identity; it is a 
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process5.  Not anyone can be racist, regardless of individual desire; racism can only be exercised 

with power. 

Naturalizing supremacy   

A poor conceptualization allows respondents to believe that since all people are capable of 

racism, it is something natural.  Since all people are at least a little ethnocentric, everyone is a 

little racist.  For example, Amy declares during her interview that “everybody [has] at least 1% 

racism in them, because that’s just how we were taught by teachers and by our parents, that’s just 

(.) the society that we grew up in.”  Meanwhile, Troy reduces racism to a product of human 

nature: 

It’s just sort of human nature, I think, to classify things with (.) you group things together  
and (.) you know it’s (.) you know, I think pretty much everybody is to a small extent u:h  
(.) you know some kind of notions like (.) you know, if you’re walking through a dark  
neighborhood at night and (.) see a group of a couple of white kids walking past you, you  
know, you wouldn’t think much but (.) you know, if you had some (.) thugged-out black  
guys walking out, you might be a little cautious, so (.) technically I guess that would be  
racist, but (.) you know, it’s not something that really (.) hold against anybody, um (.) you  
know, it’s just (.) preconceived notions I mean that people [have] (.) you know, as long as  
it’s not (.) you know, the biggest I really hate is just like you know (.) you could have 
preconceived notions about a person, but I don’t want anybody to form an opinion on them  
automatically before even talking to them (.) uh, because you know (.) it sounds kind of  
cliché but don’t judge a book by its cover um (.) it’s you know some of the nicest people in  
the world you meet, and you’re (.) kinda maybe put off at first based on past experiences  
with people who look like that uh so (.) you know, as long as you get to know somebody 
before forming an opinion on them, you know, whatever that opinion is, go for it. 
 

In this excerpt, Troy contradicts himself by his color-blind rhetoric (e.g., “don’t judge a book by 

its cover”) with his own apparent judgments of “thugged-out black guys.”  Thus, his 

naturalization of racism serves as a face-saving mechanism, as an excuse for his own negative 

images of young black men.  Of course, paper-and-pencil questionnaires could not get to this 

information in the first place. 

                                                 
5 This was inspired by Isbister’s (2003) comparison between modernization and dependency theories’ divergent 
perspectives on the concept of “development.” 
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 In the next excerpt, Kaitlin also conceptualizes racism as something we are stuck with 

forever, although she thinks it is decreasing in our society: 

R:  Umm I think it’s decreasing I think I honestly think it’ll always be around (.) I  
don’t think it’s ever gonna totally go away ‘cause there’s always gonna be people  
that pass on, like white supremacists, they’re gonna pass it on to their kids and (.)  
when you’re raised a certain way, it’s kind of hard to get away from it, so (.) I  
think it’ll always be here, but I definitely think it’s you know diminishing it,  
diminishing a lot. 

I:  Do you think that you know (.) we in society I mean whether it’s the government  
or schools or you know whoever I mean do you think we’re doing enough like to  
address like well to try to stop it or (.) racism or (.) 

R:  Umm (2.0) I don’t even know if they’re doing anything 
I:  Mhm 
R:  I don’t really know- I mean, I definitely think that (.) they need to try to erase it  

like the stupid commercials about um like giving er like housing or looking at  
apartments and stuff and the guy calls in like all these different voices with  
different names and stuff, like I think that’s terrible like if you’re black and have  
the same credit history as a white person what’s the problem with getting an 
apartment they’re gonna pay their bills (.) like I think something needs to be done  
about stuff like that ‘cause just because (.) I don’t know, I think it’s stupid not to  
get an apartment ‘cause of your race or (.) I don’t know 

I:  Right. (2.0) Yeah, that is interesting, why do you think like, like people would  
do that? 

R:  I don’t know. I don’t understand. It’s just (.) I don’t know. They have a (.) I  
don’t know, maybe they think they have a history of like not paying their bills but  
if they have a good credit history like that’s all you need to know. And if they  
have a good job with a good income and they’ll be fine, I don’t understand why  
they (.) do that. 
 

Kaitlin tries to avoid the obvious fact that whites discriminate against nonwhites in housing due 

to racism.  She almost seems as if the “stupid commercials” won’t do anything to stop racism.  

Despite expressing optimism towards the decline of white-on-black racism, respondents appear 

quite pessimistic in its elimination, and quite limited in their thoughts on how to stop it. 

Not just “white” supremacy 

Since respondents naturalize the phenomenon of racism, anyone can be a supremacist.  

Thus many evoked a kind of “It’s not just white supremacists that’s the problem” storyline.  This 

aids them in downplaying the (sole) role of racial supremacist in U.S. society, a role unparalleled 
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throughout our history.  This is also a frame that forces whites to tread very carefully since there 

really is not any comparison. 

 Dina goes as far as to say that other supremacists pose a greater threat to whites than 

vice-versa:  

Umm (1.0) ↑I’d say it’s about (.) like, depending on where you are I guess, or what  
organization it is, but I feel like a lot of the time (.) the people of another race (.) um, like if  
an (instance) does happen, or like a Communist man or something, then people of the other  
race, like it’s a big deal and if that were to happen to, like, my race, because they’re so  
many of us and stuff, it would never mean to be such a big deal, but I don’t really know of  
any white supremacist organizations °that are really ((trails off))°  
 

In this passage, Dina actually uses her ignorance of white supremacist activities as evidence.  In 

addition, her use of “Communist” serves as a tool to deflect the issue of race. 

Respondents’ atomistic view of racism (see Chapter 5) allows them to downplay the 

significance of white supremacists and their organizations, while blaming nonwhites for racism, 

even if they struggle to mention examples of their supremacist activities.  In the following 

passage, Elizabeth spoke of other supremacist groups and I probed her on that: 

R:  Umm, I don’t agree that any (.) supremacy group like not necessarily just white  
or like, have to do with race at all has (.) any positive connotations for society like  
I think it’s all (1.0) not good, but I don’t know. 

I:  Like can you think of like other (.) like race supremacist grou:ps umm, that might  
not necessarily be white supremacist groups? 

R:  Well yeah, like there’s like um, what is it called, I don’t, I don’t know the name of  
it, there’s like a black power one too, like there’s ones for like Hispanics and like  
everybody else but, I don’t know, I was thinking more along the lines of like (.)  
religious supremacist groups like 

I:  Mm 
R:  I don’t think that’s very good either because then you don’t give other people  

the opportunity to get to know (.) like more about it and they get really closed  
minded. 
 

Elizabeth tries to equal the playing field in the supremacy game, in that nonwhite supremacist 

groups pose an equal threat to society as white supremacist groups.  Although there are groups 

that exude antiwhite prejudice, they simply lack the resources and desire to systematically kill 
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white Americans.  If these groups are on an equal par with those like the Klan or neo-Nazis, then 

why can’t she name any? 

I asked some respondents about their response to a black man’s comment once that “A 

black man can be prejudiced, but he can’t be racist.”6 Zachary retorts to this during his interview: 

I disagree. I think that this (.) that racism can happen anywhere. I think that if you live in a  
predominantly black community, and you were the only white person there, and you, you  
know, I’m sure you can experience racism at times because people are closed-minded, and  
I don’t think that everyone, you know, receives people the same way, so I’m sure that if  
you live=if that was the case, you know if I lived in the ghetto somewhere, you know, I’m  
sure that peo- ya know, I stuck out or I was a various perception about me, just because the  
perception might be, you know, ‘oh, that you’re,’ let’s just say that ‘you have a lot of  
money or you don’t belong here because you’re white,’ that doesn’t make it, you know,  
right and it’s still considered to- at least I consider it to be racism. 
 

Like the solid majority of respondents, Zachary lacks understanding of racism, and believes it to 

be a state of mind, and misrecognizes the importance of power in who can discriminate and who 

cannot.   

Ambivalence towards White Supremacy 

There is a pattern emerging in how whites enable themselves to express ambivalence 

towards white supremacy.  First, they equate “racism” with individual prejudice, and see 

prejudiced black individuals as “racists.”  Hence, anyone is capable of racism, even if they say 

that nonwhites are less likely to do so.  This allows them to go as far as to naturalize the 

phenomenon of race supremacy, to even say that everyone is prejudiced, racist, and thus 

supremacist.  This brings the process to expressing ambivalence, in which whites conclude that 

racism cannot be dealt with in any meaningful way (see Figure 6.1). 

 Study participants commonly respond to the issue of white supremacy with ambivalence, 

largely due to the result of their occupation of the white bubble.  Angie, for example, remarked 

                                                 
6 This man appeared on the television program Politically Incorrect with Bill Maher several years ago. 
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“I don’t know. I guess that people do feel pressure from white supremacists, but I really can’t 

bring anything up.”  Similar to other topics, respondents often project incoherence, such as the 

following excerpt from Jane: 

U::mm, I don’t really know if racism is increasing? because there’s so many efforts today  
to make racial equality (.) I mean there’s always going to be people out there who are racist 
but I don’t really know if it’s increasing u::m and I don’t know if it’s decreasing but I don’t 
know if it’s increasing. 
 

Responses such as these are difficult to comprehend, which I believe is no accident: whites walk 

on eggshells in their quest to preserve their dominance (however subconsciously) while 

attempting to come across as someone else.  In this section, I present three ways in which 

respondents express their ambivalence towards white supremacy: first, by suggesting that if they 

do not see reports of white supremacist activities on the news, then it must not be a concern; 

second, they fail to recognize white supremacy in action, even when it unfolds right in front of 

them; and third, some respondents went as far as to accept white supremacist ideology and 

engage in supremacist actions. 

“It’s not on the news, so it’s not a problem” 

Sociologists have documented how the media socializes us to see the world in particular 

ways.  The media delivers us messages of what is and what ought to be.  Specifically regarding 

the news media, they implicitly tell us what is important to know about and, at the same time, 

what is less important.  The influence of the media on perception is especially persuasive with 

the more one consumes7.  Based on (at least perceived) lack of news coverage on white 

supremacist activities, some respondents do not think they pose a serious threat. 

