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1
Introduction

Race, Risk, and Discrimination

Th e Signifi cance of Race and Risk in America

In July 2010, American television media revealed seemingly controversial 
footage of Shirley Sherrod, a black American woman and U.S. Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) Rural Development agent in Georgia, speaking about 
her being unable to treat a white farmer fairly. Th e videotape featured Sher-
rod’s March 27, 2010, speech delivered to a Douglas, Georgia, chapter of the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) for 
its twentieth annual Freedom Fund program.1 Th e video clip initially had 
been released online by Andrew Breitbart, a conservative blogger affi  liated 
with BigGovernment.com, in order to show Sherrod’s and the NAACP’s rac-
ist attitudes toward whites,2 as it appeared that Sherrod described how she 
considered denying a white farmer access to government benefi ts.

At the time, the story seemed shocking and newsworthy. Fox News 
anchors suggested that the video clip exemplifi ed a black bureaucrat in 
President Barack Obama’s administration practicing reverse discrimination 
against whites. Indeed, in their perspective, Sherrod represented ideals that 
were being incorporated into the agenda of the nation’s fi rst black president. 
Critics asked how a civil servant could deny benefi ts to others based on their 
race. Th e alleged controversy also lay in the paradox of a civil rights orga-
nization promoting racial discrimination. Some charged that the NAACP 
was hypocritical because, as a civil rights organization, it invited a “racist” 
speaker, despite its professed challenges against racism; here, it seemed as 
if the NAACP endorsed a speech by a civil servant who supposedly upheld 
discrimination against whites.

In eff ect, Breitbart’s video snippet started a national media frenzy that 
characterized Sherrod as a racist, ill-willed civil servant who was “out to get 
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white people.” Th e ramifi cations of the snippet were great, as the brouhaha 
over it led to calls for Sherrod to be fi red, and eventually, she was asked to 
resign her post. Th e NAACP president, Ben Jealous, also denounced her 
speech. But, as the eventual release of and attention to the full-length video 
of the speech showed, the allegations of Sherrod’s “racist acts” were not true 
and, in fact, were unfounded.

As the news story developed, the actual travesty lay in the fact that the 
video snippet did not capture Sherrod’s full speech. In fact, in the unedited, 
full video of Sherrod’s speech, she actually challenged the NAACP audience 
to think about supporting justice for all, despite their personal discrimina-
tion experiences and misgivings about historical racial discrimination and 
mistreatment of people (by whites, in particular). Sherrod’s own father had 
been lynched by whites in the Jim Crow South in 1965, and the perpetrators 
were never brought to justice. In her entire speech, she actually encouraged 
a standard of justice that centers on seeking greater good and not seeking 
racial retribution for one’s personal, past racial discrimination experiences. 
Sherrod even questioned her own intentions toward the white farmers, as 
she stated, “I was struggling with the fact that so many black people had 
lost their farmland, and here I was faced with having to help a white per-
son save their land. So I didn’t give him the full force of what I could do. I 
did enough.”3

In its entirety, Sherrod’s speech actually relayed her personal triumphs 
of overcoming her own prejudices to aid a white farmer in saving his farm 
land. As the Sherrod news story continued to unfold before the public’s view, 
the white farmer and his wife, whom Sherrod assisted in saving their farm, 
appeared on news interviews to add veracity to Sherrod’s claims about assist-
ing them in their time of need. Th ey even praised her for helping them keep 
their farm land. Ultimately, the truth revealed a gross mischaracterization of 
Sherrod, and the out-of-context scope of the video prompted a national con-
troversy without any substantiating evidence. Sherrod was branded a racist 
for no evidentiary reason.

Soon the television media attempted to redeem Sherrod’s character, as 
they invited her for guest appearances to speak about the matter from her 
perspective. Eventually, the NAACP president apologized to her, and the 
secretary of agriculture, Tom Vilsack, both apologized and off ered Sher-
rod another job with higher rank. President Obama also called to off er his 
regrets for the incident and to encourage her to rejoin the USDA. Sherrod 
respectfully declined.

What is a simple moral of this story? “Don’t judge a book by its cover. . . 
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without reading its full content.” But, in the broader scheme of things, this 
vignette sheds light on a deeper, more troubling aspect of American society: 
that people judge one another on the basis of race and that people distrust 
decision-making because of the perception that members of other racial 
groups will seek racial expediency and ill-will toward people not in their 
own racial group.

Sadly, our nation’s history has an indelible imprint of race aff ecting the 
status of humanity, equality, and participation of people in American society. 
Frankly, such racist decision-making has had dire consequences, especially 
and most frequently for nonwhites. Such vagaries of race and perceived zero-
sum gains of one racial group at the expense of another, lead people to assess 
actions, intents, and the risks of discrimination on the basis of the race of 
the actor making the decisions. Just as the Sherrod episode implies, people 
think about race with respect to whether it will disproportionately aff ect out-
comes in their disfavor. Underlying these sentiments is the extent to which 
race infl uences how people are perceived as being trustable to fulfi ll actions 
on others’ behalves and the extent to which people perceive the probability 
of discrimination as a negative risk to their interests and well-being on the 
basis of their own racial group membership.

Th is relationship among race, risk, and inequitable experiences of democ-
racy is the focus of this book  —  racial (dis)trust. With the tables turned dif-
ferently from the Sherrod story, which focused on the perception that whites 
were being mistreated and that they were implicitly distrusting of a black 
woman bureaucrat’s decision-making, this book entertains how race infl u-
ences trust from black Americans’ social and political perspectives. Th is 
book also explores how race infl uences blacks’ assessments of whites and 
other nonblack groups as far as their roles in racial discrimination and trust-
worthiness in social and political aspects of blacks’ lives. In this sense, this 
book off ers a historical and contemporary look at how race and trust inter-
twine in (black) Americans’ social and political perceptions.

