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P r e fac  e

In many ways, the authors of this book represent Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
dream. One of the authors of this book is a White man, the other a Black 
woman. We went to graduate school together at Duke University, where 
this project first began to take flight. We each have a doctorate. We both live 
comfortable, upper-middle-class lives as college professors. Ostensibly, we 
are equals in an American society that promises benefits for all who work 
hard. As we were both born in the early 1980s, we are also millennials, mem-
bers of a generation that is markedly different from those that have come 
before us. Millennials, ourselves included, have lived their entire existence 
in an America where two people like us can work together and be friends 
with one another without any pushback from our peers or our families. 
Most people in our generation were socialized to believe that all people are 
equal despite race or gender, to value diversity, and to appreciate multicul-
turalism. We were inculcated to believe that America’s deep racial divisions 
had been healed. We belong to a generation that was lectured about the 
history of American racism where everything was presented in the past tense. 
Indeed, what makes millennials different is that most of our experiences 
of overt racism primarily come secondhand, usually in the form of history 
lessons taught during the month of February. We have been tasked by our 
predecessors to put the final nail in racism’s coffin, to be color-blind, and to 
help America finally reach its post-racial goal.

Without a doubt, America has made great strides in terms of racial prog
ress. Those who seek to provide evidence that race is becoming a less divi-
sive issue in American politics can point to the two of us, or people like us 
in their own lives. They can point to Oprah, the Carters (Beyoncé and Jay-Z), 
and LeBron James as successful, über-rich Black Americans. They can point 
to Sonia Sotomayor, Marco Rubio, and Julián Castro as signs that Latinx 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 

Desante_Smith_9780226643625_FM.indd                    xiii                    Achorn International                    07/10/2019  03:14AM

Uncorrected proofs for review only



people are politically incorporated. Americans today can point to Lisa Ling, 
Mindy Kaling, and Jackie Chan as household names while being shocked at 
the poor taste Hollywood executives showed when casting Whites to portray 
characters of color only a few decades ago.

In the political realm, many Americans point to Barack Obama’s 2008 
election to the presidency as the ushering in of a “post-racial” America. Not 
only was there a high turnout of African Americans and Latinx people, the 
overwhelming majority of whom voted for Obama, younger Whites also 
turned out in record numbers and also gave the majority of their votes to 
Obama. White Americans under the age of thirty preferred Obama to Sena-
tor John McCain 54 to 44 percent—the reverse of the aggregate White popu-
lation, which gave 54 percent of its vote to McCain while only giving 44 per-
cent of its vote to Obama (Dahl 2008; Keeter, Horowitz, and Tyson 2008). 
For some, this fact served and still serves as prima facie evidence not only of 
a significant decline in anti-Black racial attitudes among White Americans 
but also that America has begun realizing its post-racial dream (Nagourney 
2008; Thernstrom and Thernstrom 2008; Tolson 2008). So why are so many 
Americans, especially the two of us, still talking about race?

For every story that fits the post-racial narrative, there is another that 
shows there is still progress to be made. Again, consider the two of us. Re-
search shows that 75 percent of White Americans do not have a non-White 
friend. In a scenario where a White American has a hundred friends, ninety-
one of them would be White. In the same scenario for Blacks, eighty-three 
of those friends would be Black (Ingraham 2014). Furthermore, of all of 
the doctorates awarded in the United States, only 7 percent of them were 
earned by Black Americans, and among the 10,595 members of the Ameri-
can Political Science Association, 338 of them are Black, and only 173 of 
those are Black women. The chances of us interacting, no less being friends, 
were really quite low.

What’s more, Christopher began studying race in American politics be-
cause he was constantly receiving mixed messages regarding racial progress 
from his friends, his family, and the media. Growing up in a working-class 
household in Pennsylvania, he was often around folks who were not hesi-
tant to express what scholars now refer to as “old-fashioned” racial animus. 
Friends and family alike would unapologetically characterize Blacks as lazy, 
unintelligent, dishonest, and prone to criminal behavior and would use 
the N-word when talking about African Americans. These comments were 
relayed as matters of fact, rarely examined by many adults in his early life. 
In graduate school, when he began working on racial attitudes, many of his 

xiv  /  Preface
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White classmates would ask him a question that Candis never got: “Why do 
you work on race?”

