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Introduction
Since the civil rights period it has become common for Whites to use phrases such as
“I am not a racist, but . . .” as shields to avoid being labeled as “racist” when express-
ing racial ideas’ (Van Dijk, 1984:120).These discursive maneuvers or semantic moves
are usually followed by negative statements on the general character of minorities
(e.g. “they are lazy”, “they have too many babies”) or on government-sponsored poli-
cies and programs that promote racial equality (e.g. “affirmative action is reverse dis-
crimination”, “no-one should be forced to integrate”).1 Qualitative work has
captured these discursive maneuvers on issues as diverse as crime, welfare, affirma-
tive action, government intervention, neighborhood and school integration
(Blauner, 1989; Feagin and Sikes, 1994; Feagin and Vera, 1995; MacLeod, 1995;
Rieder, 1985; Rubin, 1994; Terkel, 1993; Weis and Fine, 1996; Wellman, 1977).
For example, Margaret Welch, angry about not getting a scholarship in college, told
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Studs Terkel: “I’ve never been prejudiced, but why the hell are you doing this to me?”
(Terkel, 1993: 70). Doug Craigen, a 32-year-old White truck driver, declared to
Lillian Rubin: “I am not a racist, but sometimes they [Asians] give me the creeps”
(Rubin, 1994: 188). Finally, Lawrence Adams, a supervisor interviewed by Bob
Blauner, stated his views on affirmative action as follows:

Now don’t get me wrong. There are people . . . who are very capable and who are
going to progress up the line. The fact that they would be able to progress faster than
I would because of affirmative action is not the part that bothers me. The part that
bothers me, I can name you as many of them who are an incompetent bunch of bas-
tards who have no right being there, but are only there because their last name is
Hispanic or Black or they are females – and that’s wrong. (Blauner, 1989: 256)

These prejudiced expressions clash with research that suggests that racial atti-
tudes have improved dramatically in the USA. Beginning with Hyman and
Sheatsley’s widely cited paper in Scientific American (1964), survey research has
documented substantial change in Whites’ racial views (e.g. Firebaugh and
Davis, 1988; Lipset, 1996; Niemi, Mueller and Smith, 1989; Smith and Sheatsley,
1984; Schuman et al., 1988; Sniderman and Piazza, 1993). Sheatsley (1966),
for instance, proclaimed that:

The mass of White Americans have shown in many ways that they will not follow a
racist government and that they will not follow racist leaders. It will not be easy for
most, but one cannot at this late date doubt their basic commitment. In their hearts
they know that the American Negro is right. (p. 323)

The conflicting findings regarding the character of Whites’ racial views based
on interviews and surveys as well as the differing interpretations of survey-based
attitudinal research (see Bobo and Hutchings, 1996; Hochschild, 1995; Kinder
and Sanders, 1996; Lipset, 1996; Schuman et al., 1988, 1997; Sniderman and
Carmines, 1997; Sniderman and Piazza, 1993) have produced a new puzzle:
What is the meaning of contemporary Whites’ racial views? How can Whites claim to
believe in racial equality and yet oppose programs to reduce racial inequality?
Why is it that a large proportion of Whites, who claim in surveys that they agree
with the principle of integration, do not mind their kids mixing with non-Whites,
have no objection to interracial marriages, and do not mind people of color
moving into their neighborhoods continue to live in all-White neighborhoods and
send their kids to mostly White schools? Finally, why is it that interview-based
research consistently reports higher levels of prejudice among Whites?

To explore the meaning of contemporary Whites’ views, this article examines
White racial attitudes from both a different conceptual perspective and with a dif-
ferent methodology. Conceptually, we situate the racial attitudes of Whites as
part of a larger racial ideology that functions to preserve the contemporary racial
order.2 Here we build on the work of others who have argued that the complexity
of contemporary White racial attitudes reflects changes occurring in the USA
since the late 1940s (Bonilla-Silva and Lewis, 1999; Brooks, 1990; Smith,
1995). Specifically, they claim that the dramatic social, political, economic and
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demographic changes in the USA since the 1940s combined with the political
mobilization of various minority groups in the 1950s and 1960s, forced a
change in the US racial structure – the network of social, political, and economic
racial relations that produces and reproduces racial positions. In general terms,
White privilege since the 1960s is maintained in a new fashion, in covert, insti-
tutional, and apparently nonracial ways (Bobo et al., 1997; Bonilla-Silva and
Lewis, 1999; Jackman, 1994, 1996; Kovel, 1984; Smith, 1995; Wellman,
1977).

In consonance with this new structure, various analysts have pointed out that
a new racial ideology has emerged that, in contrast to the Jim Crow racism or the
ideology of the color line (Johnson, 1943, 1946; Myrdal, 1944), avoids direct
racial discourse but effectively safeguards racial privilege (Bobo et al., 1997;
Bonilla-Silva and Lewis, 1999; Essed, 1996; Jackman, 1994; Kovel, 1984). That
ideology also shapes the very nature and style of contemporary racial dis-
cussions. In fact, in the post civil rights era, overt discussions of racial issues have
become so taboo that it has become extremely difficult to assess racial attitudes
and behavior using conventional research strategies (Myers, 1993; Van Dijk,
1984, 1987, 1997). Although we agree with those who suggest that there has
been a normative change in terms of what is appropriate racial discourse and
even racial etiquette (Schuman et al., 1988), we disagree with their interpret-
ation of its meaning. Whereas they suggest that there is a ‘mixture of progress
and resistance, certainty and ambivalence, striking movement and mere surface
change’ (p. 212), we believe (1) that there has been a rearticulation of the domi-
nant racial themes (less overt expression of racial resentment about issues
anchored in the Jim Crow era such as strict racial segregation in schools, neigh-
borhoods, and social life in general, and more resentment on new issues such as
affirmative action, government intervention, and welfare) and (2) that a new way
of talking about racial issues in public venues – a new racetalk – has emerged.
Nonetheless, the new racial ideology continues to help in the reproduction of
White supremacy.

Notwithstanding that the study of ideology is related to the examination of
Whites’ attitudes, it is not the same. Uncovering ideology involves finding
common interpretive repertoires3 (Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell and
Potter, 1992), story lines or argumentation schemata (Van Dijk, 1984, 1987),
thematics, and construction of the self. Consequently, although we highlight
variance among our respondents – specific ways in which respondents mobilized
arguments – we focus more intensely on tracking their global ideological views.
Although we recognize that individual modalities in people’s accounts matter
(Billig et al., 1988; Potter and Wetherell, 1987), our conceptual premise is group-
rather than individual-centered. Thus our main concern in this article is tracking
White college students’ interpretive repertoires on racial matters as expressed
during in-depth interviews and comparing them to their views as expressed in
responses to survey items. We do this in order to demonstrate that the survey
research paradox of contemporary White views on race is not a paradox after all.
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Research design

The 1997 Social Attitudes of College Students Survey was a sample of under-
graduate students at four universities. One school was located in the south,
another in the midwest, and two were located in the west. Data collection
occurred during the spring of 1997. All students surveyed were enrolled in social
science courses. The questionnaire was administered during a class period.
Students were informed that participation in the study was voluntary. Fewer than
10 percent declined to participate and a total of 732 students completed the
survey. There were no significant differences on demographic characteristics
between students who chose to participate and those that did not. All of the
analyses reported in this article use only White respondents (N = 541). The
sample sizes of other racial groups are too small for reliable statistical compari-
son. The remaining 191 respondents were self-identified as Asian (N = 73), Black
(N = 61), Latino (N = 34), Native American (N = 6), other (N = 14), and no racial
self-identification (N = 3). The questionnaire included both traditional and con-
temporary questions on racial attitudes that were previously used in national
surveys (e.g. General Social Survey, National Election Study, and Gallup). It also
included several questions on affirmative action, housing integration, and other
race-related policy questions in which respondents were asked to choose an
answer from a close-ended question and provide a brief explanation of their
answer. Although the survey instrument was somewhat long (20 pages), the
completion rate was 90 percent.

We conducted in-depth interviews with a random sample of the White college
students that had completed the survey because prior research has found differ-
ences in Whites’ racial attitudes depending on mode of data collection (Dovidio
and Gaertner, 1986; Dovidio et al., 1989; Groves, Fultz et al., 1992; Krysan,
1998; Sigall and Page, 1971). We were able to interview students at only three of
the four universities, which reduced the White student sample size to 451.
However, we were able to maintain the regional diversity of the larger survey
study because the university that we were unable to conduct in-depth interviews
was one of two located in the west. In order to facilitate our selection of respon-
dents for the in-depth interviews, we asked each respondent surveyed to provide
on the first page of the survey their name, telephone, and e-mail address. After
the students were chosen the page was discarded. Over 80 percent of the 451
White college students who completed the survey at the three universities pro-
vided contact information. There were no significant differences between stu-
dents that provided contact information and the 20 percent who did not on either
several racial attitude items or demographic characteristics. We randomly selec-
ted 41 White college students (approximately 10%) who had completed the
survey and provided contact information. Interviews were conducted during the
spring of 1997. In order to minimize race of interviewer effects (see Anderson et
al., 1988a, 1988b), the interviews were conducted by three White graduate stu-
dents and two White advanced undergraduate students. Whenever possible, we
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also matched respondents by gender (Kane and Macaulay, 1993). The interviews
were conducted using an interview guide that addressed several issues explored
in the survey instrument. The time of interviews ranged from 1 to 2.5 hours. The
present study draws more extensively on the in-depth interview data, addressing
White college students’ general and specific racial attitudes, social distance pref-
erences, and reported interactions with racial minorities.

