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Th e Panethnic Racial Middle

Th ey say, if you’s white, you’s all right,
If you’s brown, you can stick around,
But if you black, oh brother, get back, get back, get back.

  —  Big Bill Broonzy, “Black, Brown, and White” (1951)

Th e experiences of persons in the racial middle in the United 
States have always been framed by those on the racial poles of white and 
black. As the above song lyric makes plain, those in the “brown” ambigu-
ous middle category have oft en been juxtaposed against a “white” cate-
gory that is favored and a “black” category that is not. Th us, a “brown” 
person is anyone conditionally accepted as “not black” (and thus can 
“stick around”) but still not completely favored as “white.” Th ey hover in 
a middle that subverts the simple characterizations in this dichotomy of 
“right” and “wrong,” “front” and “back.” Th is is undoubtedly a precarious 
position and begs the question: How have those in the racial middle ne-
gotiated this position, framed largely by the poles on either side of them? 
How do they navigate this middle territory?
 If one studies in detail the social construction of racial categories and 
the ideologies attached to them in the United States, one soon realizes 
that virtually everyone in the society actually fi ts into a middle category, 
because the idea of a “pure” racial stock is an absolute scientifi c fallacy.1 
Th ere are indeed many Americans, however, who either think of them-
selves as “white” or “black,” and perhaps more important, Americans who 
are treated as “white” or “black” in social, economic, and political institu-
tions. Th is ever-present reality fuels modern racism as we know it. History 
shows that the U.S. government has attempted at all costs to fi t all persons 
into this seemingly clear-cut white/not-white dichotomy, making it dif-
fi cult for those who did not fi t it to assert their own exceptionalities.2
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2 Th e Panethnic Racial Middle

 Yet there are two “middle” demographic groups in particular whose 
proportions in the U.S. population are growing at such unprecedented 
rates that changes to this simplistic dichotomy could very well be on the 
horizon. Th ose two groups are Latinos and Asian Americans. Indeed, as 
of the 2000 census, those categorized as Hispanic have already outnum-
bered those in the black/African American category.3 By the middle of 
this century, the percentage of Latinos in the U.S. population is expected 
to double, amounting to almost 25 percent of the entire nation, and 
Asian Americans’ proportion is also expected to more than double, from 
3.6 to 8.9 percent.4 Th is means that, taken together, Latinos and Asian 
Americans will soon constitute about 35 percent of the U.S. population, 
while African Americans would be at only 13 percent. Whereas previous 
numerical realities meant that challenges to the hegemonic white-over-
black racial order were contained enough not to disrupt it, many experts 
are now questioning whether such a status quo can be maintained, given 
these massive population shift s.
 Th e racial middle groups of Latinos and Asian Americans exhibit in-
teresting characteristics that are not completely reducible to the patterns 
typical of whites or blacks. Asian American families earn incomes and 
attain educational levels that are equal to and sometimes even higher than 
whites.5 Latinos and Asian Americans both tend to feel most “warm” (on 
feeling thermometer indicators) toward whites and least warm toward 
blacks.6 Th ese sentiments, coupled with greater social contact with whites, 
have led to Latinos’ and Asian Americans’ higher intermarriage rates with 
whites than blacks. Th ey are less likely to support race-related policies like 
affi  rmative action, and less likely to vote Democratic, than are African 
Americans.7 Yet they continue to earn lower returns on their education 
than similarly educated whites, facing glass-ceiling barriers to promotion 
in their occupations.8 Both groups are severely underrepresented politi-
cally.9 Many Latinos are segregated residentially, particularly when they 
are darker skinned.10 Some Asian Americans are targets of cruel hate 
crimes, oft en becoming the racialized scapegoats for the instability of the 
working class in a globalizing national economy.11 Both groups also cope 
with the internalization of cultural images that marginalize their pheno-
type, some even undergoing plastic surgery to emulate European physi-
cal features.12 Some of these patterns mirror African American historical 
experiences in the United States, while others are more refl ective of white 
experiences. Latinos and Asian Americans are thus sociopolitically an “up-
for-grabs” group in the United States, because they do not consistently 
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Th e Panethnic Racial Middle 3

ally with blacks or with whites. Th ey defy simplistic categorizations in a 
society that has insisted on operating along such dichotomous lines for 
the greater part of its history.

History of the Not-So-New Racial Middle in the United States

Although the exponential growth of the racial middle has been largely 
a post-1965 development, members of certain racial middle groups have 
been present in the United States for as long as it has existed as a nation. 
Th is means that some members of the racial middle, whose claims to be-
ing “American” are sometimes challenged by white Americans, can have 
longer generational histories in the United States than some white Amer-
icans themselves. In the mid- to late nineteenth century, as the United 
States was transitioning from an agriculturally based to an industrially 
based economy, three groups from the racial middle played a key role in 
providing the labor power that built the nation  —  Mexicans, Chinese, and 
Japanese. Th ese groups arrived in a racially polarized society, between the 
bifurcated poles of black and white, and the society struggled to make 
political, legal, and social sense of where these middle groups should “fi t” 
and what their rights should be, if any.
 Th e Mexicans had an interesting experience because some of what was 
formerly Mexican land eventually, despite resistance, became U.S. terri-
tory. Th us, in some ways, their experiences of conquest and broken trea-
ties were similar to those which had already been experienced by Native 
Americans. Th e same kinds of cultural disparagements that were created 
to justify the takeover of Native American land were created by those in 
power to rationalize the westward expansion onto Mexican ground.13 Th e 
infl uence of European colonization, however, and the more fl uid bound-
aries between skin tones among Latin American peoples, meant that 
some persons of Mexican nationality were deemed “white” and allowed 
to experience the privileges attached to that racial designation. Indeed, 
up until 1980, census takers were instructed to mark Mexican Americans 
down as “white” unless their phenotype appeared to be “Negro, Indian, 
or some other race.”14 Th us, gradations in skin tone made a diff erence for 
Mexican Americans’ access to privileges, in a way that was not similarly 
experienced by their African American peers.
 African Americans, in contrast, were forced to follow the law of hypo-
descent (known as the “one-drop rule”) when categorizing their “race.” 
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4 Th e Panethnic Racial Middle

