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Preface

ica without directly confronting issues

of race and ethnicity. Reflect for a mo-
ment on how recent events and trends both
dominate 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; the rejection of affir-
mative action measures in California cre-
ates a national dialogue on the extent to
which the racial “playing field” is level;
tougher immigration laws are called for by
politicians, while U.S. farmers and agra-
businesspeople discuss institution of a new
bracero farm labor program; the media
lumps young Asians—a very small part of
the U.S. population—into the hip category
“Gener-Asian X”; a rash of African Ameri-
can church burnings shocks the nation, al-
though Colin Powell, Denzel Washington,
Michael Jordan, and Tiger Woods are consis-
tently voted among America’s most cele-
brated and respected people; and white
suburban teenagers continue to be the
largest consumers of rap music, yet racially
motivated hate crimes have increased on
campuses throughout the country. The read-
ings in Rethinking the Color Line will allow
you to examine the contradictions of race
and ethnicity and prepare students to live in
an increasingly racially and ethnically di-
verse society.

Although the media has seized on a U.S.
Census Bureau figure that predicts that by
the year 2060 whites will be outnumbered by
Asians, blacks, Hispanics, and American In-
dians, this rather simplistic demographic
forecast misses the conflicts, contradictions,
and cultural convergences that currently de-
fine race and ethnic relations in the United
States. Rethinking the Color Line is designed to

It is difficult to think about life in Amer-

help make sense of how race and ethnicity
influence aspects of social life in ways that
are often made invisible by culture, politics,
and economics. This theoretically informed,
empirically grounded reader uses a social
constructionist perspective to frame and de-
fine the concept of race and ethnicity in the
United States. The selections should stimu-
late conversation in the classroom and al-
low students to think through solutions to
what often seem to be intractable problems.
As a pedagogical strategy, this text raises a
number of questions in the part introduc-
tions that guide students through the read-
ings by providing an overview of how each
reading is conceptually linked to the others.
Each part introduction ends with “Ques-
tions to Frame Your Readings,” which ask
students to compare and contrast each au-
thor’s position.

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 ex-
plore new theories and paradigms that were
challenging, supplanting, and redefining the
classic race and ethnicity “canon,” which itself
changes over time. The biologically based,
pseudo-scientific assumptions that defined
and guided race and ethnicity scholarship for
much of this century have been debunked,
discredited, and discarded. What has emerged
in the last 30 years are competing narratives of
what race and ethnic identity mean and the
social pressures that shape those meanings.
Post-colonial, post-modern, post-ethnic, class-
based, or primordialist perspectives each
claim to elucidate how race and ethnicity
shape identity construction, gender, political
economy, and geo-politics. The modern idea
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of race and ethnicity has been, and continues
to be, thoroughly 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 is meant by race and ethnic-
ity as a social construction. The news,
situation comedies, MTV, the racial topogra-
phy of neighborhoods—each become sub-
jects 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
students 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 small, elite lib-
eral 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 contrib-
uted to students’ understanding of a partic-
ular theory or concept, (2) if the reading was
intellectually engaging, and (3) if it lent it-
self 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 universities
and private colleges also provided me with
the opportunity to observe how students
from different regions, class backgrounds,
and racial and ethnic identities reacted to
the assigned readings. The articles speak to,

challenge, and find common ground among
students from racially, ethnically, culturally,
and economically diverse backgrounds. Re-
thinking 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 rele-
vant for students on an individual level while
also helping them understand that race and
ethnic 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.
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