We acknowledge that we are just a small sample, an anecdote. Looking 
through a wider lens, we find many more signs of inequality. Of the 540 
Americans who have acquired the status of billionaire, there are only 3 who 
are Black: Oprah Winfrey, Robert Smith, and, most recently, Michael Jordan. 
While there are some very wealthy Blacks in the United States, White Ameri-
cans own about ten times more wealth than Black families, and optimists 
calculate that if the average Black family accumulates wealth at the same 
rate Black families have in the previous three decades, it would take that 
family about 228 years to amass the same amount of wealth that the aver-
age White family has today (Asante-Muhammad et al. 2016). Meanwhile, 
about 6.4 percent of non-Hispanic White families are living in poverty, in 
contrast to the 20.2 percent of Black families who are in the same condition 
(US Census Bureau 2016). We should add that many (conservative White) 
Americans also rely on the “model minority” myth to deflect attention from 
the ongoing discrimination that Asian Americans face, and movie executives 
still cast White actors to play roles written for Asian and Asian American 
characters.

We can go on and on with statistics about the disparities—many of them 
growing—between Whites and people of color, particularly Blacks and 
Latinx people, but, ultimately, we wrote this book because of what we no-
ticed in our interactions with our millennial peers and also with our college-
aged students, many of whom belong to our generational cohort. We make 
two central claims in this book that are controversial, and we provide a sur-
feit of evidence to support both. The first is that racial progress in the United 
States has hit a wall. When Howard Schuman and his colleagues were writ-
ing their seminal text Racial Attitudes in America (originally published in 
1970), there was a great deal of optimism regarding the trajectory of racial 
attitudes in the United States. In contrast, we argue that progress has, at 
best, slowed. In some cases, we find evidence that progress has completely 
stalled. While overtly racist attitudes have certainly declined over the past 
several decades, symbolic racial attitudes have essentially flatlined during 
the past thirty years. Furthermore, we show that anti-Black stereotypes, anti-
Black affect, and racial resentment are still very prevalent among the White 
American population, and, building on the work of other scholars, we show 
that anti-Black sentiment exerts a stronger influence on some Americans’ 
partisanship, policy preferences, and vote choice than we have seen in the 
past couple of decades (Yadon and Piston 2018).

Preface  /  xv

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 

Desante_Smith_9780226643625_FM.indd                    xv                    Achorn International                    07/10/2019  03:14AM

Uncorrected proofs for review only



It is said that you are either part of the problem or part of the solution. 
The second main claim we make in this book is that millennials are not 
part of the solution, and therefore they are likely part of the problem. This 
is not merely a jab at millennials. As scholars of political science, and racial 
and ethnic politics more specifically, we are steeped in an understanding 
of the history of racial attitudes in America, but we are also insiders of the 
millennial generation. In a way, we are bilingual: fluent in the language of 
race that millennials are speaking but conversant in the racial language of 
our parents and grandparents. This represents an important departure from 
extant political science work on race and racial attitudes.

Previous work has focused on racial attitudes in the language and so-
cialization of past generations and, as a result, continues to use the same 
measures to estimate “racial progress.” Ours is a different approach. We 
show that White millennials are so removed from Jim Crow and the civil 
rights era that they have little understanding of the structural nature of racial 
inequalities in the United States and therefore lack the contextual knowl-
edge to be actively anti-racist. So while White millennials may be open to 
the idea of interracial marriage or living next to a Latinx family, they do 
not understand why policies like affirmative action still need to exist. As a 
result, and like their predecessors, they are wary of supporting these kinds 
of policies. What we show is that even though White millennials’ language 
and rationale around race, racism, and racial inequalities are different from 
that of previous generations, the end result is the same. We demonstrate 
that we are in a state of racial stasis. We offer this argument in the hope that 
our readers, our peers, and our students will be persuaded that we can all be 
part of the solution.