One way in which we see the signifi cance of trust in America is with 
respect to United States currency. Th e face of the penny, for example, states 
simply across its top, “In God We Trust.” Th e image of President Abraham 
Lincoln rests below it, and the word “Liberty” is engraved to the left . Trust 
is not entrusted in America, nor is it even entrusted in President Lincoln. 
Instead, the penny implies that trust is a divine relationship shared between 
people and God. But people make trust go around, and moving from one’s 
faith in a higher being to connecting with others depends on how people 
view each other and their relationships. Trust has everything to do with 
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how we think about people. Moving from the celestial conception of trust 
to one that underscores human relationships, we must ask, “In whom do 
we trust?”

In America, much of how we think about people also depends on their 
race. What is race? Race is a social construct. In the United States, people’s 
physical characteristics have been categorized into pseudoscientifi c racial 
categories that assigned biological signifi cance, with sociopolitical conse-
quences. Embodied in the construction of race are group-based interests that 
perpetuate confl ict and social stratifi cation (Omi and Winant 1994). His-
torically, race has operated as a physical characteristic that aff ected people’s 
welfare under uncertain circumstances. It also intensifi ed their exposure to 
discrimination depending on their specifi c racial group.

Race also governs the way that people engage(d) in social, political, and 
economic confl ict (Omi and Winant 1994). For black people, who is black4 
and how black people have been treated in America are connected to their 
race. Even when considering trust with respect to the United States’ penny: 
Lincoln’s likeness on the coin, his trials to unite the nation during the Civil 
War, his eventual greatness for reuniting the nation, and his pursuit of lib-
erty relate to the subjugation of blacks in much of American history because 
of their race. Historically, the construction of race in the United States has 
physically, symbolically, and psychologically marginalized black Americans 
(and other nonwhite groups) to an otherized group classifi cation, especially 
vis-à-vis whites. Th is has operated to deny blacks and others their human, 
civil, and political rights. Whites’ power domination over black Americans, 
additionally, historicized black-white relationships in a way that created 
power imbalances favorable to whites and that created uncertainty between 
the two groups over individuals’ commitment to white-dominating prac-
tices. Race, thus, is not benign: it has and continues to operate malignantly. 
Its sociohistorical development and contemporary eff ects, thus, have ravaged 
the full scope of humane possibilities.

To this degree, there are unknown probabilities of risks associated with 
people’s racial group and their likelihood for being perpetrators or victims 
of racial discrimination. With respect to trust, this means that in whom peo-
ple trust and where people trust has real political and social consequences. 
Because of the racial hierarchy in the United States, this means that there 
is a racial calculus of trust. Where people are situated in this hierarchy (as 
whites or nonwhites) aff ects how they perceive this racialized trust calcu-
lus. For nonwhites in particular, I argue that historical and contemporary 
experiences with race increase the extent to which they rely for their trust 
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calculations on the race of the trustee (the person who is to be entrusted).5 
But, as I elaborate later, respective racial groups and their group members’ 
experiences with race are not the same, and diverse racial experiences are 
what aff ect variations in people’s trust. In particular, racial experiences are 
what I off er inform and reduce black Americans’ trust in others, making 
them one of the least trusting groups in America.

For blacks, I argue that enhanced socialization about historical race rela-
tions, black culture, and the eff ect of race on their living conditions infl u-
ences how they perceive and relate to black and nonblack group members. 
Socialization that emphasizes group-specifi c mistrust should increase the 
likelihood that blacks perceive nonblacks in more negative, uncertain, and 
distrusting ways. Personalized experiences with race in contemporary soci-
ety also inculcate information about racial groups and their relationships 
with blacks, and these experiences also infl uence trust assessments. It is 
the nexus between perceived risk, uncertainty, racial discrimination, racial 
socialization, and the psychological processing of race that I believe is core 
to the examination and explanation of black Americans’ (dis)trust. Th is 
approach is important for the study of trust because it elucidates the eff ect 
of undemocratic racial experiences on racializing trust. Th erefore, with the 
signifi cance of race and the risk of discrimination in black Americans’ lives, 
we must ask the question, “In whom do blacks trust?” Most importantly, this 
question must be analyzed explicitly with respect to this group’s racial cir-
cumstances. In this vein, the focus of this book, as I describe in more detail 
later, is to explain the aforementioned interrelationships of these racial cir-
cumstances with respect to blacks’ trust.

Th e remainder of this chapter establishes the historical racial experiences 
that blacks have had and how these experiences have contradicted theoreti-
cal foundations and conceptions of both democracy and trust. Th e chapter 
also provides more discussion about the focus of the book and situates its 
study of blacks’ trust within the larger literature and debates about trust. It 
provides a cursory overview of the theory of discriminative racial-psycholog-
ical processing that I off er to describe how race infl uences blacks’ trust. In 
addition, this chapter describes the methods that I use to operationalize the 
theorized relationships that I see between race and trust. To conclude the 
chapter, I provide an overview of the book chapters, all of which examine in 
various ways trust in black America.
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Racialized (Dis)trust? Race and the “Unmaking” of Democracy

For hundreds of years in America, blacks’ unique experiences with slavery 
and de jure and de facto discrimination have stood in stark contrast with 
democratic principles envisioned for the foundation of the nation. Histori-
cally, every constitutional right assured American citizens was either denied 
or understood to be applied diff erently to blacks. In law and society, physical 
characteristics (as they were associated with blacks’ racial phenotypes) pre-
scribed both behavioral expectations and behavioral prohibitions.

During the era of slavery, psychological descriptions of black tempera-
ment accompanied the physical descriptions of the black body, as slave trad-
ers and slave owners attempted to defi ne blacks’ labor productivity as being 
ripe for them to be enslaved persons (Johnson 1999; Roberts 1997). Scientifi c 
racism also infi ltrated social, political, and economic thought, and it created 
multiple distinctions and stratifi cations of the “Negro” as subordinate and 
inferior to whites (Gossett 1997).