Whether they appeared visibly lighter skinned or not, if they had even 
“one drop” of “black blood,” they were to be considered racially black. 
Th is existence of “black blood” had nothing to do with biological blood 
testing or even phenotype, but was based on the legal records of racial 
assignment for all of the distant generations of the person’s family. Th us, 
if even one parent or great-grandparent (and in some states, great-great-
great-grandparent) was considered “black” on paper, no matter how many 
other “whites” existed in that person’s family, they would still be deemed 
black. Th is rule worked eff ectively to maximize the percentage of the 
population who would be legally forced to provide free labor to the U.S. 
economy, consigned to lives of chattel slavery. Th is one-drop rule contin-
ued as the basis of the racial dividing line for legal segregation, however, 
long aft er slavery was outlawed in 1865. As a case in point, the landmark 
separate-but-equal U.S. Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson ruled in 
1896 that a “black” man who seemed visibly “white” to most still had to 
ride in the “colored” car of the train, legally solidifying the salience of 
the one-drop rule for at least another half century.15 Th is state-created 
racial category of “black” neglected the myriad ethnic diff erences among 
Africans that existed on their forced transport to the Americas as slaves, 
and then continued to neglect the vast diversity of class, skin color, edu-
cational attainment, and other factors among them long aft er slavery had 
been abolished.
 Th at system of chattel slavery that predated the century of legal seg-
regation for African Americans had itself been in place for over a cen-
tury when the fi rst Chinese arrived on U.S. soil. Th e arrival of this mostly 
male cohort began with the California gold rush of 1849 and continued 
throughout the following three decades, as they labored in mining, rail-
road, irrigation, and manufacturing industries, sending remittances home 
to their families in China.16 As was also the case with Mexican laborers, 
Chinese workers were paid less for the same work than workers who were 
considered “white.”17 Americans who had previously considered them-
selves along more ethnic lines (as Irish, Italian, Polish, and so on), much 
like the Chinese and Mexicans, began to abandon some of these ethnic 
affi  liations, as it became more materially expedient for them to identifi ed 
with the privileged “white” class.18 Th is pattern of labor exploitation pit-
ted white workers against others, and sprouted white resentment of the 
other groups. In contrast to the Mexican workers whose homeland was 
either formerly part of the United States or very nearby, however, the Chi-
nese workers could be more easily eliminated as a labor threat by banning 
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their continued immigration from China, which was accomplished by 
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.19 Th e Chinese in the United States 
did not have much say in such policy matters, because, not deemed le-
gally “white,” they were ineligible to be voting citizens.20 While Mexicans 
were oft en tragically disenfranchised due to the refusal to recognize their 
rightful property claims (and one had to own property to vote), they were 
never legally barred from voting as an entire group due to their “race” in 
the same fashion as the Chinese.
 Th e Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 created some space for Japanese 
workers to begin migrating to the United States, beginning in the late 
nineteenth century. Japanese offi  cials worked with the U.S. government to 
come up with an arrangement that would hopefully subvert the negative 
representations and backlash that the Chinese laborers had experienced 
before them. Th ey worked out the Gentlemen’s Agreement, which would 
allow the Japanese to bring their wives with them, unlike the Chinese 
who were forbidden to do so. Th is allowed the Japanese to eventually 
move out of the low-wage job sector to an extent that the Chinese had 
been unable to do.21 Th is still could not withhold the eventual backlash, 
however, and immigration acts of 1909 and 1924 prevented further gener-
ations from immigrating.22 Even the second generation that was already 
permitted to remain in the country, and worked hard to be deserving 
of the designation of “American” (aft er all, the United States was their 
birthplace), could not escape hostility. Th e U.S. courts also still held that 
persons of Japanese descent could not be considered white, as evidenced 
by the case of Ozawa v. United States (1922), where a Japanese American 
man unsuccessfully petitioned the courts for a white racial designation.23 
Th e backlash was felt even harder when the United States placed mem-
bers of the second generation into internment camps during World War 
II. Th ey were under suspicion as “the enemy,” despite the fact that most 
of them knew nothing of life in Japan and felt more allegiance to the 
United States.
 When the internment camps began, it may surprise Americans to-
day to fi nd that Chinese Americans  —  who now are included in the same 
“race” category as Japanese Americans  —  proudly wore buttons stating “I’m 
not a Jap.”24 At this point in its history, the United States dealt with each 
of these three “middle” groups as distinct ethnic categories, with varying 
rights and privileges depending on the sociopolitical circumstances (but 
never at the level as esteemed as whites). As such, the divergent policies 
and national sentiments applied to the Chinese, and then the Japanese, 
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6 Th e Panethnic Racial Middle

illustrate how meaningful ethnic distinctions remained to Americans in 
the racial middle, at a time when ethnic diff erences were rapidly declin-
ing in signifi cance for those on the racial poles of black and white. Th ese 
ethnic distinctions in the racial middle, however, were still circumscribed 
by the ultimate racial categories of black and, more important, white. 
Th e U.S. courts have played a signifi cant role over time in policing the 
boundaries of race, especially guarding the boundaries of whiteness, due 
to the material and social privileges that come along with it.25 Th us, in 
the early U.S. history, we see policies that protect the borders of white-
ness, largely preventing Mexicans, Chinese, and Japanese from fully pen-
etrating them.

