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Race Talk: The Perpetuation of Racism Through Private Discourse

ABSTRACT

This project examines a rarely-examined form of racism—racist discourse that occurs in ordinary conversations.  We explore the ways that race talk helps to legitimate and reinforce the existing racist structure (Feagin 2000): Through boundary marking, boundary policing, and boundary maintenance.  Previous research on racist discourse primarily uses survey and interview data, as well as texts and speeches (see Bonilla-Silva and Forman 2000; Doane 1996; Steeh and Schuman 1992).  All of these forms of data are public talk—ideas knowingly shared with outsiders.  Our research looks behind closed doors to see if the “old racism” is dead, or if it has simply become more discreet.  We find that ordinary people actively engage in various kinds of “race talk” in private. 

Introduction

“A choice of language transcends mere selection of words—it is inherently a political choice.” – Patricia Hill Collins (1998:xxi)

American racism is systemic.  Over generations, racist practices have become embedded in institutions like the criminal justice system, schools, churches, families, the economy, and the polity (Bonilla-Silva 1997).  People of color experience the ramifications of a racist structure in their everyday lives through human interaction (Bonilla-Silva 1999; Feagin 1991, 2000).  Racism affects people’s identities (Omi and Winant 1994), attitudes (Bonilla-Silva and Forman 2000), and actions (Essed 1991).  As Kivel (1996) says, “racism affects each and every aspect of our lives, all the time, whether people of color are present or not” (p.9).   Racism is dialectical.  Racist structure is legitimated by racist ideology.  Actors are schooled within this context so that differential treatment of people of color becomes normalized, expected, and de rigeur.  At the micro level, actors themselves buy into the racist structure and act in ways that perpetuate it.  Although anti-racists may challenge racist structure and ideology, a great many Americans still approach racism uncritically, if at all (Feagin 2000).  Racism is hegemonic so that it often appears invisible.  Participating in racist practices—knowingly or unknowingly—reinforces the racist structure by taking the rules for granted.   

This paper examines that ways that individual actors help to reproduce racist structure and ideology through their everyday racialized conversations, or “race talk.” According to Toni Morrison (1993), race talk is “the explicit insertion into everyday life of racial signs and symbols that have no meaning other than pressing African Americans to the lowest level of the racial hierarchy”(p.57).  We use “race talk” more broadly to include any talk that demeans on the basis of race or ethnicity.  Using participant observation, 13 of our informants documented 322 incidents of race talk over a period of two months.  We find that race talk helps to normalize—if not justify—racist attitudes and practices. Talk provides insight into the internalization of racist ideology.  As Feagin (2000) says,

An ideology is a set of principles and views that embodies the basic interests of a particular social group.  Typically, a broad ideology encompasses expressed attitudes and is constantly reflected in the talk and actions of everyday life. One need not know or accept the entire ideology for it to have an impact on thought or action (p. 69).

Therefore, analyzing race talk is an important way to understand the perpetuation of racism.  

Literature

Social science research has attempted to document the current state of racism in the U.S.  Different methods reveal somewhat contradictory realities (Kilson and Cottingham 1991).  Current social survey data indicate that most whites are not only tolerant of people of color, but many could be called anti-racists (Bobo et al. 1997; Bonilla-Silva and Forman 2000).  For example, responding to popular claims of increasing polarization of Americans’ views on social issues, DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson (1996) analyze 20 years worth of General Social Survey and National Election Study data.  Among other issues, they examine attitudes toward African Americans, abortion, and sexuality.  This longitudinal analysis indicates increased “liberalism” on every measure.  DiMaggio and colleagues conclude that Americans largely agree on ostensibly controversial issues.  The implication for racial politics is that Americans are becoming less racist (see also Jorgenson and Jorgenson 1992).  

Bonilla-Silva and Forman (2000) argue that survey findings are suspect.  Using data on white college students from three different regions of the U.S., Bonilla-Silva and Forman contrast results from surveys with those from face-to-face interviews with white interviewees.  In the surveys, white respondents argue that they would welcome multicultural friends, neighbors, and even political representatives, although few actually have any friends of color.  The surveys show that whites oppose official action geared toward leveling the playing field because they see it as already level—color no longer matters in U.S. society.  In face-to-face interviews, white respondents used myriad “semantic moves” to make racist arguments without sounding like racists themselves.  They claimed, “I’m not a racist, but…;” and then proceeded to indict affirmative action, Blacks’ “laziness,” and interracial dating.  Despite their claims on surveys,  then, these whites were not actually color-blind—they used race regularly to explain people’s behavior. 

On the whole, face-to-face interviews with people of color indicate that race and ethnicity still negatively impact daily interactions (Armour 1997; Feagin 1991; Feagin and Sikes 1994).  People of color are still followed in stores (St. Jean and Feagin 1998) and on highways (Ramirez 2000), denied equal access to mortgages (Williams 1991), and generally subjected to surveillance by dominants while in the public arena (Collins 1998). Surveys, then, tend to provide a distorted view of whites’ racial acuity that must be interrogated rather than promulgated as the status quo.  Far from being obsolete as surveys tend to purport, American racism endures. 

Perhaps the research on racism varies because the American practice of racism is evolving.  Racism is thought to emerge from a real or imagined threat to dominants’ material standing, through competition for jobs, housing, schools, political representation, etc. (Doob 1999; Takaki 1994).  Racism persists because the sense of threat persists.  However, racism manifests itself differently over time.  There is a new form of racism in the U.S. today that contrasts with “old,” “Jim Crow” racism of the past.  Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith (1997) describe “laissez-faire racism,” characterized by “persistent negative stereotyping of African Americans, a tendency to blame Blacks themselves for the Black-white gap in socioeconomic standing, and resistance to meaningful policy efforts to ameliorate U.S. racist social conditions and institutions” (p.16).  The post-civil rights climate makes the public expression of racist ideas unacceptable, so their expression becomes more subtle (see Gibson 1998).  New forms of racism strive to maintain privileged status for the dominants without being openly antagonistic (Bobo, et al. 1997).  Bonilla-Silva (1999), too, argues that there is a “New Racism” in the U.S., which destroys the fruits of civil rights while claiming color-blindness.  New Racism is increasingly covert, unlike old racism of the past.    

The research on racist discourse primarily uses survey and interview data, as well as texts and speeches (see Bonilla-Silva and Forman 2000; Doane 1996; Steeh and Schuman 1992).  All of these forms of data are public talk—ideas knowingly shared with outsiders.  In contrast, this paper goes beyond previous studies to examine covert racism—racist discourse that occurs in private.  People censor and sugar coat their racial perceptions in public talk.  There is often a public outcry when celebrities like John Rocker and Marge Schott casually use racial slurs.  But does this outraged public ever use such terms?   Is there a racist education occurring behind the scenes?  We ask, if people claim to be colorblind and offended by racism, why does race persist as a lens through which to see the world?