For example, I presented data in Chapter Three how Irene downplayed the significance of 

race in U.S. society due to her own experience living in a racially diverse community.  When 

                                                 
7 This point was made by Gerbner in the film The Killing Screens. 
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discussing the presence of white supremacists and their organizations, she claims “I mean, 

there’s no, there’s not racial discrimination there, like it’s (1.0) I don’t see it on the news, I don’t 

see it.”  If it isn’t talked about on the news, then it must not be a problem.  Meanwhile, Kaitlin 

makes sure to mention how much she despised what white supremacists stood for prior to 

dismissing them due to their absence in the news: 

Um↑ I don’t think I mean I think they’re very wrong? but I haven’t noticed them much  
like they’re not in the news or anything like that so I don’t think they should exist I think  
they’re terrible but (.) I mean, I don’t think they’re doing anything bad right now are they?  
I haven’t really heard anything in the news like the KKK doing anything like I don’t think  
it should exist at all I think it’s terrible so I definitely think it’s a problem but (1.0) it’s not  
like at least from what I’ve heard it’s not like they’re killing people or anything right now 
(laughs) 
 

I find it disturbing how whites only seem to take white supremacists seriously when they are 

“killing people or anything.”  Like I mentioned previously, respondents feel a need to agree with 

the general notion that they indeed are a problem, but just not that much.  

 In the next passage, Renee recalls hearing about other hate groups being a problem, while 

white supremacist groups are dormant: 

I don’t really know about a bunch of white supremacist groups in our society, I guess 
there’s still like instances with like (.) KKK people? I don’t (.) I don’t know, like I never  
really- I hear more about like hate crimes (.) more of like homosexuality I feel like, but I’m  
sure that yeah I guess this is probably a problem with this. °I’ve never heard that much  
about it to think today society (?)° 
 

Here, Renee sounds as if only having one or two white supremacist groups—not “a bunch”—is 

not enough reason to justify concern.  I do not recall any antiwar critics who argued there were 

only one or two terrorist organizations out there, and thus could not justify the “war on terror.”  

She almost seems afraid (ashamed?) to admit she has not heard of problems these groups have 

caused.   
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There were times during the interviews that I provided them instances of news stories 

about white supremacist activities, such as the following exchange with Harriet: 

I:  Near Chicago the Klan applied for a permit to march and have a parade or  
something? And it was like a predominantly Jewish American suburb and it was a  
really big deal, like it got a lot of attention, ultimately they were allowed to have  
the parade, but (.) But you don’t think (.) I mean, as far as white supremacists  
increasing I mean in (.) as far as in popularity, you don’t think that’s happened? 

R:  I don’t think so, I mean I don’t watch the news nearly enough to know for sure  
but just from what I do, I don’t think that it is an increasing problem but I hope  
it’s not. 
 

Despite my own reference to a particular instance of white supremacist activity, Harriet prefers 

to remain inside her white bubble and deny their significance.  She then adds the final semantic 

move (often respondents utilize a kind of serial semantic moves) which serves as a face-saving 

mechanism. 

Respondents also believe that the stigma associated with joining such an organization 

keeps people away from them.  They seem to conveniently forget the proliferation of the Internet 

and ability to share information without other people knowing about it.  For example, Elizabeth 

disagreed that white supremacists are increasing in U.S. society: 

R:  Um, I don’t think so? I think it’s (1.0) maybe not necessarily getting any better,  
it’s just different than it used to be like, people aren’t (1.0) like so widespread  
like, killing each other and just (.) doing like awful things to one another but  
there’s still (.) like prevalence in society of it, but I don’t feel that it’s any worse  
than it was before, and I’m hoping, like hopefully I think it’s getting a little bit  
better. 

I:  Well, like, white supremacist groups, do you think that they might be increasing? 
R:  I hope not, I think they’re decreasing, I would guess, just because of the taboo like  

being in one, I can’t imagine, like (.) knowing somebody that was in one, that’s  
just insane to me, I don’t know, I can’t even picture it, so (.) I would say they’re  
on the decline, but I don’t know. 
 

Similar to Irene, Elizabeth believes that based on her own relationships with nonmembers of 

white supremacists, there must not be any.  As long as they remain under the surface of U.S. 

society, then they are not a problem.  Meanwhile, Betty dismisses the portrayal of white 
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supremacist gangs in the film American History X and only thinks they are important if she were 

involved in their activities:  

Not that I’ve encountered, because I’ve never myself have partaken in any of these white 
supremacist groups, and I’ve never seen any of my black, Hispanic, like any different kind  
of racial friend discriminated against because it’s you know who they are, but I’ve never  
myself ever come across an actual group of white kids that were against you know blacks  
or Hispanics or what not, I mean you’ve seen it in movies, but I mean how accurate is that?  
Um I think it was American History X, you saw the skinheads, but I’ve never myself  
encountered them, and I’ve never approached or ask- joined, or (.) you know, so I’m sure  
they are in existence, but as far as the places I’ve ever lived, and the people I’ve ever  
been in contact with, I haven’t come across it, and in [MW city], if you’re in a white  
supremacy group, you’re not gonna last ve(h)ry long, just because you are the minority,  
and uh you sink or swim=I don’t think it’s a good idea to ever like (.) you know, outright  
come out and say that you’re against a certain race, like that’s ridiculous, at least I think so 
 

In this passage, Betty fails to recognize the reality that most white supremacist activities are 

covert in today’s society; e.g., known as usernames passing hate messages and literature over the 

Internet.  In fact, the example of the story reported by CNN exposed racist video games available 

on the net, such as one in which you tried to shoot as many Mexicans as you could as they tried 

to run across the border.  She seems to believe that because she does not think it would be “a 

good idea” to join a white supremacist organization, no other whites would either.  She then 

closes with the old “that’s ridiculous” line; what are the repercussions of this phenomenon of 

saying something is serious but not all that serious? 

Failure to see white supremacy in action 

The ambivalence of my sample when it came to recognizing white supremacy was rather 

disturbing in that they would not call an activity “white supremacist” even when it was painfully 

obvious.  As long as they were not actively killing people and out from the shadows, they aren’t 

a threat, according to the respondents.  They also speak of it in odd ways: Irene, for instance, 

when speaking of white supremacists, remarks “they’re there, but I don’t think there are more 

than there were in the past.”  I certainly hope not!  
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 But what about respondents who did witness an event involving white supremacist 

activity?  During Odella’s interview, her conceptualization of “white supremacy” was ambiguous 

and serves an example of failing to see racism right under her nose. First, when recalling an 

instance of “racial tension,” she speaks of an event at her high school in which white students 

hung a “black doll” (human-sized mannequin wrapped in black trash bags) from a tree, and lit it 

ablaze on campus: 

R:  At my high school, there was a big news story about there was a uh southern boys  
group at my school, and they um hung a (.) black doll from a tree at my high 
school, and that caused a very big news story and a huge, huge problem, and (.)  
the two groups, the black kids at the school, and the southern boys group had to  
go through this huge counseling, and they were two really big groups, but it kind  
of affected the whole school, and um (.) there was a petition to make the 
confederate flag not allowed to be worn or put on cars at our school, so there was 
a lot of debate over that, and it caused tension (laughs) 

I:  How did you like respond to all of that going on you know around you at the 
time? 

R:  Um (.) I thought that um the southern boys group handled the situation very 
poorly, and um (.) that it cau- like it- I couldn’t believe that they like did that, and  
um (.) that they were so insensitive? And (.) 

I:  Well like, it was- like as far as some of the details, I mean I’m not familiar with 
the story but like you said that a black doll they- like this was on campus? Like 
they 

R:  Yeah, it was at our school. 
I:  Okay. Like and they um just like (.) I mean it was like just a regular-sized doll? 
R:  No, like a human sized 
I:  Oh, okay. Hmm (.) What and it was like dressed in real clothing? 
R:  It was just like, it was like cloth and uh a trash bag 
I:  Oh, okay. 
R:  in the shape of a person, hung from a tree, by the neck. 
I:  Right. God, that’s interesting. And so there was just like I mean you mentioned  

like the principal and  
R:  Yeah. 
I:  they were all (.) mobilizing as far as to deal with it 
R:  Yeah, and yeah (laughs) 
I:  And what about parents, were there parents getting involved to with it and stuff 
R:  Yeah, it was like a whole, huge (laughs) huge like news story with news stations  

at the school, and um but it resolved itself pretty well in the end. Like everyone  
realized the (.) stupidity of it. 

I:  Yeah. 
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In her statements, she provides details of the incident, and the fallout.  It was interesting 

how she mentions that there was the debate to forbid display of the Confederate flag, and 

includes the debate into exacerbating the racial tension. Later in the interview, I made reference 

to the issue and she called it “an isolated event.”   

 Then, when discussing the issue of white supremacy posing a “major problem” in our 

society, she says: 

R:  I don’t think white supremacy is a serious problem in our society, I know it exists,  
but um (.) maybe I just don’t see it (.) like maybe in other places it’s more 
prominent, but I (.)  

I:  Well, like the example from your high school, do you think that that like 
constitutes white supremacy? 

R:  Well it pro- yeah, yeah probably. But I think it was kind of a spur of the mo- I  
don’t know, like (.) I don’t know how someone justifies that, and they realized 
that they ma(h)de a ba(h)d decision, so (.)  

I:  Were the people who put it up there, were they pretty outspoken about it, and like  
“we did this,” or 

R:  Yeah, they were. Um and they were like uh good ole southern boys, they wore 
confederate t-shirts and cowboy hats 

I:  Right. I’m not originally from the south, but like maybe for people who might  
not be familiar with like good ole southern boy like you mentioned, like you 
mentioned cowboy hats and confederate t-shirts 

R:  And that was definitely a minority at our school, like a very small group, there  
were more black kids then there were of them. 

I:  And what were the reasons they gave as far as like you know “why we did this,” 
like what was you know this stunt supposed to prove or say or whatever 

R:  I’m not really (laughs) entirely sure. 
 

Thus, she appears to define “white supremacy” as something remote and not something she has 

experienced, despite her own experience of the effigy incident at her high school. She refuses to 

agree that this was an example of white supremacy, saying that it was “isolated” and “spur of the 

moment,” suggesting, then, that to be white supremacist one must do these things all the time, 

even if this particular activity fits the bill of white supremacist activity.  It’s really hard to 

eliminate white supremacy when you fail to see it happening before your very own eyes.  
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Similar to the others’ “ridiculous” commentary, Odella delivers this final analysis of the 

situation at her school: “Yeah, it was like a whole, huge (laughs) huge like news story with news 

stations at the school, and um but it resolved itself pretty well in the end. Like everyone realized 

the (.) stupidity of it.”  So despite this experience, she comes to the ambivalent conclusion that 

white supremacy is not much of a problem in society. 