Post –  Civil Rights Era: Th e Panethnic Racial Middle

As the civil rights movement began to put the United States squarely in 
the international spotlight, threatening its global reputation as a beacon 
of freedom and equality for all, the nation necessarily became a bit more 
fl exible on race and ethnicity than it had been in the past. Aft er interven-
ing on the global scene in World War II in the name of anti-Semitism and 
antifascism, it became diffi  cult for the United States to continue to stand 
behind certain of its own policies which ran counter to such ideals. One 
such policy concerned immigration. A national-origins quota system had 
been in place since 1924, severely restricting fl ows from Africa, Asian, and 
Latin America, and the United States repealed those racist quotas with 
the Immigration Act of 1965. Although the United States did not set out 
to invite large numbers of non-Europeans to its shores by enacting this 
newer policy, it is indeed what happened. Well-educated immigrants from 
Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, the Philippines, and India began arriving 
in much larger numbers than they had previously.26 Th is mid-twentieth 
century period also expanded signifi cantly the ethnic diversity of Latin 
American immigrants. Beginning in 1917, Puerto Rican American im-
migration became unrestricted due to their status as U.S. citizens, but a 
subsequent project called Operation Bootstrap (1948 –  65) dramatically in-
creased the “push factors” drawing them to the mainland; consequently, 
between 1950 and 1960, the average number of Puerto Rican Americans 
migrating to New York annually more than doubled. Further, Cuban 
immigration peaked dramatically in the 1960s aft er Fidel Castro took 
over.27 Immigrants from Latin America, the Caribbean, and Asia began 
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signifi cantly outnumbering those from Europe, representing many more 
nations than are listed here.
 Th e U.S. civil rights movement, happening concurrently, undoubtedly 
set a model for other disenfranchised and exploited groups in the nation. 
African Americans and their allies raised additional unwanted global at-
tention for the United States as mass media became more easily trans-
mittable across the world, and the brutality of white terrorism, particu-
larly in the southern United States, could longer be ignored. As African 
Americans began to gain concessions from the state in the form of Su-
preme Court decisions, support from the National Guard in the South 
to enforce these rulings, and civil rights acts enacted by the president, 
other oppressed groups began to take note of their successful organizing 
tactics and sought to put them into practice for themselves. Th e Black 
Power movement of the late 1960s gave rise to the Native American “Red 
Power” movement, the Asian “Yellow Power” movement, and the Latino 
“Brown Power” movement.28 Th ese movements were some of the fi rst ef-
forts of Latinos and Asians to organize across ethnic lines into panethnic 
racial groupings. Because no single ethnic group (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, 
Mexicans, Puerto Rican Americans) possessed numbers by itself to come 
close to the total population of African Americans, it became a necessary 
organizational move for Latinos and Asians to bridge across their ethnic 
diff erences for the sake of forming these race-based groups. By 1980, the 
United States exhibited a further degree of racial fl exibility in its record 
keeping, as for the fi rst time, respondents fi lled out their own racial desig-
nation on the census as opposed to census takers choosing it for them.29 
It was the beginning of a bit more agency and the ability to shape racial 
categories “from below.”
 It is not the whole story, however, that Latinos and Asians, through 
simply their own volition, came across ethnic diff erences to form larger 
panethnic racial groups. A variety of external factors exerted pressure on 
them to acknowledge the reality of their shared fates. Ye Len Espiritu’s 
work on Asian panethnicity does an excellent job of outlining how such 
factors operated in the lives of Asians in the latter part of the twentieth 
century. She points out that community activists who provided neces-
sary services to their respective ethnic communities found that access 
to valued resources was at stake, because agencies realized that they had 
more access to grant money if they reported to serve the larger sound-
ing “Asian” population, rather than just one or two specifi c Asian ethnic 
groups.30 Moreover, the brutal race-related killing in 1982 of Vincent Chin 
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8 Th e Panethnic Racial Middle

