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Preface

rofessors teaching introductory courses in race and ethnicity or “diversity”

must not only communicate the long and complicated history, psychology,

and sociology of these topics in just one semester but must also repeatedly
respond to the myths and misperceptions of race that students bring with them
into these courses. Some of these include the idea that race and racial classifica-
tion systems are based on human biology or genetic variation; that systematic
disenfranchisement by race ended with the culmination of the Civil War, the civil
rights movement, or the election of the nation’s first Black president; or that evi-
dence for the persistence of racial discrimination is difficult to establish or does
not exist. In teaching these topics semester after semester, it can become difficult
for professors to summon the patience and empathy needed to engage students
in early stages of critical awareness, particularly given how often we hear the same
misperceptions. Furthermore, for instructors who may be wary of broaching
these questions and discussing them in the classroom, a text that places the latest
research at their fingertips can lead to essential learning in an area of sociology
often fraught with controversy and silence.

Drawing from our experience of teaching race for nearly 20 years, we believe
professors would find it useful to have an engaging text that comprehensively
and succinctly addresses the most common misconceptions about race held by
students (and by many in the United States, in general). In this book, we have put
together a collection of short essays that draw on the latest sociological research
on these topics. It is a “one-stop-shopping” reader on the racial topics most often
pondered by students and derived from their interests, questions, and concerns.
Many scholars write on these topics in various places (e.g., journal articles, books,
readers), but what is often lacking is a systematic deconstruction of specific,
widely shared myths repeated often by students. Moreover, with other readers, the
professor is left to pull out the key pieces of information in each reading, provide
the additional supporting information to debunk a particular myth, and create a
consistency in a format that is understandable to students. However, the concise
and topic-specific, short-essay format we use here aims to facilitate quicker move-
ment from acknowledging misperceptions about race to examining and discuss-
ing sociological evidence. Each of our contributors has also provided excellent
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follow-up discussion questions for in-class work and suggested out-of-class
activities that can help students apply their new knowledge to their everyday lives.

What we saw as necessary, and what drove us to put this collection together, is
the work of “translation.” The information contained in these essays is available
in many other places, and given our space constraints, we point to those outside
sources at the end of each essay. What we saw happen in our own courses was that
students often had difficulty connecting the primary text readings to the specific
kinds of misinformation and misunderstanding they brought with them. We have
tried to build a reader that speaks both languages—the language of the commonly
held myths and the language of social science—so that the two are together in one
book. Our contributors are those who have written books and articles on these
topics or who have been “in the trenches” teaching these topics on a regular basis.
As scholars who consistently cover these issues in the classroom and in their schol-
arship, they are well versed in the latest scholarly literature on controversial racial
topics such as these.

The primary target audience for this text is lower level or introductory race
and ethnicity or diversity courses, especially those in the core or general education
curriculum. Courses of this kind are taught every semester in colleges and univer-
sities across the country; approximate class sizes are between 30 and 60 students.
Other courses where this text might be useful include education courses, social
psychology of race or racism courses, introduction to higher education courses,
and ethnic studies courses.

Our hope is that this reader will make the work of translation less difficult for
the many excellent instructors all across the country engaging these topics in their
classes every semester.

Suggested Additional Resource

Fox, H. (2009). “When race breaks out”: Conversations about race and racism in college class-
rooms. New York, NY: Peter Lang.
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4 PART I [AYING THE FOUNDATION

n spite of our hesitance to talk about them, racial myths permeate our social

world. They are frequently present in the mass media and public discourse as

well as in our everyday conversations with each other. Perhaps in your dorm
rooms, dining halls, workplaces, or on social media, you have heard a variation on
the following statements:

m We have a Black president which means racism doesn’t exist anymore.

m We need to look out for “real Americans” first, not immigrants.

m Native American/ Indian, Asian/ Oriental, Latino/ Hispanic. Why does it mat-
ter what we call them?

m Asian Americans are doing very well. If other racial groups had their values,
they would do well also.

m [ know a minority who got worse scores than me and he got into a better
college!

®m I'm in favor of interracial dating and marriage but the children from these
unions suffer.

m [ don’t know why people are so upset about team names like the Washington
Redskins. It’s really just a way of honoring Native American culture.

These kinds of statements reflect a great deal of the conventional wisdom
around race. We define conventional wisdom as the received body of knowledge
informally shared by a group or society that is often unstated, internally inconsis-
tent, and resistant to change. This conventional wisdom is full of racial myths and
misunderstandings. In this reader, we look at common racial myths that we and
many sociology professors and race scholars have heard from their students in race
courses. In this essay, we will give you the tools with which to navigate this reader
and introduce some key ideas and questions to help you navigate discussions about
race both inside and outside of the classroom.

Early in our schooling, we learn a simplified history of America’s founding
that ignores the significant levels of racial conflict and inequality that existed. For
instance, it is often stated that America was founded on ideals of freedom and
equality for all, an image that ignores the many groups who were excluded from
that freedom and equality, namely people of color. We also tend to think that racial
or ethnic strife happened sometime after that idealized founding. However, as soci-
ologist Joe Feagin (2010) notes in his book, The White Racial Frame: Centuries of
Racial Framing and Counter-Framing, “Racial oppression was not added later on in
the development of [U.S.] society, but was the foundation of the original colonial
and U.S. social systems, and it remains as a foundation to the present day” (p. vii).
Yet, there is still a tendency in American society to gloss over this history or in
other ways minimize the import of race. We see this minimization in the present
day when political pundits and others in the media characterize our society as post-
racial, asserting that race no longer determines one’s life chances or determines
them to a far lesser extent than it once did.

Indeed, since the election of President Barack Obama, we have been hearing
more and more that we have moved beyond race, despite much evidence to the
contrary. To be sure, the election of the nation’s first Black president signaled a sig-
nificant shift in the tenor of race relations in the United States. For this reason, you