Implicit acceptance of white supremacy    

A few respondents go as far as to implicitly accept white supremacist activities, or at least 

are unwilling to do anything to stop it.  In his interview, Troy recalls his experience as a bouncer 

and the “training” he received from his white boss: 

R:  I work as a bouncer in a club downtown, a:nd a lot of times like, you know, you  
kind of have to be racist at the door it’s (.) you know, it sounds terrible but it’s  
kind of like the line from The Godfather 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  “It’s business, not personal,” um (.) a lot of times you know your [boss?] will 

come out there and tell you (.) like what people that dress in a certain way 
I:  Oh. 
R:  or look a certain way, you have to deny them at the door um ‘cause basically 

they’re looking to maximize profits um (.) and based on past experience they’ll 
see that (.) you know the (.) black guy’s coming in wearing y’know baggy jeans, 
Fubu clothes and all that  

I:  Mhm 
R:  They’re really not gonna buy much drinks and if they do↑ then they’re probably  

not gonna tip the bartender, um 
I:  Right 
R:  And also the majority of fights tend to be started by ah (.) you know, black guys  

(.) and painting that kind of description um so downtown in a lot of places um you  
know, they’ll even hire me and some of my friends and come in and work the  
door, and they’ll be like, like absolutely no black people whatsoever, um (.) 
‘cause some places like ah [name of est] uh a while back they were going through 
some changes and, you know it kind of turned into a place where a lot of the black 
crowd was going, a:nd they started seeing a loss in profits and all so they brought 
in some new people and basically they told us like ‘you have to stop them from 
coming in the door’ like, you know? Um, they gave us like a general outline for 
ah (.) you know, clothing and all ah (.) even if they do, you know, follow the 
clothing outline, if you can look at ‘em and kind of get that general opinion like 
“find something with your clothing” 

I:  Right. So the clothing outline, was it pretty specific where they like gave you a 
list of stuff [like what’s allowed and what’s not allowed 
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R:                             [Yeah↑                                                           You know, they basically  
left it up to our discretion, they’re like you know you’re typical stuff that you 
know your inner-city ghetto hip-hop whatever you wanna call it crap, kind of stuff  
they’d wear um 

I:  So I mean like (.) baggy jeans like Fubu like you mentioned= 
R:  =Yeah. Any kind of jerseys, um (.) you know they say [baggy?] jewelry, big 

chains all that um a lot of places like they go as far as saying ‘no Timberlands at 
the door’ the shoes are pretty popular, and just general stuff you find uh ‘cause 
they can’t just come out and say ‘all right [don’t] black people come in’ so they 
have to make a dress code and basically they find stuff that applied to you know 
(.) kind of black crowd and say you know ‘you can’t come in wearing that.’ You 
know, I don’t know how much of that is just based on racism or if they’re just (.) 
you know, looking at it like they’ve got bills to pay, so you kind of have to 

 
In Troy’s statement, we see how formal rationality, coupled with the pursuit of profit, excuses 

discriminatory behavior.  Similar to individualism trumping the value of diversity, here laissez-

faire capitalism and economic “freedom” trumps the value of equality.  This example serves as a 

great example of rationalizing racism, and it appears likely that, as an owner in the future, he will 

conduct business the same way (in fact, the line blurs between what his boss taught him and his 

own thoughts). 

 In a different example, when dismissing white supremacist groups as ridiculous, Wanda 

tells a story of a male floor mate and what she would (not) do about him if she were a resident 

assistant: 

R:  There are people that take it like they’re too extreme, and (.) not a serious  
problem, just like goes both ways, like whatever you stand for, if you (.) there are  
some like ridiculous organizations (.) but just people like taking their freedom of  
speech…they’re allowed to say what they want, I never really listened to them,  
but I know (.) they um they’re like um (.) towards white people (.) there’s 
someone on my floor on the boy’s side, he has stuff on a board outside his door 
with “I smell goyim” on it, and I asked a friend and it’s like (.) that’s everyone 
who’s not white, and when you feel like- I walk by his door I like (.) like a bad 
like (.) vibe 

I:  Does he have any swastikas or anything like that? 
R:  No, just that. 
I:   If you were the RA, what would you do? 
R:  If it was just like [a] thing on his door, if he did anything else, or like (.) then,  

maybe but (.) but if even like one person I guess like said something about it I  
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guess then I would do something (.) I’m like offended by it, I’m white, but I’m  
offended by it 
 

In the following excerpt, Wanda takes the common approach that as long as she personally 

ignores them, white supremacist groups are not a problem.  She also tries to take the attention 

away from white supremacists by claiming there are antiwhite groups (though said with 

considerable incoherence). According to her response, she fails to recognize how the student’s 

form of speech was more than mere “speech”; by putting a sign on his door, it was an action.  In 

addition, she offers no idea on how she would deal with this situation, defends his right to free 

expression, and seems prepared to defend supremacist speech.  I discuss this issue in more detail 

in the next section. 

Protecting White Supremacist Speech 

Freedom of speech is a strongly held value of Americans.  However, in civics courses we 

learn how not all speech is protected by the First Amendment, and the example we commonly 

learn of as unprotected is the person falsely yelling “Fire!” in a crowded theater.  This form of 

speech is not protected because it endangers others. Following the events of 9/11, Americans 

have heard of the government’s warrantless wiretapping of suspected terrorist organizations 

associated with those attacks, and surveys show many Americans support those measures.  The 

support is likely linked to the suspicion they have of individuals who express themselves in such 

a way and the actions that have harmed others. 

 But the issue of whether the wiretappings are constitutional is not my concern here; 

rather, my concern lies with the rather incredible reversal in response to white supremacist 

speech, and linked to specific organizations that for decades engaged in terrorist activities against 

blacks and other nonwhite Americans, including honorary or borderline whites such as Jewish 

Americans.  In this section, I present data from the interviews that respondents almost go out of 
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their way to protect white supremacists’ right to speech and organization, despite the fact that 

they are terrorists.  Second, I offer examples in how respondents do not give black Americans the 

same right to speech than what they give white supremacists. 

Aiding and Abetting White Supremacy 

When responding to the statement “White supremacists and their organizations are a 

serious problem in our society,” respondents generally did three things: first, they admit their 

existence and often condemn them (usually as an impression management tool); second, they 

downplay their significance; and third, they defend their rights to engage in such activities, when 

in fact those rights do not exist.  For example, Bill responds this way: 

R:   I don’t know if they’re a se↑rious problem, ‘cause I know they exist, but I don’t  
[know] how (.) prevalent they are…but they definitely are somewhat of a problem 

 because (2.0) they’re (.) just not good people(h). 
I:   Hmm. 
R:   Ignorant people that cause pro-problems. 
I:   Right. 
R:  But they’re allowed to organize peacefully and all. 
 

With a past like that of the KKK, how can we assume they are capable of “peaceful” assembly?  

At the same time, why are we willing to give them a podium to speak their minds while our 

President calls for Bin Laden’s head (“wanted dead or alive”)? Similar to previous findings such 

as Bonilla-Silva (2001), participants in the study generally failed to recognize the structural 

components of racism.  Meanwhile, respondents are overwhelmingly convinced that anyone is 

capable of racism in U.S. society.  Despite their little knowledge of white supremacist groups, 

respondents are largely ambivalent when white racism occurs around them, whether on campus, 

in the workplace, etc., suggesting that their ambivalence comes close to outright acceptance of 

this behavior and thinking.   

 White supremacists and their organizations are terrorists.  Worse, too often whites in the 

sample come to their defense in the name of free speech.  Despite their reported repugnance for 
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these individuals and desire to see them disappear, respondents claim there is nothing that can be 

done to stop their activities, due to their poor conception of “racism.”  Whites appear willing to 

defend the rights of white supremacists, even when those rights do not exist in legal reality.  For 

example, George believed their actions are horrible but there is nothing we can do to stop them: 

Um, as far as white supremacists, it’s a problem but you can’t really deal with it because of 
like the basic freedom of speech or whatnot as long as uh (.) but as far as sociologically or  
towards the society, it can like (.) cause problems and sentiments in the people who’ve  
been affected by them in the past, like uh people had like (.) uh, great grandparents who’d  
been lynched or anything like that 
 

In his remarks, note how George limits their significance to the past, and spoke of their impact 

on society in an abstract way, which highlights the insulation whites have from the horrors 

experienced by black Americans.  He speaks of “great grandparents who’d been lynched.” How 

would the siblings of James Byrd Jr. respond to such an uninformed statement? 

This line of discourse continued throughout many of the interviews.  It is interesting that 

probably the most essentialist of all respondents, Amy, claims these groups should not be legal, 

and projects ambivalence when she asks “Are there still white supremacists?”  Jane also spoke in 

this vein: 

Um, I think white supremacists are a serious problem because (.) um, to think you’re better  
than someone else just because of the way you look it’s (.) definitely not right um I mean  
there’s not really anything you can- I mean, you can try and get rid of them but (.) they  
have freedom of speech so you can still uh (.) 
 

Some respondents even joked about the seriousness of white supremacists.  Troy, for instance, 

said the following: 

You gotta stick by the first amendment but (.) really, ev(h)n though they’re pretty 
ridiculous (laughs) you know, as long as they’re not really acting out on, you know hurting  
anybody, you know I’d just- you know, I’d let people say whatever they want (.) you 
know, as long as they’re not breaking any laws 
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The ambivalence almost trivializes white supremacy, and hence the violence they commit 

against nonwhite Americans.  In Jane’s response to my query on how to best deal with white 

supremacists and their organizations, she equates them to political parties in debates: 

R:  Um (2.0) I don’t know. You can’t take away their freedom of speech but (.) like  
even at um like a Presidential Election like when they would in the debates 
between Bush and Kerry like I’m pretty sure like (.) they would allow people who  
didn’t support Bush to still come but they had a designated area I think 

I:  Mm 
R:  You can’t stifle like freedom of speech you can’t even if it is wrong to think that I  

mean I don’t know what you’d do to get rid of it entirely but I mean I guess if you  
allow them their designated time when to speak (.) only a certain amount of time  
or a certain place then it might like (.) they still be happy ‘cause not- no one’s  
ever gonna be happy like, both sides are not going to be happy, so (.)  

I:  Right. 
R:  But uh I guess going through the government and passing laws to like prohibit 

racial inequality and laws like not allowing permits to go through would be good  
way to stop that. 

 
Although she offers methods to limit white supremacist activities, she misses the point that the 

Klan in Illinois was granted a demonstration permit.  Due to respondents’ atomistic view of 

racism, they view groups like the Klan and the Nation of Islam as “supremacy” groups, though 

the latter has never systematically killed white people, raped white women, or destroyed white 

property. By using this false antithesis, they can claim everyone deserves a right to speak and 

should be given time at the podium, just as the representatives of the corporate political parties 

have in Presidential debates. 

