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Preface

Although the study of racial and ethnic groups and relations has long been
integral to the social sciences, in the United States this field has witnessed
revived and renewed attention in recent years. It is a dynamic, challenging, and
changing field that captures the attention and passion of sociologists, educa-
tors, political scientists, psychologists, policymakers, and social commentators.
However, this is not a field of study remote from our everyday experiences.
Issues related to race and ethnic relations confront all of us personally and are
everywhere a topic of concern in our society.

This book, Sources: Notable Selections in Race and Ethnicity, is an introduc-
tory-level college text anthology that contains 39 carefully edited selections that
have shaped the study of race and ethnicity and our contemporary under-
standing of it. Included here are the works of a wide range of distinguished
observers, past and present, and each selection contains essential ideas or has
served as a touchstone for other scholars. These selections offer findings from a
variety of disciplines and are well suited to courses that attempt to examine in
some depth topics related to race and ethnicity. Each selection is preceded by a
headnote that establishes the relevance of the selection. There is also a volume
introduction (see p. xi), which contains some provocative recommendations for
studying racial and ethnic relations in the United States.

The selections are organized topically around the major areas of study in
race and ethnic relations in the social sciences: the selections in Part 1 introduce
the basic concepts; Part 2, theoretical orientations to the study of race and
ethnicity in the United States; Part 3, race and ethnicity in American institu-
tions; Part 4, race and ethnicity in popular culture; and Part 5, the future of race
and ethnic relations in the United States.

A word to the instructor An Instructor’s Manual With Test Questions (multiple-
choice and essay) is available through the publisher for the instructor using
Sources in the classroom.

We welcome your comments and observations about the selections in this
volume and encourage you to write to us with suggestions for other selections
to include or changes to consider. Please send your remarks to us in care of
SOURCES, The Dushkin Publishing Group, Sluice Dock, Guilford, CT 06437.

Adalberto Aguirre, Jr.
David V. Baker



Introduction: Studying Race
and Ethnic Relations

Adalberto Aguirre, Jr., and David V. Baker

Many people assume that inequality does not exist in the United States.
Others believe that if inequality does exist, then it is rooted in individual short-
comings. This view suggests that it is easier to blame the victims of bias for
their unequal status than to acknowledge the existence of social processes in
society that promote and maintain inequality. Given this kind of thinking, it is
not surprising that discussions of inequality in the United States are usually
both technical and passionate. Such discussions become technical when dis-
tinctions begin to be made between equality and equal rights. They become
passionate when the topic of victims and victimizers is introduced into the dis-
cussion.

We think that inequality is the foundation upon which equality is pro-
moted in U.S. society. Implicit in this premise is the idea that equality is a
relative measure of one’s quality of life. That is, to be equal someone has to be
unequal. Secondly, equality is a comparative social activity. That is, one com-
pares oneself with others to evaluate one’s level of equality. Interestingly, status
characteristics, such as sex, race, or ethnicity, are crucial determinants in shap-
ing social perceptions for equality and inequality. The collection of selections in
this book will provide the reader with a variety of notable examples illustrating
the social context in which status characteristics shape perceptions of equality
and inequality.

The Sociological Context for the Study of Inequality

In this book we also look at the patterns and contexts of structured social
inequality for racial and ethnic groups. Social inequality is both the means and
ends of social stratification. Social stratification establishes a graded hierarchy
of superior and inferior ranks in society. The resources and opportunities avail-
able in society are distributed according to a person’s placement in the social
hierarchy. For example, those at the top of the social hierarchy have access to a
larger share of social opportunity and resources than those near the bottom of
the social hierarchy. The resources that are valued in a society are usually those
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things that count in any society—namely, material wealth, social status or so-
cial prestige, and political power.

The dynamics of a stratified social system are rooted in a disproportion-
ate distribution of valued resources and results in two culturally distinct
groups of people: a culturally dominant group and a culturally subordinate
group. The dominant group maintains its social position by controlling the
production of valued resources, which they are able to do because of their
better access to a larger share of opportunities and resources. For example, by
means of property ownership, the dominant group can decide who will have
access to valued resources—jobs, home mortgages, etc. In contrast, members of
the subordinate group are unable to improve their rank within the social hier-
archy because they lack access to the necessary resources.

Structured Social Inequality

The term structured social inequality defines a social arrangement pat-
terned socially and historically, which is rooted in an ideological framework
that legitimatizes and justifies the subordination of particular groups of people.
In other words, social inequality is institutionalized. For example, one can find a
record of consistent patterns of institutionalized discrimination in U.S. society
that reflect a racial ideology that has resulted in members of particular racial
and ethnic groups being systematically denied full and equal participation in
major social institutions—education, employment, politics, etc. The discrimina-
tion and segregation experienced by African Americans, Hispanic Americans,
Native Americans, and Asian Americans in the U.S. educational system have
resulted in a pattern of limited occupational and economic growth for each
group. Thus, the dynamics of discrimination and segregation have confined
the African American, Hispanic, and Native American populations to a subor-
dinate position in U.S. society. Yet participation in these institutions is essential
for social mobility—the transition from one social position to another in the
stratified system. In a sense, the subordinate position of racial and ethnic
groups in U.S. society amounts to a caste system. The structured social relation-
ship of racial and ethnic groups to U.S. society is characterized by closure and
rigidity of rank, and institutionalization and acceptance of rigid ranks. Several
selections in this book illustrate the extent to which racial and ethnic stratifica-
tion in the United States is institutionalized.