Although this study is a convenience sample of undergraduate students and
we are well aware of its limitations, we think it provides an important oppor-
tunity to examine a paradox in contemporary racial attitudes. That is, why
Whites seem more tolerant in survey research than they do in interviews.
Furthermore, whereas most studies that have used in-depth interviews to exam-
ine White racial attitudes have relied on lower social class White adults, we exam-
ine higher social class young adults. Given the importance of young adults in the
changing racial attitude landscape it seems important to focus on them. Second,
it is important to find out whether or not the racialist views of Whites expressed
in interviews are an artifact of the method or because the focus has been on inter-
viewing lower SES Whites. Here we attempt to fill a void by focusing on the young
and generally higher SES Whites since these undergraduate students are prob-
ably more liberal than the total White adult population on issues related to race.
Yet, there are two reasons to be less concerned about the type of sample that we
have. First, since the sample is of college students taking social science courses,
the expectation, based on previous work, is that they should exhibit less racist
views than other segments of the population (Adorno et al., 1950; Allport, 1954;
Bobo and Licari, 1989; Jackman, 1978). For example, if the students – educated
and mostly middle-class – seem prejudiced, then our results are most likely under-
estimates of the true nature of the racial views of the entire white population.
Furthermore, if the survey and interview results differ significantly, then our data
cast a reasonable doubt on the almost exclusive reliance on surveys as the instru-
ments for examining people’s racial views. Thus, although we cannot make any
strong generalizations on the White population based on this sample, this
research design allows us to make (1) a preliminary comment about the nature of
contemporary White college students’ racial attitudes and (2) a reasonable
assessment of the interview method as a way of obtaining more valid data on
Whites’ racial attitudes.

Toward an analysis of contemporary White ideology
WHITE COLLEGE STUDENTS’ VIEWS: SURVEY RESULTS

Table 1 shows the responses of White students to questions on affirmative
action. The table provides results on the total sample (the three universities) as
well as on the 41 students selected for the interviews. A number of things are
clear from these data. First, the interview sample mirrors the total sample, some-
thing that holds for all the tables.4 If anything, the interview respondents are
slightly more likely to support affirmative action measures. Second, Whites seem
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to openly oppose or have serious reservations about these programs, regardless
of how the question is worded. These findings are quite consistent with previous
research on Whites’ attitudes toward affirmative action (Kluegel, 1990; Kluegel
and Smith, 1986; Lipset, 1996; Schuman and Steeh, 1996; Steeh and Krysan,
1996). For example, 65 percent of White respondents disagree with occasion-
ally providing special consideration to Black job seekers, 51 percent are against
and 36 percent are ‘not sure’ about reserving openings for Black students in col-
leges and universities, and 36 percent indicate that they would support a pro-
posal to eliminate affirmative action in their locality. Third, most of the
respondents fear the effects of affirmative action programs on their life chances.
This fear is evident in the large proportion of respondents (70% or higher) who
believe that it is “somewhat likely” or “very likely” that they will lose out on a
job, promotion, or admission to a college due to affirmative action (see questions
G1, G2, and G3). This finding is interesting because it goes against other
research on affirmative action that shows that these programs have had little
impact on Whites (Badgtee and Hartmann, 1995; Glass Ceiling Commission,
1995; Edley, 1996; Herring and Collins, 1995; Hochschild, 1995; Wicker,
1996). More significantly, the results are intriguing because these college stu-
dents are from mostly middle-class backgrounds and are not in a vulnerable
social position.

In Table 2 we show the results on social distance items. Our results in Table 2
are consistent with those of previous research. A very high proportion of
Whites claim to approve of interracial marriage, friendship with Blacks, and
with people of color moving into predominantly White neighborhoods
(Firebaugh and Davis, 1988; Niemi et al., 1989; Schuman et al., 1988;
Sniderman and Piazza, 1993). However, results based on two non-traditional
measures of social distance from Blacks indicate something different. A
majority of Whites (68%) state that they do not interact with any Black person
on a daily basis and that they have not recently invited a Black person for lunch
or dinner. Although suggestive, this finding is somewhat inconclusive since it is
possible that Whites have changed their attitudes on social distance but do not
have the opportunity to interact meaningfully with Blacks because of residen-
tial and school segregation (Massey and Denton, 1993; Orfield and Eaton,
1996; Wilson, 1987).

Finally, in Table 3 we display our results on Whites’ beliefs about the signifi-
cance of discrimination for Blacks’ life chances. Interestingly, most Whites (87%)
believe that discrimination affects the life chances of Blacks and approximately a
third (30%) agree with the statement that “Blacks are in the position that they are
because of contemporary discrimination” (for similar findings, see Lipset and
Schneider, 1978). In contrast, a slight majority of White college students believe
that preferences should not be used as a criterion for hiring (53.4% were
“against”) and 83 per cent of the White respondents also believe that Whites
either want to give Blacks a “better break” or at least “don’t care one way or the
other”. Again, these results are somewhat contradictory (Schuman et al., 1988).



56 Discourse & Society 11(1)

TA B L E 1 . White students’ views on affirmative action items

Survey Interview 
sample (%) sample (%)

Affirmative Action Questions (N ! 410) (N ! 41)

B21. An anti-affirmative action proposition passed by a
substantial margin in California in 1996. If a similar
proposition was put on the ballot in your locality, would you 
support it, oppose it, or would you neither oppose nor support it?
1. Support 25.8 37.5
2. Neither Support Nor Oppose 38.3 25.0
3. Oppose 35.9 37.5
3. "2 n.s.
C18. Sometimes Black job seekers should be given special
consideration in hiring.
1. Agree 13.3 17.9
2. Neither Agree Nor Disagree 21.6 17.9
3. Disagree 65.2 64.1
3. "2 n.s.
G1. Affirmative Action programs for Blacks have reduced Whites’
chances for jobs, promotions, and admissions to schools and
training programs.
1. Agree 50.8 36.6
2. Neither Agree Nor Disagree 26.2 17.1
3. Disagree 23.0 46.3
3. "2 **
G2. What do you think are the chances these days that a White
person won’t get a job or a promotion while an equally or less
qualified Black person gets one instead?
1. Very Likely 11.1 17.9
2. Somewhat Likely 60.3 46.2
3. Not Very Likely 28.7 35.9
3. "2 n.s.
G3. What do you think are the chances these days that a White
person won’t get admitted to a school while an equally or less
qualified Black gets admitted instead?
1. Very Likely 26.3 15.0
2. Somewhat Likely 52.9 60.0
3. Not Very Likely 20.8 25.0
3. "2 n.s.
G4. Some people say that because of past discrimination it is
sometimes necessary for colleges and universities to reserve
openings for Black students. Others oppose quotas because they
say quotas discriminate against Whites. What about your
opinion – are you for or against quotas to admit Black
students?
1. For 12.4 22.5
2. Not Sure 36.7 27.5
3. Against 50.9 50.0
3. "2 n.s.

Source: Social Attitudes of College Students Survey, 1997.
* p # .05, ** p # .01, n.s. ! not significant.
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Although most White college students believe that Blacks experience discrimi-
nation and that this explains in part their contemporary status; at the same time,
they believe that most Whites want to give Blacks a “better break” or “don’t care
one way or another” and that preferences should not play any part in hiring and
promotion decisions.

Accordingly, based on these survey results, we could construct a variety of
interpretations of White college students’ racial attitudes. If we based our analy-
sis on the respondents’ answers to traditional questions, we would conclude, as
most social scientists do, that Whites are racially tolerant. If we use all of our
survey findings, we could conclude, as Schuman and his colleagues do (1988),
that Whites have contradictory racial views. Finally, if we give more credence to

TA B L E 2 . White students’ views on social distance items

Survey Interview 
sample (%) sample (%)

Social Distance Questions (N ! 410) (N ! 41)

Traditional Items
B2. If a Black family with about the same income and education
as you moved next door, would you mind it a lot, a little, or not
at all?
1. Not at all 92.1 95.1
3. "2 n.s.
B12. Do you approve or disapprove of marriage between Whites
and Blacks?
1. Approve 79.4 90.2
2. Not Sure 13.7 4.9
3 Disapprove 6.9 4.9
3. "2 n.s.
B7. How strongly would you object if a member of your family
had a friendship with a Black person?
1. No objection 91.9 95.1
3. "2 n.s.
Nontraditional Items
A13. Think of the five people with whom you interact the most
on an almost daily basis. Of these five, how many of them are 
Black?
1. None 67.7 68.3
2. One 19.6 24.4
3. Two or more 12.7 7.3
3. "2 n.s.
A15. Have you invited a Black person for lunch or dinner recently?
1. No 67.8 75.0
2. Yes 32.2 25.0
3. "2 n.s.

Source: Social Attitudes of College Students Survey, 1997.
* p # .05, ** p # .01, n.s. ! not significant.
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our respondents’ answers to the modern racism questions (B17, C18, E6, G1, G2,
G3, and G4) and some of the new questions (A13, A15, B21) than to their
answers to traditional items, we could conclude that Whites are significantly
more racially prejudiced in their views than previous research has concluded. In
the next section we use the 41 in-depth interviews with White students to make
sense of our conflicting survey findings.