(a Chinese American attacked by whites who were upset that Japanese 
had allegedly taken their jobs) underscored the fact that Asians were in-
terchangeable in the eyes of many Americans, despite their distinct eth-
nic diff erences.31 Responding to these external factors, Espiritu argues 
that Americans of various Asian Pacifi c Islander ethnicities came together 
strategically under the panethnic “API” (Asian Pacifi c Islander) racial cat-
egory. Th e post –  World War II period was the earliest time at which such 
a coalition was possible, due to native-born Asian Americans outnumber-
ing foreign born (at least in California, the state with the largest number 
of Asian Americans) and the younger generation sharing a common lan-
guage (English) for the fi rst time. Th is younger generation also was not 
particularly attached to the historical animosities among Asian nations 
that had separated the allegiances of their parents, paving the way for a 
smoother transition to a panethnic Asian identity.32
 Th e Asian Pacifi c Islander category, which I will sometimes refer to 
as API and most other times simply as Asian American, was an attempt 
at self-naming on the part of the members of the group. Th ey were al-
ready being lumped together by outsiders as homogenous in a way that 
did not mesh with their diverse realities. Th is juncture, however, required 
some thoughtful strategizing. To respond to this overgeneralization “from 
above,” would they continue to allow others to defi ne them, or would 
they respond as a collective voice that shaped the direction of how oth-
ers henceforth would regard them? As with the civil rights movement be-
fore them, student activists played a major role in defi ning the movement. 
Over one hundred students attended an “Are You Yellow?” conference at 
the University of California-Los Angeles in the summer of 1968, and the 
fi rst Asian American national conference was held just four years later in 
1972. Students rejected the term “Oriental” because “while Oriental sug-
gests passivity and acquiescence, Asian Americans connotes political ac-
tivism.”33 Th e continent of Asia is “the Orient” only in reference to those 
in the Western Hemisphere for whom it is the “other.” Further, while “yel-
low power” was gaining some credence with students, a Filipino caucus at 
the 1972 meeting did not feel that the term “yellow” applied to their own 
experiences, identifying more with Brown Power instead. So the term 
Asian Pacifi c Islander took precedence to encompass the ethnic diversity 
of the group and to re-center the continent away from the position of an 
exoticized other that Oriental suggests.34
 Th e cooperation and temporary setting aside of ethnic, cultural, geo-
graphic, religious, class, status, and phenotype diff erences that had to be 
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accomplished to arrive at this panethnic coalition cannot be overstated. 
As early as the 1880s, in an attempt to distinguish themselves from the 
Chinese, the Japanese had appeared to assert an air of superiority that 
other Asians, particularly the Chinese, resented. Further, Koreans had 
their own negative sentiments toward the Japanese due to Japan’s occupa-
tion of Korea. Th e longer history in the United States and the larger size, 
relative to other Asian groups, of both the Japanese and the Chinese was a 
source of friction between them and other, smaller Asian groups. Due to 
the language, religion, and phenotype diff erences that the colonization of 
the Philippines by Spain created, Filipinos had been particularly ambiva-
lent about their relationship to the Asian Pacifi c Islander category. As one 
Filipino activist is quoted as saying: “we are lumped together with Asians 
because of a geographical accident.”35 Americans from India likewise have 
their own experiences that separate themselves from the larger grouping, 
including phenotype, religion, and colonization by Great Britain. Many 
are English speaking and were not even included as an Asian Pacifi c Is-
lander ethnicity on the U.S. census until 1980. Before that time, they were 
either marked as “white” or “other race”  —  an option that was not available 
to most other Asian groups during that time period.36 Th is brief sum-
mary only scratches the surface of all the diff erences that were bridged to 
in order to create Asian panethnicity.
 Th e genesis of an offi  cial Asian Pacifi c Islander category on the cen-
sus by 1980 should not be taken as an indicator of a moment at which 
all individuals who might be considered in this category ceased to re-
gard themselves as a particular ethnicity and began magically at that mo-
ment to be only Asian Americans. In fact, as many other constructionist 
scholars of race have shown, and as will be evident throughout the data 
presented here, racial and ethnic identities are quite fl uid, taking shape 
and changing depending on one’s particular circumstance. As we shall 
see throughout the following chapters, both Asian and Latino Americans 
may regard themselves primarily with ethnic identifi ers at times, and at 
other times through more panethnic racial lenses. Th ere are some respon-
dents that feel so little in common with the others in their panethnic ra-
cial umbrella that they prefer to refer to themselves only ethnically, while 
others feel so alienated from a distant ethnic cultural past that they feel 
more comfortable with a racial identity like Asian American, emphasizing 
their primary connection to the United States. Clearly, these identities are 
highly relational and take shape according to one’s relation to others, in 
family, neighborhood, and geographic context. Espiritu cites an example 
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of a panethnic Asian coalition successfully organizing to get a bill passed 
in California that would require agencies to report separately their social 
service needs and participation rates by specifi c ethnicity.37 Th us, while 
acknowledging that they would wield more political power as a unifi ed 
Asian voice on this particular issue, they also understood that there were 
distinct ethnic diff erences within this category with vastly diff erent re-
sources and needs to be taken into account. Th ere is tremendous interplay 
between race and ethnicity, and one does not get erased because another 
takes precedence at a particular time and place. While it is a minority of 
whites who assert their ethnic diff erences from their racial group at times 
(with no signifi cant structural penalties or benefi ts for doing so), and a 
minority of American blacks who emphasize ethnic diff erences (e.g., West 
Indians, Haitians, Jamaicans, Africans) so as to separate themselves from 
the negative cultural stigma of African Americans, for Latinos and Asians 
in the racial middle, the interplay between race and ethnicity is more 
characteristically and consistently on center stage.38
 Like Asian Americans, those who would describe themselves as being 
of “Hispanic origin” on the census are contending with a sizeable amount 
of ethnic diversity, and racial/phenotype diff erences as well. As Clara 
Rod riguez points out, how Latinos categorize themselves racially depends 
on who is asking and answering the question, the format of the question, 
and the context in which the question was asked. Because Latin Ameri-
cans are weaving their own indigenous (and more fl uid) concepts of race 
together with the more rigid U.S. racial protocol  —  which is in some ways 
similar but in others quite diff erent  —  Rodriguez argues that much of 
the community would prefer being able to identify themselves both ra-
cially and ethnically, rather than having to choose one Hispanic or Latino 
“race.”39 Th us, as it stands now, the U.S. census states that “Hispanics can 
be of any race.” Th at is, there is a separate question in which respondents 
can indicate whether they are of Hispanic origin but still choose from one 
(or more) of fi ve standard racial categories: white, black/African Ameri-
can, Native American Indian, Asian Pacifi c Islander, or other. In 2000, 
48 percent of persons who stated they were of Hispanic origin selected 
the “white” race, while 42 percent said they were some “other” race, and 
two percent chose the “black” race.40 While there have been some discus-
sions to move Hispanic from an “origin” to a “race” on the census, Rod-
riguez writes that most of that discussion has been initiated from out-
side the communities themselves, and most agree that rephrasing these 
questions that count Latinos could only result in lower counts of whites, 
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lower counts of Hispanics, and an increased movement toward checking 
the “other” box, a choice that census offi  cials highly discourage due to the 
diffi  culty of aggregating its results.41
 Th us, the line between race and ethnicity is particularly blurry for 
those considered Hispanic or Latino. On the census, Hispanic is consid-
ered more of an ethnic identity than a racial one. Th e Hispanic/Latino 
category, however, is much like the panethnic racial umbrella of API in 
that it encompasses a variety of nationalities and backgrounds, without 
any unifying repertoire of cultural traditions. Latin America is a bit more 
of a geographically contained and linguistically similar region than that 
represented by the API racial category. But it is important to stress that 
even these linguistic and religious connections assumed among Latinos 
are not unanimous. Th ere are an increasing number of Protestant Lati-
nos, and one can point to the case of Brazilians who speak Portuguese, or 
Puerto Rican Americans who inhabit a territory of the United States and 
are only taught English in the public schools.42 Political and economic ex-
periences also have led to some Latinos preferring to identify along ethnic 
lines (separating themselves from their other, less-prestigious Hispanic 
counterparts) rather than racial ones. Further, phenotype diff erences in 
the context of widespread European colonialism in Latin America have 
resulted in distinct status diff erences between lighter- and darker-skinned 
Latinos. In the U.S. context, however, many have rallied around a com-
mon Latino experience, being perceived as a unit despite their diff erences, 
in much the same way that Asian Pacifi c Islander Americans have done. 
Th ey have organized under the Latino panethnic umbrella to fi ght restric-
tive immigration laws as well as to obtain better bilingual education and 
interpreting services.43
 In this work, I generally use the term Latino rather than Hispanic to 
describe this panethnic group. As with the conscious choice of the name 
Asian Pacifi c Islander as a more inclusive term, the term Latino is more 
inclusive than Hispanic because it seems to include persons whose origins 
are in Brazil and Portugal, in a way that Hispanic does not. Further, in 
much the same way that the derogatory Oriental de-centers the continent 
of Asia from a Western perspective, the term Hispanic asserts the cen-
trality of the European Spanish colonizers, as opposed to Latino, which 
more aptly puts Latin America at the center.44 Hispanic is also sometimes 
understood as expressing the “desire to achieve white status,” while the 
term Latino suggests more of an awareness that “systems of the United 
States are unfair and should be changed.”45 Because I approach this work 
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from the latter perspective, I generally prefer the use of the term Latino 
over Hispanic when I am speaking from my own voice. I privilege my 
respondents’ usage of racial and ethnic terms, however, to describe them-
selves whenever I analyze the particular quotes they have contributed to 
the study.

Whitening, Browning, or Something “Other”?

