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Preface

t is difficult to think about life in Amer-
I ica without directly confronting issues of

race and ethnicity. Reflect for a moment
on how recent events and trends both dom-
inate and alter American social and cultural
life: a black Texan is tied to the back of a
pick-up truck and dragged to his death by
racist whites while white rapper Eminem
wins three Grammy awards; challenges to
the University of Michigan’s affirmative
action program move up to the Supreme
Court, creating a national dialogue on the
extent to which the racial “playing field” is
level while blacks are twice as likely to be
unemployed than whites; after 9/11, tougher
immigration laws are called for by politi-
cians, while U.S. farmers and agra-business
organizations discuss institution of a new
bracero farm-labor program that would ease
restrictions on seasonal immigrant farm
workers; Oprah Winfrey has a net worth of
over one billion dollars while almost a quar-
ter of the total black population lives below
the poverty line; racial profiling results in a
new term, “DWB” (driving while black),
while Colin Powell, Denzel Washington,
Michael Jordan, and Tiger Woods are con-
sistently voted among America’s most cele-
brated and respected people; white suburban
teenagers continue to be the largest con-
sumers of rap and hip-hop, yet racially mo-
tivated hate crimes continue to happen on
campuses throughout the country; Latinos
now make up a larger part of the U.S. popu-
lation than blacks, yet each group is signifi-
cantly underrepresented in Congress and in
corporate America. The readings in Rethink-
ing the Color Line examine such contradic-
tions of race and ethnicity and help prepare
students to live in an increasingly racially
and ethnically diverse society.

ix

The media has seized on the implica-
tions of a U.S. Census Bureau figure that
predicts that by the year 2060 whites will be
outnumbered by Asians, blacks, Hispanics,
and American Indians, but this rather sim-
plistic demographic forecast misses the
conflicts, contradictions, and cultural con-
vergences that currently define race and eth-
nic relations in the United States. Rethinking
the Color Line is designed to help make sense
of how race and ethnicity influence aspects
of social life in ways that are often made in-
visible by culture, politics, and economics.
This theoretically informed, empirically
grounded reader uses a social construction-
ist perspective to frame and define the con-
cept of race and ethnicity in the United
States. The selections should stimulate con-
versation in the classroom and allow stu-
dents to think through solutions to what
often seem to be intractable problems. As a
pedagogical strategy, this text raises a num-
ber of questions in the part introductions
that guide students through the readings
by providing an overview of how each read-
ing is conceptually linked to the others.
Each chapter starts with a section called
“Questions to Consider,” which asks stu-
dents to focus their attention on specific
themes, issues, or questions raised in the
reading.

It was important to me that my students
be exposed to the classic paradigms in the
study of race and ethnic relations in the
United States. However, just as important
was my desire that students be exposed to
and explore new theories and paradigms
that were challenging, supplanting, and
redefining the classic race and ethnicity
“canon,” which itself changes over time.
The biologically based, pseudoscientific
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assumptions that defined and guided race
and ethnicity scholarship for much of the
past century have been debunked, discred-
ited, and discarded. What has emerged in
the last thirty years are competing narra-
tives of what race and ethnic identity mean
and what the social pressures are that shape
those meanings. Postcolonial, postmodern,
postethnic, class-based, or primordialist
perspectives each claim to elucidate how
race and ethnicity shape identity construc-
tion, gender, political economy, and geo-
politics. The modern idea of race and
ethnicity has been and continues to be, thor-
oughly rethought.

The readings in the first part of this text
provide students with the theoretical frame-
work and analytical tools they will use
throughout the book. Students come to un-
derstand what race and ethnicity as a social
construction means. The news, situation
comedies, MTV, the racial topography of
neighborhoods—each become subjects for
sociological scrutiny. Rethinking the Color
Line allows students to learn how race and
ethnicity influence life in ways that many
students routinely take for granted. It has
been my experience that a majority of stu-
dents who read these articles internalize a
version of the “sociological imagination”
that forever changes how they understand
race and ethnic relations. Raising conscious-
ness about how each of us influence, and in
turn are influenced by, race and ethnic rela-
tions is an explicit goal of this book.

Over the last decade, I have had the lux-
ury of testing a large and varied number of
readings on hundreds of students in dozens
of race and ethnic relations classes at large
public universities as well as at small, elite
liberal arts colleges. The readings in this book
represent the final outcome of classroom
“hits and misses.” I have used classroom ex-
periences, the results of examinations, and
how easily students were able to integrate

the readings into research papers to gauge:
(1) the extent to which the reading con-
tributed to students’ understanding of a
particuldr theory or concept, (2) if the read-
ing was intellectually engaging, and (3) if it
lent itself to active learning in the classroom.
If a reading could pass these hurdles in at
least three of my classes, then it made it into
this book. Teaching at both public universi-
ties and private colleges also provided me
with the opportunity to observe how stu-
dents from different regions, class back-
grounds, and racial and ethnic identities
reacted to the assigned readings. The arti-
cles speak to, challenge, and find common
ground among students from racially, ethni-
cally, culturally, and economically diverse
backgtounds. Rethinking the Color Line is a
response to my students’ calls for a book
that was user-friendly but did not sacrifice
intellectual or theoretical rigor.

This book has been designed to be per-
sonally relevant for students while also
helping them understand that race and eth-
nic relations are embedded in the institu-
tions that structure their lives. The readings
require students to constantly negotiate the
tensions between individual agency and the
often determining constraints of social struc-
ture. The common thread that links these
readings is the ongoing debate about the re-
lationship between agency and structure. It
is this conceptual framework that will allow
students to think about race and ethnicity in
fluid rather than static terms.

Changes to the Second Edition

Race and ethnic relations are never static.
The twenty-two new readings in this second
edition reflect this fact. New articles such as
Rebecca Blank’s provide the most up-to-
date information on the social and economic
well-being of racial and ethnic groups in the



United States. Readings by George Lipsitz
and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva on how racial
privilege is reproduced, Herbert Gans'’s dis-
cussion of how social systems are racialized,
and Robert Bullard’s outline of recent devel-
opments in environmental justice, provide
readers the most current perspectives on
these important topics. In keeping with
identifying those trends that are currently
emerging as social issues, two new sections
have been added to this edition. The first ex-
plores the interplay of race and the criminal
justice system. The prison industrial com-
plex as examined by Angela Davis, David
Cole’s explanation of racial disparities in
sentencing, and the intersection of race,
class, and social justice as told by Jeffrey
Reiman, provide important sociological
insight into how race and crime collide in
the United States. The new section “Race
and Romance” draws on research articles
by Heather Dalmage, Maria Root, and
Frank Wu to examine how trends in interra-
cial marriage will challenge our thinking of
race relations and the ways in which we cur-
rently define racial categories. Articles on the
media, sports, immigration, and residential
segregation have been updated to better re-
flect changes that have taken place since the
first edition. The second edition ends with ten
activities students can engage in as a way to
address race relations and racism at the indi-
vidual, interpersonal, and community level.

Instructor’s Resource CD

My colleague Kristin Wilson has designed
an instructor’s resource CD to accompany
the second edition. This resource provides
instructors with relevant questions, theoret-
ical overviews, interactive exercises, glos-
sary terms, Internet resources, discussion
points, multiple choice questions and essay
questions about each reading.

Preface  xi

Race, Class, and Gender Supersite

A Web site has been designed to accompany
the second edition. The Web site contains
flashcard exercises, Web and U.S. Census
links, practice test questions, and other ma-
terial which focus on race and ethnic rela-
tions in the United States. Visit the Supersite
at www.mhhe.com/raceclassgender
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