Racialized behavioral descriptors thus normativized behavioral expecta-
tions for blacks, and “acting” properly in certain “places” defi ned whether 
blacks “appropriately” followed slavery and Jim Crow etiquette and, thus, 
could be “trusted” to perform their generally perceived role as being prop-
erty or second-class citizens. Th e confi nement of the “Negro’s place” to the 
bottom rung of the socioeconomic ladder and the racial hierarchy contin-
ued well through the mid-twentieth century, thus codifying racial etiquette 
between blacks and whites (Litwack 1998; Woodward [1951] 1999, 1974). Part 
of defi ning blacks’ “place” involved restricting “black behavior” in ways that 
further institutionalized the link between race, behavior, social customs, and 
law (Crenshaw et al. 1995; Key 1949).

Th e mores about race had to be learned and transmitted across genera-
tions of black Americans. With Jim Crowism emphasizing etiquette that 
both black and white children had to learn in order to maintain racial equi-
librium in the South and across the country (see Ritterhouse 2006), black 
social, political, and economic actions depended on racial knowledge about 
blacks’ “place” in order for them to avoid racial harm. In contemporary 
American society, race still structures behavioral expectations and actions 
both intraracially and interracially, encapsulating what scholars refer to as 
the “performance of race” (Willie 2003), as people assess whether people as 
racial group members comply with racial expectations and cultural norms 
and “act” like other members of their racial group.

Even historical linguistic characterizations of blacks’ and whites’ behaviors 
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suggest how much their behavior either substantiated a racial hierarchy or 
contradicted it, making it all the more evident that both groups’ behaviors 
were interpreted to qualify how much they could be trusted to “stay in their 
place” in historical American race relations. For example, whites who sup-
ported black interests were referred to as “negrophiles,” whereas those that 
did not were referred to as “negrophobes.” More common epithets reduced 
whites who sympathized with black interests to “nigger lovers” and “race 
traitors.” Th us, slavery and Jim Crow governed carte blanche the historical 
probability, risks, and benefi ts of black Americans’ interactions with whites 
in social and political contexts.

With respect to the behavior of American political institutions and their 
(white) actors, we also see evidence of how distrust was institutionalized and 
normativized among black Americans. Th e era that generally symbolizes 
the tenuous relationship between African Americans and the U.S. govern-
ment has been called “Th e Nadir,” the low point during which the govern-
ment retracted its protective advances on behalf of blacks during the Recon-
struction era (Logan 1965). Institutionalized, asymmetrical power relations 
between blacks and whites aff ected how these two groups interacted with 
one another historically, as whites were constructed as a dominant group 
over blacks and other nonwhites. With white-group interests being inte-
gral to white domination, nonwhite interests were oft en subordinate, if not 
excluded, based on what was thought to be in the best interests of whites.

Organized terror against black Americans (e.g., in the form of actions by 
the Ku Klux Klan and other antiblack groups) and state-sponsored unequal 
protections for black Americans by whites (or even by blacks who held a 
negative view of the value of black life) also signaled how much people inside 
or outside political institutions could be trusted to act on behalf of blacks’ 
interests and protection. Even blacks who internalized racism could act in 
ways that were adverse to black interests (Woodson [1933] 1999). Moreover, 
blacks who did not challenge their subjugated status in society were referred 
to as “good,” whereas those who contested their status were referred to as 
“bad” (Hartman 1997).

Many whites also distrusted blacks because they feared blacks’ ability 
to overthrow institutions that benefi ted white-group interests (Woodward 
[1951] 1999, 1974; Key 1949). Conversely, many blacks distrusted whites 
because of their power to oppress and disempower them socially, politically, 
and economically (Bay 2000; Hartman 1997; Haney López 2006; Omi and 
Winant 1994; Woodward 1974).

Massive resistance to desegregation in the South and elsewhere during the 
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mid-twentieth century also made the route toward blacks’ inclusion a piece-
meal experience for blacks. As opposed to government acting as an agent to 
promote trust, as Putnam (1993) prescribes, in the United States, the gov-
ernment propagated racial discrimination against African American citizens 
and other nonwhites, denying them equal access to citizenship, equal access 
to the franchise, and equal protection of the law. It was not until the passage 
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which codifi ed into law that public accom-
modations could no longer be segregated and that customs associated with 
racial etiquette and racialized spaces were supposedly dismantled. Despite 
the codifi cation of racial equality, blacks still have had to face the uncertainty 
of being racially discriminated against by people who retained antiblack atti-
tudes. Such racially uncertain conditions also perpetually remind(ed) blacks 
about the prospective costs of racial discrimination, especially in black-white 
interactions. (Of course, this entails that blacks must be aware of these his-
torical black-white relationships.) Th us, historicized relationships between 
blacks and whites are meaningful for analyzing African Americans’ contem-
porary trust because those relationships off ered very little room for trusting, 
then and possibly even in today’s society.

Moreover, racial attitudes toward black Americans by other historically 
discriminated groups also can be negative or perceivably competitive in ways 
that can inhibit cross-group relations (Mindiola, Niemann, and Rodriguez 
2002; McClain 2006; Sigelman and Tuch 1997; Bobo and Hutchings 1996). 
Civil rights violations by ordinary citizens (white and nonwhite) thus also 
taint social relationships between racial groups  —  social relationships that 
the trust literature would argue should be meaningful for enhancing trusting 
relations between citizens and government, writ large.

Th e psychological eff ects of abuse by the state and civilians during the 
pre-1960s era contributed to blacks’ development of insular communities to 
respond to and provide agency to black Americans’ circumstances (Lewis 
1991). But, on the downside, black intragroup relations were complicated by 
out-group racial subjugation, color-line favoritism toward lighter-skinned 
black Americans, race-class intersections and dualities, racialized gender 
stratifi cations, and even negative psychological conceptions about fellow 
blacks that informed the politics of blacks during the late nineteenth to 
mid-twentieth centuries (M. Hill 2000; Orr 1999; Gaines 1996; Higginbo-
tham 1993; Cross 1991). Th us, even how black in-group members identify 
with and treat other in-group members can be complicated by the nega-
tive orientations learned about blackness and incorporated into their racial 
belief system (Cross 1991; Allen, Dawson, and Brown 1989). Such intraracial 
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attitudes, aside from those of nonblacks, also can reduce blacks’ trust in 
other blacks.