TA B L E 3 . White students’ views on the significance of discrimination on Blacks’ life chances

Survey Interview 
sample (%) sample (%)

Significance of Discrimination Questions (N ! 410) (N ! 41)

B13. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement?
Discrimination against Blacks is no longer a problem in the
United States
1. Agree 8.1 7.3
2. Neither Agree nor Disagree 4.9 4.9
3. Disagree 87.0 87.8
3. "2 n.s.
B17. On the whole, do you think that most Whites in the USA
want to see Blacks get a better break, do they want to keep
Blacks down, or don’t care one way or the other?
1. Better Break 20.1 17.5
2. Don’t Care One Way or the Other 62.9 65.0
3. Keep Blacks Down 17.0 17.5
3. "2 n.s.
E6. Some people say that because of past discrimination against
Blacks, preference in hiring and promotion should be given to
Blacks. Others say preferential hiring and promotion of Blacks
is wrong because it gives Blacks advantages that they haven’t
earned. Are you for or against preferences in hiring and
promotion to Blacks?
1. Against 54.1 47.5
2. Not Sure 38.6 47.5
3. For 7.1 5.0
3. "2 n.s.
F5. Blacks are in the position that they are as a group because of
contemporary discrimination.
1. Agree 30.6 48.7
2. Neither Agree Nor Disagree 39.3 20.5
3. Disagree 30.1 30.8
3. "2 *

Source: Social Attitudes of College Students Survey, 1997.
* p # .05, ** p # .01, n.s. ! not significant.
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White college students’ views – in-depth interviews
“IF TWO PEOPLE LOVE EACH OTHER . . .”: WHITES’ VIEWS ON INTERRACIAL
MARRIAGES

Our strategy for interpreting our interview data on intermarriage was as follows.
First, we read carefully the respondents’ answers to a specific question about
whether or not they approved of interracial marriages. Then we examined their
romantic history and what kind of friends they had throughout their lives. In
some cases, we examined their views on other matters because they contained
information relevant to interracial marriage. Based on the composite picture of
the respondents that we obtained using this strategy, we classified them into six
categories (see Table 4).

Five of the respondents (category 1) had lifestyles consistent with their views
on intermarriages, 28 had reservations that ranged from serious to outright
opposition (categories 3–6), and 7 claimed to approve of intermarriage but had
lifestyles inconsistent with the interracial perspective that they presumably
endorsed (category 2). For presentation purposes, we will provide one example of
respondents in category 2 (since this was the hardest group to make sense of ) and
one of respondents in categories 4 (the modal category) and 6.

The first case is Ray, a student at a large midwestern university, an example of
students in category 2. Ray answered the question about interracial marriage by
stating that:

I think that there’s . . . I think that interracial marriage is totally legitimate. I think if two
people love each other and they want to spend the rest of their lives together, I think they
should definitely get married. And race should in no way be an inhibitive factor . . .
(Interview # 150: 13)

Although Ray supports interracial marriages (despite using some indirectness),
his life prior to college and during college was racially segregated. He grew up in a
large city in the midwest, in an upper middle-class neighborhood that he charac-
terized as “all White” (Interview # 150: 2) and described his friends as “what the
average suburban kid is like nowadays” (Interview # 150: 3). More significantly,

TA B L E 4 . Views on interracial marriage (Total sample, N ! 40)1

Respondents % (N)

Support Interracial Marriage/Integrated Life 12.5 (5)
Support Interracial Marriage/Segregated Life 17.5 (7)
Reservations toward Interracial Marriage/Integrated Life 10.0 (4)
Reservations toward Interracial Marriage/Segregated Life 52.5 (21)
Oppose Interracial Marriage/Integrated Life 0 (0)
Oppose Interracial Marriage/Segregated Life 7.5 (3)

1 The question was not asked of one of the students in the sample.



Ray, who was extremely articulate in the interview, stuttered remarkably in the
question (asked before the one on intermarriage) dealing with whether or not he
had ever been attracted to Blacks. His response was as follows:

. . . Um, so, to answer that question, no. Um, but I would not . . . I mean, I would not . . .
I mean, I would not ever preclude, uh, a Black woman from being my girlfriend on the basis
that she was Black. Ya know, I mean . . . ya know what I mean? If you’re looking from
the standpoint of attraction, I mean, I think that, ya know . . . I think, ya know, I
think, ya know, I think, ya know, all women are, I mean, all women have a sort of dif-
ferent type of beauty if you will. And I think that for Black women it’s somewhat dif-
ferent than White women. Um, but I don’t think it’s, ya know, I mean, it’s, it’s . . . it’s
nothing that would ever stop me from like, uh . . . I mean, I don’t know, I mean, I don’t
[know] if that’s . . . I mean, that’s just sort of been my impression. I mean, it’s not like
I would ever say, “no, I’ll never have a Black girlfriend”, but it just seems to me like I’m
not as attracted to Black women as I am to White women for whatever reason. It’s not about
prejudice, it’s just sort of like, ya know, whatever. Just sort of the way . . . way . . . like, I see
White women as compared to Black women, ya know? (Interview # 150: 12)

As is evident from Ray’s statement, he is not attracted to Black women, something
that clashes with his self-proclaimed color-blind approach to love and his support
for interracial marriages. More significantly, he seemed aware of how problem-
atic that sounded and used all sorts of rhetorical strategies to save face.

The next case is an example of students who had reservations about interra-
cial marriages who lived a primarily segregated life (category 4), the modal group
in our sample. We found regularities (Brown and Yule, 1983) in the structure of
their answers similar to the ones we found among those who responded “yes and
no” to the affirmative action question. Their answers usually included the rhetor-
ical moves of apparent agreement and apparent admission – a formal statement of
support for interracial marriages followed or preceded by statements qualifying
the support in terms of what might happen to the kids, how the relationship
might affect the families, or references to how their parents would never approve
of such relationships.

The next example is Sally, a student at a large midwestern university. She
replied to the interracial marriage question as follows:

I certainly don’t oppose the marriage, not at all. Um . . . depending on where I am, if I had
to have a concern, yes, it would be for the children . . . Ya know, it can be nasty and then
other kids wouldn’t even notice. I think . . . I could care less what anyone else does with
their lives, as long as they are really happy. And if the parents can set a really strong
foundation at home, it can be conquered, but I’m sure, in some places, it could cause a
problem. (Interview # 221: 5)

Sally’s answer included displacement (concerns for the children and the cer-
tainty that interracial marriages would be problematic in some places) and indi-
rectness (“I could care less what anyone else does . . . as long as they are really
happy”) alongside her initial apparent admission semantic move (“I certainly
don’t oppose the marriage”). Sally’s apprehension on this subject matched the
nature of her life and her specific views on Blacks. Sally’s life was, in terms of
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interactions, relationships, and residence, almost entirely racially segregated.
When questioned about her romantic life, Sally said that she had never dated a
person of color and recognized that “I’ve never been attracted to a Black person”
and that “I never look at what they look like . . . it just hasn’t occurred in my life”
(Interview # 221: 5).

The final case is Eric, a student at a large midwestern university, an example of
the students who openly expressed serious reservations about interracial mar-
riages (category 6). It is significant to point out that even the three students who
stated that they would not enter into these relationships, claimed that there was
nothing wrong with interracial relationships per se. Below is the exchange
between Eric and our interviewer on this matter.

Eric: Uh . . . (sighs) I would say that I agree with that, I guess. I mean . . . I would say that
I really don’t have much of a problem with it but when you, ya know, If I were to ask if I
had a daughter or something like that, or even one of my sisters, um . . . were to going to
get married to a minority or a Black, I . . . I would probably . . . it would probably bother
me a little bit just because of what you said . . . Like the children and how it
would . . . might do to our family as it is. Um . . . so I mean, just being honest, I guess
that’s the way I feel about that.

Int.: What would, specifically, if you can, is it . . . would it be the children? And, if it’s the
children, what would be the problem with, um . . . uh . . . adjustment, or

Eric: For the children, yeah, I think it would just be . . . I guess, through my experience
when I was younger and growing up and just . . . ya know, those kids were different.
Ya know, they were, as a kid, I guess you don’t think much about why kids are dif-
ferent or anything, you just kind of see that they are different and treat them differ-
ently. Ya know, because you’re not smart enough to think about it, I guess. And the,
the other thing is . . . I don’t know how it might cause problems within our family if it
happened within our family, ya know, just . . . from people’s different opinions on some-
thing like that. I just don’t think it would be a healthy thing for my family. I really can’t
talk about other people.

Int.: But would you feel comfortable with it pretty much?
Eric: Yeah. Yeah, that’s the way I think, especially, um . . . ya know, grandparents of

things like that. Um, right or wrong, I think that’s what would happen. (Interview
# 248: 10)

Eric used the apparent admission semantic move (“I would say that I agree with
that”) in his reply but could not camouflage very well his true feelings (“If I were
to ask if I had a daughter or something like that, or even one of my sisters,
um . . . were [sic] to going to get married to a minority or a Black, I . . . I would
probably . . . it would probably bother me a little bit”). Interestingly, Eric claimed
in the interview that he had been romantically interested in an Asian-Indian
woman his first year in college. However, that interest “never turned out to be a
real big [deal]” (Interview # 248: 9). Despite Eric’s fleeting attraction to a person
of color, his life was racially segregated: no minority friends and no meaningful
interaction with any Black person.

The results in this section clash with our survey results. Whereas in the survey
the students seemed to favor interracial contacts of all kinds with Blacks, the
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interview data suggest otherwise. Whites’ serious reservations if not opposition
to interracial marriages are expressed as “concerns” for the welfare of the off-
spring of those relationships, upsetting the family, or the reaction of the larger
community to the marriage. All these statements – a number of the respondents
themselves classified these arguments as excuses – seem to be rationalizations to
discursively avoid stating opposition to interracial marriages. This is quite signifi-
cant since they could easily state that they have no problems with intermarriage.
The fact that very few do so in an unequivocal manner, gives credence to the
argument that Whites’ racial aversion for Blacks is deeply ingrained into their
unconscious (Fanon, 1967; Hernton, 1988; Jordan, 1977; Kovel, 1984). Finally,
the respondents’ comments about their romantic lives and friendships clearly
indicate that rather than being color-blind, they are very color conscious.

“I kind of support and oppose . . .”: Whites’ views on affirmative
action
Intentionally, we did not define affirmative action in our interview protocol. We
were particularly interested in how the respondents themselves defined the vari-
ous programs that have emerged since the 1970s to enhance the chances of
minorities getting jobs, promotions, access to institutions of higher learning, etc.5

Although some of the students hesitated and asked for a definition of the pro-
gram, to which our interviewers replied “what do you think it is?”, most answered
based on what they thought affirmative action meant.