Ignore Black Freedoms 

In addition to leveling the speech of white supremacists to other opinions in society, a few 

respondents take it a step further: they questioned the ability of black Americans to voice their 

opinions.  I found it interesting how these respondents appear more willing to defend the rights 

of white supremacists than those of black Americans. 
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I conducted most of the interviews following the natural disaster (and human fiasco) of 

Hurricane Katrina.  During a telethon to raise money for victims, entertainer Kanye West was 

visibly shaken and, apparently refusing to read the cue cards, said “George Bush doesn’t care 

about black people.”  At times during the interviews this issue came up.  For example, Penelope 

responded to West’s comments this way: 

I:  Did you hear Kayne West’s comments? 
R:  Yeah. 
I:  Like what did you think of that when he said that about George= 
R:  =Well, I am anti-Bu(h)sh, so(h): I guess I have bias towards that, but at the same  

time, I don’t think he had a right to say that. 
 

Why would she feel he had no right to state his own opinion, regardless of the validity of his 

statements?   

 Meanwhile, in Jane’s response, she makes the connection between supremacist speech or 

supremacy and West’s comments: 

R:  Um, I think white supremacists are a serious problem because (.) um, to think 
you’re better than someone else just because of the way you look it’s (.) definitely  
not right um I mean there’s not really anything you can- I mean, you can try and 
get rid of them but (.) they have freedom of speech so you can still uh (.) this 
doesn’t have to do with white supremacy but (.) I don’t know if you watch the uh 
hurricane relief and Kayne West said ‘George Bush hates black people’ which 

I:  Mm 
R:  I mean (.) that’s entirely not true you know I don’t know maybe there are certain  

other advantages for white people but the fact that you can’t just go out, you can  
go out and say that he hates [black people] definitely not, you know 

I:  Right 
R:  in the right context. So um (.) I think anybody can be racist 
I:  Okay 
R:  in American society because (.) um (.) I don’t know, I think it has a lot to do with  

how you were raised and your experiences in life because if you’re a child you’re 
not going to know what to expect, you’re only going to know what someone told 
you. 
 

In the above passage, Jane weaves her response to the white supremacy statement with Kanye’s 

comment on Bush, thus suggesting that his comments relate to something supremacist. This is an 
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utterly false comparison because no black organizations or individuals have ever been part of or 

affiliated with the systematic killing and raping of white people.  Despite the fact that earlier in 

her statement she supported the need to protect the speech of white supremacists (considering 

they’re responsible for a hell of a lot more than hate speech), here she appears unwilling to 

protect Kanye West’s own right to speech.   

Cynthia also addresses the issue of West’s comments and the debacle of Katrina: 

R:  I don’t know, I just thought that was a general uh very general comment, I  
mean even though it was his opinion, um (.) it kind of was taken as that’s what all  
black people think, but um (.) you know, that the government really doesn’t take 
into consideration their needs, which I think um the government definitely does, 
but maybe not to an extent where it should, in terms of just like welfare, and 
work, the majority of (.) minorities and such um and different races other than 
whites um [are] 

I:  If Katrina had hit Miami or Tampa, do you think the response would have been 
different? 

R:  Um, I don’t know how much of a factor, but I mean, I think race is definitely 
factored into there (.) but in terms of say if it were to hit [a predominantly white 
area] um (.) we tend to vote more in elections, and where Katrina hit, it’s more of 
the poorer people and people who don’t vote, and I mean so in my opinion I think 
the government wasn’t as responsive? But I also do th- just because of that factor 
that it’s kind of forgotten about? But I think that race is definitely a part in that? 
just because you look at the voting statistics like whites are more (.) vote more, 
you know, and blacks uh they don’t, and it would be (.) you would’ve responded 
more quickly and effectively if say it more (unintelligible; laughs) 

 
Cynthia presents a critical contradiction to understanding race and power in U.S. society: first, 

she implicitly condemns West for making a “very general comment” (despite the fact that it was 

directed at a specific individual).  Then, she ambiguously (through her usage of the passive 

voice) criticizes his comments because (white) people took them as representative of the 

thoughts of all black Americans.  Thus, she places the blame on West for white generalizations 

of black people and their attitudes.  Even worse, she rationalizes the ethnic cleansing of New 

Orleans with the excuse that black Americans do not vote as regularly as whites do. 
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Enjoying Racist Jokes 

In addition to downplaying the significance of white supremacy and protecting the speech 

of white supremacists, respondents also report enjoyment in listening to, and actively engaging 

in, racist joking.  In this section, I examine the way whites in the sample respond to the social 

phenomenon of racist joking.  First, I present the indifference many respondents report to the 

jokes they encounter.  Second, I examine their involvement in joking, both indirect and direct 

involvement. 

Indifference towards Joking 

When responding to the statement “I can recall a conversation in which someone told a 

racist joke,” most respondents project ambivalence towards the jokes.  They did this in three 

important ways: first, there was passivity towards the jokes because the jokes did not personally 

insult them.  Second, I focus on the responses primarily from Jewish respondents in their 

articulation of the notion that a certain line should not be crossed (a repertoire that did not exist 

nearly to the extent for other respondents, due to Jewish Americans’ status as honorary or 

borderline whites).  Third, I examine the ways in which respondents minimized the significance 

of racist jokes, even blaming blacks and other nonwhite Americans for being hypersensitive. 

Passivity towards racist jokes   

Some respondents dismiss racist jokes as silly nonsense, and no harm done.  For example, 

Nadine says that, upon hearing a racist joke, she quirks “I think it’s funny, you know (.) I don’t 

join in, but I don’t necessarily stop it.”  Quilla spoke of a friend of her father’s racist joking and 

her response to them: 

R:  Yeah, one of my friend’s dads tells a lot of racist jokes? 
I:  Oh, really? 
R:  Yeah. Uhm (.) 
I:  Like when, like or where like would he= 
R:  He’ll tell them to her, and then like she’ll tell us, and then whenever I went down  
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to her house, uhm it was just me and her family and she was like ‘oh, oh tell us  
some more of your jokes’ ((mocking tone)) and (.) I don’t know, like I wasn’t 
personally offended? But I can’t imagine like I was just kind of like ‘why are you 
telling this?’ you know what I mean=it’s not like it was like offensive towards 
me, but I still didn’t understand the point of it really, I don’t know. 
 

As a result of her mocking tone, it appears as if she disapproved of the racist joking, but then 

casts ambivalence. Furthermore, since the joke did not offend her personally, she did not see it as 

a problem. 

Some lines shouldn’t be crossed 

Responses to recalling a situation in which someone told a racist joke was particularly 

interesting for those of the Jewish respondents in the sample.  They generally argued that, similar 

to the other respondents, are ambivalent or even enjoy racist jokes, at least in the “right” context.  

What makes the Jewish participants’ responses unique from the others is that they are more 

likely to be a target of the jokes.  This gives them a better understanding of the harm racist jokes 

cause.  For example, Penelope responds this way: 

They happen all the time, you know, and they’re always premised by ‘okay, I’m not racist,  
but this is just a joke’ (said in a mocking tone) and like uhm (.) you know, well you take it,  
like there’s Jewish jokes, and I think they’re funny, but uhm (.) the serious racist joke, like  
really [cracking light?] like somewhere where I heard them say something, and they  
thought it was hilarious, and I was just like ‘are you disgusting?’ I can’t really re- (1.0) I  
don’t really like know where- like I said, I would probably not associate myself with  
someone like that, so (.)” 
 

Unfortunately for Penelope and other nonwhites (or honorary whites), sometimes you have no 

choice but to associate with “someone like that.”   

 However, there were some Jewish respondents who did report an enjoyment or 

ambivalence of racist joking.  For example, Amy replies this way: 

The racist jokes? My husband tells them all the time, they’re very funny. They’re also very  
mean, but just as he can tell jokes about black people, like I’ll tell jokes about Jewish  
people and I’m Jewish, and I can laugh at it, it’s funny, like it’s just a joke, it’s based on  
history, it’s based on people’s reputations, and it’s not saying everybody’s like that, it’s  
just how people are labeled, and that’s just the way that it is. 
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She seems to naturalize the phenomenon when she says “that’s just the way that it is.”  

Meanwhile, Zachary takes this a step further: 

R:  Yes, I’ve heard a million racist jokes, and I’ve laughed at them, you know like um  
they don’t bother me, I think a joke is a joke 

I:  Right. What about Jewish jokes? Like ‘cause I’ve had some respondents talk 
about Jewish jokes that= 

R:  They don’t bother me at all. I think that (.) I think a joke is a joke. And if you  
don’t have fun in life and you’re not smiling and laughing, I think you have a 
serious problem=if you can’t joke about yourself, I think you have a real issue, 
and people make, you know, jokes  
 

It is important to note that the status of Jewish Americans as honorary whites makes jokes less 

effective in causing harm than for nonwhites.  This can be linked to other nonwhite-turned-white 

groups like the Irish, such as the recent Guinness commercials (“Brilliant!”) and Saturday Night 

Live skits in which Senator John McCain and others poke fun at Irish heritage and stereotypes of 

the Irish drunk.  The images of the Irish drunk or Italian mobster are almost “cool” these days.  

Also note Zachary’s total lack of empathy and understanding of the onslaught of “harmless 

jokes” towards nonwhites. 

However, Zachary does add a wrinkle to the mix when he adds “I think there’s a line that 

you can cross, to make it extreme, but I think you have to know your audience when it comes to 

a joke.”  So although he says that people are too sensitive when it comes to racist jokes, he does 

suggest that there is a line that should not crossed; e.g., that the joke not be too extreme.  Harriet 

responds this way: 

R:  I can recall a situation when someone told a racist joke. I kno- my friends say  
them all the time, but they’re not serious about ‘em 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  It’ll just be like (.) against like (.) Jewish people or whatever  
I:  Oh. 
R:  And I have friends that are Jewish that joke around about it too (1.0) so it’s 

ea- it’s not really (.) getting too serious 
I:  Right. 
R:  And like if I hear “oh, that’s awful,’ and sometimes it’s like it’s funny but not  
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funny you know? 
I:  No.  
R:  I don’t kno(h)w. It’s funny when it’s [a] really bad joke 
I:  Yeah 
R:  I guess 
I:  You were saying before about like you know joke telling um (.) like if you were  

in a situation in which somebody told a racist joke, say at a family reunion or  
something, and how would you react in that situation? 