Aft er passage of state-induced protections of black Americans’ civil 
rights and voting rights in the 1960s, black Americans still experience racial 
discrimination, although these experiences vary (Feagin 2000; Broman, 
Mavaddat, and Hsu 2000; Hochschild 1995; Sigelman and Welch 1991). 
African American parents also continue to teach their children about race 
in America through a socialization experience known as racial socialization 
(Demo and Hughes 1990). It is through this experience that black children 
become familiar with what it means to be black in America historically and 
contemporarily, who are their fellow racial group members, how to inter-
act with other racial group members, how to deal with racial discrimination 
(McAdoo 2007), and as I argue, even whom to trust.

Furthermore, despite whites’ developing increasingly liberalized views 
about race and racial policies (Schuman et al. 1997), the racial divide in public 
opinion remains prominent even today (Kinder and Sanders 1996). Whites 
with negative attitudes about blacks either subscribe to principled opposition 
to blacks who are viewed as possessing comportment that is at odds with 
American values, or they harbor racial antipathy toward blacks, castigating 
them as social and political outsiders (Sears, Sidanius, and Bobo 2000).

Blacks’ racial consciousness about their plight as members of a low-status 
group continually informs their sociopolitical realities and interests (Tate 
1993; Dawson 1994), making race a probable factor in reducing or increasing 
their social and political trusts. With increasing real and perceived politi-
cal and economic competition between blacks and other nonwhite groups 
such as Latinos and Asian Americans (Kim 2000; Bobo and Hutchings 1996; 
McClain and Karnig 1990), race and the risk of racial discrimination poten-
tially aff ect contemporary trust relations among these groups, as well. Blacks’ 
racial experiences, therefore, warrant a fuller understanding of how histori-
cally institutionalized racism, contemporary racial attitudes, and perceptions 
of intergroup relationships aff ect their trust in present society.

In sum, I argue that historical and contemporary racial experiences 
promote(d) distrust among Americans and distrust of their government. So 
“distrust,” not “trust,” has been the basis on which race relations have been 
institutionalized in America. Blacks’ historical discrimination experiences, 
moreover, have become the foci of explanations for their contemporary low-
level political and social trusts compared to other racial groups (Abramson 
1977; Walton 1985; Rahn and Transue 1998; Brehm and Rahn 1997; Putnam 
1995, 2000a). Th is proposed link between history and today’s society makes 
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trust a major concern and intellectual site for the study of black political and 
social behavior. Analyzing trust through the lens of race, therefore, becomes 
an important endeavor in the study of trust in political science and becomes 
an important part of explaining blacks’ distrust.

Based on blacks’ experiences with race, evidence suggests that, in prin-
ciple, trust and democracy did not function in American politics in the 
way that normative theories about trust would predict. For one, we would 
expect democratic societies and governments to treat all their citizens 
equally, without regard to race. We also would expect that the trust between 
citizens and government is color-blind. But, contrary to normative expecta-
tion, neither the American government nor everyday citizens have treated 
all citizens equally or benefi cently with respect to their race. Historically, as 
I have described, race has excluded people and segregated their coordinated 
actions. Legal and social sanctioning prescribed segregated social, political, 
and economic networks. As a consequence, even social capital is racialized 
(Mansbridge 1997; Orr 1999; Hero 2007). Given the historical risks and sub-
optimal benefi ts of blacks’ experiences with other citizens and government, 
we can see clearly that trust in America does not have a foundation for it 
even to be considered “color-blind.” But much of the literature on trust treats 
it as if it is. Because racially marginalized groups such as African Americans 
have had undemocratic experiences at the behest of government (Hero and 
Wolbrecht 2005; Tillery 2005; Hochschild 2006; Franklin and Moss 2007), 
this also begs the question of why they would even trust at all in whites (and 
other nonblacks) and in any institution in their social or political environ-
ments that historically discriminated against them.

Ipso facto, race and racial discrimination have broken down trust in 
American democracy by segregating racial groups in ways that make it dif-
fi cult to facilitate coordinate actions. Th is is contradictory to what Putnam 
(1993) suggests such coordinating actions should do in enhancing trust. 
Overlooking the signifi cance of race in the breakdown of democracy and 
what it means for trust in general, therefore, is an egregious error in the 
approach of trust studies, especially in political science. Th is is because it 
ignores the extent to which race aff ects Americans’ lives generally and blacks’ 
lives more specifi cally.6

Th us, as Melissa Williams (1998) suggests, we must consider what trust 
entails for historically marginalized groups such as black Americans. Study-
ing race and trust helps us to understand the limitations of normative expec-
tations about trust in American democracy. In recognizing diff erences in 
racial discrimination experiences and racial and political socialization expe-
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riences, we also can test whether dissimilar racial predispositions enhance or 
reduce blacks’ trust. Th is, likewise, will allow us to account for variation in 
black sociopolitical attitudes.

Based on the premise that racial discrimination breaks down trust in a 
democracy, this book provides a comprehensive analysis of blacks’ political 
and social trusts in order to determine the eff ect of race on their trust. It also 
invites the study of race and trust, or racialized trust, through an interdisci-
plinary perspective that builds on political science, history, and psychology 
literatures. To broach the subject of the connection between race and trust, 
several foundational inquiries animate this study. How can we explain the 
continuing disparate levels of trust (social and political) among blacks, espe-
cially in modern times when blacks have been included more equitably into 
American society? Are there diff erent manifestations of race in blacks’ lives 
that account for how they trust others? Do the ways that blacks internal-
ize race aff ect how they externalize race in their trust? Th ese inquiries also 
inform the theory of discriminative racial-psychological processing (described 
in greater detail in chapter 2), which I submit to describe how blacks inter-
nalize race and externalize it in their social and political trusts.