Th e fact that Latinos and Asians are now interpreted on the national scene 
as two sizeable and signifi cant racial groups allows them, especially when 
put together, to become the fodder for a national conversation about a 
changing future for race relations in the United States. Given the diverse 
ethnic peoples that make up these two groups, the pivotal question is how 
will they see themselves? Will they continue to be defi ned by the racial 
poles of black and white, or will they forge new kinds of race-related con-
versations and policy questions for the nation? As scholars debate what 
will be the outcome of these signifi cant changes in the racial-ethnic com-
position of the United States population, their theorizing oft en continues 
along dichotomous options. Rather than refl ecting a white/black dichot-
omy, however, this new theorizing posits a majority/minority dichotomy. 
Th ere are two major schools of such dichotomous thought, and I will call 
them the “whitening thesis” and the “browning thesis.”
 Th e whitening thesis expects a black/nonblack dichotomy to emerge as 
a result of the growth of the Latino and Asian American populations. In 
this model, blacks will experience chronic alienation and powerlessness 
in the social order, while the racial identities of Latinos and Asians will 
initiate a process of “thinning,” declining in salience for them as they in-
creasingly access the privileges of whiteness, much like Irish, Italian, and 
Jewish Americans before them.46 For these assimilated groups, one’s racial 
identity as “white” begins to take primacy over one’s ethnic connections, 
and ethnicity becomes largely symbolic.47 Th is prediction is based on the 
classic assimilation model, as proposed by Milton Gordon, which postu-
lates that immigrants move through a series of stages, incorporating them 
into various aspects of mainstream life in a relatively linear fashion. Th at 
is, once a group undergoes cultural, structural, and marital assimilation, 
respectively, we would expect the fi nal stage of identifi cational assimila-
tion to occur. When this happens, the group would no longer racially 
identify itself separately from the majority group.48
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 George Yancey has tested the whitening thesis on a national data set 
(the 1999 –  2000 Lilly Survey of American Attitudes and Friendships), 
which examines residential segregation, interracial marriage rates, and 
views on several political questions that tend to sharply divide white and 
black voters (e.g., welfare, affi  rmative action). Yancey’s analysis places La-
tinos and Asian Americans in the middle stages of assimilation, because 
their residential patterns, marital patterns, and several key political beliefs 
align more closely with white Americans than they do with black Ameri-
cans.49 If Gordon’s model holds true, then the next step over the next few 
generations is that Latinos and Asian Americans would move to identifi -
cational assimilation; that is, becoming white.
 Focusing on Mexican Americans specifi cally, Edward Murguia and Ty-
rone Forman document how Mexican Americans tend to prefer spouses, 
neighbors, coworkers, and friends who are either Puerto Rican American 
or white, but not black. Th ey also discuss the 1990 Latino Political Sur-
vey, which uses a 100-point feeling thermometer (from warm to cold), 
and Latinos consistently feel warmer toward whites than toward blacks. 
Interpreting these results, Murguia and Forman explain the “immigrant 
hypothesis,” which asserts that “the shared immigrant ideology of Latinos 
and Asians . . . [leads to] distaste for blacks, whom they perceive as not 
embracing the achievement ideology.”50 To the extent that they align with 
this immigrant hypothesis, Latinos and Asian Americans both refl ect the 
dominant color-blind ideology in the United States, which asserts that 
racism is not much of a barrier to the success of people of color, who 
bring their hardships on themselves.51 Th is alignment with the dominant 
color-blind ideology positions them well on the whitening path. Th ese 
authors point out that Latinos, however, and even Mexicans themselves, 
are a diverse group, and one’s skin tone and educational level makes a 
signifi cant diff erence in whether or not one rejects alliances with blacks. 
Mexican Americans with darker skin, higher educational levels, and those 
who are born in the United States are less likely to buy into the antiblack 
stereotypes of the larger culture than their counterparts, and recognize 
the signifi cance of racism in their lives. But although certain segments 
of the Latino whole may be less likely to “whiten” than others, there are 
many attitudinal and behavioral variables that seem to support a transi-
tion toward whiteness for a substantial sector of the group.
 It is important to note that, although it is closely related to theories of 
assimilation, the whitening thesis is not identical to the classic assimilation 
perspective. Th e whitening thesis defi es the idea of a smooth assimilation 
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process for all groups, and instead asserts that access to such privileges 
only comes to those who are allowed to step into the nonblack side of 
the black/nonblack dichotomy. Th ose left  on the black side are prevented 
from achieving full access to the “American dream.” Th e assimilation per-
spective tends to deemphasize the kinds of power diff erentials that have 
historically been so crucial in structuring black-white inequality, placing a 
group’s attempts at becoming like the majority group at center stage to the 
neglect of the structural barriers that might prevent it from doing so.52 
As we can see from the above studies, as well as studies of other formerly 
not-quite-white groups (e.g., Irish Americans, Jewish Americans), an im-
portant part of the whitening process in the United States is distancing 
oneself from the perpetually stigmatized black group.53 Advocates of the 
whitening perspective can document so many instances of such distanc-
ing that they predict that the logical next step would be for members of 
these groups to identify as, and become, “white.”
 Th e browning thesis, on the other hand, argues that majority-group 
power cannot be maintained in the face of the exponential growth of the 
racial middle. Th is thesis predicts that soon whites will no longer have a 
corner on the market. Whether this loss of dominance of the white major-
ity is seen as a positive or negative change for the society depends on the 
version of the browning thesis one consults  —  the doomsday version or the 
optimist version. Th e doomsday version of the browning thesis, most no-
tably publicized by Samuel Huntington, makes the argument that Latinos 
are “unassimilable” due to their alleged unwillingness to learn English and 
other cultural aspects of the United States.54 Th e doomsday perspective on 
the browning of America is based largely on nativist xenophobia, coupled 
with nostalgia for a bygone industrialist society altogether diff erent from 
the service-based global economy of today. Th is position is not given cre-
dence by most sociologists. Indeed, prominent immigrant experts Portes 
and Rumbaut write that it “runs against all empirical evidence and hardly 
deserves consideration.”55 Yet it has gained some momentum in popular 
culture and even in some political decisions, particularly with respect to 
U.S. immigration policy and the movement to make English the “offi  cial” 
language of the nation. Immigration history in the country demonstrates 
that if enough public fear exists about the perceived threat immigrants 
pose to a society, it can have deleterious policy consequences (and even 
violent hate-crime consequences) on the groups it demonizes.
 On the other hand, there is a more optimistic version of the brown-
ing thesis that has taken hold amongst some sociologists, and in popular 
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culture as well. Joe R. Feagin and his colleagues put a positive spin on 
the idea of the declining white majority. Th ey believe that as the numeri-
cal base of those considered “minority” increases, more demands will be 
placed on the dominant white majority to share power in a more demo-
cratic and egalitarian fashion.56 Th e historical examples of Red Power, Yel-
low Power, and Brown Power movements that organized in solidarity with 
the Black Power movement discussed previously are good illustrations of 
how cross-racial coalitions can raise demands for a more racially inclusive 
society. Further, studies of generational diff erences in the racial attitudes 
of immigrants that compare the foreign born with the native born have 
shown that with increased time in the United States, certain members of 
Latino and Asian American communities are more likely to express soli-
darity with African Americans than their recently arrived counterparts.57 
As opposed to the espousal of the color-blind ideology that the whitening 
thesis predicts, this optimistic browning thesis expects Latinos and Asian 
Americans to embrace a more color-conscious worldview.
 Th e optimistic version of the browning thesis not only takes its cue 
from the U.S. context, but also adopts a more global perspective. Th e 