R:  I think just depending on the degree of the joke (.) a lot of times. Sometimes like  
(.) the Jewish jokes are really bad and I just don’t think that they’re- I’ll go “that’s  
not funny.” 

I:  Yeah. 
R:  But if it’s a joke that’s not (.) that bad that doesn’t offend like the opposite like  

other people (.) I know like in Guess Who? 
I:  Mm mhm 
R:  Like Ashton Kutcher’s telling like a bunch of jokes and then he says one joke  

and takes it too far. 
I:  Oh 
R:  I think in that case, ‘cause like at first they were all laughing and stuff you know  

at the jokes 
I:  Right. 
R:  And then he said one that was just like really bad. 
I:  Do you recall what it was ‘cause I haven’t seen that yet. 
R:  Oh you haven’t seen it? 
I:  I saw the original, like the old one. 
R:  Right. 
I:  Um, I haven’t seen the new one. 
R:  I can’t remember what the jokes were, but the ones he told first you know were  

just were a few words and you know everyone was laughing about it but then I  
can’t remember what it was but it was one that was like 

I:  Like Bernie Mac’s family was there? 
R:  Yeah, Bernie Mac’s family was there. And Ashton Kutcher was the only white  

guy there. And they were laughing about it at first and then (.) he took it too far. 
I:  Oh. And just suddenly everybody got quiet and  
R:  Yeah, exactly. And there was like, Bernie Mac got like really mad and  
I:  Oh (.) yeah. 
R:  I think there’s like a degree to the jokes. 

 
In this exchange, Harriet includes the ambiguous statement that sometimes jokes are funny and 

not funny.  She then inserts an appeal to the recipient, and I delivered a rare rejection to that 

appeal, in which she responded “I don’t kno(h)w. It’s funny when it’s [a] really bad joke.” 

Although her latter statement is even more ambiguous, this serves as an instance of an 
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interviewer’s role in producing discourse (Hak, 2003), in which she made a statement and then 

seemed to back off when I failed to agree or understand the interlocutionary force of her 

utterance.  Like Zachary, she argues that there is a line that should not be crossed when making 

these jokes, although she is ambiguous on what that line is (e.g., it is interesting how she recalled 

a specific joke from the film and then chose not to say it).  

Minimizing the impact of racist jokes 

In addition to suggesting that jokes should not get out of hand, respondents also minimize 

the impact of such joking.  As presented in prior chapters, whites in this sample have a knack for 

placing the onus on black Americans for racial problems, while deflecting any responsibility for 

those problems.  When discussing racist joking, many respondents reduce the joking to 

something irrational or silly and considered complaints by blacks as being overly sensitive and 

unnecessary. 

For instance, similar to Odella’s blame of the effigy incident on “good ole southern boys,” 

Linda also blamed the occurrence of racist joking on growing up in the South: 

I think a big part of it is ‘cause I’ve always lived in [state] in the south and people here  
they’re like (1.0) I guess their parents will be kind of like racist and they just wanna be like  
that too=and a lot of people seem like they just want to come across to others like they’re  
funny because they’re making fun of like other races you know like (.) I don’t know. It just  
doesn’t seem like they’re (.) especially like, like when I was younger like in middle school  
and stuff they didn’t (.) it didn’t even seem like they knew what they were talking about a  
lot of times like looking back, I don’t see how (.) I don’t know. 
 

In this passage, Linda exercises one method of minimizing racism by claiming ignorance of the 

orator to racist beliefs that manufacture the jokes. She defends their racist joking as innocent 

youngsters who did not know any better. 

Often whites associate racism with childlike, mentally challenged, or pathological 

behavior. Later in the interview, Linda provides an experience in which a black coworker was 

hurt by comments made by a camp resident: 
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R:  Okay. Actually, I can think of one=like I was talking about my like co-worker at 
camp who I sat with at meals and one of the sessions like there was a girl with 
down syndrome there and she just like (1.0) she didn’t know what she was saying 
a lot of times and like (.) but like my friend didn’t really- she was really sensitive 
to like (.) racist comments and like (.) she said something to her about her being 
black I don’t even remember what she said but 

I:  Mhm. 
R:  Like my friend was like (.) really like (.) torn up over it and like talking about it at  

dinner and just like really mad like she wasn- it, I would have dealt with it better  
if she had just been upset over it like sad but she’s like mad about it but like  
(.) I wasn’t gonna (.) like I didn’t wanna make her believe that it was right to like 
be mad at the girl with Down Syndrome just because she didn’t really know what 
she was saying you know like  

I:  Mhm. 
R:  She wasn’t even trying to be rac- I just didn’t know how to deal with it. Was that  

the kind of situation you were talking about? 
I:  Yeah. Well like um were there other leaders there besides you and the one black 

woman? 
R:  Mm mhm. Oh, she told several people about it and like there are other counselors  

there like (.) when the girl had said it but (.) 
I:  Like how did they react to it? 
R:  They like (.) uh it felt like a lot of them to her face were like ‘yeah it was’- I mean  

it was wrong of the camper to do that but she didn’t know that and a lot of people 
would like comfort her and like try to make her feel better about it and that’s 
pretty much what I did I mean I didn’t really know how to deal with it. ‘Cause 
like part of like your job out there is to like make sure like (.) you’re not  
supposed to get mad at the campers you know, like (.) it’s just kind of like torn  
between like what we’re supposed to do and like (.) being a friend to her and stuff 

When reading this passage, I think of Jack Nicholson’s character in As Good As It Gets, in which 

a man with OCD makes racist comments about blacks and Jews, and how the message from the 

film is that racism is a product of sick thinking, something pathological.  Here, Linda believes 

her coworker overreacted to the comments made by the resident with “Down Syndrome.”  

Meanwhile, she fails to recite what had been said, suggesting that the comments were 

insignificant.  Furthermore, she implicitly blames her coworker for putting her in a difficult 

position: on one hand, she has a job to do, making the case for formal rationality; and on the 

other, she is “being a friend to her and stuff.” It sounds like her “friendship” was for purely 

superficial purposes. 
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Thus, respondents place the onus on blacks for being oversensitive.  Poor whites, who 

mean no harm when making these jokes, think they must walk on eggshells around blacks due to 

their hypersensitivity, while failing to reflect on the impact of the jokes on those targeted.  For 

example, Jane speaks of living with her black resident assistant in the dorms: 

R:  Um, I actually live with an R.A. and she’s black, and it’s my first semester but  
sometimes we joke around about rap music and stuff=there’s never been really  
like tension but you kind of don’t want to step on anybody’s toes if you say 
something or if you joke around about stuff [you have to be careful 

I:                                                                         [Sure. Like what kinds of things  
might you or your R.A. joke around about? 

R:  Just like stuff on like=say we’re watching something on t.v. like 
I:  Yeah 
R:  And my friends think it’s funny and then she might just be like ‘oh, well why is  

that funny to you?’ you know, so (.) 
 

Thus, the joking itself is not a bad thing, just the context in which you tell the joke.   

 Besides blaming blacks or other nonwhites for being hypersensitive, members of the 

sample also defend fellow whites that deliver racist jokes and “get caught” due to slippage, or the 

situation in which a white person tells a racist joke and fails to realize that a member of the 

targeted group is within earshot of the utterance (Houts, 2004).  In such a situation, Ursela spoke 

of an occurrence involving her father: 

R:  Dad told a racist joke (.) involving like Hispanic people, and he didn’t know that  
like one of the people there was like part Hispanic or something, and like I knew? 
So I just sort of like looked at the guy? Just to see his reaction? Like (.) you know, 
and he just sort of (.) laughed it off, because my dad was his boss or whatever (.) 
um, I don’t know if I said anything to my dad after the fact, but I probably should 
of (.)  

I:  It was a kind of wisecrack or something? 
R:  It was just like a joke, like a little (.) like “a Mexican walks into a bar” or 

something like that (.) I don’t remember the joke exactly, it’s just something like 
that=like it wasn’t really, it wasn’t really, really mean? I mean, if somebody had 
told me a white joke in front of me, I really wouldn’t care, but (.) that’s because 
I’m white and I feel like the experiences in my life (.) that being said like I don’t 
know, it wouldn’t bother me for that reason, just because I’ve always had the 
upper hand in society, you know, in a way.  
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First, Ursela neglects the important role of power in this exchange, in which the “part Hispanic 

or something” male was in a subordinate position to her father, and thus could not respond to the 

joke, although she did interpret the situation as such.  She then minimizes the significance of the 

joke, with the use of diminutives (“It was just like a joke, like a little…”), while using the 

familiar tool of forgetting the content of the joke itself.  It is almost funny (yet sad) in her “it 

wasn’t really, really mean?” remark, in her minimization attempt.  Finally, by saying that 

antiwhite jokes would not bother her, she thus blames nonwhite Americans for their 

hypersensitivity.  Despite her ability to recognize her own privileged position in society, yet she 

cannot connect the dots and realize how antiwhite jokes (like objectifying male bodies) lack the 

consequences that antiblack or anti-Other jokes (or objectifying female bodies) have.    

Involvement in Joking 

In addition to downplaying the significance of racist jokes, some respondents even speak 

of their own involvement in joking.  In this section, I first present how a few respondents spoke 

of the fun they have with joking, and even the pride they take in telling racist jokes.  Moreover, 

respondents communicate how they and their friends feel it necessary to tell jokes in more covert 

settings.  I present evidence that the “new racism” is going to blossom via the Internet.  Lastly, I 

examine the inability of whites to speak out against the practice, despite their objections.  They 

ultimately are involved in the joking, since silence is acceptance.  

“They are hilarious” 

     A few respondents speak of the fun they had when sharing racist jokes with friends.  

For example, Casey goes as far as to express pride in sharing jokes with his black friend: 

R:  Ye(h)ah, I can recall, I’ve told racist jokes before. 
I:  Oh yeah? 
R:  Yeah↑ My friend 
I:  Oh↓ 
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R:  We ca- we can joke about it, that’s the cool thing, that we can joke about it, like,  
some people can’t↑ 
 

Here, Casey almost seems proud that he has the privilege of telling racist jokes within earshot of 

a black person who does not mind (or so he thinks).  This repertoire was more prevalent among 

the males of the sample; for instance, Vincent tells of sharing jokes with his friends: 

Like I’ve a couple of black friends that have grea:t white people jokes, they are hilarious.  
We laugh all the time at ‘em. I mean they’re great, and they laugh at our black jokes and 
it’s all in good fun, and we know that, but we try and make sure that we’re not in [campus 
area] you know, like boasting them out, because we’re probably gonna get beaten for that,  
like unless you’re in a closed area with just our friends, we know what’s going on, so yeah. 
 