Focus of the Book

As I have described previously, this book is about blacks’ trust and how they 
psychologically process race in their social and political trust assessments. 
Because race is one of the foremost ways in which we perceive people in the 
United States (Omi and Winant 1994; Dyson 1996; Bonilla-Silva 2001), I am 
principally interested in determining how race is socialized, internalized, 
and externalized in blacks’ trust (as trustors) in others as members of racial 
groups (as trustees).

Th is text revisits Abramson’s (1972) notion that blacks’ (dis)trust is social-
ized. It provides a contemporary analysis of how information learned from 
both political and racial socializations inform black Americans’ trust atti-
tudes. Moving beyond Abramson’s focus on parent-child socialization mes-
sages about politics, this book contributes to the literature on trust and 
African American politics by positing that black Americans’ trust varies 
depending on their racial socialization about blacks’ status in society, their 
racial attitudes, and their perceptions of social or political actors’ race in 
diff erent contexts. More specifi cally, in my submission of a theory of dis-
criminative racial-psychological processing, I aim to explain black Americans’ 
(dis)trust.
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Th is theory centers race as the causal mechanism that not only explains 
African Americans’ distrust but also diff erentiates black trust attitudes. More 
specifi cally, I off er to complicate how we think about the way race functions 
in blacks’ trust. For example, trust measures commonly ask people simply, 
“Who do you trust?” or “How much do you trust people in general?” Given 
the continuing infl uence of race on blacks’ lives, these questions should ask 
more directly, “In whom (black, white, Asian American, or Latino) do you 
trust?” and “Where (neighborhoods, workplaces, shopping places, and reli-
gious institutions) do you trust in others (as members of racial and ethnic 
groups  —  black, white, Asian American, or Latino) more or less?” Th us, we 
must measure how people’s trust varies depending on the trustee’s race and 
the context of the trust evaluation.

As I elaborate later, my theory of discriminative racial-psychological proc-
essing submits six ways to measure variations in blacks’ racial and trust 
perceptions: (1) their racial socialization experiences, or learning about the 
eff ect of race on their lives, (2) their racial homogenization of racial group 
behavior, or perceptions of racial stereotypes, (3) their perceptions of racial 
uncertainty, or the likelihood of being racially discriminated against, (4) their 
personal experiences with racial discrimination, or the frequency of lived, 
racial discrimination experiences, (5) their racialized trust variation across 
racial groups, or diff erentiation in trust based on the race of the person to be 
trusted, and (6) their racial-contextual perceptions of racial groups, or their 
perceptions of racial groups in social and political spaces. I anticipate that 
racial socialization messages that emphasize negative intergroup relations 
and negative racial attitudes will reduce blacks’ social and political trusts. I 
also hypothesize that, with respect to trusting black, white, Asian American, 
or Latino social or political actors, blacks will be more trusting in their own 
group members than in other racial groups. However, blacks who are social-
ized negatively about their fellow group members and possess negative atti-
tudes about them will be less trusting of their group members, as well.

In all, as a comprehensive study of blacks’ trust in both political and 
social contexts, this book examines the following: (1) what black Americans 
learn about race and intergroup interactions, (2) how information learned 
about race aff ects black Americans’ racial predispositions and understand-
ings about their place in society, (3) how racial predispositions infl uence 
who (other black group members and other racial groups) blacks trust and 
how much (the intensity level of trust) blacks trust others, (4) where blacks 
are more willing to trust others (in social and political contexts), and (5) 
how these several factors infl uence blacks’ trust. While much of the trust 
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literature in political science obscures how race functions in trust percep-
tion, especially with respect to black Americans, herein I address the nexus 
between race and trust by off ering the following research inquiries:

1. How does race infl uence blacks’ social and political (dis)trust?
2. How does socialization specifi cally about blacks’ discriminatory historical 

experiences aff ect their (dis)trust in both social and political spaces?
3. Can we attribute blacks’ (dis)trust to historical discrimination experiences 

alone? Th at is, how do contemporary experiences with racial discrimina-
tion aff ect their (dis)trust?

4. Does socialization about race infl uence racial attitudes and the perceived 
likelihood for discrimination?

5. Does racialized distrust lower social and political trusts?
6. What are the psychological consequences, if any, of a democratic govern-

ment and society discriminating against its own citizens?
7. How do we reconcile the value of trust in democracy when people have 

racially discriminatory social and political experiences that defy norma-
tive expectations for trust and government?

Why Study Blacks’ (Dis)trust?

Conceptually, this book challenges the way political scientists defi ne what 
is political by suggesting that we study political and social spaces. Th is is 
because race has an all-encompassing eff ect on people’s lives. For blacks, 
especially, race and racial discrimination against them led them to mobilize 
politically for full integration into society. Th e research herein also eluci-
dates the racialization of (dis)trust as a major vestige of racial construction 
and racism. Th is suggests that blacks (and others) distinguish trust on the 
basis of race and their status in the American racial hierarchy. Consequently, 
people become protective (and perhaps sometimes overly protective) of their 
social and political relations in ways that may or may not be benefi cial to 
them in the long run.

In the study of trust, we have come to understand the qualities of being 
trustworthy or trusting of others as major social and political assets. How-
ever, once trust is broken, it is hard to restore (Hardin 2004; Solomon and 
Flores 2001). Th us, being trusted is a scarce and fragile resource (Messick and 
Kramer 2001).

With trust’s potential reward, it is foundational and adhesive for soci-
ety and democracy (Warren 1999; Putnam 1993; Rahn and Transue 1998). 
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Normatively, the trust literature expects that people who are trusted more and 
trust others more stand to participate more freely in democratic processes 
and, subsequently, to reap the benefi ts. When citizens trust one another and 
political institutions, they should sustain positive relationships with others 
and their government, and their government should become more account-
able to them. Th ere also should be a greater good of trust in the proper func-
tioning of democracy: the more citizens trust, the better democracy should 
function, and vice versa (Brehm and Rahn 1997; Putnam 1993, 2000a).