Acknowledgments
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and Creative Activity Fund grant from the Office of the Vice Provost for 
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Research at Indiana University. All graphics were made using Hadley Wick-
ham’s (2016) ggplot2 package for R.

Those near and dear to us have been willing to hear all about this project 
and give head nods (which go a long way), high fives, and shout-outs. Can-
dis would like to thank Mr. Cheeks alongside Kimberly Bickham, Rose Buck-
elew, David Cortez, Kim Yi Dionne, Chryl Laird, Deb LoBiondo, Tehama 
Lopez Bunyasi, Sarah Mayorga-Gallo, Julian Wamble, and the amazing 
scholars who uplift others through @WomenAlsoKnow and @POCalso-
know. Christopher acknowledges Andy Bell, Betsy Bell, Sam Bestvater, Scott 
Clifford, Scott de Marchi, Kent Freeze, Melanie Freeze, Thomas Gift IV, Marc 
Hetherington, Sunshine Hillygus, Lin-Manuel Miranda, Frank Orlando, Ja-
son Reifler, Dave Rohde, Melissa Sands, David Sparks, Nathan Teetor, and  
Dane Wendell.

One thing that is “interesting” about academia is that those who go into 
it are people who sometimes let their work consume them. Academia can be 
brutal on one’s mental health and one’s relationships. Needless to say, we 
have to thank those who have been closest to us during our best and worst 
times: Melissa Spas and Terrell Smith, the two millennials whom we still 
love most. We dedicate this book to them.

Christopher adds: Unlike Candis, this is my very first book. As a result, 
I have a few more things to say. I have a number of people to thank for the 
support and encouragement that led to this book’s completion. My educa-
tional journey took me to Allegheny College, where I first met our fantastic 
editor Chuck Myers, and later to Vanderbilt University, where I began my 
PhD as an aspiring political theorist. My first year in Nashville, I had the 
very good fortune of taking two courses that forever set me off on a differ-
ent path: Quantitative Methods with Suzanne Globetti and Public Opinion 
with Marc Hetherington. Seeing how much I enjoyed computational statis-
tics and methods, both Marc and Suzanne encouraged me to shift my focus 
and supported my applications to graduate programs as an Americanist. In 
2007, I moved down the road (I-40) to Durham and began in the PhD pro-
gram at Duke University. There I worked with John Aldrich and alongside 
Dave Rohde in Rohde’s Political Institutions and Public Choice center. With 
the continued support of Marc, and the generosity of both John and Dave, I 
finished at Duke in 2012. Now that I have finally completed this manuscript, 
I will turn back to working on Schwartz values and partisanship in America.

For those readers who have heard either Candis or I talk about “our 
book” over the last six or seven years, here it is. It took far longer than either 
of us would have liked, but we are optimistic that you will find our argu-
ments interesting and the evidence compelling.
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In terms of one final acknowledgment for this project, the person I 
would actually like to thank more than anyone else is Candis. In an occupa-
tion that puts tremendous pressure on junior scholars to publish and to do 
so quickly, Candis is a coauthor who demonstrated incredible patience with 
me while we finished this book. As someone who struggles with treatment-
resistant major depression (which is exactly as much fun as it sounds), at 
times I did not want to work on this (or any) project. During these times, 
Candis always emphasized how important it was, to her, that I was tak-
ing care of myself. In the spring of 2015, when this book was first com-
pletely drafted, I mentioned to Candis that one of the reasons I was drag-
ging my feet on the project was because “owing her work” was something 
that helped me get through each day. Understanding my meaning, Candis 
responded with an open heart, telling me that “if writing a book with me 
is going to keep you around, I think we should scrap this book and start all 
over from the beginning; you are more important to me than our book.” 
I am so glad to have her as a collaborator and friend . . . even if she really 
disliked me when we first met.
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