world as a whole is occupied by many more “people of color” than by 
European-descent whites. To the extent that the United States would be-
gin to view its people of color as a resource in the global marketplace, 
the optimistic version of the browning thesis would be more realistic 
than the doomsday version. Further, the United States is in the minority 
on the global scene as far as its largely monolingual society. Many Euro-
pean citizens, for instance, who speak two or three languages, position 
themselves at an advantage in a global marketplace that values linguistic 
diversity. If the United States encouraged the “fl uent bilingualism” of its 
Latino and Asian American citizens, scholars predict that it could have a 
decisive edge in the globalizing economy.58 Th us, a combination of color-
conscious (on the national political scene) and culture-conscious (on the 
global scene) outlooks is predicted by the optimistic browning thesis.
 Still another group of scholars challenge both the browning and the 
whitening theses by foreseeing a three-way racial dynamic. Th ese scholars, 
while not discounting either the idea of browning or whitening, instead 
focus on the tremendous diversity within both Latino and Asian Ameri-
can communities in the United States.59 For example, the racial category 
of Asian Pacifi c Islander (API) includes ethnic groups whose incomes are 
above the U.S. average (e.g., Indians, Koreans, Filipinos) as well as groups 
who are well below that average (e.g., Laotians, Cambodians). Th e same 
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is true for Latinos, whose Brazilian, Peruvian, Colombian, and Cuban 
members are close to the U.S. average income while Mexicans, Domini-
cans, Salvadorians, and Guatemalans are well below that average.60 Facts 
like these income levels, combined with the various skin tones, religions, 
and nations represented within these groups, have led some to conclude 
that a partial section of Latino and Asian Americans may begin to “be-
come white,” while others will not. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and his col-
leagues have even begun to sketch out a futuristic racial “trichotomy” that 
will separate out three categories: white, honorary white, and collective 
black. Th is schema challenges the notion that the more well-off  and light-
skinned Latinos and Asians would simply “become white,” but rather 
would occupy a transitional “honorary whites” status. Th is intermediate 
status would aff ord them much of the privileges and esteem not widely 
accorded to people of color, but it would still be a conditional status, with 
the potential to be revoked in times of economic crisis or any other time 
in which those in power would deem them no longer worthy. Bonilla-
Silva predicts groups like Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Asian Indians, and 
lighter-skinned Latinos would fi t into the honorary white category, while 
Cambodians, Hmong, Laotians, and darker-skinned Latinos would fi t into 
the collective black category, along with, of course, American blacks.61
 An earlier forerunner of this trichotomous perspective appears in 
Edna Bonacich’s theory of middleman minorities. Bonacich argues that 
“middle” groups, such as Korean storeowners in Los Angeles, stand as 
a buff er between the exploited African American group and the white 
capitalist class.62 Korean store owners occupy a privileged position rela-
tive to most urban blacks with whom they share the urban landscape, in 
that they have become entrepreneurs and thereby hold some measure of 
wealth, which local blacks have largely been unable to access. Th ey are, in 
turn, able to turn a profi t off  the wages blacks in their community spend 
in their stores. Koreans, however, face their own obstacles. Th ey still are 
beholden to the banks that hold their mortgage loans, or to the property 
owners to whom they pay their rent (most oft en members of the white 
capitalist class). Th ey are also unable to break into the more mainstream 
markets for store ownership due to prejudice and discrimination.63 More-
over, they become the scapegoats in times of racial/ethnic tension, like 
the 1995 riots in the aft ermath of the Rodney King verdict, where Korean 
storeowners who had nothing to do with the all-white jury verdict became 
targets of looting and burning. African Americans, angry at a grave mis-
carriage of justice, focused their costly property damage eff orts largely on 
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other exploited groups in their vicinity, much to the benefi t of the white 
capitalist class, who lost little in the incident. Although Bonacich does not 
refer to the middle category as “honorary whites,” she captures a similar 
idea that members of middle groups might be elevated to a provisionally 
privileged status that would not be completely the same as that of “white,” 
emphasizing the material diff erences between them.
 Rarely has in-depth qualitative or ethnographic data been brought to 
bear on the question of both Latino and Asian Americans’ perspectives on 
whether they are whitening, browning, or remaining in a distinct middle, 
as a group. Research that has asked Latinos and Asian Americans who 
their friends are, who they live near, who they marry, who they vote for, 
and so on, and then compares it to how whites and blacks have answered 
these questions at a nationally representative level, has made a valuable 
contribution by providing some generalizable patterns about these groups’ 
attitudes and behaviors.64 In order to fully investigate the color-blind ide-
ology that facilitates the process of whitening, however, and the color-con-
scious ideologies that would accompany the browning process, qualitative 
methods need to be brought to bear on the topic. Although such meth-
ods invariably yield a smaller sample, and one that cannot necessarily be 
generalized to a wider population, they ask key questions that large-scale 
surveys cannot.
 Such an approach becomes especially crucial for a topic where racial 
meanings are undergoing a process of transition and renegotiation. For 
instance, just because someone might not check the “white” box on the 
census form does not mean that they do not essentially think of them-
selves as white or even nonethnic and go about their lives in ways that 
position themselves as indistinguishable from whites. Th eir Latin-ness 
or Asian-ness, in this case, might only come out in the foods they enjoy 
on one or two particular holidays, much like Italian or Irish Americans. 
In contrast, a Latino or Asian American who does check the white box 
on the census, lives in a predominantly white neighborhood, and so on, 
may conceive of themselves very much Latino or Asian American and see 
themselves as more aligned with communities of color than they do with 
whites. In other words, the specifi c variables that certain social scientists 
have identifi ed (e.g., political views, marriage patterns, residential pat-
terns) may not necessarily be the same variables that Latino and Asian 
Americans have in mind in their understandings of who is white/Amer-
ican and who is not. Further, these understandings might shift  for any 
given respondent depending on the context, an option seldom allowed for 
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in survey research. Using qualitative data  —  in-depth interviews with fi ft y 
Latino and Asian American respondents  —  allows me in this study to ex-
plore the thought processes behind the negotiation and renegotiation of 
racial understandings for two groups rarely studied in this way.
 In brief, what these Latino and Asian American respondents reveal 
is that the racial middle does not fall neatly in line with the whitening 
thesis, nor the browning thesis, even as some dimensions of both receive 
limited support. Th e trichotomy perspective, while it does acknowledge 
a distinct middle ground between whites and blacks, posits the third ra-
cial category as a watered-down version of whiteness  —  “honorary whites”  
—  which needs to be further clarifi ed by empirical data. Th e data for this 
study show that there is indeed a distinct racial middle that is not sim-
ply a lighter shade of brown, nor a darker shade of white. In asking re-
spondents whether they face the kind of discrimination that blacks do, or 
whether they receive the same privileges that whites do, prior research has 
limited itself from fi nding out the unique ways in which the racial mid-
dle experiences discrimination, as well as the distinct ways that the racial 
middle perpetuates and participates in majority-group privilege. My aim 
in this book is to identify the particular experiences that are unique to 
the racial middle as they describe it. While the sample is not necessarily 
generalizable to the wider population, it represents a segment of the racial 
middle that other social scientists would probably expect to confi rm the 
whitening thesis  —  college educated, fl uent in English, and mostly raised 
in the United States. Th e extent to which my fi ndings do not confi rm 
the whitening thesis will hopefully raise new directions in studying these 
questions on a larger and more generalizable sample.