Because attitudes affect behavior (Feagin 2000), examining private discourse may be the key to understanding the paradox of continued discrimination in a context of color-blindness.  Analyses of racist discourse provide a link between people’s discriminatory actions and the structure of racial inequality.  Van Dijk (1993) argues that discourse itself is a “surface structure”—words, gestures, and expressions—that has no meaning without the “underlying structure.”  In race talk, the surface structure is only viable due to the larger racist context.  The meanings of race talk are continually contested (Doane 1996; Omi 1999; Winant 1999).  Winant (1999) argues that “to represent, interpret or signify race, then, to assign meaning to it, is at least implicitly and often explicitly to locate it in social structural terms” (15).  By engaging in everyday race talk, people help to nurture a racially hostile climate. They also legitimate and reproduce the existing racist structure by taking it for granted (Bonilla-Silva 1999; Bonilla-Silva and Forman 2000; Doane 1996; van Dijk 1993; West and Zimmerman 1987). 
Methods


Our study began as an Undergraduate Research Apprenticeship Program (URAP) proposal to the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at our home university.  In a URAP, a faculty contracts to do original research with an undergraduate as a form of professional mentoring.  The undergraduate receives a stipend for one semester’s work.  These data were, therefore, collected within one semester.  As discussed below, our informants secretly recorded incidents of race talk that they observed and participated in.  We also held eight focus groups for the informants to share their ideas and discuss obstacles encountered within the project. 

General Research Design

Due to the covert nature of race talk, we planned to use informants who would act as “participants as observers,” secretly recording what they heard and/or participated in.  In this case, the informants were both data sources and data gatherers.  We used focus groups to obtain data from the informants themselves about their race talk and experiences.  Using a video camera, we observed how the informants interacted and constructed race talk among themselves.  Informants also gathered their own data, through field notes.  They recorded any race talk they overheard, as well as that in which they participated.  This paper primarily concerns informants’ field notes.

Sampling

The selection of informants posed interesting methodological questions.  On the one hand, we wanted a broad, random representation of informants to best represent the character and level of race talk on campus.  Ideally, our respondents would be at least as diverse as the student body.  In 1999, the racial demographic of our campus was as follows: 12% African American, 5% Latino/a, 6% Asian, .2% American Indian, 74% white, and 1% non-resident alien.  

On the other hand, we wanted informants who knew how to recognize and record race talk in a qualified manner.  In this case, random sampling might yield unqualified data collectors.  As a compromise, we used a variety of techniques to solicit informants: 1) we posted fliers around campus, targeting Black Studies, Southeast Asian Studies, and the Center for Latinos, as well as dorms and classrooms.  2) We published advertisements in the campus newspaper.  3) We contacted “qualified” informants—those who had previously taken research methods and/or race and ethnicity classes.  4) We made announcements in sociology classes dealing with issues of race/ethnicity.  The purposive approaches yielded most of our sample, or informants.
 

We recruited a blend of informants.  Most were sociology majors, but there were also students from business, foreign language, general studies, and communications.  Most of the informants were what Bonilla-Silva and Forman (2000) call “progressives,” in that they recognized and problematized relations of ruling, even though some benefited more than others.  Because our sample was diverse, they recorded incidents from a broad segment of the community.  Despite recruitment efforts, our informant pool contained no Asians.  African Americans and Latinos were over-represented.  This was good, because we wanted to capture a variety of experiences among people of color and not just whites.  While we see racism as fundamentally about relations of ruling (Collins 1998), we also agree with Winant (1999) that subordinates are not utterly powerless—they resist.  Thus, we included the race talk of subordinates in this study to examine the ways that discourse varied according to structural position.  Other studies of race talk deal only with whites (Bobo, et al. 1997; Bonilla-Silva and Forman 2000; van Dijk 1993).  The inclusion of people of color is an important innovation in this research in that it provides a larger picture of race talk and its effects.  

Operationalization and Data Collection Techniques


At the beginning of data collection, informants attended orientation sessions.  There, we trained the informants in data collection, and we operationalized race talk.  We advised the informants that race talk takes numerous forms, including the following: Race talk can be used to denigrate any person of color, including African Americans, Latinos, Asians, Native Americans, and people of minority religions.  It may take the form of slurs or epithets.  Race talk can be used to celebrate racial and ethnic pride of any group.  Race talk can be a way of coding language so as to conceal a racialized subtext or assumptions, such as “welfare mother,” “urban,” and “ghetto.”  Race talk may form a sociopolitical commentary about racial inequality, such as “It’s no surprise that no person of color won an Academy Award this year.”  Race talk may take the form of denying the importance of race, such as “I’m not a racist, but...,” or “I don’t see color when I look at people.”  We also included nonverbal forms of communication, such as avoiding and/or following people of color.  


Initially, informants expressed concern about the possibility of portraying friends and family as racist.  In order to assuage concerns,  we told the informants that “the emphasis is not racist individuals per se but rather on racist practices and their implications” (Tamale 1996:472).  We assured them that everyone engages in some form of race talk.  We wanted the informants to record any talk remotely race-based, and to leave the analysis to us.  We encouraged informants to provide as much contextual information as possible so as to paint a very clear picture of the incident.  This helped avoid distortion of the incident in field notes.   


We gave informants a set of data collection guidelines. We advised them to participate in social interactions as naturally as possible, meaning they should make and respond to racial/ethnic comments as they normally would.  They were to compile field notes about this race talk for 15-20 minutes a day, and to keep these notes unobtrusive and secret.  They were instructed to write about incidents as descriptively as possible to maintain context (Dennis 1993), but they should disguise the people being recorded for confidentiality reasons.  They should not incite any race talk (unless they normally would), nor make judgements about themselves and their intimates.  We advised them not to expose other informants when they met outside of focus groups.  Secrecy was ultimately important for maintaining a natural setting.  They could log not only incidents of race talk, but anything they found relevant to the project.  We asked them to commit to attending four out of the eight focus groups, which we videotaped.  On average, 10 people attended each focus group, including the principle investigators.
 

Attrition:  

We expected, due to the time commitment and the high level of labor required of the informants—without remuneration— that we would have a high rate of attrition.  Only three informants dropped out after the orientation.
  Most of the rest fulfilled their four focus group minimum.  We provided dinner at the focus groups as incentive for informants’ attendance.  Over half (13/24) turned in field notes.  These 13 cut across race/ethnic lines, and together they documented 322 incidents of race talk.  Each informant chose her/his own alias.  This paper relies largely on the incidents recorded in the field notes, although occasionally we draw on focus groups for elaboration.

Ethics:


We asked the informants to secretly record private conversations without consent.  We only required these methods of them because the data are not observable without these measures of secrecy.  Most people simply do not use race talk publicly, except by accident (van Dijk 1993).  Thus, the participant as observer method was necessary.  This is similar to research on other deviant activities (see Bulmer 1982; Ronais and Ellis 1989).  When the population is hard to reach and/or when the subject matter is highly sensitive— as is race talk—then covert methods are the only way to get valid data (Miller and Tewksbury 2001).  The project passed through our Institutional Review Board without concern, largely because no one was harmed by the research process.  To the contrary, in focus groups, the informants discussed the positive effects of connecting with people across race/ethnic lines in the common interest of understanding private racism.  There were two layers of confidentiality: informants kept confidential those on whom they reported, and they created aliases for themselves.

