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What Does a

“Typical American”
Look Like Today?

Race and Ethnicity

Does race matter? How you answer that question has a lot to do
with your own experiences and your knowledge about society.

Your answer also depends on your understanding of how racial groups
have been treated throughout the history of the United States. In this
chapter, we will examine the relationship between immigration and
race–ethnicity,1 the social construction of race, and the persistence of
racism in the “colorblind” era.

� IMMIGRATION AND RACE–ETHNICITY

Emblazoned on the Statue of Liberty is a poem representing the Statue
as the “mother of exiles” as it proclaims “worldwide welcome” to
those spurned by other nations. The “mother of exiles” tells the other
nations to

❖   ❖   ❖
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Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me.2

Ironically, this poem was written a year after the enactment of
the first law to restrict immigration in the United States, the Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882.

Whereas earlier immigrants came primarily from northern and
western Europe, the late 1800s saw southern and eastern Europeans
seeking economic opportunity or refuge from persecution. On the west
coast, Chinese and Japanese immigrants also began to arrive, looking
for jobs. Pseudoscience that “proved” western Europeans were from a
race superior to eastern Europeans, southern Europeans, and all people
of color spurred racial prejudice (negative feelings) and discrimination
(harmful actions) against the groups deemed to be inferior. This racism,
coupled with periodic economic downturns that led to increased com-
petition for work, led to restricted race-based immigration policies that
remained in place until 1965.

After the Chinese Exclusion Act and the Gentlemen’s Agreement of
1907, which largely curtailed Japanese immigration, a series of further
laws prohibited or limited immigration among non-Western Europeans.
These restrictions on immigration culminated in the National Origins
Acts of 1921 and 1924, which established quotas and allowed only a
trickle of immigration to continue. The 1924 Immigration Act enacted 2%
immigration quotas per nation, based on the 18903 U.S. Census. So, for
example, Italy could send only 2% of the number of Italian people resid-
ing in the United States in 1890. A provision to the 1924 Act limited immi-
gration to those eligible for citizenship. Because only those of White and
African American descent could become citizens, this, in effect, prohib-
ited all further Asian immigration.

These restrictions remained in effect until the Immigration Act of
1965 was passed at the height of the Civil Rights movement and amidst
worldwide pressure to overturn legalized racial discrimination in the
United States. It abolished national quotas (replacing them with quotas
for the Eastern and Western Hemispheres) and did much to increase
immigration and alter the racial makeup of the United States. The
foreign-born population rose from 4.7% in 19704 to 11.7% in 2003.5

Among those U.S. residents who were born outside the United States
in 2003, 53.3% were from Latin America, 25.0% were from Asia, 13.7%
were from Europe, and 8% were from other areas of the globe.
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As you will recall from earlier chapters, the process of globaliza-
tion has benefited some nations at the expense of others. Latin
American nations, in particular, have suffered under globalization. The
status of various immigrant groups reflects the global status of their
nation of origin and their levels of education. Most Latin American
nations are extremely poor, with many of their citizens drawn to the
United States to find work.6 It is important to understand that people
do not generally just up and leave their homes and families unless they
are desperate. Some of today’s immigrants are even desperate enough
to cross the dangerous Mexican–U.S. border illegally7 to find jobs in the
United States.

Some Asian immigrants (such as war refugees from Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Laos) came to the United States with little money or
education. Today, some Asians are brought over illegally to work as
indentured servants in sweatshops in the Chinatowns in major cities.
The vast majority of Asians immigrating to the United States today,
however, are educated people with some money, who immigrate
legally to find greater economic opportunity than exists in their former
nations. On the other hand, Latin American immigrants are better able
to enter the United States in relatively large numbers without either
education or money because of their relative proximity to the United
States. One result of the disparity in education levels of the different
entering immigrant groups is the positions they achieve in the U.S.
workforce and in their subsequent socioeconomic status. For example,
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Exercise 11.1 Africa and the Legacy of Colonialism

At the same time the Civil Rights Movement was underway in the United
States, a global movement for Black rights was taking place. One of the
results of this global movement was the end of colonial rule in Africa (all of
Africa, except Liberia and Ethiopia, was colonized by European nations).

1. Go to the Library of Congress’ Country Studies Web site at http://rs6
.loc.gov/frd/cs/cshome.html.

2. Select an African nation (aside from Liberia and Ethiopia) and write
a background paper that includes information about (a) when it was
colonized, (b) what nation colonized it, (c) when it became a free
nation, (d) how its borders were established, (e) how the establish-
ment of its borders affects the nation today, and (f) the overall legacy
of colonialism on the nation.