Sample and Methods

Th e data I use for this project come from fi ft y in-depth interviews with 
self-identifi ed Latinos and Asian Americans. Twenty-three of the respon-
dents are Latinos and twenty-seven are Asian Americans. Th e respon-
dents were selected using a purposive snowball sampling method that had 
several diff erent points of departure. Th e fi rst attempt at gathering data 
began in New York City in the summer of 2005. Flyers were circulated via 
e-mail to student and community organizations that were Asian Ameri-
can or Latino in membership (e.g., student clubs, genealogical societies); 
these fl yers were also posted in neighborhoods known to have higher 
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ethnic concentrations (e.g., Chinatown and East Harlem in Manhattan, 
Kew Gardens in Queens). Only seven of the respondents came from this 
process. Because it utilized “cold contacts” with no prior rapport estab-
lished between interviewer and interviewee, and the budget was not such 
that we could pay the respondents except for that which would buy them 
a coff ee or lunch (when interviews were held in eateries), there was no 
major draw for respondents to participate. Th e fi rst set of interviews was 
conducted by me and an undergraduate student, Jennifer Conlon. Jenni-
fer and I also each did one pilot interview, both included in the sample, 
with someone we knew who was willing to be interviewed for the study.
 Th e second wave of gathering data occurred throughout the academic 
year of 2005 –  6. In the late summer of 2005, aft er returning from the New 
York trip, I attended a community event focusing on issues of concern 
to the local Latino community. Two respondents were recruited from the 
audience of this event, and several more resulted from the recommenda-
tions of these two interviewees. Th e sample continued to proliferate from 
the snowballing out from these respondents. At social events, whenever 
people would ask me about my research, oft en these people would rec-
ommend others who might be appropriate for the study. Because this 
word-of-mouth method created more rapport between interviewer and 
interviewee (we had a mutual contact person whom we both knew), it 
seemed to yield greater success than the “cold contact” method from 
the previous summer, so I continued with this approach. Th e following 

Table 1-1
Selected Demographics of the Sample

Race: Latinos = 23 Asians = 27

U.S. Census Race for Latinos: Other = 61% (14) White = 35% (8) Black = 4% (1)

Gender: Males = 22 Females = 28

Age: Under 30 = 32% (16) 30 –  50 = 50% (25) Over 50 = 18% (9)

Generation: First = 32% (16) “1.5” = 26% (13) Second = 36% (18) Th ird or Fourth = 4% (2)

Geographic Residence Experience: California = 20% (10)
 Other U.S. Westa = 6% (3)
 New York/New Jersey = 42% (21)
 Greater Washington DC SMSA = 10% (5)
 Florida = 4% (2)
 Other U.S. Eastb = 18% (9)

a includes Texas, Utah, and Colorado
b includes Tennessee, Virginia (excluding northern Virginia), Kentucky, Pennsylvania, North Carolina
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summer (2006), I had two new undergraduates assisting me (Leah Adams 
and Annie Hirschman), so I asked them to return to their hometowns for 
the summer to follow their own contacts and preestablished rapport to 
recruit qualifi ed respondents. Th is yielded ten respondents who resided 
in the Northern Virginia/greater Washington DC area at the time of the 
interview, and thirteen respondents who resided in the vicinity of the 
Princeton, New Jersey, area at the time of the interview. I also continued 
following my own local contacts during this time. By September 2006, 
fi ft y total interviews were completed  —  twenty-one conducted by me, and 
twenty-nine spread among three diff erent student interviewers.
 Because the last wave of interviews was conducted simultaneously 
among three diff erent locations and interviewers, there was not an ex-
actly even 25/25 split between Latinos and Asians, and between men 
and women, as I would have liked. Coordinating communication among 
everyone as far as when to stop interviewing people from a certain demo-
graphic group when the “25 quota” was fi lled was a challenge across the 
miles, and I found it inappropriate and inconsiderate for interviewers to 

Table 1-2
Ethnicities in the Sample as Compared to 

Th eir U.S. Population Proportions
 Sample National

Latinos (n = 23)
Mexican 30% (7) 64%
Puerto Rican 22% (5) 9%
Cuban 9% (2) 3.5%
Other Caribbean 13% (3)a 4%
Central American 9% (2)b 7%
South American 17% (4)c 5%

Asian Pacifi c Islanders (n = 27)
Chinese 30% (8) 28%
Indian 18.5% (5) 16%
Filipino 11% (3) 18%
Korean 11% (3) 10.5%
Vietnamese 4% (1) 11%
Pacifi c Islander 7% (2)d 4.4%
Japanese 4% (1) 7.7%
Cambodian 4% (1) 2%
Th ai 4% (1) 1%
Bengali 4% (1) less than 1%