Content analysis of the responses of the 41 students interviewed shows that
most (85%) oppose affirmative action. This degree of opposition was somewhat
higher than the results obtained in the survey. However, unlike in the survey,
only a quarter (10 out of 41) came out and opposed affirmative action in a
straightforward manner. In part, this may be the result of a general belief that
if they express their views too openly on affirmative action, diversity, or any
other race-related issue, they are going to be labeled as “racist”.6 Although we
were able to detect some of this reticence through discursive analysis, many
respondents expressed their concern explicitly. For instance, Bob, a student at a
large southern university and who openly opposed affirmative action, said, “I
oppose them [affirmative action programs], mainly because, I am not a racist but
because I think you should have the best person for the job” (Interview # 6:
13). Mark, a student, at a large midwestern university, who said that he could-
n’t give a “definite answer” on affirmative action, later mentioned that
companies need to diversify because “we need diversity, and if you don’t have
diversity, then people call you a racist and you have to deal with all of those accu-
sations” (Interview # 6: 24).

Since respondents were very sensitive to not appearing “racist”, most (26 out
of 41) expressed their opposition to affirmative action indirectly. Brian, a student
at a large southern university, responded to the affirmative action questions by
saying: “Man . . . that’s another one where [laughs] . . . I kind of support and oppose
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it” (Interview # 10: 8). If we had based our analysis only on the students’
responses to this one question, we would have had to conclude that most Whites
are truly torn apart about affirmative action, that they have “non attitudes” (see
Converse, 1964, 1970, 1974), or are “ambivalent” (Katz et al., 1986). However,
we included several questions in the interview schedule that dealt either directly
or indirectly with affirmative action. Therefore we were able to make sense of
respondents’ vacillations concerning affirmative action.

In many cases, a thorough reading of the complete response to the primary
affirmative action question helped us to understand that the “yes and no”
responses really meant “no”. For example, Brian, the student cited earlier who
was seemingly ambivalent about affirmative action, went on to say, “Pretty much
the same thing I said before . . . I don’t know, if I come, I don’t know, somebody
underqualified shouldn’t get chosen, you know?” (Interview # 6: 8). After being
probed about whether he thought that what he had just described was an
example of reverse discrimination, Brian replied, “Um, pretty much, I mean,
yeah”.

Furthermore, Brian’s response to a specific question asking if he supported a
program to give minorities unique opportunities in education suggests that his
hesitations and his topic avoidance by claiming ignorance and ambivalence (“I don’t
know” and “I am not sure”) in the earlier quote were just semantic moves that
allowed him to voice safely his opposition to affirmative action (“somebody under-
qualified shouldn’t get chosen”) (see Van Dijk, 1984: 109, 131–2). Brian’s
response to a question about providing unique educational opportunities to
minorities was the following:

Brian: Um . . . mmm, that’s a tough one. I don’t, you mean, unique opportunities, as far as, just
because you are, they are that race, like quotas type of thing or . . .

Int.: Well, why don’t you stipulate the kind of program that you would support and
where your limits might be for that.

Brian: All right . . . Um . . . mmm, let’s see, uh . . . I, I don’t know (laughs), I am not sure
about like, the problem is like, I don’t know, like, ’cause I don’t think race should come into
like the picture at all, like I don’t think they should be given unique
opportunities . . . (Interview # 10: 8)

In Brian’s case as well as in many of the other cases where students apparently
wavered on affirmative action, we looked at their responses to questions dealing
with job-related cases at the fictitious ABZ company.7 Brian’s answers to these
questions clearly indicate that he believes that programs that give any additional
opportunities to minorities to compensate for past and present discrimination
amount to reverse discrimination. For instance, Brian’s response to the first sce-
nario included the displacement semantic move, “It seems like the White guy
might be a little upset”, although at the end of his statement he resorted to appar-
ent admission by saying, “I guess I don’t have a problem with it”. Moments later,
when probed about how he would respond to someone who characterized the
company’s decision as reverse racism, Brian said that “I would say, yeah, it is”
(Interview # 6: 9).
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Mark, the student cited earlier, stated his position on affirmative action as 
follows:

Yes and no. This is probably the toughest thing I have deciding. I really . . . cuz I’ve
thought about this a lot, but I can make a pro-con list and I still wouldn’t like . . . I’ve
heard most of the issues on this subject, and I honestly couldn’t give a definite answer.
(Interview # 6: 21)

Mark’s response is illustrative of the classic apparent ambivalence of our
respondents on this issue. However, later on, after recognizing that minorities do
not have similar opportunities because they start “from so much lower” and even
suggesting that they “should be granted some additional opportunities”, Mark
complained, using the displacement semantic, move that “most people [who] dis-
agree with affirmative action think that the programs raise them to a higher level
than they deserve to be at” (Interview # 6: 22). What he said immediately after
reveals that Mark is actually against affirmative action.

. . . I don’t know what I think about this. I mean, yeah, I think affirmative action pro-
grams are . . . needed. But . . . I don’t know. Because, I mean, I’m gonna be going out for
a job next year, and I’ll be honest, I’d be upset if I’m just as qualified as someone else. And
individually, I’d be upset if a company takes, you know, like an African American over me
just because he is an African American. I think that would – ya know? I wouldn’t.
(Interview # 6: 22)

Mark also did not support providing unique educational opportunities for
minorities. When asked about whether he would support hiring an equally qual-
ified (equal results in a test) Black candidate over a White at the ABZ company, he
said: “If I’m that person, I’m not gonna support it. If I’m the majority getting
rejected just because I’m a different race” (Interview # 6: 24).

The final case is Rachel, a student at a large midwestern university, who used
the topic avoidance by claiming ambivalence move in her response to the direct affir-
mative action question.

Um . . . affirmative action programs? Um . . . like I was saying, I think . . . uh . . . I don’t
know if I do because . . . I don’t I mean, I think they established it was just to make up for the
200 and some years of slavery. And . . . umm . . . it’s just trying to, like, for us, just trying
to make up for the past. And, uh . . . on the Blacks’, on that end, I feel that they are kind
of . . . I would feel . . . bad, ya know because, oh, I . . . I am getting in because the color of
my skin, not because of my merits. And I’d feel kind of inferior, ya know, like, I’d feel that the
whole affirmative action system would inferiorize (sic) me. Just because . . . maybe I’ll get
a better placement in a school just because . . . the color of my skin. I don’t know.
(Interview # 276: 16)

Rachel mentioned in her response to a question on affirmative action in college
admissions that people who are in colleges (Whites) “have worked hard to get
where they are” and added:

. . . I think . . . the people who are in . . . the opportunities have worked hard to get where
they are. And they haven’t just slacked off or anything. And they would be sad to see if
somebody who’s worked really hard to be where they are today and . . . ya know . . . just
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because they, these people are . . . ya know, not necessarily privileged, um . . . ya know,
get in ahead of you, and maybe have done half as much of what you have done in your life-
time. I don’t know. (Interview # 276: 15)

Rachel also did not support any of the affirmative action hiring decisions of the
hypothetical ABZ company.

The student’s comments on affirmative action in interviews suggest that there
is even more opposition to affirmative action than our survey results indicate.
Also, the opposition to affirmative action of our respondents seems to be related
to racial prejudice. However, we recognize that many survey analysts doubt this
interpretation and suggest that Whites’ opposition to these programs is ‘political’,
‘ideological’, or that it expresses ‘value duality’ (Katz et al.,1986; Kluegel and
Smith, 1986; Lipset, 1996; Sniderman and Piazza, 1993) Thus, to strengthen
our case, we add another piece of information. In the elaboration of their argu-
ments against affirmative action, 27 of the 41 respondents used spontaneously
one of two story-lines or argumentation schemata (Van Dijk, 1984, 1987). The
fact that so many of the respondents used the same ‘stories’ underscores the fact
that Whites seem to have a shared cognition and that these stories have become
part of the ideological racial repertoire about how the world is and ought to be.
The two stories were “The past is the past” and “Present generations cannot be
blamed for the mistakes of past generations” and were mobilized as justification
for not doing anything about the effects of past and contemporary discrimi-
nation.

We present one example to illustrate how these stories were mobilized. The
example is Sally, a student at a large midwestern university, who answered the
question about whether or not Blacks should be compensated for the history of
oppression that they have endured by saying:

Absolutely no. How long are you gonna rely on it? I had nothing to do with it . . . I
think it’s turning into a crutch that they’re getting to fall back on their histories . . . I
just think that every individual should do it for themselves and achieve for themselves.
(Interview # 221: 10)

Sally’s angry tone in this answer saturated all her responses to the affirmative
action questions. For instance, she stated in her response to another question that
minorities feel like ‘supervictims’ and asked rhetorically, inspired by the argu-
ments from Shelby Steele that she learned in her sociology course, “For how long
are you gonna be able to rely on an oppressed history of your ancestors?”
(Interview # 221: 11–12).

“I believe that they believe . . .”: White beliefs about contemporary
discrimination against Blacks
We asked the subjects to define racism for us and then followed up with five
related questions.8 The students that we interviewed defined racism as “prejudice
based on race”, “a feeling of racial superiority”, “very stupid . . . lots of
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ignorance”, “psychological war”, “hating people because of their skin color”, and
“the belief that one race is superior to the other”. Only five of the subjects men-
tioned or implied that racism was societal, institutional, or structural, and of
these only two truly believed that racism is part and parcel of American society.
More importantly, very few of the subjects described this country as “racist” or
suggested that minorities face systemic disadvantages, in this or in any other part
of the interviews. Thus, Whites primarily think that racism is a belief that a few
individuals hold and which might lead them to discriminate against some people.