Coding:

In coding the data, we read and re-read data, analyzing the content and context of the race talk.  In this grounded process (Glaser and Strauss 1967), it became clear that most of the talk concerned the construction and maintenance of inter-group boundaries.  We reorganized the data according to this general theme, and eventually derived the following three patterns, although there were several sub-types as well: boundary marking, boundary policing, and boundary maintenance.  Table 1 breaks down the types of incidents by race/ethnicity of each informant.  Some incidents were clearly one type and not others.  However, others overlapped.  In that case, we counted the incident more than once.  Some informants (like Naomi) recorded little race talk; others (like Cher) filled entire notebooks.  Nevertheless, the data are not clustered around one informant more than others—the patterns crossed all informants.  We discuss the content of each pattern in the findings below. 

**Insert Table 1 about here**

Findings

The fieldnotes documented race talk by and among college students, family members, employers and co-workers, professors, as well as strangers.  Overall, we find that the people in this study actively engaged in racial coding of people, places, and things.  Consistent with Morrison’s (1993) original definition of race talk, this coding was primarily used by dominants to degrade “others.”  When spoken by people of color, race talk helped provide a protective ideological shield against the effects of racism.  Occasionally, the “race talk” carried an ironic, editorial tone.  For example, a Latino informant reported that while watching the movie, The Wood, he and his friends sardonically noted, “of course the cops are gonna pull over the Brothers.”  This comment critiqued rather than perpetuated the racist structure of American society.  Typically, however, the race talk recorded by the informants revealed an uncritical—if  not perniciously racist—outlook.   

Although the data spanned all informants (see Table 1), there were patterns regarding racial/ethnic sub-groups.  Table 2 displays the rate of the observed incident according to the number of informants in each sub-group.  Some groups of informants had more exposure to certain types of incidents than others.  We discuss and analyze this data as we describe each pattern below.  

**Insert Table 2 about here**

Boundary Marking: Defining a Pecking Order 

Race is a social construct created through human interaction (Omi and Winant 1994).  In this study, the subjects constructed race and ethnicity in such a way as to draw boundaries between and among groups.  They primarily did this through racial slurs, characterizations, and objectification. Thirty-one percent (31%) of the data concerned boundary marking.  As Table 2 shows, whites overheard and recorded more of this data (with a rate of 11.5 incidents per informant), as compared to Latino/as (6.7 incidents per informant) and Blacks (2.75 incidents per informant).

Racial Slurs

An important part of marking boundaries is constructing terms for “the other.”  The informants revealed an expanding language for doing just that.  Old slurs were still in use.  These terms included the following: brother/sister, spic, colored, lazy Mexicans, Chink, Gook, dot head/dots, Dago, sand nigger, and “those people.”  To mask racial coding, however, people have innovated.  Two informants reported that the term, “Canadians,” was used by whites to refer secretly to African Americans.  In one instance, an inner city teacher explained that she and her peers referred to their Black students as “Canadians.”  In the other, a police officer reported that he and his colleagues used “Canadians” when talking about Blacks over the radio.  “Bubblins” (shortened from “Bubblin’ Brown Sugar”) referred to African Americans, and Baby Bubblins referred to Black children.  In this conversation, Cher’s friends defined a new concept:

Friend 1: What exactly are niglets?

Friend 2: They’re half black, half white.

Friend 1: I thought they were baby niggers.

Friend 2: Nope.  My cousin has a niglet.

Throughout the field notes, the term “niglet” was used to refer to anyone or anything Black; and “beaners” was associated with Latinos, especially Mexicans.  Slurs provide a simple but toxic shorthand for marking boundaries between groups.

Racial Characterization/ Caricatures

Marking boundaries involves categorization of groups.  There can be no boundary if there is no way of defining group membership.  The subjects in this study used racial and ethnic characters to demarcate categories.  In their characterizations, subjects reified demeaning stereotypes and established lines across which “others” should not cross.  

Subjects used old fashioned stereotypes to describe their social world.  Naomi reported the following incident: Soledad (a Latina), not realizing that her African American roommate was asleep on the top bunk, ranted about their messy room.  She announced that her roommate was a “pinche negra” (black bitch) who is dirty and lazy.  Carmen, a white woman, had a white friend who was going on a camping trip.  Carmen reported: “Jenn had to go to get her gear from the recreation center.  When she came back, she said she felt like a Vietnamese refugee with all the stuff on her bike.” Jonathan and his friends made a game out of stereotyping:

All of us skipped our classes today.  We were sitting around watching TV.  There was the typical conversation while watching; all niggers are criminals, funny little gooks.  This all has become commonplace in our conversations.  It goes back and forth until all of the stereotypes are out.  Then it stops until something else happens.  If this is considered racist, I guess we all are.

Racial characterizations defined behavior that only “those people” do.  For example, Sophia walked into her dorm room, and her white roommate was watching the Ricki Lake show.  As is typical on sensationalized talk shows, the audience was “going crazy.”  Sophia reported: 

I asked what the heck was going on.  My roommate said, “Someone must have dropped some chicken on the floor.”  She said it because most of the people on the screen were Black.  

Talk shows like Ricki Lake and Jerry Springer intentionally caricature people of color, perpetuating destructive stereotypes for profit.  However, subjects in this study caricatured everyday people as well.  Sophia wrote about her brother: 

He does these “impressions” of what he calls “brothers.”  He was telling about one of his friends and he mentioned something about a Black guy.  He started moving his hands around, flashing what he thinks to be gang signals, and talking crap.  Then he went on to tell his story.  I asked him why he felt the need to do that.  He replied, “That was how the guy was.”

Accents and dialects were commonly mimicked.  For example, Lavinia and her white roommate wondered who changed their burnt-out light bulb.  The roommate speculated, “One of the [Latina] housekeepers probably said, ‘Light bulb is no working.’”  This same white woman called her professor Obi Wan Kenobe because she spoke with a Jamaican accent and had an ethnic name with similar consonants.  Lavinia’s friend, a white English major, discussed dialects.  He argued that British and Jamaican accents have definite linguistic structure, but “the American Southern accent and Ebonics both destroy grammar patterns written in English.”  Jonathan listened to his friend criticize his Asian professor: “Goddamn gooks.  Can’t speak our language, I can’t understand what the hell they’re saying.”  