11-Korgen.qxd  10/17/2006  10:41 AM  Page 161



the percentage of foreign-born individuals in management and profes-
sional occupations is highest among Asians (47%) and lowest among
those from Latin America (12.7%), particularly from Central America
(7.9%).8

� THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF RACE

How do you know what race you are? It depends on where and when
you live. Race is a social construction, meaning that it is defined differ-
ently from society to society and sometimes, over time, even within the
same society. For example, unlike the United States, Brazil has grada-
tions between White and Black within its system of racial demarcation.
In the U.S. some groups have been placed in different racial categories
over time. For example, in the 1930 U.S. Census, Mexican Americans
were included under the category “Mexican.” However, in 1940, they
were placed under “White” “unless they appeared to census interview-
ers to be ‘definitely Indian or of other Nonwhite races’ (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1943:3).”9 Today, they can choose any race but are considered
to be Hispanic–Latino (the one ethnic option listed under the racial cate-
gory section on the census). In many ways, Hispanics–Latinos are
treated like a distinct racial group because of their appearance and lan-
guage or accent (which varies and largely determines the extent to which
they face racial discrimination10).

Many young Italian and Irish Americans may be surprised to learn
that most Americans considered Irish11 and Italian Americans to be
“less than” White until decades after they arrived in the U.S. in large
numbers. Today, sociologists define a race as a group of people per-
ceived to be a distinct group on the basis of physical appearance (not
genetic makeup12). Ethnicity refers to cultural, rather than physical
differences. This all gets even more complicated when dealing with
Hispanic–Latino Americans, who, as noted above, are a distinct ethnic
umbrella group but can be of any race.

Today, the racial–ethnic makeup of the United States is still mostly
White. However, the percentages of Hispanic–Latinos and Asian
Americans are rapidly increasing. Table 11.1 indicates the racial demo-
graphics of the United States based on 2000 Census figures.13

A “biracial baby boom” over the three decades since the Supreme
Court struck down laws against interracial marriage in 1967 has added
to the diversity. Between 1970 and 2000, the racial intermarriage rate
grew from less than 1% to 5% of all marriages. In 1970, only 0.4% of

162 THE ENGAGED SOCIOLOGIST

11-Korgen.qxd  10/17/2006  10:41 AM  Page 162



married Whites were in interracial marriages. Today, 3% of married
Whites are married to someone who is non-White. Similarly, the Black
interracial-marriage rate has moved from 1% to 7%. At the present
time, 16% of married Asian Americans in the United States are married
to a non-Asian and approximately 25% of Hispanics–Latinos marry a
non-Hispanic–Latino (usually a White person).14 In 2000, when people
were allowed to choose more than one race on the U.S. Census for the
first time, 2.4% of the population did so. An additional 5.5% said they
were some “other” race than those listed on the Census.15

Some sociologists who research racial issues maintain that the
racial classification system in the United States is changing. George
Yancey16 and others maintain that Asians and Hispanics–Latinos will
eventually “become White.” Other scholars such as Eduardo Bonilla-
Silva, say that the United States is beginning to establish a three-tiered
racial hierarchy with Whites (“‘traditional’ whites, new ‘white’ immi-
grants; and, in the near future, assimilated Latinos, some multiracials
[light-skinned ones], and individual members of other groups [some
Asian Americans, etc.]”) at the top. Next will come a middle group
comprised of “honorary Whites” (most light-skinned Latino Americans,
“Japanese Americans, Korean Americans, Asian Indians, Chinese
Americans, the bulk of multiracials . . . and most Middle Eastern
Americans”). The bottom group, the “collective Black,” will consist
of Black Americans, dark-skinned Latino Americans, Vietnamese
Americans, Cambodian Americans, Laotian Americans, and maybe
Filipino Americans.17,18
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Race Percentage

White (not Hispanic–Latino) 69.1

Hispanic–Latino 12.5

Black 12.3

Asian 3.6

American Indian or Alaskan Native 0.7

Table 11.1 U.S. Racial Demographics

Note: Based on 2000 Census figures.
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No matter what the future racial hierarchy will look like, racial
inequity continues to exist in the present-day United States. W.E.B.
Du Bois, one of the founders of sociology and an ardent advocate for
the rights of Black Americans, wrote in 1903 that “the problem of the
twentieth century is the problem of the color-line.”19 Unfortunately,
the color-line (albeit shifting) is still very much a problem today. Even
though race is socially constructed, the consequences of racism are real.