Notwithstanding trust being an important aspect of democratic theory, 
distrust also is rooted in the founding of the American political system (Har-
din 2004, 2006; J. Braithwaite 1998; Warren 1999). For the Framers, self-
interested behavior of unscrupulous political actors could contradict the 
best interests of common good on behalf of the nation (Hardin 1998, 2004, 
2006; V. Braithwaite 1998). Th e U.S. Constitution, consequently, includes 
a separation of and check on powers among the branches of government, 
because of the Framers’ distrust in human behavior. Trust and distrust, then, 
are counter balancing forces in American democracy. But when is there an 
unhealthy balance of distrust? When people distrust others to the point that 
they fi nd them to be suspicious, in the context of political or social spaces, 
people fear or underexplore the full range of human relations.

Distrust, then, can inhibit the full benefi ts of humanity, especially if 
people are less willing to build relationships or to consider public goods 
regardless of race. At the same time, distrust can protect people from pro-
spective racial discrimination and race-related risks. Because trust is such a 
valuable commodity for interpersonal and intergroup relations, understand-
ing black Americans’ (dis)trust assists us in considering the implications of 
normativized racial distrust and ways to repair psychological injuries that 
loom because of historical and contemporary racial discrimination. Studying 
blacks’ distrust helps us consider ways to improve blacks’ equitable experi-
ences of both humanity and democracy.

Data for the Study

In order to provide a comprehensive examination of black Americans’ trust, 
I analyze national public-opinion data from two sources: the 2000 Social 
Capital Benchmark Survey (SCBS; Robert Putnam, principal investigator; 
national sample, N = 3,003) and the 2007 National Politics and Socialization 
Survey (NPSS; Shayla C. Nunnally, principal investigator; N = 1,021).

Th e SCBS was in the fi eld between July and November 2000. Using 
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random- digit dialing, the telephone-interview survey includes data from two 
sample sources in the continental United States: (1) a national sample with a 
sample size of 3,003 and (2) a community sample of forty-one communities 
with a sample size of 26,230. Th e combination of the two samples gives the 
survey an overall sample size of 29,233. For the analysis herein, I analyze only 
the national sample survey.

Th e SCBS includes measures of political, social, and racial trusts. As a 
national survey, it also includes a multiracial sample with an oversampling 
of black and Latino respondents (N = 3,003 respondents; n = 501 black and 
n  = 502 Latino respondents). Th e racial-attitudes measures in the SCBS, 
however, are limited. Unfortunately, there are no stereotype measures, and 
most important, there are no measures of racial or political socializations to 
test some of the relationships proposed in the theory of racial-psychological 
processing. Th erefore, I developed and fi elded a national survey of black, 
Latino, and white respondents  —  the NPSS.

Th e NPSS was administered in affi  liation with SurveySavvy and Market-
ing Systems Group, a survey and market-research fi rm that I contracted to 
administer the survey. Th e survey was placed in the fi eld December 26, 2007, 
through January 2, 2008. Th e NPSS has tremendous “added value” for the 
study of trust. For one, the 2007 NPSS includes many measures found in 
the 2000 SCBS, including measures of racial trust, social trust, and political 
trust that off er more recent data collected on these measures. Second, the 
NPSS includes measures on racial socialization that also off er updated data 
on measures found in the 1979 –  1980 National Survey of Black Americans 
(NSBA; James Jackson 1991). Th ird, the NPSS complements the SCBS by giv-
ing the principal investigator the opportunity to test the relationships among 
racial socialization, racial identity, racial attitudes, and trust in one data set, 
testing that otherwise cannot be done with the SCBS alone. Although a study 
that measures the infl uence of race on trust should include these measures, 
unfortunately, the SCBS does not. So, fourth, the NPSS off ers a nuanced way 
to measure race and trust by including several split-sample embedded exper-
iments on race and trust that provide unobtrusive measures of racial trust. 
Such measures are employed in a way that respondents are unaware that 
their responses will be analyzed for diff erences in trust across racial groups. 
Finally, the NPSS comprises a diverse, national sample with white (n = 252), 
Latino (n = 252), and black American (n = 517) respondents, a diversity that 
helps in the comparative analysis of racial attitudes among the groups in 
the sample.

Th e NPSS survey, unfortunately, does not include a representative sample 
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of Americans. However, the respondents’ gender and age characteristics are 
matched based on the percentages for these characteristics for each racial 
group in the 2004 and 2006 U.S. Census Current Population Survey. (See 
descriptive characteristics for Americans in appendix A. Additional infor-
mation about the survey matching and the U.S. Census data can be found in 
appendix B.)

Th e respondents’ household incomes, however, are not matched based 
on U.S. Census socioeconomic data, and socioeconomic characteristics 
for black Americans, for example, are not commensurate with those in the 
larger black population. Th e mean household income ($50,000 –  $74,000) in 
the NPSS sample is higher than the median income ($30,200) indicated for 
black households in the U.S. Census’s 2004 American Community Survey 
Report on black Americans (issued in February 2007). Th e median house-
hold income in the Community Report refl ects the median income of house-
holds in the twelve months prior to the respondents’ being surveyed, and it 
includes a distribution based on the total number of households including 
those with no income.

Despite the NPSS’s not being matched based on census “black alone” 
household income characteristics, the NPSS includes socioeconomic diver-
sity among its respondents. According to data from a March 2004 report of 
2003 “black alone” “family money income,” for example, 16.3 percent of these 
families (N = 76,232) reported incomes between $50,000 and $74,999. Th is 
accounts for the second-highest categorical family-income group of “black 
alone” families. Th e leading total money family-income group for black 
families constitutes 17.4 percent of black families and a household income 
that is $75,000 and over.7 Th erefore, as noted in the descriptive character-
istics in appendix A, the mean household income for this survey ($50,000 
to $74,000) perhaps off ers some similarity with the “family money income 
data” for black Americans. Nevertheless, the survey still off ers limited rep-
resentativeness of black Americans’ general socioeconomic characteristics.