All of this talk helps to draw lines between groups, forming us/them boundaries.  All in all, subjects characterized “the other” as out of control, animalistic, ignorant, dangerous, dirty, lazy, and entertaining.  Although socially constructed, these boundaries are real to the people who navigate them.  Even among friends, the boundaries have an impact.  For instance, Lavinia worked as a night security officer in the dorms.  Her job was to check IDs before letting people in.  One night a white male and an Asian male approached the window.  They appeared to be friends.  As the Asian produced his ID, the white man joked, “Look at that. Asians have such stubby fingers, he can’t even get his ID out.  Come on you stupid chink!”  Then he asked, “Are minorities allowed in the dorms tonight?”  Another example was reported by Yayo, a Chicano: “I joked with my friend about her being Puerto Rican.  She said she figured I was either white or half when she met me.  I joked that I knew she was Puerto Rican right away because of her ‘ghettoness.’”  Even though friends might joke about the racial characterizations, they know they exist.  As Feagin (2000) asserts, “the system of racism categorizes and divides human beings from each other and thus severely impedes the development of common consciousness and solidarity” (p. 20).

Dehumanization

Once we create types of people through characterization, it seems an obvious next step to begin objectifying and dehumanizing those people.  Dehumanization, thus, clearly constructs inter-group boundaries.   In this study, subjects assigned pejorative racial characteristics to objects including clothes, shoes, cars, animals, body parts, movies, music, and jewelry.  For example, a white male pointed at Cher’s black cat and remarked, “Look at the little niglet.”  Carmen’s white roommate informed her that her headphones made her look “like a nigger.”  On another occasion, the same white woman looked down at her own new shoes and proclaimed that they made her feet look like “nigger feet.”  Another white woman ridiculed her white roommate:  “Audrey began to rip on her roommate about how big her butt was.  She called her butt a ghetto butt; her butt might rip through her pants.”  Harley, a white woman, reported: “We saw an SUV with low rider type tires.  I giggled because it looked funny, and my dad said, ‘Mexicans,’ in a tsk-tsk manner.”  In focus groups, the informants joked that wearing bright colors made you look Hispanic.  Even smells were racially coded.  Sophia discussed the theft of her family’s van.  A white police officer found the abandoned van and returned it to them, saying: 

“You could tell it was one of them.  You could because of the way it smelled.” Then he gestured to his hair on his head.  He mumbled something under his breath about Afro-Sheen.  

Anything associated with people of color became defined by those people of color, and subsequently devalued.  

In sum, boundary marking recorded in this study involved constructing a derogatory language for the other, assigning pejorative characteristics to each group, and—through the use of race talk—eventually dehumanizing and devaluing each group altogether.  Society constructs boundaries.  But they would disintegrate if they were not policed.  

Boundary Policing: Keeping Others In Their Place 

Once boundaries are established, if people believe the boundaries are meaningful, then they will police them to guard against breaches.  Boundary policing accounted for most of the incidents recorded (61%).   Dominants in this study spent a great deal of time watching and critiquing people of color, making sense of behavior through a racist lens (with a rate of 19.3 incidents per informant).  Collins (1998) asserts that people of color are under surveillance when they are in the white-controlled public sphere.  Seen as uninvited intruders, people of color in the public sphere are interrogated formally—they are stopped by police, followed in stores, etc.  And they are interrogated informally through race talk.  Race talk helps police boundaries.

People of color observed whites’ boundary policing as well.  African Americans “studied” whites with what bell hooks (1995) calls an “ethnographic gaze” (they scored close to whites, with a rate of 14.25 incidents per informant).  hooks asserts that because Blacks live in both the margins and center of society, they are able to see whites from a special vantage point.  They observe whites without being noticed.  The ethnographic gaze provides insight into the oppressor that can be used as a protective shield in times of open hostility.  It helps make the oppressor more predictable and less dangerous.  The informants in this study revealed an ethnographic gaze in their field notes.

Latino/as in this study occupied a unique standpoint in that they crossed boundaries more easily than did other people of color.  With many “white characteristics,” these Latino/as could often pass for white and be treated as insiders.
  Nevertheless, this insider status was often temporary and situational.  They were interlopers.  At the end of the day, Latino/as were still “others”— people who were viciously stereotyped and excluded from relations of ruling.  In public, they kept a watchful eye, regardless of which group they occupied at the moment.  The Latina/os in this study reported the pressures of crossing over racial/ethnic boundaries (with a rate of 7.7 incidents per informant).   Both African Americans and Latina/os were sensitized to racial discrimination due to their vantage points.  

Boundary Policing by Dominants

Whites in this study were very aware of the boundaries of their own spaces.  They remarked upon attempts by people of color to infiltrate the “white space.”  Harley’s friends debated why there is a black choir and not a white choir.  Cher’s friends fought about why there is a black caucus on campus.  Both groups were seen as insurgent attempts to amass “special privileges” that might unjustly usurp white resources.  Sharing public spaces caused tension.  For example, Sophia related a risky incident that occurred when she was driving to get coffee with a white friend:  

There was this Black guy walking by the sidewalk, crossing the street.  The guy I was with yelled, “Come on you fucking nigger!”  I was all, “Hey watch it!” to my friend.  The guy crossing the street couldn’t hear because the windows were rolled up (thank god!). But I was really pissed.  I asked him why he would say that.  He came back with “They have been pissing me off lately.”

White subjects perceived that people of color were “gaining on” them.  Whites had to share space in universities with people of color, so race talk ensued.  Here, Jonathan’s friends compared their majors: “Brad said there were many ‘Indians’ in his major, while Chris commented that his major had a lot of ‘Blacks.’  Brad then commented that ‘They’re trying to take back the night.’”  Whites had to work with “the other,” so race talk erupted.  As Cher’s friends discussed: 

Friend 1: I have a plan.

Friend 2: Huh?

Friend 1: My dad was bitchin’ about this dumb ass spic at his work.  So I have a plan.  We [whites] should move to Mexico because all the Mexicans moved here.

Friend 2: I want to go to Cancun.

Friend 1: I thought we already took that from Mexico.

Friend 2: No, it’s still Mexican.

Cher also recorded a conversation with a white salesman at the car dealership where she worked:
Salesman:  These porch monkeys, they never know a good deal when they get one.

Cher: 
What?

White Salesman: These fuckin’ niggers that come from the city.  They always think we’re 

trying to screw them.

Cher: 
Well you are.

Salesman: You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.  Go back and type, woman.

Sharing private spaces with people of color created even more anxiety than when whites were forced to share their public space.  Living in integrated neighborhoods, for example, elicited hostility.  Carmen’s father observed a new family that moved into their neighborhood:  

First my dad said something about the African American man and how he looked like a big hairy gorilla.  The he made a comment about the family of “dot heads” that were walking up the driveway to their house.  Then a car came with two men in it and he said, “First we have niggers, then dots, and now gay men—what else?”

Carmen’s roommate voiced similar concerns about people of color in the dorm:

My roommate and I frequently have our door open.  One time when an Indian passed by she said, “Why does he always look in here?”  She doesn’t have a problem normally when other people pass by.

Cher’s friend, R., reported, “the Mexicans in my town are like flies on horse shit.  There are 70 to one house.  That’s the only way they can live.” 