In this passage, Vincent contradicts himself when he frames the joke telling as one big 

multiracial event, but then adds that he and his friends cannot say such things on campus for fear 

of physical harm.  Both Casey and Vincent seem to think that if only blacks understand that the 

jokes are not meant to be taken seriously, then we could get along.  It seems as if they wish this 

kind of world could exist. 

 In the next statement, Cynthia places the onus of blacks as racist joke-tellers with her 

example of black comedians, in which “they target (.) some people take it as derogatory and 

offensive, and you know, it could be in all, all in fun, too, so it depends on how you take it, but 

(.),” and she does not bother to complete the semantic move.  She also did not state who black 

comedians target in their jokes.  This suggests the absurdity of how these respondents see 

antiwhite jokes on par with antiblack jokes.  Despite the similar content, the form of the jokes is 

much different. 

Covert joking 

Although there were a couple of respondents who speak of taking pride in racist joking, 

more common was the practice of speaking within “safe” social settings, usually in backstage 

domains (Houts, 2004).  Another instance of slippage takes place with Angie in her dormitory: 
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R:  I know that we like joke about it sometimes 
I:  Mm 
R:  Like one of the guys on my floor last week was Chinese  
I:  Mm 
R:  And before he got there the other three guys were just kind of [telling a joke] and  

they told him about it and he thought it was hilarious, so 
I:  Can you recall like the specific joke? 
R:  Yeah it was uh they were ta(h)lking about, ‘cause he was Chinese like, making 

Chinese food out of him 
I:  Oh↓ 
R:  And (.) they were saying it like all the time and he was the last person to get there  

and I was like ‘you guys are gonna slip up and say it in front of him, and I’m not  
sure how he’s gonna take it’ but he laughed, he thought it was funny. 

I:  Like they were gonna make Chinese food out of him? 
R:  Yeah, like, put him in the freezer! (laughs) 
I:  Oh, okay. 
R:  (laughs) 
I:  Huh (3.0) 
 

Although Angie is not the initiator of this particular joke, she does begin the statement “we like 

joke about it sometimes,” so there was no distancing between herself and the others there.  She 

does, however, act as a kind of lookout for the group (apparently all males), providing an 

intruder alert (Houts, 2004).  Hence, she was an active participant in this racist joking, though 

perhaps due to gender, assumed the role of a lookout (caregiver) for the joke-tellers.  She also 

made it sound as if the “Chinese” man thought the joke was funny, too, suggesting the complete 

lack of reflection on their part. 

 Vincent is the most candid about racist jokes when he says that he engages in them 

“When the race you’re talking about is not around. That is the situation which I’ve heard many 

of them, and believe me, my friends and I, we’ve got all of them.”  Nowhere is it easier to avoid 

slippage and intruders than sharing jokes (and other supremacist materials) on the Internet.  Troy 

provides insight into the primary vehicle for the new white supremacy movement, where whites 

speak openly without the restraints of impression management: 
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R:  I hear hea(h)r them all the time (laughs). 
I:  Yeah? 
R:  (laughs) Yeah. Pretty much. 
I:  Where are the common situations you tend to hear them in? 
R:  Mostly↑ you hear in: situations were people don’t know in situations where 

people don’t know who’s saying it, and that would be like on an internet 
discussion board 

I:  Oh, wow mhm. 
R:  You know, one of the ones I go to for uh you know, it’s for like weight lifting and  

all that, power lifting and all (.) uh, they have a conversation lounge, where 
people could just go off on anything and  

I:  Right. 
R:  Basically, there’s a group of people um not that they don’t want to invit- you’ll 

just say stuff to piss people off, and get a reaction out of people, so (.) you know,  
we hear stuff like that all the time in there, of course you know it’s (.) it goes back  
[and] forth  

I:  Yeah. 
R:  It’s pretty funny in the end, but some people get really riled up over something 

they read on the internet it’s just (.) empty-faced writing on the screen but (.) um  
I’ll admit to having some fun with that, you know (.) just, you know (.) randomly 
pissing off some people (laugh) that’s just something I like to do for some reason, 
I don’t know it’s just I always found it weird because it takes a whole lot to you 
know get a rise out of me 

I:  (laughs) 
R:  If he said something bad about me on the Internet, you know, makes a little joke  

I’m just like ‘alright, whatever,’ but some people just go off on these rants and  
they’re pretty funny, they just (.) keep pushin’ their buttons and playing with them  
and (.) so, you now a lot of times you know somebody started a thread on a- 
pushed a racist joke to you and there’s pages and pages of ‘em, for every kind of 
racial group, too black white Asian whatever, (laughs) I don’t know (.) as long as 
it’s used in the right context, if you’re not like (.) you know, if you’re just joking 
around like (.) you know, the- some of the places I work there are black bouncers, 
and we joke back and forth like, you know, with each other about black and white 
stuff, as long as there’s no real (.) you know, malcontent based behind it, then I 
could see a proper time just to joke around and whatever. 
 

In Troy’s statements, he dismisses the racist comments as mere “empty-faced writing on the 

screen,” and almost mocks people who express their disapproval of such comments.  Like other 

examples in this chapter, he argues that jokes are alright in certain contexts, and attempts to 

support his claim with sharing jokes with fellow black coworkers (like Casey and Vincent). 
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Fear of expressing disapproval 

Sometimes respondents do object to fellow whites who crossed the line with their jokes, as 

well as the joking in general, but fail to speak up in defiance of the joke-telling. Sometimes they 

even question why they do not speak up.  Nonetheless, members of the sample usually defend 

fellow whites, dismissing their behavior as trivial, and minimizing the significance of racist 

jokes. 

For example, when recalling a situation involving race in which he had to make a decision, 

Frank speaks of the regarding the racist joke-telling of her sister’s boyfriend, despite his own 

omission of doing some joke-telling himself: 

R:  I don’t know if I can think of a (.) strong situation involving race but, try to think  
of a specific one (4.0) um (1.0) I mean I guess (1.0) I mean more generally just  
being (.) um having mostly white friends I mean I guess that that situation does  
come up because you know a lot of white people are very are, well not very, but  
are racist but (.) it’s hard when you get people around you that are all, they all 
have the same views but at the same time like (.) I wouldn’t want to you know 
just sit there and agree with them about (.) like racist things  

I:  True 
R:  I mean I’m sure of being things caused me to (.) you know like (.) tell a few racist  

jokes or like (.) do things that I shouldn’t (.) say like that, but um (1.0) I can’t  
think of a situation. 

I:  Um how would you respond to a parent of yours or a friend or somebody, like do  
you have any brothers or sisters? Like in this case like a white person or (.) it 
could be anybody, you know, as far as making a racist joke, like how would you 
respond, do you think, to that? 

R:  Um (1.0) like, I guess the one example would be like my sister, she lives with her  
boyfriend but uh I mean he’s definitely a little more like (.) like racist than me 
and, though I wouldn’t say I’m racist but he’s definitely a little bit racist but uh 
he’ll tell racist jokes sometimes and I don’t really know what to say I mean, I 
don’t know if I would say like, tell him not to say that but like I definitely don’t 
uh (.) like egg him on or feed the situation at all ‘cause I don’t think, I mean I 
think that’s pretty bad but (.) uh, I guess um (.) 
 

Although he admits to his own joking, he apparently thinks his sister’s boyfriend takes the joking 

to far.  Does he ever imagine how other people see him when he tells his racist jokes? 
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 As I alluded to in the previous section, gender appears to be a factor in the phenomenon 

of racist joke-telling.  Females in my sample report more feelings of conflict with the racist 

jokes, though they often do not act, while defending the jokers.  For example, Xena recalls 

instances in which she knew nonwhites present felt uncomfortable: 

Um, like definitely I think the racist jokes, like (.) it’s (.) people think it’s a big deal, even 
like=I’ve even had friends say jokes you know around my other friends that are racial, and 
they like laughed at it, and I’m sure they felt uncomfortable, and you know deep down I 
was thinking ‘that’s not right,’ but I didn’t really voice my opinion on it, or say anything,  
just because like I really didn’t want to start something, you know ‘cause I don’t know, it’s 
just something, it’s like hard to talk about when you’re not the one=you know? When 
you’re not the one it’s against, but (.)  
 

Xena rationalizes her inaction for not being the target of the joke. Yet, when blacks are the target 

of the joke and speak up about it, they are labeled as hypersensitive. Meanwhile, Odella recalls 

joke-telling at her high school in which the effigy took place: 

R:  Just like at school, at lunch, the guys would usually laugh and the girls would  
usually (.) you know, “that’s so stupid” 

I:  Yeah, why do you think that happens, where it seems like people will say that a  
lot where guys will (.) like a lot of times like the perpetrator, you know, like the  
person who says the joke usually in a situation is male, and like the other guys  
laugh, and like the girls are kind of quiet, or even if someone is a little more  
straight-forward and says like ‘that’s wrong’ or whatever, li(h)ke why(h) do you  
think that happens where it’s like that? 

R:  Well, I think in this situation this person told a racist joke, but I don- he’s not  
racist, and I think the girls kind of tell him ‘no, that’s wrong,’ just because they 
feel like that’s what they have to do, and the guys realize that he’s not a racist, 
and that it was just like a joke, so they (.)  

I:  Hmm. And that was at your high school? 
R:  Yeah. 
I:  How often do you think that would happen where guys told racist jokes? 
R:  Not very often. 
 

Despite her experiences both with the effigy and the joke-telling at her high school, she does not 

think that white supremacy is a problem.  Moreover, she initially speaks generally of this 

behavior of the white boys, but finishes her statements that these incidents did not happen very 
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often.  She evades my question of gender difference in racist behavior and instead defends the 

joke-teller and minimizes the joke’s importance.   