Although Civil Rights Laws and Affirmative Action programs
abolished de jure (by law) discrimination and provided some opportu-
nities for well-educated minorities to rise in socioeconomic status, de
facto (by practice) racial discrimination persists. Black and Hispanic
Americans still lag behind most other racial groups of Americans in
terms of income, wealth, education, and employment. According to the
U.S. Census Bureau, whereas the median family income for all
Americans in 2004 was $44,389, it was $30,134 for Black and $34,241
for Hispanic Americans.20 Wealth, which requires time to accumulate,
reveals even starker disparities between White and Black and Hispanic
Americans. The respective wealth of both Hispanics and Blacks is only
one-tenth that of Whites.21 Whereas 25.7% of White Americans are col-
lege graduates, only 15.6% of Black and 10.3 % of Hispanic Americans
have a college degree.22 In 2006, the unemployment rate was 4.1% for
White Americans, 5.5% for Hispanic–Latino Americans and 9.3% for
Black Americans.23

Is this news to you? If you are White, it may well be. The research
of many sociologists reveals that “many Whites are under the false
impression that the socioeconomic playing field is now level.”24 This
ignorance is largely due to the way race has been depicted in the mass
media since the mid-1990s.

The media has a powerful effect on how Whites perceive racial
minorities, particularly Black Americans,25 because that is the only
place most Whites see and “get to know” people of color. Very few
Whites live in racially integrated neighborhoods. So, they tend to for-
mulate their opinions about minority socioeconomic status (and every-
thing else about racial minorities) from what they see in the media.
Unfortunately, what the media tends to portray is that race-based dis-
parities no longer exist. In magazines, movies, television, and so forth,
U.S. society is portrayed as if race no longer matters. Interracial couples
and integrated friendship groups are depicted in advertisements for
everything from restaurants to sneakers; popular television shows like
Grey’s Anatomy and Lost have interracial casts that never speak about
race; and rarely do news programs or public officials devote time to
exposing and analyzing the great racial disparities that continue to
persist in the United States today.
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� THE COLORBLIND IDEOLOGY

A popular view among many Americans today, particularly White
Americans, is that race no longer matters. They maintain that we
should all act as though we are “colorblind” when it comes to race.
Many even go so far as to say that people who talk about and notice
racial differences are actually causing racial friction that would other-
wise not exist. However, we know this is far from true. As you will
remember from Chapter Seven, France provides a powerful example of
how racial discrimination can exist in a nation that does not officially
recognize race or keep racial statistics.

Partly in response to the influence of the colorblind ideology, most
people feel uncomfortable noticing racial differences or talking about
race, particularly with members of another race (those most likely to
provide us with a different perspective). One of the authors found
through her research26 that even Blacks and Whites who are close
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Exercise 11.2 Survey on Race in the U.S.

Conduct a survey of the members of one of your classes. On the survey, ask
them 

• their race

• their ethnicity

• to respond to the following statements:

(Provide them with the following options and ask them to circle one to
indicate their level of agreement with the statement: Strongly Agree,
Somewhat Agree, Not Sure, Somewhat Disagree, Strongly Disagree)

1. The socio-economic status of White and Black Americans is rela-
tively equal.

2. Racism is often exaggerated by members of minority groups.

3. People of all races have relatively equal chances to become suc-
cessful in the United States today.

• what, if any, college courses they have taken that deal with racial and
ethnic relations

Compare the answers of respondents of (a) different racial–ethnic groups and
(b) those who have and those who have not taken any courses that deal with
racial and ethnic relations. Explain your results.
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friends tend to avoid talking about racial issues. This avoidance is
problematic for anyone interested in promoting racial justice. If we
want to end racial discrimination, we have to acknowledge that races
are treated differently.

Before we can effectively fight racial discrimination, we must
uncover and confront it. We must also make the “invisible privileges”27

of Whiteness visible. To do so, we need to notice and keep track of how
different racial groups are treated. For example, the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development could not have conducted the stud-
ies in 1989 and 2000 that revealed that “housing discrimination against
Blacks and Hispanics is declining but still remains a significant national
problem,”28 if they were not allowed to group people by race. Nor
would we know that today, in New York City, Whites have a greater
chance than Hispanics and fully twice the likelihood of equally quali-
fied Blacks of being hired.29 These and many, many other studies illus-
trate conclusively that race does matter and that we cannot be colorblind
when it comes to creating and implementing policy in the United States.