Most disturbing in the whites’ field notes were the violent overtones in much of the dominants’ surveillance.  Cher’s friend, R.: “my dad wants to take a gun to all the Mexicans around here.”  Jonathan’s field notes were laced with images of lynching.  He reported this conversation between co-workers:

Dave: I have a new enemy here.

Chris: Who’s that?

Dave: That nigger from down the hall.

Chris: Why?

Dave: He acts like he runs the place.  Tells me what I should be doing.

Chris: I don’t like him either.

Dave:  I’m going to get a rope. (He said this sarcastically).

Another conversation: 

Chris: Why is that Black guy standing by that tree?

Dave: He’s waiting to be hung in it.

Chris: (laughs) Oh man… we can get some rope.

Dave: (laughs) string him up!

Sometimes, dominants’ surveillance impacted actual interactions with people of color, both subtly and obviously.  Whites subtly avoided interaction when confronted in a public setting with a person of color.  For example, Harley observed her white co-worker’s responses when Black people were nearby:

Jack and I were standing out of the wind by a building near the dorms.  Three Black men walked into the same area, and Jack walked away, into the harsh wind.  When the three guys left, Jack moved back into the area out of the wind.

Similarly, Janet, an African American woman, took a group of “Upward Bound” students to a skating rink.  All 15 of the kids were Black, and they were the only people at the rink.  A couple of whites came in, watched the group for five minutes, and then left.  She wrote, “When they left, I can only assume it was because ‘we’ were there.”  Amber, an African American, was impacted more obviously:  “Today as I was walking down the hallway in school, a white guy said to me, ‘April Fool’s day is over; go back to your country.’  I’ve never seen him again.”

Taken together, white’s boundary policing did not indicate harmless curiosity about “the other.”  At its heart, it concerned territorial rights, and it carried the assumption of superiority.  These data indicate that the presence of people of color in public arenas elicited angry race talk focused on putting “them” back in their place—out of the public eye, away from white resources.  White surveillance enforces racial segregation.  Together these form what Collins (1998:17) calls a “politics of containment” geared toward limiting if not reversing the expanding rights of subordinates.

African Americans’ Ethnographic gaze: 

The African Americans in this study watched and evaluated the actions of whites. Occasionally, African Americans witnessed the overt policing of racial boundaries.  For instance, Amber was targeted on campus:

Me and my friends were walking down the hall at school when a white boy bumped into one of my friends.  She stopped and asked him to say, “Excuse me!”  But he didn’t say anything back, so we walked on.  Well the next period, the same guy bumped into me and I said, “Excuse me.”  But his reply was “It’s about time the niggers start respecting us!”  I wrote an incident report on him.

Blacks were sometimes amused by whites’ inconsistent regard for the boundaries.  For example, Elizabeth walked with a friend by a tanning booth center: “I laughed and I stated, ‘They a trip.  Don’t like black people, but always frying their skin trying to look like us!’”  

Often, Blacks noticed the sharp boundaries between whites and Blacks.  While driving up Michigan Avenue in Chicago, Elizabeth’s friend remarked, “White people have everything.”  On another occasion, Elizabeth overheard women talking in a department store: 

While in the store a Black lady referred to these two little white kids as out of control.  She said that if they were Black they would not dare act up. But then she said if they were Black, the store clerk would have complained by now.

All of the Black informants reported being followed in stores, while white customers were left unmolested.  In one focus group, Passion and Carter ruefully laughed about the fact that they both carefully controlled their own bodies when they went into stores.  They always made sure their hands were out in the open, never in their pockets. Being Black itself made them suspicious, so they monitored their own movements through the same eyes as the store clerks.  The boundaries impacted their individual actions.    

Most often, African Americans’ ethnographic gaze led to critique of whites.  Here, is an example from Elizabeth: 

While in the student center, me and a couple of friends were discussing this white girl who had a baby by a Black boy, and my friend stated, “She’s just trying to be Black, taking our men.  I can’t stand them.”  Then another girl said that only white trash date Black guys and that white girls are easy, that’s why Black guys date them.

Similar to the race talk by whites, these Black women were concerned with whites usurping what they saw as “theirs.”  Thus, there were similarities in the content of race talk across races/ethnicities.  The major difference, however, was that these Black women did not benefit from institutionalized racism in the ways that whites—even anti-racist whites—did (McIntosh 1988; Kivel 1996).  Structural power disparities contextualize race talk among people of color.  

The African American informants in this study anticipated and analyzed subtext of every conversation and encounter with whites.  Aware of boundary policing, Blacks expected discrimination, and they prepared themselves for it.  Elizabeth wrote: 

Today I sat in class and found myself analyzing everything the professor said and how he said it.  I feel as a black female I am always looking for people to treat me different.  I have in the past noticed how professors tend to show favoritism among white and male students.  Though I have gotten upset about these things in the past, I never acted on them or questioned my professors.

She noticed that one of her white professors woke up a sleeping Black student in class, banging on the desk and announcing, “No one sleeps in this class.”  The same professor later ignored a sleeping white student on more than one occasion.  Elizabeth observed that this professor told her she was wrong every time she answered a question.  Then he restated her ideas in different words.  During Elizabeth’s end-of-the-semester oral presentation, she felt that the professor was “grilling” her with difficult, hostile questions.  In contrast, he asked amiable questions of her white and Latina/o peers.  Coco was in that class as well.  She agreed with Elizabeth’s analysis.  Jonathan was the sleeping white male; in his field notes he argued that Elizabeth’s fears were unfounded.  Elizabeth confronted the professor multiple times in private, putting her grade at risk.  He denied her concerns, saying she was oversensitive.  

So how should African American students navigate through these muddy waters?  Elizabeth looked for outside evidence that professors treat her differently.  To bolster Elizabeth’s fears, another white professor confirmed that she was under surveillance in his class.  Once when she and a Black peer were late to class, the white professor approached them saying, “I thought you guys weren’t going to show, and you know you are not hard to miss.”  Elizabeth analyzed this incident in her field notes: “Now this comment would seem natural; but by me and my friend being the only Blacks in the class, it hit me another way: I have to make sure I’m in class, knowing that if I miss, it won’t go unnoticed as it would for my white peers.”  In another class, Elizabeth was singled out:

Today in class my professor asked me, “why do Black people call each other nigga but don’t like it when it comes from a white person?” I proudly stated that I am just one person and I do not represent the Black race nor do I speak for them.  He looked so stupid.

Elizabeth negotiated policed boundaries regularly throughout this project, and it caused her great anxiety.  She felt that being in the project sensitized her more fully to race talk, but it also emboldened her to speak against it.  

Janet, another African American informant, had similar encounters.  In one incident, she went to a department on campus to find out about a class.  The white secretary wouldn’t look at her at all.  She said, “I found it really hilarious.”  The next day, she got onto an elevator with the same secretary: 

Man you should have seen her. She dropped her head so far down that I thought she was going to hit her head on the concrete.  I laughed not because it was funny but because she was so stupid and ignorant.  That’s a damn shame, but she will get over it.