Structured Discrimination

Racial and ethnic groups in U.S. society are victims of structured discrimi-
nation. Where social inequality reflects the procedural nature of unequal access
to resources in society, structured discrimination identifies the existence of ra-
cial and ethnic prejudice. Together, social inequality and structural discrimina-
tion define the sociocultural relationship of racial and ethnic groups to society.
For example, the limited access of racial and ethnic groups to valued resources
constrains their ability to alter their social position in society. Secondly, since



their social position is a subordinate one, racial and ethnic minorities are un-
able to promote their interests as either a group of individuals or as a class of
individuals. As a result, racial and ethnic groups are ignored by social institu-
tions that control access to valued resources because the groups do not possess
the required resources for legitimate participation within those social institu-
tions. In the end, racial and ethnic minorities become the victims of racial
ideologies that serve as the basis for an unequal distribution of and access to
valued resources. Thus, another purpose of this book is to examine the context
of structured discrimination for racial and ethnic groups in U.S. society.

Racial and Ethnic Oppression

The intersection between racial ideology, racial prejudice, and structured
racial inequality is racial oppression. Racial oppression is the cumulative product
of discriminatory acts built into social structures and legitimated or sanctioned
by cultural beliefs and legal codes. Racial oppression takes on two dimensions:
a structural dimension, in which the structural arrangements of social institu-
tions act to physically control members of a perceived inferior group through
discriminatory actions; and a sociocultural dimension, by which the cultural
(prejudicial) beliefs and the statutory (legal) requirements act to legitimate or
sanction these physical controls of subordinate groups. A purpose of this book
is to provide observations regarding the existence of racial oppression.

The Persistence of Inequality

Racism and its racist ideologies remain pervasive in contemporary soci-
ety because they are deeply ingrained in U.S. culture. One social critic notes
that “racial ideologies become embodied in the thought of future generations
who have no conception of the exact context in which they originated, and are
thus transformed into broad-based racial prejudice even among people whose
interests are not served by it.”?

Another social critic adds to this viewpoint by arguing that racial preju-
dice has become part of our cultural heritage and that “as such both exploiter
and exploited for the most part are born heirs to it.”2

Still another critic noted that racism in American society remains perva-
sive because “new civil rights laws have failed to diminish the violence of
poverty, to reallocate resources, to redistribute wealth and income and to pene-
trate the corporate boardrooms and federal bureaucracies.”?

These observations reinforce the idea that racial prejudice and the ideol-
ogy of racism in contemporary American society are irrational, ingrained racial
folklore at work.

Despite the intention of the framers of the Constitution to ensure equal
rights to every person, social differences between persons developed during
the historical maturation of the United States. These social differences matured
as forms of social, political, educational, and economic inequality. The persist-
ence of racial and ethnic inequality in a society committed to individual rights

Adalberto
Aguirre, Jr.,
and David V.
Baker
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is, therefore, a direct challenge to the historical romanticism surrounding the
arrival of immigrants to the United States seeking freedom and opportunity.
Race and ethnicity have played a significant historical role in determining the
individual rights of certain racial and ethnic immigrant groups in U.S. society.
To borrow an observation from C. Wright Mills in The Sociological Imagination:
the study of racial and ethnic inequality in the United States is the sociologist’s
quest for an introspective understanding of equality in American society. Thus,
we have selected the contributions in this text in hopes of enlightening our
readers to this theme. We have selected critical and important discussions on
race and ethnic inequality that uncover the social consequences of structured

inequality.

Organization of the Book

In our shared teaching experience, we have come to see that a preponder-
ance of American college students presumes that the aims of the civil rights
campaigns of the 1960s alleviated the gross social inequities suffered by racial
and ethnic minorities in U.S. society. Many students believe that members of
racial and ethnic minority groups are no longer systematically denied equal
participation in the major social institutions of U.S. society. We think this mis-
conception has been encouraged, in part, by the continued debate regarding
the liabilities of affirmative action programs and whether majority White
group members are the new victims of “reverse discrimination.” Our purpose
in this book, then, is to introduce students to some of the notable discourse
regarding consistent patterns of institutionalized discrimination and forms of
racial ideology in U.S. society. The selections in Part 1 introduce students to
some basic sociological ideas underlying race and ethnic relations in the
United States; namely, race, ethnicity, prejudice, discrimination, and racism.
Discussions in Part 2 concern theoretical orientations to the study of race and
ethnic relations in the United States. Part 3 focuses on the institutional conse-
quences of race and ethnic inequality in our society. Part 4 examines racial and
ethnic images in popular culture. And Part 5 involves arguments centering on
the future of race and ethnic relations in United States society.

Notes

1. M. Barrera, Race and Class in the Southwest (Notre Dame, IL: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1979), p. 198.

2. O.Cox, Caste, Class and Race (London, England: Modern Reader, 1948).

3. L. Litwark, “Professor Seeks Revolution of Values.” The University of California Clip
Sheet (May 1987), p. 21.
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