Notwithstanding these findings, it is important to explore Whites’ beliefs
about the prevalence of discrimination against minorities and about how much it
affects the life chances of minorities in the USA. Our analysis revealed that most
of the subjects (35 out of 41) expressed serious doubts about whether discrimi-
nation affects minorities in a significant way. As in the cases of their responses to
the affirmation action and intermarriage questions, very few respondents (14%)
who expressed doubts about the significance of discrimination did so consistently
in all the questions.

In the following, we provide an example of respondents who hesitated in a
serious manner and another who denied explicitly and without discursive reser-
vations that discrimination affects significantly the life chances of minorities. In
general, the first group of respondents used expressives (Taylor and Cameron,
1987) – utterances where the speaker makes known her or his attitudes to the
hearer. The students provided several examples, suggesting that minorities use
racism as an excuse, that discrimination works against Whites nowadays, that
discrimination is not such an important factor in the USA, and that other factors
such as motivation, values, or credentials may account for Blacks’ lack of
mobility.

The first case is Emily, a student at a large midwestern university, and one of
the 30 students who hesitated in expressing her doubts about the significance of
discrimination for Blacks’ life chances. She used the ‘topic avoidance by claiming
ignorance’ semantic move to state her views.

I personally don’t see that much racism happening, but I am White, so maybe I don’t see it
that much because I never experience it myself. And there could be, but as far as I know,
I don’t understand that there is really . . . There is some, but not as much as there used to be
in the past. (Interview # 339: 14)

Sixteen of the respondents used this move in answering the discrimination ques-
tions. Specifically, the respondents claimed that they could not answer because
they were not Black. Although this seems like a legitimate answer, since the
respondents are not Black and do not associate with Blacks often, the fact that
they still answered the question and provided racially charged answers suggests
that their statements were in fact semantic moves. Obviously, Emily does not
believe that discrimination is an important factor affecting minorities’ life
chances (“there is some but not as much . . .”) but, by adding the qualifying state-
ment that because she is White she may not “see [discrimination] that much
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because I never experience it myself ”, the racial character of her doubts is con-
cealed. Emily used the same strategy of adding some qualification in her
responses to the other questions on discrimination. Accordingly, when explaining
her view on the claim that some minorities have about the significance of dis-
crimination in jobs and promotions, Emily replied, “I think maybe some companies
might do that. But I think, generally, that they have equal opportunities in jobs, I
think”. In her response to the question about whether discrimination was the
reason for the overall status of Blacks in this country, Emily said “I don’t really
think it’s due to discrimination” but added that:

I think that maybe that in the past that they were treated badly, and it is . . . I don’t
know. Like that they’re, I don’t know, maybe that their families have, like for a long
time been poor, and they really don’t like, see how they could get out of it. Like they
don’t really know about, like, opportunities they might have to better themselves. I
mean, they just, they maybe, I don’t know, just try to go day by day, and maybe they
don’t realize that they could be doing better things for themselves . . . .But I don’t really
think that’s because . . . I mean, maybe it was racism in the past that kinda kept it the way
it is, but maybe . . . I think it seems to be getting better now. (Interview # 339: 14)

Finally, when asked why she thought so few minorities are at the top of the occu-
pational structure, Emily stated indecisively:

I think it’s because they don’t have enough money for that. Maybe, I don’t know. Just
that those jobs were for White people, I think. And that they . . . most of the people that
are in those jobs are White, and they don’t know, feel that they can really, I don’t
know . . . I really, don’t know what to say. (Interview # 339: 15)

Immediately after this answer the interviewer probed Emily since, despite her
qualifications, she seemed to be saying that the best jobs in the economy are
reserved for rich White people. However, in the follow-up questions, Emily restated
that the best jobs go to people that “have more money” and that White employers
“may be sometimes discriminatory, but I don’t think it happens on a very large
scale” (Interview # 339: 15).

If Whites such as Emily do not understand or appreciate how race matters for
minorities in the USA and yet hear them complaining about discrimination, then
the obvious next step is to regard minorities’ complaints as whining, excuses, or
untrue (Hochschild, 1995). This specific charge was made directly by 14 of the
respondents. For example, Kara, a student at a large midwestern university,
denied explicitly and without discursive reservations that discrimination affects
significantly the life chances of minorities, in her answer to the first question on
discrimination:
Int.: Some Black people claim that they face a great deal of racism in their daily lives, and

a lot of other people claim that that’s not the case. What do you think?

Kara: I would think, presently speaking, like people in my generation, I don’t think
it’s . . . as much that there is racism that, but Black people almost go into their experi-
ences feeling like they should be discriminated against and I think that makes them hyper-
sensitive. (Interview. # 251: 13)
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Kara went on to say that she believes that Blacks receive preferential treatment
in admissions or, in her words “being Black, if you just look at applying to gradu-
ate schools or things, that’s a big part”. To the question of why she thinks Blacks
have worse jobs, income, and housing than Whites she replied:

. . . part of me wants to say like work ethic, but I don’t know if that is being fair . . . I
just don’t know, I think that if you look at the inner city, you can definitely see they’re
just stuck, like those people cannot really get out . . . like in the suburbs . . . I don’t
know why that would be. I mean, I am sure they are discriminated against but . . .
(Interview # 251: 13)

Immediately after, Kara answered the question about whether or not Blacks are
lazy by saying that:

I think, to some extent, that’s true. Just from like looking at the Black people that I’ve
met in my classes and the few I knew before college that . . . not like they’re – I don’t
want to say waiting for a handout, but [to] some extent, that’s kind of what I am hinting at.
Like almost like they feel like they were discriminated against hundreds of years ago,
now what are you gonna give me? Ya know, or maybe even it’s just their background,
that they’ve never, like maybe they’re first generation to be in college so they feel like,
just that is enough for them. (Interview # 251: 14)

Although some Whites acknowledge that minorities experience discrimination
or racism, they still complain about reverse racism, affirmative action, and a
number of other racially perceived policies. This occurs in part because in their
view, racism is a phenomenon that affects few minorities or affects them in minor
ways, and thus has little impact on the life chances of minorities, in particular,
and American society more generally. For many Whites, racism is a matter of a
few rotten apples such as David Duke, Mark Fuhrman, and the policemen who
beat Rodney King rather than a ‘system of social relations in which Whites typi-
cally have more access to the means of power, wealth, and esteem than Blacks
[and other minorities]’ (Hartman and Husband, 1974: 48). Furthermore, Whites
either do not understand or do not believe the new institutional, subtle, and
apparently non-racial character of the American racial structure (Bonilla-Silva
and Lewis, 1999; Carmichael and Hamilton, 1967; Hochschild, 1995; Jackman,
1994; Smith, 1995). These two factors combined may explain why Whites regard
the complaints of minorities about discrimination as exaggerations or excuses. If
Whites ‘don’t see’ discrimination and do not understand the systemic racial char-
acter of our society (Kluegel and Smith, 1982, 1986), then they must interpret
minorities’ claims of discrimination as false (Essed, 1996) and blame minorities
for their lower socioeconomic status (Kluegel, 1990).

Color-blind racism: toward an analysis of White college students’
collective representations in the USA
In the previous sections we demonstrated that White students use a number of
rhetorical strategies that allow them to safely voice racial views that might be
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otherwise interpreted as racist. In this section, we examine whether or not what
students were saying through the rhetorical maze of “I don’t know”, “I am not
sure”, and “I am not a racist, but” fits the themes of color blind racism, the domi-
nant racial ideology in the post-civil rights era (Bonilla-Silva, 1998). In our
analysis we assume, as discourse analysts do, that people use language (talk) to
construct versions of the social world (Wetherell and Potter, 1987). However,
unlike conversational analysts (Psathas, 1995), we strive to unravel the ideologi-
cal stance of interlocutors, that is, to see where people fit in the larger racial ideo-
logical battlefield of a social formation (Van Dijk, 1998; for a full elaboration of
the notion of racial ideology, see Bonilla-Silva, 1998). As Billig (1991) has
argued, opinion expressing is argumentative and thus persuasive; actors ‘take
sides’ in social controversies and use arguments to make their opinions believable
and reasonable.

THE CENTRAL THEMES OF COLOR-BLIND RACISM

In recent work, Bobo and his coauthors (Bobo and Kluegel, 1997, Bobo et al.,
1997) have labeled post civil rights racial ideology as ‘laissez faire racism’. Laissez
faire racism, unlike Jim Crow racism, is ‘an ideology that blames Blacks them-
selves for their poorer relative economic standing, seeing it as a function of per-
ceived cultural inferiority’ (Bobo and Kluegel, 1997: 95). Other social analysts
have pointed out that post civil rights racial hostility is ‘muted’ (Jackman, 1994)
or is expressed as ‘resentment’ (Kinder and Sanders, 1996). We argue that post
civil rights racial ideology should be called color-blind racism since the notion of
color blindness is the global justification Whites use to defend the racial status
quo. Table 5 presents the central elements of color-blind racism and of alternative
racial ideologies (Bonilla-Silva, 1998; Crenshaw, 1996; Essed, 1996; Jackman,
1994; Kovel, 1984).