In another incident, Janet went to a high school where she was to student teach.  When introduced to the white teacher with whom she would be working, Janet’s ethnographic instincts kicked in:

I stuck my hand out to give him a shake.  The hand-shake was so flimsy. He barely shook my hand.  Didn’t even touch it.  He looked at me but the hand-shake was horrible.  Throughout the day, he really didn’t converse with me at all.  I’d ask him questions and he’d give me real quick answers.  When we left, he said, “Bye, nice meeting you.”  But it seemed so fake.  Maybe I was tripping, but who really knows?

Janet was left to wonder if her race was a factor in the cold encounter, or if the teacher was just socially inept.  Past experience and the collective experiences of others told her it was racism.  But there was no “proof.”  Janet left an important career opportunity feeling empty and confused.  Her ethnographic gaze let her laugh about the situation and move on.  

For many Blacks, however, the cumulative effect of being policed led to anger.  Amber described this interaction with her grandfather: “Today I was discussing with my family about dating out of your race.  My grandfather told me that if I was to marry a white man he would spit on the invitation and disown me.”  On another day, Amber related this incident: “Today me and my sister were on our way to the mall when someone cut her off on the road.  This guy happened to be Mexican.  She started going off about how she hates Hispanics, Mexicans and whites.” Again, Blacks were similar to whites in their disdain for other groups.  But the weight of the power structure is on the side of the whites.  Whites’ hatred is legitimated in the media, the court system, classrooms, and even in shopping malls (Bonilla-Silva 1999).  Blacks’ hatred may lead to incidents of violence, but the white system steps in quickly to punish such acts.
  For the most part, African Americans’ ethnographic gaze allowed them to recognize and cope with whites’ attempts at boundary policing.   

Latino/a Interlopers:

The Latino/as in this study crossed racial/ethnic boundaries in ways that other groups could not.  None of them had very dark skin, but they all had ethnic surnames.  They were neither Black nor white in a society that strictly demarcates the two (Warren and Twine 1997).  Thus, the Latino/as experienced being “insiders” as well as being “outsiders.”  Being an insider meant being seen as white.  As “whites,” they witnessed anti-Black race talk.  For example, Coco was engaged to a white man.  She had cross-cutting experiences regularly.  In this example, Coco and her fiancé  went to a white woman’s house to get her help in making the wedding dress:  

She was showing me and my fiancé pictures of her dress and wedding.  She was telling us who came to her wedding. “This is my brother and his nigger bitch girlfriend.” I was so shocked and so was my fiancé.  I don’t think I’ll be needing her help any more.

Similarly, Yayo received this warning from his Latino boss about Blacks:

After work, we went out for drinks.  Boss told a few of us to “watch it outside with them streetwise hoods.  Them brothers will snatch your money in a second.”

In both instances, Latino/as were set apart from Blacks, who were viewed as despicable and/or dangerous.  Latino/as occupied an elevated social status simply by not being Black.  At the same time, this status was tenuous.  In any given situation, Latina/os could become outsiders.  Naomi experienced this sudden shift in terrain while on a retreat with the foreign language program.  This incident occurred in the dining hall: 

We all have to place silverware in its proper place after we are done eating so the person who washes dishes does not have such a complicated job.  My friends who are “white” took their dirty silverware after eating and placed them correctly and were not being watched by the food director.  Once I got up to put my plate and silverware in its proper place, the director stared at every movement I made and gave me a “fake” smile.  When I left, I looked back.  She grabbed my silverware and plate and began putting them back again.  I knew I had placed them in the correct manner.  The director of the foreign language retreat saw what had happened and said, “Don’t worry.  She shouldn’t be working here in the first place.  She’s kind of racist.”

Naomi was made to feel like an outsider by a random white woman, minutes after she felt like an insider among her white friends.  Naomi’s degrading experience echoed those of her Black peers, except that she had instant confirmation from a white authority that she was reading the situation correctly.    


Latino/as themselves saw whites as both allies and enemies.  For example, Yayo and a friend joked about white people: “My friend said, ‘They’ll come to the barrio for food, but floor it out of here when they’re done!’ She and I are totally against gentrification.”  Yayo and his brother argued about how to fill out their family’s census form.  Yayo declared that they were not white after his brother had marked that they were.  They ended up requesting a second form to correct the “error.”  Unlike most Latino/as who choose “white” when given the option (Warren and Twine 1997), Yayo criticized the power relations built into the “choice.”  In a focus group, Yayo explained his concerns: Choosing “white” would a) undermine Chicana/o’s distinct ethnic heritage, and b) excuse dominants for centuries of imperialism.  On the other hand, Yayo, like Coco and Naomi, was integrated into a supportive white social network.  These Latina/os had the dizzy experience of being caught in the middle of a racial polemic.  They both benefited and suffered from the blurry boundaries (see Fine and Weis 1999).  They were what Collins (1986) calls “outsiders within”—people who no longer belong to any one group.  Due to structural conflicts, their lives were riddled with contradictions that they constantly negotiated.  

Boundary Maintenance: Shoring Up the Fortress from Within

Not only did the people in this study engage in inter-racial/ethnic boundary policing, but they also policed each other within racial/ethnic boundaries.  That is, people of color also worked to preserve the boundaries, shoring up the fortress from within in order to protect themselves from outside assault.  At some level, the perpetuation of racial inequality depends on internal boundary maintenance.  West and Zimmerman (1987) make this argument about gender inequality: Society is organized unequally according to gender, so that male privilege is institutionalized through gendered rules and organizations.  However, men and women must follow these rules in order for gender inequality to continue.  They must police each other and themselves.  Similarly, people of color—as well as whites—must buy into the racist order so that white privilege endures.  

Boundary maintenance accounted for 8% of the incidents.  Latina/os most actively maintained boundaries through race talk (with a rate of 5.7 incidents per informant), but so did Blacks (2.25 incidents per informant). We did not code any boundary maintenance among whites because, in effect, whites’ boundary policing helped to maintain internal boundaries by demarcating outsiders from insiders.  For whites, the boundary policing is synonymous with boundary maintenance.
  

We Don’t Do That

At its historical inception, racial/ethnic segregation was designed to limit interaction between whites and “others” so that inequality could be more easily maintained (Collins 1998).  Massey and Denton (1993) argue that segregation is the leading cause of poverty and crime among African Americans in the U.S.  Segregation helps ensure the economic isolation of  “others.”  Despite these negative aspects, however, segregated communities have historically provided loci for oppressed groups to form protective enclaves of resistance (Collins 1998).  Ironically, inter-racial boundaries, established to degrade and control people of color, may be valued by those same people as demarcating places of refuge from whites (occasionally referred to by subjects in this study as “white devils”).  Consequently, people actively maintain these boundaries to keep the devil at bay.  As Amber wrote: 

Today as I was leaving church with my white friend, I overheard a couple of ladies say, “I don’t know why she brought that white girl to this church.  She should’ve left her at home!”