Summary 

 In this chapter, I examined the contradictions within the sample’s discourse as they 

discussed white supremacists and their activities.  I presented evidence in which these whites 

constructed ambivalence through a process involving the color-blind tenant of equating race with 

racism, naturalizing race supremacy, and considering anyone capable of racism.  Ambivalence is 

a construction, not a condition.  This process aids them in their ability to dismiss white 

supremacists while maintaining face.  Respondents go out of their way to deny any existence 

white supremacist activities, and the need to address the issue.  Furthermore, their ambivalence 

gives them leverage to protect white supremacist speech, that it is legally protected (even when it 

is not), harmless, and trivial. They appear more willing to protect the speech of neo-Nazis and 

Klansmen than ordinary black Americans.  Similarly, they see no problem with racist jokes, 

unless black folks are within earshot of the jokes.  Additionally, they label nonwhites as 

hypersensitive when they complain about them.  Despite the gender differences in the role taking 

of racist joking, most whites in the sample either actively engaged in racist joking or refused to 

object to the joking.  This evidence highlights the retrogression we find ourselves in today’s 

society: a young, white population that is ambivalent towards white supremacy and a willingness 

to defend their rights of speech and organization. 
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Figure 6-1.        Constructing ambivalence towards white supremacy. 
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSIONS 

Throughout this research, I explore the myriad contradictions within the race discourse of 

young white college students, and argue that this discourse presents an image of these students as 

Cheerful Robots.  Specifically, this project answers the question of why these contradictions 

exist and what purpose they serve the respondents who use them.  I present evidence that the 

contradictions aid whites in their attempt to maintain face while rationalizing a separate and 

unequal social system that privileges whites at the expense of nonwhite Americans.  In this final 

chapter, I review the findings presented in this project, and the underlying themes generated from 

the study.  In addition, I offer some theoretical and methodological modifications that can inform 

future research endeavors on the topic of how racism gets reproduced in U.S. society. Finally, I 

offer some suggestions for future research in this field of inquiry. 

Contradictions of White Race Discourse 

 In this project, I have documented the ways in which whites attempt to present a 

nonracist image when discussing race matters, ranging from issues of race-sensitive admissions 

policies of colleges and universities to understanding their own racial identity as white 

Americans.  I argue that they speak in certain ways not due to coincidence but a deliberate 

impression management campaign.  Simultaneously, they present our society as having race 

problems but not anything we have not dealt with.  Thus, they initially come across as optimistic 

towards the state of race relations in U.S. society, yet upon further examination—that is, 

following the statement that would typically satisfy the requirement of answering a survey 

question. 

 I have also presented evidence that this nonracism and optimism is only skin-deep.  In 

reality, they are optimistic robots in that they go out of their way to disbelieve the prevalence of 
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white racism.  I argue that they do this because they refuse to take any responsibility for 

contemporary race problems.  Based on my findings, I can only conclude that this sample of 

whites are at best ambivalent of, and at worst supportive of, white racism.  First, they define 

themselves as raceless beings, and “race” defined as bad in and of itself.  Second, they implicitly 

rationalize the prevalence of segregated social spaces in U.S. society.  Third, respondents come 

to see themselves as the victims of racism, not people of color.  Finally, they appear more willing 

to defend the rights of white supremacists than those of ordinary black Americans.  Yet, they 

wish to say these things without coming across as “white supremacist.”  How can they succeed 

in such an endeavor? 

 In order to pull off such a conundrum, they employ a sophisticated discursive strategy 

that defends white supremacy while simultaneously attempting to come across as not defending 

it.  The patterns exposed in this project provide evidence that this is not mere coincidence.  In 

fact, these young whites have developed a kind of bureaucratized model of discourse that 

provides them various discursive tools at their disposal.  For example, respondents often spoke in 

general terms about black Americans—and stripping them of agency—while rarely doing so 

when speaking of white Americans.  Additionally, they utilized diminutives as a strategy to 

downplay the significance of racism in U.S. society, such as the damage caused by telling a 

racist joke.  Furthermore, members of the sample routinely used semantic moves to present a 

favorable image of themselves while making a potentially face-threatening statement. 

 I should mention that there were occasions of respondents who did not always use the 

methods associated with WRD.  A terrific example of this includes the Jewish respondents who 

strongly disapproved of protecting the right of white supremacist organizations, such as the Ku 

Klux Klan, to organize and speak freely.  An important caveat to this side issue is the opposition 
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appeared to be the result, at least in part, of direct experiences with anti-Semitism groups (though 

this extends beyond the scope of this project, I intend to address this issue in a future study).  

Moreover, Renee was supportive of affirmative action, and displayed no hints of uncertainty in 

her opinion. However, these examples were clear and unadulterated exceptions.  The reality is 

that the race discourse of these white Americans represents a bureaucratized form that puts them 

at odds with any measures intended to eliminate systemic white racism in U.S. society.  Hence, 

all-too-common perception of younger people as innately more open-minded than their parents is 

absolutely false.  In fact, as I argue in Chapter 6, these young people are products of the 

retrogression, and we must take action to get our society back on track. 

Underlying Themes 

 In the following section, I present several underlying themes that emerge as the 

respondents of this study deliver various contradictions when discussing race in U.S. society.  I 

focus on three primary themes: first, the bureaucratization of their race discourse and the 

implications.  Second, I examine the underlying theme of blaming blacks and other nonwhite 

Americans for our racial problems, while engaging in self-victimization.  Finally, I examine the 

underlying theme of rationalization of white racism.   

Bureaucratizing Race Discourse 

 The common perception held by white Americans is that less racism exists in 

contemporary society than in the past, and that despite difficulties that exist today, things are 

better now.  In fact, as presented in this project, whites think that efforts to combat systemic 

racism have run their course and need to be scaled back or even eliminated.  Survey 

questionnaires of whites’ racial attitudes have often confirmed this perception, suggesting that 

white Americans no longer harbor antiblack attitudes.  



 

191 

However, I presented in Chapter 3 that the race discourse of these white college students 

represented a highly organized, sophisticated system of various discursive methods when 

discussing race matters.  This form of discourse, or WRD, enables white Americans to talk about 

race when actually not talking about it.  For instance, they often use evasive techniques to avoid 

expressing their “true” feelings, such as using impersonal pronouns to omit association to an 

action or utterance.  The reason for this evasion is obvious: when actually addressing these issues 

in any meaningful way, respondents often spoke in ways that threatened their self-image as 

nonracist.  Thus, the bureaucratization of WRD serves as a cloaking device for defenders of 

white racism. 

 Furthermore, I applied Ritzer’s (1993) concept of McDonaldization to WRD, and how it 

includes the components of efficiency, calculability, predictability, and nonhuman technology 

(or at least a resemblance of nonhuman technology in that their discourse often is unreflective 

and even robotic).  I described WRD as a kind of machine that delivers specific messages that 

portray the speakers as ambivalent, innocent, and above all nonracist.  Regardless of their 

intentions, white Americans who utilize WRD reinforce the racist status quo. 

Having said this, I do not mean to suggest that these white college students are mere cogs 

in a machine that cannot dismiss the tenants of WRD and choose different repertoires, whether 

antiracist, essentialist, or something else.  In fact, a few times during the interviews respondents 

(e.g., Mandy) appeared to scrutinize WRD.  However, most respondents most of the time utilized 

this form of discourse.  This does bring to mind an interesting question: do the respondents 

create WRD or does WRD create the responses?  I argue that the answer is not one or the other, 

but rather a process in which whites have WRD installed inside them and upon using it they 

modify (or even dispose of) it as they use it as situations call for its usage.  
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Blame Blacks, Victimize Whites 

 Another theme occurring throughout this project is the continuous process of blaming 

blacks for racial problems, while victimizing whites in the post-Civil Rights Era.  As I presented 

in Chapter 5, respondents commonly portrayed whites as victims of reverse racism via race-

sensitive admissions policies of colleges and universities.  Despite their acknowledgement of 

past discrimination and the intention of such policies, they delude themselves into believing that 

the “most qualified” applicants do not receive the jobs.  This is rooted in the racist assumption 

that a black candidate cannot possibly be equal to a white applicant.  Thus, blacks are blamed for 

their alleged inferiority while whites are painted as the victims of social engineering run amuck. 

 In Chapter 3, I presented the split identity of white Americans, in which they initially 

come across as innocent and ambivalent but have another side that defends whiteness through the 

devaluation of blackness (or Otherness).  Respondents argued that whites are under attack due to 

the alleged stigmatization of whiteness.  Furthermore, the sample believed that whites are under 

attack by unreasonable and hypersensitive blacks who cry racism for every “little” racist joke 

they get caught telling.  Meanwhile, I presented in Chapter 4 that respondents blame blacks for 

the continued segregation of society, and whites are innocent of any wrongdoing.  Blacks have 

too much “black pride,” they argue, which creates the desire to self-segregate.   

 What are the implications for such a stance towards black Americans and themselves?  It 

is a process of deflecting accountability for one’s social position as a white American and the 

privileges one receives from that particular social location.  Despite the hard-fought 

achievements of the Civil Rights Movement, customs have largely remained intact, along with 

the white racist frame that reproduces negative images of black Americans.  The practice of 
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blaming blacks for racial problems and painting whites as victims undermines those 

accomplishments and reinforces the white racist frame.  

Rationalizing White Racism 

 The bureaucratized race discourse and painting themselves as innocent victims (vis-à-vis 

blacks as guilty perpetrators of racial problems) puts them in a position, however willingly or 

knowingly, to rationalize the white racist order.  As I presented in Chapter 4, respondents 

labeling blacks as unreasonable and hypersensitive was used to rationalize segregation, and 

never reflecting on reasons why blacks get upset at whites for their conduct.  Additionally, this 

discursive method allows whites to validate the white racist frame, and thus reproduce the 

vicious cycle of systemic white racism. 

Theoretical Implications 

 There are two primary theoretical implications I discuss in the following section.  First, I 

discuss the implications of this project’s findings as they relate to respondents’ ambivalence.  

Second, I discuss the issue of contact in its impact on white attitudes towards nonwhite 

Americans.  

The Reality of Ambivalence 

 I presented evidence in this project that as whites discuss racial matters, they project 

feelings of ambivalence.  An example of this projection is the frequent usage of the statement “I 

don’t know” when discussing these topics.  Moreover, they regularly deliver an appeal to the 

recipient (e.g., rising intonation following a declarative statement) to obtain an approval of their 

statement.  To an average listener, s/he would likely conclude that this discursive behavior 

represents an uncertainty of what someone is talking about.   

 When discussing race matters, it is common that whites lack an understanding or even 

awareness of these issues (since they do not have to concern themselves with such matters).  
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However, despite previous studies by Hass et. al (1992) and others that described the racial 

attitudes of white Americans as ambivalent, there is an important wrinkle to this point.  In 

reality, white ambivalence is created, not felt, and becomes a tool for rationalizing the racist 

social structure.  I argue that this ambivalence is a deliberate, purposive action that is rationally 

used by the respondents.  Edwards (2003:45) stated that “ignorance claims, or claims about 

forgetting, are as interactionally potent as knowledge claims.”  Projections of ambivalence allow 

respondents to present an image of innocence.  Although not all members of the sample who 

project ambivalence are aware of this action, the process nonetheless achieves its goal: to protect 

white privilege and supremacy.  Thus, whether aware of the consequences or not, their race 

discourse reproduces the racist social structure. 