The colorblind perspective on race also runs counter to the disci-
pline of sociology. The colorblind ideology does more than impact
the efforts of racial justice organizations and policymakers working
toward better equality of opportunity and outcome. It also undermines
two of the most powerful goals of sociology: to observe how society
really works and to give voice to the marginalized and minority groups
within it.
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Exercise 11.3 Has Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s Dream Been Realized?

1. Go to http://www.stanford.edu/group/King/publications/speeches/
address_at_march_on_washington.pdf.

2. Read Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech.

3. List the points King makes about when he will be “satisfied” with the sit-
uation of Black people in America.

4. Check off those that have now been achieved. Provide evidence for your
decisions to check off or not check off each point. Some of these may be
partially achieved whereas others may have been fully achieved or not
at all.

5. Overall, do you think Martin Luther King Jr. would be satisfied with the
status of Black Americans today? Why or why not? If not, how do you
suggest that we move toward a fuller realization of his dream? What spe-
cific policy recommendations would you make?
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Exercise 11.4 White Privilege

Peggy McIntosh did much to bring White privilege to public recognition with
her essay “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack,”30 in which
she listed some of the “daily effects of White privilege” on her life.

• If you are White, come up with a list of approximately ten privi-
leges that you (personally) receive for being White. (Do not, for
example, state that you would have an easier time getting a mort-
gage unless you actually have a mortgage and you had an easy
time getting it.)

• If you are a person of color, come up with a list of approximately
ten privileges that you think a White person receives for being
White.

• Compare your answers with those of other members of the class.
What are the most significant differences among the lists? Who
do you think had the most difficult time coming up with the ten
privileges? Who had the easiest time? Why?

Exercise 11.5 Your Family and Issues of Race

Write a 1–2 page paper that answers the following questions:

1. When you were growing up, what did you hear about racial issues
from your family? (e.g., Were racial issues ever seriously discussed?
If so, why and how often was race a topic of serious discussion? Did
your family tend to bring up race only when making jokes or insult-
ing comments about members of other races? Did they speak from
a viewpoint of colorblindness and thus discourage any discussion of
the real, pressing issues associated with race and racism?)

2. How do you think the racial makeup of your family influenced how
race was discussed (or not discussed) in your family?

3. How do your answers to the first two questions relate to what you
have learned in this chapter? How does the information in this
chapter help you, if at all, to reevaluate your views on race, immi-
gration, and racism?
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Sociologist in Action: George Yancey

Martin Luther King once said that Sunday morning is “the most segregated
time of the week.” George Yancey is committed to the day when this state-
ment is no longer the case. He works with a half-million dollar Lilly grant
and with Dr. Michael Emerson and Dr. Karen Chai to conduct the first
national attempt to map out and understand multiracial churches. From the
work of this grant he has written One Body, One Spirit, a book that is mar-
keted toward Christians and that dispenses practical advice as to how they
can racially diversify their congregations. In this way Yancey is able to trans-
late his academic research into a written format that nonacademics can use.

In addition to writing for this audience, Yancey has also consulted with
churches that are seeking to become more racially diverse. Using quantita-
tive and qualitative methodology, he is able to assess social and cultural pat-
terns within the churches that may unintentionally set up barriers against
potential worshippers of other races. In addition to his consulting, Yancey
also is working with Mosaix (www.mosaix.info), an organization which is
committed to building a network of multiracial congregations. Within the
framework of this emerging network, Yancey can also disseminate results of
his research as well as aid others who are supportive of developing racially
diverse congregations.

Racially diverse congregations will not be possible unless some of the
misunderstandings and stereotypes that have developed between Christians
of different races are resolved. To this end, Yancey has written to the
Christian audience about dealing with racial issues. For example he and his
wife Sherelyn have edited work about interracial families for Christian audi-
ences in a book entitled Just Don’t Marry One. His writings in such works
are a mixture of sociological thought and Christian theology. Thus they are
designed to reach a nonacademic group by speaking in the language of his
intended audience. 

168 THE ENGAGED SOCIOLOGIST

� DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Close your eyes and picture an American citizen. What does the
person you pictured look like? Why do you think you imagined
the race–ethnicity of the person in the way that you did? (It
might be interesting to ask people who are not in this class the
same question after you have answered for yourself. If you only
ask them to “describe” the person, note whether they mention
race.)
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2. Do you have a good friend of a different race? If so, how did
you meet? Do you ever talk seriously about racial issues? Why
or why not? If you do not have a good friend of another race,
why do you think this is?

3. How can sociology be used to (a) recognize, (b) publicize, and
(c) combat racial discrimination? Be specific and clearly explain
your answers.