Amber violated the Black/white boundary by bringing her friend to church, even though she thought the friend would be welcomed by Christians.  She was informally punished for her violation.  In another example, Elizabeth wrote about a 70 degree day in February in our Midwestern town.  She was people-watching on the bus:  

This Black boy was walking down the road with no shirt and some sandals, and the Black girl sitting next to me said, “He look like a fool.  He must think he white walking outside like it’s summer time.” And she said, “you know they can’t wait until it gets warm to bust out the summer gear.”

Although no one spoke to the actual offender, this race talk served the purpose of highlighting the us/them boundaries.  It reminded the talkers that  “we” don’t do that. 

You’re not ethnic enough


Boundary maintenance, like racial characterization, enforced an ideal-type person of color.  However, this type was appealing rather than demeaning.  To fit, people had to conform to a standard of behavior and appearance.  Those who did not “measure up” were told they were not being true to their culture.  The Latina/os experienced this most often.  For example, Coco ran into a man who taught a Salsa class on campus: 

He asked me, “You don’t hang out with any Latinos on campus, do you?” I think he was insinuating that I was less than a Latina for that.  I get that from a lot of people.  They always say, “I didn’t even know you were Hispanic.  You don’t act like it,” or “You don’t look like one.” 

Yayo worked at a Mexican restaurant with many other Latino/as.  Not all of them spoke Spanish.  Expectations of bilingualism caused tensions on many occasions.  In one, “a group of four Spaniard men” harassed a server, telling her “to quit acting white and to speak Spanish to them.”  On another occasion, Yayo himself was angered: 

I had to help a customer because one of the bartenders doesn’t speak Spanish.  It pisses me off that they don’t speak Spanish.  To save time and work, all of our staff should be bilingual or at least be able to take an order in Spanish.  Why should I have to do their work?

According to Yamato (1988), judging a person’s racial/ethnic authenticity is called self-righteous racism.  Yet Latino/as actively judged one another according to an ideal type.  Perhaps because of their ability to span boundaries, the tensions among Latino/as were exacerbated: How can I cross boundaries and still be true to myself?  

Sell outs

In a similar vein, Blacks who spanned boundaries were seen as selling out to the whites.  For example, Amber reported being followed in a store by a clerk.  The clerk asked Amber repeatedly if she needed help.  Finally, Amber confronted the woman, asking why she was following her: “She told me that there was suspicion that I was stealing and made me empty my bags.  I didn’t steal anything, and the bad part about it was that she was Black.”  Amber was less concerned about being falsely accused of stealing—that had happened before.  She was disappointed that a Black clerk had been coopted by the white structure.  

In another example, Janet conversed with a Black male friend, remarking to him that he always had new shoes and wore Eddie Bauer clothes.  She asked him why he never wore any jewelry.  He said he was not a “jewelry person,” explaining he cannot wear jewelry to work.  Janet relayed the conversation:

J: Not even a chain? 

F: You never see white men wearing jewelry.

J:  Why do you compare your attire to the ‘working white man?’ You don’t have to be like them.  

Janet was concerned: “He thought to be professional you had to look plain and dress like the ‘white worker.’”   She did not want her friend to sell out in order to succeed.  Both Amber and Janet worried that Blacks might lose their own identity by conforming to the white status quo.  

You’re too dark

One indicator of the power of American racist structure and culture is that people of color, like whites, disdain darker skin.  They internalize racism and learn to hate themselves (Brown 1992; hooks 1995).  Informants reported evidence of internalized racism in their field notes. For example, Amber reported, “Today my cousin Michelle said I was too Black to be related to her and I should marry a white guy.”  Michelle advised Amber to lighten the gene pool by mixing with whites.  Coco talked about her roommate’s concern with complexion:  

My (Latina) roommate is sometimes mistaken for someone of Indian heritage.  She has dark skin and has facial features very similar to those of Indians.  Someone thought she was Indian, and she said, “I am not a dot-head!”

This woman used a slur to distance herself from a “dark,” devalued group.  In both instances above, people of color argued that dark skin was bad—indeed, it should be remedied if possible.  This form of boundary maintenance lowers people’s self-esteem, and it helps reify racist constructions of “the other.” 


Taken together, boundary maintenance showed the ways that people of color buy into and help reproduce racial/ethnic hierarchies.  In so doing, they “do racism.”  There is a double-edged sword to boundary maintenance.  On the one hand, it helps insulate and protect subordinates.  But on the other hand, reifying segregation also helps to perpetuate structural inequality.

Discussion: Accounting for the Talk

By listening behind closed doors, we heard a great deal of shocking and disturbing talk.  As Bonilla-Silva (1999) argues, the public face of racism is very different from its covert, private face.  The element of privacy in a conversation seems to grant talkers permission to express ideas that they tactically avoid in public talk (see Bonilla-Silva and Forman 2000).  Thus, a discussion of the dynamics of the conversations themselves is called for.  

Scott and Lyman (1968), drawing on Goffman (1956),  provide a framework for analyzing controversial talk.  They explore the statements that people make in order to make sense of their “unanticipated or untoward behavior” (p.46).   These statements, or “accounts,” are requested by members of a shocked or disturbed audience.  Using a complex typology, Scott and Lyman argue that people either try to excuse or justify their remarks.  With an excuse, the speaker admits that the talk was wrong or inappropriate, but tries to explain it nonetheless.  In justifying, a speaker owns responsibility for the talk, but denies wrongdoing.  Providing—and accepting—an account of the problematic talk helps to restabilize a potentially explosive conversation.  

We searched the data for incidents where accounts were called for by shocked listeners.  Surely in today’s color-blind society people would openly take offense to such remarks.  Surprisingly, few accounts were called for at all.  Cher challenged the car dealer about his porch monkey comment.  No account was provided.  Instead, the dealer belittled Cher as if she were the one who needed to account for disrupting the conversation.  Sophia’s call for an account was met with a justification: “They’ve been pissing me off lately.”  For the most part, however, participants went along with the race talk without challenging the speakers.   For example, Jonathan was routinely greeted by his white roommate with “What is up, my nigga?!”  Jonathan wrote in his field notes, “This is pretty much how my friends and I talk to each other.”  The talk was normal and unexamined.  

This does not mean that everyone agreed with the content—a couple of people expressed concern about the talk after the fact, but they did not interrupt the incident as it occurred.   Lavinia recorded the following incident:  

A white male friend of mine came up to visit me and told me he had a bad day at work.  He said he had been stuck working in a room he usually didn’t [work in], alone with only the company of a [white] maintenance man.  The problem was the maintenance man kept making derogatory racial comments to him about other employees and about people on Jerry Springer and other talk shows.  This was making my friend uncomfortable because he was friends with some of the Black guys who worked there.  Occasionally, one of them walked through the room, and the maintenance man would shut up.  We discussed how the maintenance man should be able to voice his racist opinions to all if he really did feel that strongly, instead of quieting down whenever a Black employee approached.  He seemed vocal enough to my friend.