Since a detailed discourse analysis of the 41 interviews is beyond the scope of
this paper, we analyze two cases in each section below (one typical student and
one dissenter per section for a total of four cases). Although there are many poss-
ible discourse categories for dissecting texts (see Van Dijk, 1998), we chose to
emphasize two central matters. First, we examined whether or not the White
respondents created a discourse of difference about racial minorities (Wodak,
1996). This discourse of difference as Wodak suggests (1996, 1997), is articu-
lated by Whites by presenting the ‘other’ (in the USA, racial minorities) as differ-
ent, deviant, or as a threat. We also examined the strategies of group definition
and construction (we-they) used by the students as central to the construction of
‘other’ and ‘same’. Second, following Billig and his co-authors (1988), Van Dijk
(1997), and Potter and Wetherell (1987), we examined whether racial inequality
was rationalized in a ‘pragmatic’ way when the ideology of liberalism did not fit
some specific situations. Specifically, we checked for argumentative strategies of
Apparent Sympathy, Justification: The Force of Facts, Reversal (blaming the victim),
and Fairness.9
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“THEY ARE” AND “WE ARE”: OTHERIZING TALK AMONG STUDENTS

If the USA had truly achieved the color blind dream of Martin Luther King,
Whites would not see Blackness as otherness, as difference that entails inferiority.
However, in interview after interview, White students constructed a ‘we-they’
dichotomy of Blacks and Whites.

For instance, Bob, a student at a southern university from a working-class
background, argued that Blacks have a different culture than Whites. He states:

I think it’s true. Um, I think that Blacks have a lot stronger sense of family. Well at
least from my own um I always hear about my friends going to family picnics and
going to the park and stuff and church, um. My parents, um, I know I have over thirty
cousins, and I know like three of them. So I, I think, I think it has to do with family
values. (Interview # 6: 8)

TA B L E 5 . Central Elements of Dominant and Alternative Contemporary Racial Interpretive
Repertoires in the USA.

Dominant Framework Alternative Frameworks 
(Color-Blind Ideology) (Cultural Pluralism, Nationalism, & Others)

Recognition that ‘market’ outcomes have
a racial bent and support of special
programs to ameliorate racial inequities

6. Invoke the free-market or laissez faire
ideology thus to justify contemporary racial
inequality (e.g. “Kids should be exposed to all
kinds of cultures but it cannot be imposed on
them through busing”)

Understanding racism as ‘societal’ and
recognition of new forms of
discrimination

5. Denial of structural character of ‘racism’
and discrimination viewed as limited,
sporadic, and declining in significance

Explanation of race-related issues with
race-related of White supremacy (e.g.
segregation as the product of the
racialized actions of the state, realtors,
and individual Whites

4. Naturalization of matters that reflect the
effects arguments (e.g. explaining
segregation or limited interracial marriage as
a natural outcome)

3. Avoidance of racist language and direct racial references in explaining racially based
or racially perceived issues such as affirmative action, school busing, or interracial
dating. (Note: Color-blinders utilize indirect subtle and racially coded words to talk about
racial matters)

Political rationale for explaining the status
of racial subjects in society (e.g. “Blacks
have been left behind by the system”)

2. Cultural rationale for explaining the status
of racial subjects in society (e.g. “Blacks are
lazy” or “Blacks lack the proper work ethic”)

Concrete and contextualized notions of
liberalism or more radical egalitarian
theories for distributing social goods

1. Abstract and decontextualized notions of
liberalism (e.g. “Race should not be a factor
when judging people”)



Although Bob seems to have positive valuation of Blacks’ culture, his next
comment suggests otherwise. Bob’s answer to the question, “Do you think the ori-
gins of these differences, are they natural, cultural, environmental?” was the fol-
lowing:

I think it’s cultural, they way they were raised, the way their parents were raised. My
parents worked, my grandparents worked, so they didn’t have a lot of strong family
outings and gatherings, like Easter, stuff like that, that’s about it, um . . . that’s what
I think. (Interview # 6: 8)

As evident from this statement, Bob’s apparently positive evaluation of the
family life of Blacks is tied to his belief that Blacks do not work. Hence, he
believes that, unlike Whites, Blacks have time to concentrate on family matters.
This interpretation of Bob’s views was confirmed by Bob himself later on in the
interview in his response to a question dealing with why Blacks have worse
jobs, income, and housing than Whites. After pointing out that discrimination
“may play a factor”, Bob added that there were other factors. We cite him at
length because his answer clearly illustrates his negative views on Blacks’
culture.

Like . . . motivation, uh, family values . . . Here I, I know I argued a minute ago that
they have stronger family values but I know a lot of my [minority] friends didn’t have
fathers, and they don’t have . . . Their mothers were gone all the time, so they’d stay
out and play all day. If they wanted something, they’d go out and steal it. Um, they
don’t have the money to have a lawn mower, so they can’t mow yards like I did. And
granted, I didn’t even have to do that. I mean, my parents wouldn’t give me things I
asked, but if I really needed something, I’d get it. Um, if I, they’d let me work it off but
these kids, they couldn’t do that, so they’d get stuck in a rut, they’d start making min-
imum wage, they get a girlfriend, get her pregnant and they get stuck stuck in a big
ongoing cycle, a big circle, and their kids, and their kids, like that. Um whereas like
immigrants, like say . . . Jewish people, came over this country and had, you know,
they, it was like in their heads that they were going to do better. And that’s why I think
nowadays they own a lot of things. People who were persecuted against in other
countries come here and do real well, but it you’re here all along, well, for a long time,
you get used to how you are . . . (Interview # 6:9)

Here Bob clearly states his belief that Blacks’ family values are inferior to those
of Whites. Black families are described as pathological, Black children as out of
control, and Blacks in general as lacking the work ethic. In contrast, Bob views
Whites as people who are entrepreneurial (mow yards even though they don’t
really need that extra money), can control their impulses (Blacks get their girl-
friends “pregnant” and “get stuck in a rut”), and fight against all odds to over-
come life’s obstacles (White immigrants struggled but were able to overcome).

Although based on our analysis of the students’ responses to the interview
questions on affirmative action, interracial marriage, and the significance of
discrimination for Blacks’ life chances, most students were not racially tolerant
(36 out of 41), we classified five of them as racial progressives. These racial
progressives did not subscribe to the ‘we-they’ dichotomy, were more likely to
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find problems with the way in which Whites see Blacks, and were more
understanding of the significance of discrimination in society. These students
formulated their positions from alternative racial ideological frameworks (see
Table 5). For instance, Lynn, a student at a large midwestern university from a
lower middle-class background who grew up in a small town, began her inter-
view by acknowledging that her community was very racist. She said that her vil-
lage was a “hick town” and that “there was a lot of stereotypes” (Interview
# 196: 1). Whereas most White students felt quite comfortable with their segre-
gated neighborhoods and did not even realize that they were segregated, racial
progressives such as Lynn disliked the lack of diversity in their communities. In
Lynn’s words:

Um, I actually disliked it a lot because there was a lot of, . . . um a lot of racist people
and it was nothing for my friends to make very racist remarks . . . especially because
they didn’t know anybody of any other race, so it didn’t bother them. And they were
feeding off the stereotypes . . . that were really negative. (Interview # 196: 2)

Lynn also recognized that discrimination is central in explaining Blacks’ status
in the USA. For example, Lynn’s response to a question on why there are so few
minorities at the top of the occupational structure was the following:

Uh, discrimination. Um . . . just cuz they’ve had to come back from slavery and every-
thing, and . . . they’re not fully integrated into . . . ya know . . . they just still aren’t
accepted. A lot of the old views are there. (Interview # 196: 10)

More significantly, although most Whites recognized that there are “racists out
there”, racial progressives such as Lynn were more likely to acknowledge that
they themselves had problems. Lynn’s response to a question on dealing with
Blacks’ claim that they face a great deal of racism in their daily lives elicited the
following response:

I would say . . . I’d say yeah, they do, probably. Um . . . just, um, like I know . . . I do
this, I’ve been trained to do this. Like, when I walk down the street at night . . . by
myself, and I meet a White guy on the street, I’m not as scared as if I meet a Black guy
on the street. I keep telling myself that’s stupid, but . . . that’s how I’ve been trained. I
mean just little things like that. I mean, I don’t think they’re like discriminating, I
guess, on a large scale every single day, but . . . yeah, in little ways like that. (Interview
# 196: 9)

Although we believe that White progressives tended to formulate their views
from an alternative racial ideology, they were not totally free from the influence of
the dominant racial ideology. For instance, Lynn, who had agreed with the
decision of a hypothetical ABZ company to hire an equally qualified Black appli-
cant over a White to increase diversity “because obviously if they’re 97 percent
White . . . they’ve probably been discriminating in the past” (Interview # 196:
12), opposed hiring the Black candidate when the justification was that the ABZ
company had discriminated in the past. Using a variety of semantic moves to
shield her from being perceived as prejudiced, she stated:

I think I’d disagree because, I mean, even though it’s kinda what affirmative
action . . . well, it’s not really, because . . . um . . . I don’t think like . . . my generation
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should have to . . . I mean, in a way, we should, but we shouldn’t be . . . punished really
harshly for the things that our ancestors did, on the one hand. But on the other hand,
I think that . . . how we should try and change the way we do things. So we aren’t
doing the same things that our ancestors did. (Interview # 196: 14)

Furthermore, although Lynn had stated that she supported affirmative action
because “the White male is pretty instilled . . . very much still represses . . . um,
people and other minorities” (Interview # 196: 12), she vented anger toward the
program and even said that if she was involved in an affirmative action type of
situation, “it would anger me . . . I mean, because, ya know, I as an individual
got . . . ya know, ripped off and, ya know, getting a job . . . even though, even if I
thought I was more qualified” (Interview # 196: 14–15). Finally, although she
expressed concern about the lack of diversity in the village where she grew up,
had taken classes with racial minorities while at university, and had even reported
having had Black acquaintances in her first year in college, all her primary associ-
ations at the time of the interview were with Whites.

THE REASONABLE RACIST: LIBERAL AND PRAGMATIC JUSTIFICATIONS FOR
THE RACIAL STATUS QUO

In the postmodern world not even members of the KKK want to be called racist
(Berbrier, 1998). Yet, most Whites support equal opportunity, but are against
affirmative action. They believe in residential and school integration, but oppose
government intervention to guarantee it. They approve of interracial marriage,
but qualify their support. These dilemmas (Billig, 1988) become mute as Whites
find justifications to exhibit prejudicial views or support positions that maintain
White privilege. Whites talk as ‘reasonable racists’ (Billig et al., 1988) or
‘reasonable negrophobes’ (Armour, 1997) and argue, using elements of liberal
humanism combined with the pragmatism of free market ideologues, that little
can be done to change the racial status quo.