4. Why do you think so many people want to believe that “race
doesn’t matter anymore”? What do you think would happen if
we no longer kept track of different racial groups in our society?
What might be the beneficial effects of not doing so? What might
be the negative consequences?

5. What do you think your parents would say if you told them you
were going to marry someone of a different race? Why? Would
it depend on what race? Why?

6. What are some ways that racial discrimination takes place in
our public school systems without anyone intentionally doing
anything to harm a particular racial group? What are some
ways unintended racial discrimination occurs on your own
campus?

7. Which groups of prospective students (other than racial groups)
have an easier time gaining admittance and paying for a college
education than other prospective students? Why do you think
people have a harder time with race-based affirmative action
programs, rather than the preferential treatment given to other
(non-race-based) groups?

8. Do you think multiracial Americans should be given a separate
box on the U.S. Census? What do you think would be some out-
comes of the establishment of such a box?

9. What is the difference between prejudice and discrimination?
How can you detect prejudice if there is not evidence of
discrimination?

� SUGGESTIONS FOR SPECIFIC ACTIONS

1. Conduct interviews with top administrators at your school to
find out (a) what they think is the obligation of an institution of
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higher education in combating racism in society and (b) what
specific things your school is doing to combat racism in society. If
you think the school should be doing more, organize a group of
likeminded students, faculty, and staff to create more antiracism
efforts on campus.

2. Go to the NAACP Web site at http://www.naacp.org/opera
tions/member/member_volunteer.html. Look over the volun-
teer opportunities listed there and find one you are interested in
pursuing. Find the number of your local NAACP chapters
(through calling 877-NAACP-98) and offer your services.
Or join or volunteer with another race–ethnicity based organi-
zation (e.g., MANA at http://www.hermana.org/homfrm.htm,
League of United Latin American Citizens at http://www
.lulac.org/, Conference on Asian Pacific American Leadership
(CAPAL) at http://www.capal.org/who_we_are.html, American
Indian Movement at http://www.aimovement.org/index
.html).

Please go to our Web site at http://www.sagepub.com/korgen to
find further civic engagement opportunities, resources, and peer-
reviewed articles related to this chapter.

� ENDNOTES

1. Although we note below that ethnicity and race are two distinct con-
cepts, we group them together in several places in this chapter. We typically do
so when we are including Hispanics–Latinos in the discussion because
Hispanics–Latinos are an ethnic group that tends to be viewed—both by its
own members and by other Americans—as a distinct racial group.

2. Lazarus 1883.
3. The quotas were based on the U.S. population back in 1890, when the

numbers of darker-skinned Europeans (like Italians) were lower than they
were in 1924.

4. Gibson and Lennon 1999.
5. Larsen 2004.
6. Just as many poor Europeans were during the earlier periods of

immigration.
7. To enter and settle in the United States legally, immigrants must either

prove that they have close family members living legally in the United States
(whom they would join) or that they have a certain occupational skill that is in
short supply in the United States. However, the waiting list even among those
eligible to receive a visa is very long because the demand to enter the United
States far exceeds the quota allowed.
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8. Larsen 2004.
9. Rodriguez 2000.

10. Rodriguez 2000.
11. In the middle decades of the 1800s, Irish Americans were commonly

portrayed in newspaper and magazine cartoons as apes.
12. Which we now know, thanks to the Human Genome Project, varies more

within than between races. Lynn B. Jorde and Stephen P. Wooding. 2004. “Genetic
Variation, Classification and ‘Race.’” Nature Genetics 36: S28–S33. Accessed at
http://www.nature.com/ng/journal/v36/n11s/full/ng1435 .html on December
19, 2005.

13. U.S. Census Bureau 2001.
14. Lee and Edmonston 2005.
15. These figures do not add up to 100 because they are based on selec-

tions of race by individuals (and individuals could select more than one race in
the 2000 Census).

16. Yancey 2003.
17. Bonilla-Silva and Embrick 2005.
18. Bonilla-Silva and Embrick acknowledge that some individual

members of these groups may fall outside the designated tier.
19. Du Bois [1903] 1989.
20. U.S. Census Bureau 2005.
21. Kochhar 2004.
22. U.S. Census Bureau 2004.
23. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2006.
24. Gallagher 2005. For a full discussion of this, see p. 108.
25. Black Americans are more isolated than either Hispanic or Asian

Americans (see Zubrinsky 2003).
26. Korgen 2002.
27. Rothenberg 2004.
28. Reade 2003.
29. Schultz and Barnes 2005.
30. McIntosh 1989.
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