 As I presented in Chapter 5, this ambivalence provided them an ability to display 

delusions of grandeur regarding the losses of blacks due to racial injustices and of white 

disadvantage in education opportunities.  I find it troubling how the issue of race-sensitive 

admissions policies for colleges and universities was so thoroughly denounced by the 

respondents.  It seems as if the program is not considered to affect their own lives in any way, 

than it is acceptable; however, once they perceive that the issue might affect them in some way, 

they oppose the policy.  The whites of this sample seem willing to do anything to defend their 

sincere fictions of race in U.S. society, and when confronted with evidence that contradicts those 

beliefs, they either ignore the contradiction or interpret the situation to support their preexisting 

stereotypes (Cloakley, 1998).   

The Question of Contact 

Does contact really matter in the prevalence of antiblack attitudes?  To a certain extent an 

increase in interracial (beneficial) contact could help lessen antiblack and anti-Other prejudice, 

but it may not even be possible at the current time, with blacks a minority and white America as 
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racially segregated now than it ever was from people of color.  White Americans need to realize 

how destructive their color-blind repertoires really are in that they make people of color 

invisible. 

Since the general level of contact for this sample was low overall, the assumed difficulty to 

adequately measure beneficiality was not a problem.  This sample does appear to have more 

opportunities to engage in beneficial contact but for whatever reasons are unwilling to take 

advantage.  Most respondents reported at least one "racist" family member.  Apparently 

something is holding these young whites back, and that is the racist thinking privileging 

whiteness over blackness and otherness that seeps into our schools, our workplaces, and our 

families.  

This system of oppression ultimately represses its own members by acutely obstructing 

interracial harmony and ostracizing those who choose to deviate. When discussing the waste of 

white racism, Feagin et. al (2001:18) asserted that "Viewed in broad terms, white racist practices 

represent socially sanctioned ways of dissipating much human talent and energy."  The racism 

embedded in our institutions of thinking and learning create multiple tools designed to 

discourage and disapprove of interracial contact and to defend white supremacy. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 After doing such a project, many new questions arise as others are answered.  I suggest 

several courses of inquiry for future research, including (1) where and how whites learn to speak 

in the way they do about race, (2) how whites respond when interviewed by black researchers, 

(3) gender differences among whites when talking about race matters, and (4) a closer 

examination of the Internet, or the primary vehicle for the “new racism.” 



 

196 

Learning Racetalk 

 Where do white Americans learn this sophisticated form of racetalk?  I stipulate that 

white Americans learn to speak about race from various institutions in society, such as within 

their families, peer groups, schools, workplaces, churches, media, and neighborhoods.  Are there 

some institutions that have more an impact on the development of this racetalk than others?  For 

example, what impact (if any) do schools have in the way whites talk about race?  It is important 

to note that this discourse, though powerful, is (at least initially) dependent on, and a vehicle for, 

the white racist frame.  Thus, scientists must examine how institutions reproduce this framing of 

the social world and, in turn, how whites learn to preserve and reproduce this worldview via 

WRD.  Furthermore, researchers also need to examine the ways nonwhites reinforce the white 

racist frame (i.e. engage in symbolic violence), as well as ways they (and antiracist whites) 

develop strategies to challenge it.   

Interracial Settings 

In today’s atmosphere of “political correctness” regarding race matters (which, for most 

whites, means not talking about it at all), defending white supremacy and racism can cause 

problems for individual whites in conversations on race.  In this project, I presented evidence 

how whites navigate through “racetalk” very carefully to maintain a face that comes across as 

open-minded and egalitarian, while doing just enough to justify the status quo pertaining to race.  

I should mention that the structure has aided individual whites in their “predicament” in that 

whites can justify racism without mentioning race; e.g., they can talk about fearing “criminals” 

rather than black men. 

But what about racial differences in race discourse?  According to Bonilla-Silva (2003), 

blacks speak in ways similar to whites; for example, blacks also accept the abstract liberalism 

frame, which stipulates that people should be able to pull themselves up from their own 
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bootstraps.  However, there are also some key differences, such as being less likely to minimize 

the significance of racism in U.S. society.   Furthermore, while studies like this project have 

shown that WRD is full of semantic moves and evasive tactics, BRD (black race discourse) is 

more straightforward (Bonilla-Silva 2003:164).  

What about the race of interviewer as a factor, such as blacks interviewed by a white and 

whites interviewed by a black?  For instance, how does white race discourse (WRD) differ—if at 

all—when speaking with a black interviewer instead of a white interviewer?  I suspect that 

whites will be even less forthcoming in their repertoires than black respondents in the same 

situation.  At the same time, it would also be intriguing to see the white interviewer’s difference 

in probing techniques with black respondents, and vice-versa. 

Gender Differences 

Besides racetalk in an interracial setting, few studies have explored in great detail the 

different ways (if any) in which white women and men express themselves when discussing 

race—a difference that has received little attention in previous studies.  Choosing the “correct” 

speech depends highly on the contextualization expectations (Gumperz, 2001) of the 

interlocutor(s) present, and the issue of gender differences are crucial (Coates, 1993).  Van Dijk 

(1987) found that white men tend to have slightly higher prejudicial levels, due to women’s 

higher likelihood of contact, including more friendships and partnerships.  However, previous 

studies including that of Van Dijk do not examine the differences how white women and men 

express themselves when discussing race—other than the report that women are likely to tell 

more stories and report higher levels of beneficial contact (e.g., friendships) with people of color 

than men.  Van Dijk (and later Bonilla-Silva and Forman, 2000) laid the framework for 

analyzing white racial discourse in a critical discursive manner, but looking at gender differences 

has yet to be examined.   
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Racism on the Internet 

Troy gave me great insight into the spread of white supremacist ideology on the Internet.  

It seems like the white supremacist’s dream come true: the ability to unmask oneself and 

communicate with people about their prejudice towards people of color and, more importantly, 

devise strategies to enforce their supremacist ideals.  Although I argue that overtly white 

supremacist organizations are largely unnecessary in the reproduction of contemporary white 

racism, I should be reflective and realize that, due to my own status as a white American born in 

the post Civil Rights Era, I lose sight of the achievements made in the mid-twentieth century.  

These achievements have provided more black Americans opportunity and security than in past 

generations.  Still, the small percentage of white supremacists appears to be growing, and the 

Internet appears to be the primary vehicle for their organizations’ recruitment strategies and 

sharing of information.  The size of their groups is not so important: rather, the resources they 

have available and willingness to commit violence against people of color.  We need more 

research on this movement taking place on the web, and the response to this by antiracists. 



 

199 

APPENDIX A 
QUESTIONNAIRE 

American values:  Please use the following scale to show how important you think the 
following values are to you. 
 
0 = Not important at all;  1 = Not very important;   2 = Somewhat important;   3 = Important; 4 = 
Very important;   5 = Essential 
 
___  If people do not have equal access to resources, the government should  
        take measures to equalize opportunity. 
___  Society should maintain racial purity. 
___  Parents should encourage their children to marry someone of a different  
        race if they choose. 
___  We should all judge people not by the color of their skin but by the content  
        of their character. 
___  Schoolteachers should encourage people to be competitive. 
___  A good society should be racially integrated. 
___  Society should grant reparations to those who have been wronged in the  
        past, such as slaves. 
___  Society should protect the freedom and liberty of all citizens equally. 
___  People should be able to attend racially segregated schools or live in  
        racially segregated neighborhoods if they wish.  
___  The law and government policies should be color-blind. 
___  College administration officials should stress racial diversity for a quality  
        education. 
___  Employers should be able to hire whomever they want for a job, regardless  
        of race. 
___  Society should provide a safety net for people who struggle against racism. 
___  The law should eliminate race supremacist groups and their activities. 
___  Community leaders should encourage people to practice political 
        correctness. 
___  People should be able to make as much money or own as much property as  
        they wish. 
___  Citizens should support the decisions of their elected public officials, for  
        better or for worse. 
___  People should protest social injustices. 
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APPENDIX B 
INTERVIEW STRUCTURE 

Each of the following “sections” appeared on individual slips of paper. I handed respondents the 
slips of paper one at a time. 
 
Section 1:  
--Some people have certain advantages, based on their racial identity, that others don't have in 
this society. 
--I can recall a situation or interaction that later made me think about my whiteness. 
 
Section 2:   
--I recall an experience involving some racial tension in my dormitory or apartment building. 
--The government should address the losses of certain racial groups who have struggled due to 
racial discrimination. 
--I can recall a recent interaction with a black student on campus. 
 

Section 3:  
--I have been interested in a person of color romantically before (whether past or present). 
--I recall someone who once expressed disapproval towards interracial sex and/or marriage. 
--I can recall an experience in which someone I know went on an interracial date. 
 

Section 4:  
--White supremacists and their organizations are a serious problem in our society. 
--Anyone is capable of being a racist in U.S. society. 
--I can recall a conversation in which someone told a racist joke. 
--I believe that racism is increasing in our society. 
 

Section 5:  
--I recall a time when I introduced a person of color to my parents or friends.   
--I recently watched a movie that made me think long and hard about race in America. 
--I remember a moment when I felt embarrassed to be a white person in America. 
--There was an event that took place where I work(ed) that made me think about race. 
--I remember one instance in which I felt angry about race in America. 
 
Section 6: 
--Everyone has had an experience of being in situations where they had to make a decision but 
weren’t sure what was the right thing to do. I can describe a situation involving race where I 
wasn’t sure what to do but had to make a decision. 
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APPENDIX C 
TRANSCRIPTION SYMBOLS 

• I.  Interviewee 

• R.  Respondent 

• word=. Latched utterances; No interval                                                                         
=word. 

• [xxx]. Overlapping talk                                                                                                    
[yyy]. 

• Wor-.  Abrupt cutoff 

• (.).  Micropause 

• (1.0). Timed silence in seconds 

• word. Falling intonation 

• word, Continuing intonation 

• word? Rising intonation 

• ↑word. Higher pitch 

• ↓word. Lower pitch 

• wor:d. Stretched sound 

• word. Emphasis 

• WORD. Louder talk 

• °word°. Quieter talk 

• >word<. Faster talk 

• <word>. Slower talk 

• wo(h)rd. Laughingly spoken 

• ((word)). Transcriptionist’s note and comment 

• (word). Transcriptionist’s uncertain understanding  
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