One set of questions that elicited a lot of ‘reasonable racism’ concerned the
hypothetical ABZ company. For instance, Sue, a student at a large southern uni-
versity self-described as middle class, expressed her support toward affirmative
action – albeit in a very hesitant way – in the direct question on the issue as fol-
lows:

Um . . . affirmative action programs are programs that help the minorities? I guess I
support them . . . because I think they’re necessary. (Interview # 1: 9)

However, in her response to the practical questions on affirmative action (the ABZ
company), she strongly disagreed with the program using reversal and fairness.

Um, I think A, that I mean, they are being biased with like who they’re gonna, who
they’re gonna hire just because of their race or whatever. But they do have, I mean,
they do both have the same score, so I mean, I think that that would be OK to hire the
Black person or whatever. But for B, I think that that would be reverse discrimination
or whatever. They should not hire the person just because of their race or whatever
because the White person has scored higher on that entrance thing or whatever,
entrance test. [And what about case C . . . what if now they are doing it because
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they’ve discriminated in the past?] Um . . . I still think that, you know, for both of those
that it still applies because you shouldn’t hire someone because of their race, and that
would still be reverse discrimination. (Interview # 1: 10)

Sue’s opposition to the ABZ company’s hiring decisions in cases B and C –
again, a company that we described as 97 percent White – were framed as a
matter of fairness. When she was pushed by our interviewer to explain the lack of
diversity in the company, Sue replied:

Um . . . I don’t really . . . I mean, if they have . . . I don’t see it as, yeah, sure, they might
not be diverse because of the different races they have or whatever but I mean, if
they’re fair in who they hire and whatever, and they’re giving equal opportunity to
people to apply then I don’t see problem. (Interview # 1: 10)

Sue, as most White students, had a formal and abstract view on fairness and
equality which allowed her to defend all sorts of substantively unfair and unequal
situations such as a company being 97 percent White. A more telling case was
her view on school integration. Sue, who had attended an ‘integrated’ school (she
acknowledged that because of tracking she basically had a White experience in
her school) and claimed that integration was a good thing, opposed busing to
achieve school integration. In her words:

Um, like I said, I don’t think that you should, you know, I don’t think that it may be
necessary to bus them miles and miles and miles away and so they have a two hour
bus ride every day just to go to school. I mean, they should be provided with an equal
education in the areas around them. (Interview # 1: 9)

Sue’s argument here, framed as apparent sympathy and force of facts (they live far
from us so busing makes no sense), amounts to a modern version of the ‘separate
but equal’ argument.

If they’re as qualified as everybody else. If they’re . . . if their credentials are lower and
they’re only letting him in because of his race . . . no. Because they could have taken
the opportunity when they were in school to do better, and they didn’t choose to take
the opportunity. (Interview # 7: 8)

In contrast to the arguments used by the reasonable racists to justify the racial
status quo, the racial progressives argued that discrimination was widespread,
contextualized their answers, and, generally speaking, were sympathetic to state
intervention to remedy the effects of past and contemporary discrimination. For
example, Mandy, a student at a large western university from a working-class
background, recognized the “we-they” discursive strategy of Whites. In her
response to the question on whether there are fundamental differences between
the races, she said that there are cultural differences “but those differences aren’t
negative . . . differences doesn’t mean that there’s anything wrong” (Interview
# 504: 8). However, she recognized later on in the interview that her peers in
high school believed that Blacks were inferior compared to Whites: “If they
thought about Black people, they’d say ‘All gangs. Nothing’s [good]’. They are all
gang members there and all the women are teenage mothers on welfare . . .”
(Interview # 504: 9).



Mandy’s description of her high school peers’ views on Blacks matches what most
White students in our sample said about Blacks.

Mandy, unlike most White students, believed that discrimination is a central
reason why Blacks are worse off than Whites in the USA today. She even narrated
a case of racial discrimination that she witnessed. Mandy said that while she was
shopping in a store, the clerk totally ignored her as soon as a Black man entered
the store and pointed out that she “could’ve stuck anything in my backpack if I
wanted to” (Interview # 504: 10). Mandy narrated what happened after as
follows:

[The clerk] went over to the guns, picking out a gun, and I am standing there with
money in my hand, and this guy goes “Can I help you?” to the guy. He says, “Do you
need something, sir? Is there anything you need?” and just keep looking at him. And
so I said, you know, “Here’s my money (laughs) if you want to take it.” And he’s all
“Sorry” and he is taking my money, but he’s still keeping an eye on this guy, and I
looked at the guy, and he had this look on his face that just broke my heart because
you could tell . . . that he has to deal with this, and I had never had to deal with that.
(Interview # 504: 10)

Whereas the typical White student interpreted Blacks’ status as Blacks’ own fault,
Mandy acknowledged the role of discrimination and even understood the signifi-
cance of White privilege. She states:

Oh, definitely [the overall inferior status of Blacks is] due to discrimination. It’s not a
coincidence . . . that a large population in this country lives in substandard housing,
and, and, substandard jobs and schools . . . but I went to middle school in a richer
neighborhood because my mom lied about where we lived, but I think that if you were
Black in the community and tried to go over to a White school that was more
wealthy . . . you wouldn’t be able to do that because people would know exactly were
you came from . . . and I just think that there is something at work keeping people in
their spot. (Interview # 504: 11)

Finally, Mandy’s answers concerning the ABZ company hiring practices, exem-
plifies how racial progressives framed racially perceived issues differently than
reasonable racists. For example, Mandy supported the company’s decision in the
second case (White applicant scored 85 and Black applicant 80) and pointed out
that “I thought that five percentage points wasn’t enough of a difference in terms
of a score” (Interview # 504: 18). When she was probed about whether these
decisions could be construed as reverse racism, she said that “if the country [has]
a history of hiring White people over Black people, then it’s about damn time they
hired a Black person, and if it’s discriminatory toward the White person, too bad.
They need a little dose of what it feels like” (Interview # 504: 17).

Discussion
Four points emerged from our examination of White college students’ views on
fundamental racial issues – affirmative action, interracial marriage, and the sig-
nificance of discrimination. First,White students exhibited more prejudiced views
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in the interview than in their survey responses. This cannot be attributed to
‘selection bias’ since the survey answers of the 41 respondents selected for inter-
view mirrored the results of the total sample and, in some cases, appeared to have
a slightly more ‘racially progressive’ outlook than the entire sample (see Tables 1
to 3). For example, on intermarriage the differences were quite large. The 80 to
90 percent who approved of it in the survey (see Table 2) dropped to 30 percent
(12 out of 40) in the interviews, and more than half of the 30 percent approved
of it without having an interracial lifestyle themselves. Although we interpret the
various discursive maneuvers of the remaining 70 percent as semantic strategies
to avoid voicing personal reservations toward interracial marriages, the fact
remains that many of them exhibited serious ‘concerns’ about these unions.
Therefore, Whites’ support for interracial marriages as reported in our survey (80
to 90% of Whites approve of interracial marriages) may be much less in reality.
We found similar patterns in their responses to the affirmative action and the sig-
nificance of discrimination questions.

Second, although, based on the interview data, the respondents were more
prejudiced than in the survey, they used a variety of semantic moves to save face.
Interview respondents consistently used phrases such as “I don’t know”, “I am
not sure”, “I am not prejudiced”, or “ I agree and disagree”, rather than explicitly
expressing their racial views. In addition, they often incorporated discursive
elements into their answers that expressed social distance (indirectness) or pro-
jection (displacement), usually followed by statements that betrayed these hesita-
tions. Teun van Dijk explains why Whites resort to strategic talk as follows:

Given the strict social norms against ethnic prejudice, discrimination, and racism,
who wants to be considered a racist? People have, or try to maintain, a positive self-
image of tolerant, understanding, cooperative citizens, on the one hand, and of kind
persons, on the other. (1984: 46)

The large degree to which respondents used semantic moves was astounding. Our
respondents used these moves from 68 percent of the time on the affirmative
action question to 85 percent on the direct intermarriage and significance of dis-
crimination questions. This amounts to a new racetalk. Unlike during the Jim
Crow period, when Whites openly expressed their racial views (Dollard, 1938;
Johnson, 1943, 1946; Myrdal, 1944), today Whites express their racial views in
a sanitized way. (For a similar finding in South Africa, see Schutte, 1985.)
Although our sample does not allow us to make generalizations to the entire
White population, our results are quite consistent with the semantic moves that
appear in the racetalk of White workers (Blauner, 1989; Rubin, 1994; Terkel,
1993; Weis and Fine, 1996). Although previous research has documented stylis-
tical differences in racial talk about minorities between middle- and working-class
Whites (Van Dijk, 1984), future research should examine whether or not class
background affects the degree to which semantic moves are used.