Socioeconomic diversity is a limitation of web-based surveys, and black 
and Latino households have lower home access to the Internet than do other 
groups (Couper 2000). However, there is evidence that, despite nonprobabil-
ity sampling issues, Internet survey results mirror results in probability sam-
ples, and diffi  culties with Internet-mode surveying may not be as problematic 
as once believed (Alvarez, Sherman, and VanBeselaere 2003). Th erefore, as a 
web-based survey, the NPSS still can off er important information about the 
experiences of black Americans in the sample, especially as it off ers a glimpse 
of these experiences spanning several generations of black Americans.
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Organization of the Book

Th e book, thus, includes empirical analyses from the two aforementioned 
data sets. It tests the theory about the way race is processed in blacks’ social 
and political trusts. Th e book also helps us understand how black Americans 
process race in their social and political interactions. Chapter 2 provides a 
discussion about the theory of discriminative racial-psychological process-
ing. Th e text examines black Americans’ socialization experiences among 
younger generations of black Americans than those found in the 1979 –  1980 
NSBA. It also scrutinizes to what extent these experiences infl uence how 
blacks internalize race and externalize it in their trust. Th e subsequent chap-
ters in the book are organized into fi ve empirical chapters that are divided 
into two parts: “Racial Internalization” and “Racial Externalization.”

Part II on racial internalization includes chapters 3 through 5, which 
include empirical chapters on blacks’ racial socialization (or learning about 
race, chapter 3), perceptions of racial discrimination and racial stereotypes 
(chapter 4), and perceptions of racialized trust (chapter 5). Using data analy-
sis of the 2007 National Politics and Socialization Survey (NPSS), chapter 3 
explores the sources of black Americans’ learning about being black in Amer-
ica. Th e chapter examines ten measures of racial socialization and the level of 
emphasis at which black Americans learned about these racial socialization 
messages. NPSS data are analyzed with respect to the broader implications 
of black Americans’ racial socialization experiences for their intraracial and 
interracial group relations. Consistent with the literature, socialization about 
racialized distrust, interestingly, is one of the least emphatically learned racial 
socialization messages among black Americans. Despite this low emphasis in 
blacks’ parent-child socialization, chapter 4 elucidates how much these mes-
sages still aff ect blacks’ racial perceptions.

Chapter 4 discusses the eff ect of racial discrimination on African Ameri-
cans’ lives. It also examines blacks’ racial perceptions. I analyze data from 
the NPSS to discern blacks’ racial attitudes. Th e chapter examines the per-
ceived likelihood that blacks will be discriminated against by whites, Latinos, 
Asians, and even other blacks. It also determines the eff ect of blacks’ knowl-
edge about their groups’ historical racial experiences on their contemporary 
relationships with other racial groups. To determine the infl uence of racial 
socialization on blacks’ attitudes about various racial groups the chapter 
examines the relationship between racial socialization and subscription to 
racial stereotypes. Finally, the chapter investigates the explanatory factors for 
blacks’ frequency of racial discrimination.
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In the NPSS, I fi nd that blacks’ having received greater emphasis on social-
ization messages about racial protectiveness increases their negative feelings 
and interactions with whites, Asians, and Latinos. More frequent racial dis-
crimination experiences also enhance blacks’ negative attitudes toward these 
groups. Blacks also racially homogenize racial groups in ways that ascribe 
certain groups to more favorable characteristics than others. Although blacks 
generally disagree with negative stereotypes about racial groups, blacks’ ster-
eotypes of Asian Americans and Latinos are oft en more positive than their 
stereotypes about whites. Furthermore, blacks exposed to socialization mes-
sages emphasizing racial protectiveness messages subscribe less to positive 
stereotypes and more to negative stereotypes. Racial protectiveness messages 
also modestly increase blacks’ perceived frequency of racial discrimination 
and perceived likelihood for discrimination in the future (racial uncertainty). 
Other factors such as greater connections to other blacks (“black linked fate”; 
Dawson 1994) and racial knowledge about black history also increase blacks’ 
reported frequency of discrimination. Blacks also perceive that whites and 
Asians are the two groups that will most likely discriminate against them in 
their everyday life experiences.

Chapter 5 examines the way that blacks use race in their trust evaluations. 
It analyzes data from a split-sample embedded survey experiment in the 
NPSS that manipulates race in the trust measures. When commonly used 
general trust measures control for the race of the actor in the question, we 
see that blacks distinguish trust on the basis of race. Blacks trust whites least, 
and they trust Asian Americans and Latinos at levels that approximate their 
trust in others who are black. As for conceptions of trust predicting trust 
and comparing the eff ects of these predictors in models that control for the 
attitudes of black, white, and Latino racial groups, the results show that fair-
ness and appearance matter more for blacks than for whites, and blacks and 
Latinos see fairness in similar ways. Whites view fairness as mattering less in 
their trust assessments.

Chapter 5 also examines the determinants of blacks’ racialized trust by 
analyzing data in the SCBS and the NPSS. Th e chapter compares blacks’ trust 
to whites’, Latinos’, and Asian Americans’ to determine whether blacks are, in 
fact, more or less trusting than these groups. In many instances, as common 
evidence shows, blacks are less racially trusting than are other racial groups. 
However, in the comparisons of whom these racial groups trust more or less, 
we see that all racial groups trust certain groups more than others. Racialized 
trust, thus, is not a uniquely “black” phenomenon. Surprisingly, in the SCBS, 
blacks trust whites more than the other racial groups trust whites. Th e NPSS, 
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however, indicates that blacks distrust whites more than they distrust other 
racial groups.