The talker was sensitized enough to censor his comments around a person of color, but he used the listener’s white skin as a cue that he would a) want to hear, and b) agree with his race talk.  Indeed, although offended, the listener did not protest.  Although other research shows that whites do not see race as central to their identity (Omi 1999), our subjects used white skin as a “ticket” to participation in certain conversations, even among strangers.  Simply being perceived as white conferred insider status.  Whites in this study regularly operated under this basic assumption, and few “insiders” challenged the it.  

Analytically, we explore why so few accounts were requested or provided.  The answer to this question tells us a great deal about the strength of racist ideology.  Scott and Lyman (1968) concede that “under certain situations behavior that would ordinarily require an account is normalized without interruption of any call for an account” (p. 55).  Sometimes, people’s desire to fit in without disrupting the flow of the conversation is greater than their need for accountability.  Although “sociability” does seem to be an important factor, it is not sufficient for explaining the pervasiveness and coarseness of uninterrupted private race talk.  Power is omitted from this analysis.  

Race talk concerns the exercise and protection of power.  Because racist ideology is deeply embedded into our social structures and practices, a race talker possesses the authority of our history and culture.  That is, the race talker is the privileged voice, protected by a legacy of racism.   An account is not necessary because it is implicitly supplied by our extant racial ideologies.  The challenger is one who takes a risk and goes against the grain.  Few people take that risk.  These conversations help to perpetuate racism, even when some participants are silent.

Paradoxically, the same race talk documented here would be roundly denounced if it were public.  If the above comments were made publicly in classrooms, work places, churches, courtrooms, or legislatures, the media would share the comments widely, and the speaker would have had to account for the talk.  We seem to be a society of schizophrenic racists: The official American face is anti-racist and color-blind.
  However, the real life practices of everyday people undermine the few anti-racist inroads that have been made into American institutions and ideologies.  This paradox seems to indicate is that, although identity politics have tempered the way we handle race as a structure (Collins 1998), it has not yet affected the way we think and feel about race.  Private talk provides a locus of resistance in an ostensibly multi-cultural society.  Segregation in housing, schools, and social groups allows these pockets of resistance to fester with white supremacy.

Conclusion

Survey and interview methodologies miss a great deal of race talk.  Surveys, for example, tend to measure attitudes about what should be, rather than studying what people actually do.  Attitudes and action are not the same thing.  Talk is a form of action (Scott and Lyman 1968).  Boundaries are constructed, policed, and maintained through talk.  By studying race talk, we were able to glimpse race-based behavior, which has a greater impact on social structure than reported attitudes.  Although people may publicly claim to be color-blind and anti-racist, our examination of private talk reveals that “old” racism has not died out—it has simply gone underground.   

This study shows rampant racism at the micro level.  It is the mundane nature of this talk that makes it so compelling.  The subjects of this study were average folks—none were Neo-Nazis, rednecks, or militant separatists.  They were parents, siblings, lovers, friends, students, teachers, police officers, and store clerks (see also St. Jean and Feagin 1998).  Their talk was Americana.  Everyday actions at the micro level help to reproduce the structural/ideological level (Essed 1991, Feagin 2000).  Van Dijk (1993) ties structural racism to race talk in the following manner: The white dominant group is able to reproduce its abuse of power only through an integrated system of discriminatory practices and sustaining ideologies.  Everyday conversation helps these ideologies take root, and these in turn justify discrimination.  Structure and action are dialectically interconnected (Giddens 1984), and race talk helps to link racist ideology with practice.  Race talk helps to reproduce the structure of racism by legitimating the racist acts of gate keepers, who affect public policy, opportunity structures, and measures of achievement (Collins 1998).   
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Table 1: Incidents of Race Talk by Informant

Informants

By race/ethnicity
Incidents Observed
Row

Totals


Boundary Marking
Boundary Policing
Boundary Maintenance


African American
Janet
1
7
1
9


Carter
1
5
0
6


Elizabeth
6
27
3
36


Amber
3
18
5
26


Group

Sub-total
11

(11%)
57

(31%)
9

(25%)
77

(24%)

Latina/o
Naomi
1
3
1
5


Yayo
14
11
13
38


Coco
5
9
3
18


Group

Sub-total
20

(20%)
23

(12%)
17

(47%)
61

(19%)

White
Cher
16
33
0
49


Lavinia
7
22
0
29


Carmen
13
11
0
24


Harley
6
17
0
23


Jonathan
9
15
0
24


Sophia
18
18
0
36


Group

Sub-total
69

(69%)
116

(57%)
0

(0%)
186

(57%)

Column Totals
100

(31%)
196

(61%)
26

(8%)
322

(100%)

Table 2: Rate of Incidents Observed by Racial/Ethnic Group*

Racial/ethnic Group of Informants
Incidents Observed


Boundary Marking
Boundary Policing 
Boundary Maintenance

African American
Number of incidents
11
57
9


Rate per informant 

in sub-group (N=4)
2.75
14.25
2.25

Latino/a
Number of incidents
20
23
17


Rate per informant 

in sub-group (N=3)
6.7
7.7
5.7

White
Number of incidents
69
116
0


Rate per informant 

in sub-group (N=6)
11.5
19.3
0.0

* Rates are based on the total number of informants in a sub-group divided by number of incidents.

� Because of the nonrandom nature of our sample, our findings are not generalizable.  Yet, the data is rich and our inductive analysis reveals much about the ways that everyday people perpetuate racist ideology.  


� Informants did not strictly follow every guideline.  For example, they did not journal every day.  However, most took the project seriously and followed it through to completion.  


� We do not know why these men dropped out: maybe time commitments or ideological conflicts.


�  Not all Latino/as can pass for white, however.  Many have darker complexions, and may even be formally categorized as Black. 


� Nevertheless, most violence is intra- rather than inter-racial (Doob 1999), largely as a reflection of race-based social segregation in all spheres of life.


�  Whites do engage in boundary maintenance that is distinct from boundary policing.  In a second wave of data collection, I found that whites continually marked problematic behavior as “black,” “ghetto,” of “Mexican.”  Whites sanctioned each other by using racialized associations.  For instance, when a white male messed up in a card game, his friend asked, “Why are you such a black person?”  In another example, a person argued against piling a bunch of people into a car because that would be “driving Mexican style.”  This is boundary maintenance because it reminds whites that they shouldn’t be like the other.  I don’t include this data here, because it did not occur in this wave of data collection (for more, see Author forthcoming).


�  Feagin (2000) provides evidence that right-wing factions come close to openly condemning people of color, but they do so by using highly coded language.  One needs to read between the lines to find the slurs, but they are just below the surface.  Although this sort of public discourse is marginalized, the impact of the ideology is great due to the power of the speakers.
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