Third, we showed how useful a discursive approach is for deciphering the
meaning of Whites’ racial views. For instance, based on our analysis, it is obvious
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that liberal ideology is neither racist nor progressive (Sniderman and Carmines,
1997; Hochschild, 1995; Myrdal, 1944). A total of 5 of the 41 respondents (our
racial progressives) used the ideas of liberal ideology to support interracial mar-
riage, affirmative action, and to state their beliefs about the continuing signifi-
cance of discrimination as a central factor shaping the life chances of racial
minorities. However, unlike most White respondents, the racial progressives used
the ideas of liberal ideology in context, that is, they defended affirmative action or
busing by recognizing the effects of past and contemporary discrimination and
were concerned with substantive rather than abstract equality and fairness. In
addition, the argument that Whites experience ‘ambivalence’ or a ‘dilemma’
between their commitment to equality of opportunity and their treatment of
Blacks and other minorities seems to be more of an interpretive artifact rather
than a reality (Hochschild, 1995; Myrdal, 1944; Schuman et al., 1988; 1997).
As we showed, our respondents were not truly ambivalent about crucial racial
issues. Their hesitations were part of a strategic talk to avoid appearing racist. Our
respondents did not seem to experience cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957)
because their opposition to affirmative action and other racially coded programs
was couched within the discourse of liberalism. Thus, the apparent discursive
contradictions and hesitations (“Yes and no” or “I am not sure about that one”)
were resolved by turning liberalism into an abstract matter. This strategy allowed
them to feel that it is the government and Blacks who are being unfair. Moreover,
the students’ strong principled position collapsed when issues of past discrimi-
nation were raised. That is, students moved from the philosophical principles of
liberalism into practical rationality (Billig et al., 1988; Wetherell and Potter,
1992). Virtually no policy alternatives were envisioned as feasible for addressing
the profound inequality existing between Blacks and Whites. This casts serious
doubt on arguments that suggest that class-based or color-blind policies can unite
Whites and racial minorities (Sniderman and Carmines, 1997; Wilson, 1987).
Finally, 27 of the respondents used either “The past is the past” or “Present gen-
erations cannot be blamed for the mistakes of past generations” anti-egalitarian
story lines in their responses to the question, “Do you believe that the history of
oppression endured by minorities merits the intervention of the government on
their behalf?”. Similar story lines have emerged in Western racialized societies
such as South Africa, New Zealand, and the Netherlands (Essed, 1996; Schutte,
1996; Wetherell and Potter, 1992). This discursive flexibility in moving from
strict liberalism to practical matters is central to racial ideology. In order to work,
all ideologies must allow some ‘room’ to handle contradictions, exceptions, and
change. Rather than being eternally fixed, ideologies should be conceived as pro-
cesses or as ideological practices (Jackman, 1994; Wetherell and Potter, 1992).

Fourth, based on the analysis of our data, we found that the students’ defense
of White supremacy is no longer based on the parameters of Jim Crow racism but
is instead based on a new racial ideology. As many analysts have pointed out
(Bobo et al., 1997; Bonilla-Silva and Lewis, 1999; Essed, 1996; Prager, 1982),
the crux of the post civil rights racial ideology is twofold. First, Whites resolutely
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deny that racial inequality is structural and, second, they explain it as the result
of Blacks’ “cultural deficiency” (e.g. they are lazy, their families are in shambles,
their communities are bursting with crime). On the first issue, we showed that
although the White students believe that Blacks experience discrimination, they
also believe that it is due to a small number of prejudiced White individuals. They
also added that Blacks use discrimination as an excuse and that they need to work
harder and complain less if they want to succeed. On the matter of Black culture,
as we showed in the last section of this article, most White students, despite their
‘color blind dreams’, still conceive Blacks as the ‘other’. (For a similar finding, see
Lewis et al., 1998.) Specifically, they construe Blacks as culturally inferior; as
living in a tangle of pathology. Thus, not surprisingly, most of our White respon-
dents blamed Blacks themselves for their lower status. At best, the students felt
pity for Blacks, at worst many openly expressed contempt and hostility toward
Blacks.

Thirty-six of our respondents mobilized arguments of liberal ideology such as
‘fairness’ and ‘equal opportunity’ – with little regard for the glaring group conse-
quences of historical and contemporary racial discrimination – combined with a
pragmatic stance to make their arguments. We highlighted how students used
the argumentative strategies of Apparent Sympathy, Fairness, Reversal, Justification:
Force of Facts, to justify the racial status quo. By invoking abstract elements of lib-
eralism, making pragmatic claims (e.g. these are the facts), and transforming the
notion of equality into ‘meritocracy’, our respondents could display moral fervor
and indignation toward “undeserving minorities” who “take their jobs” and their
“places in colleges” (for similar arguments on the role of liberal ideology, see
Gans, 1973; Ryan, 1981).

We want to conclude this article with a comment on the politics of color-blind
racism. The interview data reveal that the liberal, free market, and pragmatic
rhetoric of color-blind racism allows Whites to defend White supremacy in an
apparently nonracial manner (Bobo and Hutchings, 1996; Bobo and Smith,
1994; Carmines and Merriman, 1993; Kluegel and Bobo, 1993; Jackman,
1994). Color-blind racism allows Whites to appear ‘not racist (“I believe in equal-
ity”), preserve their privileged status (“Discrimination ended in the sixties!”),
blame Blacks for their lower status (“If you guys just work hard!”), and criticize
any institutional approach – such as affirmative action – that attempts to amelio-
rate racial inequality (“Reverse discrimination!”). Hence, the task of progressive
social analysts is to blow the whistle on color-blind racism. We must unmask
color-blind racists by showing how their views, arguments, and lifestyles are
(White) color-coded. We must also show how their color-blind rationales defend
systemic White privilege. Analytically this implies developing new questions for
our surveys and using new strategies for the analysis of contemporary racial atti-
tudes. Politically it implies that we must concentrate our efforts in fighting the
new racists, all the nice Whites who tell us “I am not a racist but . . .”
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N O T E S

1. Semantic moves are ‘strategically managed relations between propositions’ (Van Dijk,
1987: 86). They are called semantic because the strategic function of a proposition is
determined by the ‘content of speech act sequences’, that is, by the link between a prop-
osition and a preceding or subsequent proposition. The overall goal of these moves, the
semantic strategy, is to save face, that is, to avoid appearing ‘racist’.

2. By racial ideology we mean the changing dogma that provides ‘the rationalizations for
social, political, and economic interactions between the races’ (Bonilla-Silva, 1997:
474). The central function of racial ideology is explaining and, ultimately, justifying
racial inequality (Prager, 1982). Unlike the notion of attitudes, which is bounded by
methodological individualism, the notion of racial ideology regards the beliefs of actors
as fundamentally shaped by their group interests. Whereas attitudes ultimately repre-
sent degrees of affect toward non-Whites, racial ideology signifies the collective views
and interests of Whites. Thus it is possible for Whites to have non-prejudiced attitudes
and still subscribe to the central themes of the dominant racial ideology (Hartman and
Husband, 1974: 54–5; Pettigrew, 1985).

3. Wetherell and Potter (1992) define interpretive repertoires as:
broadly discernible clusters of terms, descriptions and figures of speech often assem-
bled around metaphors or vivid images. In more structuralist language we can talk of
these things as systems of signification and as the building blocks used for manufac-
turing versions of actions, self and social structures in talk. They are some of the
resources for making evaluations, constructing factual versions and performing par-
ticular actions. (p. 90)

4. Chi-square tests confirm that the interview sample is comparable to the larger sample
for all items except two.

5. This approach is congruent with the symbolic interaction tradition in sociology. As
symbolic interactionists, we believe that ‘the meanings that things have for human
beings are central in their own right’, that those meanings ‘are socially produced
through interaction with one’s fellows, and that in the process of interaction, the
meanings of things are interpreted and reinterpreted’ (Blumer, 1969: 2–5). However,
unlike many followers of this tradition, we pay attention to how the larger social
system produces the themes and boundaries of the meanings produced through inter-
action.

6. Although we recognize that all people engage in what social psychologists label as self-
presentation, it is clear that our subjects primarily resorted to ideal and tactical rather
than authentic self-presentation (Baumeister, 1982; Swann, 1987).

7. The specific wording of the three questions was the following:
(a) Suppose that two candidates apply for a job at the ABZ company, a company that has a

workforce that is 97 percent White. They take an examination and both applicants
score 80 (70 was the minimum score required to pass the test). The company decides
to hire the Black applicant over the White applicant because the company is concerned
with the lack of diversity of its workforce. Under these conditions, do you agree or dis-
agree with the decision of the ABZ company?

(b) Suppose that the Black applicant in the above case scored 80 on the exam and the
White candidate scored 85 (70 was the minimum score required to pass the test). The
company, despite the fact that the White applicant did slightly better than the Black
applicant, decided to hire the Black applicant because of its concern with the lack of
diversity of its workforce. Under these conditions, do you agree with the decision of the
ABZ company?
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(c) Suppose that the decision of hiring the Black applicant over the White applicant in the
previous two cases was justified by the ABZ company not in terms of the need to diver-
sify its workforce but because the company had discriminated in the past against Blacks
in terms of hiring. Under these conditions, would you agree or disagree with the
decision of the ABZ company?

8. The specific wording of the questions was:
(1) Some Blacks claim that they face a great deal of racism in their daily lives. Many people

claim that this is not the case. What do you think?
(2) Many Blacks and other minorities claim that they do not get access to good jobs

because of discrimination and that, when they get the jobs, they are not promoted at
the same speed and to the same jobs as their White peers. What do you think?

(3) On average, Blacks have worse jobs, income, and housing than Whites. Do you think
that this is due to discrimination or something else?

(4) Many Whites explain the status of Blacks in this country today as a result of Blacks
lacking motivation, not having the proper work ethic, or being lazy. What do you think?

(5) How do you explain the fact that very few minorities are at the top of the occupational
structure in this country?

9. Van Dijk (1997) defines these strategies as follows:
Apparent Sympathy =When arguments or positions that place minorities at a disadvantage

are constructed as being ‘for their own good’.
Fairness = When arguments that affect the welfare of racial minorities are presented as

embedded in the tradition of liberal humanism but with a concern for practical mat-
ters. In the European context, they are exemplified by the expression of being ‘firm but
fair’.

Justification: The Force of Facts = Negative positions toward the ‘other’ are justified in terms
of ‘facts’.

Reversal = This is the classic ‘blaming the victim’ move.
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