To test factors that infl uence blacks’ trust in diff erent racial groups, using 
NPSS data, I examine the eff ects of racial socialization and racial discrimina-
tion experiences on blacks’ racialized trust in each racial group. Blacks who 
received greater emphasis on racialized distrust messages and who experi-
enced more frequent racial discrimination are generally less trusting of both 
black and nonblack groups. Despite the expectation that racial uncertainty 
about the likelihood of being racially discriminated against in the future will 
reduce blacks’ trust, this factor rarely infl uences blacks’ trust at all. As an 
additional control for the eff ect of race on blacks’ trust, black linked fate has 
the eff ect of either increasing or decreasing blacks’ trust, depending on the 
race of the actor in question.

Part III on racial externalization includes chapters 6 and 7, which empiri-
cally explore black Americans’ social trust and political trust, respectively. 
In chapter 6, I investigate how blacks trust in social contexts. I study the 
determinants of their social trust in the contexts of neighborhoods, work-
places, shopping places, and religious institutions. I analyze data from a race 
and social trust split-sample embedded survey experiment in the NPSS to 
determine how blacks trust diff erently in certain racial groups depending on 
the context. I also determine the extent to which racial socialization and dis-
crimination experiences infl uence social trust. Using SCBS data, I compare 
blacks’ social trust to other racial groups’.

I fi nd that, as far as generalized social trust, blacks in the SCBS are more 
distrusting than are whites and Asian Americans only. Th ey are equally as 
distrusting as Latinos. With respect to contextualized social trust, blacks are 
most distrusting of people in the context of the places in which they shop 
and in the context of their neighborhoods, with greater distrust in the con-
text of shopping places. Despite the centrality of the black church in blacks’ 
political development and religion, in general, in blacks’ cultural experi-
ences, they still are less trusting than are whites and Asians in this context. In 
fact, blacks are less trusting than are Asian and whites in the context of their 
neighborhoods, shopping places, and workplaces. Th ey are only less trusting 
than Latinos are in the context of the workplace. Race and trust experiments 
in the NPSS show that race matters less in blacks’ distinguishing trust in oth-
ers in social contexts. Racial socialization messages that blacks have received 
that emphasized racial protectiveness, however, decrease blacks’ social trust, 
and oft en with respect to Asian Americans, especially in neighborhoods, 
shopping places, workplaces, and religious institutions. Black linked fate 
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mainly has the eff ect of reducing trust in whites in shopping places and reli-
gious institutions.

In chapter 7, I probe how black Americans think about race in political 
trust. Th e analysis in this chapter expands the literature on political trust and 
race and representation by examining how blacks think about trust as far 
as descriptive and substantive representations, by comparing blacks’ trust 
in black political actors to their trust in white, Asian American, and Latino 
political actors. I examine NPSS split-sample survey experiment data to 
determine the extent to which race and partisanship infl uence blacks’ politi-
cal trust. I also test whether racial socialization and racial discrimination 
experiences aff ect political trust. Th e chapter also examines how blacks trust 
in federal versus local levels of government and, furthermore, determines the 
extent to which the race of a political actor infl uences trust in these actors 
to do what is right for blacks’ interests. I also use SCBS data to determine 
the extent, if any, that blacks’ political trust diff ers from whites’, Asians’, 
and Latinos’.

In the NPSS I fi nd that blacks feel less politically close to whites and 
Asians and more politically close to Latinos. Interestingly, when controlling 
for black ethnicity, non –  African Americans (as self-identifi ed West Indians 
and Africans) feel less close to other blacks than do African Americans. Yet 
blacks’ having received greater emphasis on racial consciousness messages 
during their racial socialization actually enhances their political connected-
ness to other blacks. Interestingly, racial protectiveness messages also have 
an adverse eff ect on insular ties to other blacks, as greater emphasis on these 
messages reduces feelings of political closeness to other blacks. Living in a 
predominantly black neighborhood also increases political detachment from 
whites. Age, interestingly, divides political closeness among blacks, as older 
blacks feel less close to Latinos than do younger blacks. Meanwhile, black 
linked fate enhances blacks’ feelings of political closeness to Latinos.

As for race and representation, in the NPSS experiments, blacks trust 
whites least (as both Democrats and Republicans) in comparison to all 
racial groups. Yet, unlike the results suggesting blacks’ apprehension about 
Asian Americans discriminating against them because of their race, Asian 
Americans and Latinos are trusted similarly to black representatives as 
Democrats and Republicans. Mean scores among blacks for black Republi-
cans also reveal higher mean values than those for even white Democrats, 
thus presenting an interesting paradox as far as race, trust, and substantive 
representation. Results from the SCBS show us that blacks trust the federal 
government more than they trust local government, and whites trust federal 
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government less than blacks do; yet whites trust local government more than 
blacks do. As for trusting political actors of a certain race to represent the 
interests of blacks in federal and local government, clearly whites and people 
in general are trusted least.

Chapter 8, the concluding chapter, analyzes the comprehensive eff ect 
of race on blacks’ trust. Furthermore, it explores black racial attitudes, and 
hence distrust, as vestiges of racial construction and discrimination. Despite 
the general fi nding that blacks have had lower emphasis on racialized distrust 
in their parent-child racial socialization, their personalized experiences with 
racial discrimination and their racial attitudes structure their worldviews. 
Much of blacks’ distrust depends on their historical relationship with whites 
and personal experiences with racial discrimination. Th us, the chapter argues 
that race and racial discrimination experiences normativize distrust among 
blacks and, more specifi cally, between blacks and whites. Th e vestiges of race 
continue to cue blacks about the quality of their lives and relationships with 
people in society and government. Th ese phenomena illustrate the injurious 
nature of racial construction and racial discrimination.

Th e book concludes with a discussion about the prospects of trust among 
blacks in the postelection era of the United States’ fi rst African American 
president, President Barack H. Obama. It considers how his election will 
aff ect African Americans’ political trust and infl uence black parents’ racial 
and political socialization messages to their children. In a broader scheme, 
the conclusion considers the implications of President Obama’s presi-
dency for the future of trust and African American sociopolitical behavior, 
in general.
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