a Includes 2 Dominicans and 1 Dominican/Honduran
b Includes 1 Guatemalan and 1 Salvadorian
c Includes 3 Brazilians and 1 Argentinean
d Both are Macanese
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cancel out on a person who was already scheduled to be interviewed. Also, 
all the interviewers were female, which may have contributed to our diffi  -
culty with recruiting comparable amounts of men. Th e balance of 23/27 of 
Asians/Latinos and 28/22 of women/men, although not completely equal, 
provides a fairly sizeable and roughly comparable balance in terms of race 
and gender. Because it was not my goal in this project to attempt statisti-
cally signifi cant comparisons, the ethnicity and gender breakdowns of the 
sample serve my purposes well for being able to take note of any particu-
lar patterns that may be heightened for one particular ethnicity or gender 
category over another.
 Another area where demographics of the sample fall slightly short is 
geographic location, due to the east coast location of all three waves of 
interviewing. Only a fi ft h of our sample either grew up in or currently 
reside in California, while fully 30 percent of the nation’s total immigrant 
population resides there.65 Although none of us traveled to California, we 
were able to conduct interviews with a few people who were visiting from 
California, and with others who had grown up there. Additionally, three 
other respondents grew up in Texas, Utah, and Colorado, so there are a 
total of thirteen respondents (26 percent of sample) with a western U.S. 
frame of reference. While I was careful to attend to what might have been 
east coast/west coast diff erences in any of the major patterns I examined 
for this study, I actually found that the biggest regional diff erence in the 
data usually had to do with patterns that distinguished respondents from 
New York City and California from the rest of the sample. Th is seemed 
to be connected to the relatively larger concentration of both Latinos and 
Asian Americans in one place that most of the rest of the sample had not 
experienced. Th us, because a majority of our sample has connections to 
either California, New York, or New Jersey, and at a national level those 
three states hold about half of the country’s total immigrant population, 
the totality of the sample does a pretty good job of capturing the geo-
graphic variation in the United States, for the purposes of this study.66 
Moreover, the vast majority of the respondents (41 out of 50, or 82 percent 
of the sample) either grew up or currently reside in one of the six largest 
population concentration areas: Washington DC metro area (including 
northern Virginia), California, New York, New Jersey, Texas, and Florida. 
Because these six states account for two-thirds of the total U.S. immigrant 
population, and four-fi ft hs of our sample has connections to these areas, 
it is actually fairly representative on the whole.67
 Th e sample also represents a variety of age groups. One’s worry when 

O'Brien_pp001-060.indd   21O'Brien_pp001-060.indd   21 3/5/08   2:25:10 PM3/5/08   2:25:10 PM



22 Th e Panethnic Racial Middle

conducting an interview study that originates in academe is that young 
adulthood will be overrepresented, due to the readily available student 
population. Only about a third (32 percent) of the sample, however, is un-
der the age of thirty; exactly half of the sample is between the ages of 
thirty and fi ft y; and 18 percent of the sample is over the age of fi ft y. Th e 
immigrant population as a whole tends to have a younger age pyramid 
than the U.S. average, so this age distribution is fairly refl ective of Latino 
and Asian American populations as a whole. Related to age (but certainly 
not identical to it) is the issue of generation. An important goal of the 
sampling strategy was to have a mix of generations represented. Th irty-
two percent of the sample (sixteen respondents) came to the United States 
as adults and are considered fi rst generation. Twenty-six percent of the 
sample (thirteen respondents) came to the United States either as babies 
or very young children  —  the “1.5 generation.”68 Th is includes three re-
spondents who were born in Korea but adopted as infants by white fami-
lies in the United States. It is important to distinguish these folks from 
the usual categorization of “foreign born” and thus fi rst generation, be-
cause spending one’s formative years in the United States is signifi cantly 
more salient to the socialization process than one’s place of birth. Most 
such respondents have limited memories of their country of birth, unless 
they have returned to visit it regularly in adulthood (more the case with 
Puerto Rican American foreign-born respondents than others). Th irty-
six percent of the sample (eighteen respondents) were in the fi rst wave of 
their families to be born in the United States, rendering them second gen-
eration. Unfortunately, only two of the respondents were of subsequent 
generations (third or fourth), but this is largely refl ective of the total pro-
portions of Latinos and Asian Americans in the United States (with the 
exception of a couple of specifi c ethnic groups within those categories, 
such as Japanese).
 Perhaps the most central goal of the sampling strategy was to obtain a 
variety of ethnicities within the two racial groups. Nine diff erent ethnici-
ties are represented among the twenty-three Latino respondents: Mexi-
can, Puerto Rican American, Dominican, Cuban, Honduran, Guatema-
lan, Brazilian, Salvadorian, and Guatemalan. Likewise, eleven diff erent 
ethnicities are represented among the twenty-seven Asian American re-
spondents: Chinese, Taiwanese, Indian, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Th ai, 
Bengali, Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Macanese. While ethnic diversity 
was the utmost goal, over and above having their proportions refl ect their 
share of their panethnic group’s population, it is indeed the case that the 
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most heavily represented ethnic group in each category is also the most 
sizeable group in the overall U.S. population. Th us, the sample has more 
Mexican Americans (seven total) than any other Latino ethnicity (as is 
the case nationally), and there are more Chinese American respondents 
(eight total) than any other Asian ethnicity in the sample (also true on a 
national level). With fi ve Puerto Rican American respondents being the 
sample’s second largest Latino group, this also matches up with national 
patterns, because Puerto Rican Americans are the second-largest Latino 
group in the United States. Th e sample’s second- and third-largest Asian 
ethnic groups are Indians and Filipinos respectively, while the next largest 
Asian ethnicities are Filipinos and Indians, respectively. Th us, the sample’s 
top three Asian ethnicities match up with national patterns, even though 
the second and third positions are reversed.
 With Latino ethnicities in particular, it is not as crucial that the per-
centages of ethnicities in the sample match exactly their proportion in the 
overall U.S. population, because Mexicans actually make up 64 percent of 
the total Hispanic population.69 Th us, with a sample size of only twenty-
three Latino respondents, this would have required that fi ft een respon-
dents be Mexican, and left  us with only eight persons to represent a host 
of other Latin American ethnicities. Because diversity of ethnic represen-
tation was a key goal, it is necessary that all of the other Latino ethnici-
ties besides Mexican are represented in slightly higher proportions in our 
sample than they would be in the overall Latino population in the United 
States. In fact, this diversity provides the study with some rich points of 
interethnic comparison among the sample.
 Examining the Asian ethnicities in more detail, in most cases the per-
centages in our sample of each ethnicity are actually quite close to what 
they are in the total Asian American population. Th is was easier to do, 
because unlike Mexicans for Latinos, there is no one Asian ethnicity that 
account for more than 28 percent of the Asian Pacifi c Islander category.70 
Th us, in pursuing an ethnically diverse Asian American sample, we could 
also attend to national proportions. One additional Japanese respon-
dent would have been helpful, because there is only one in the sample 
(although they do make up less than 8 percent of all Asian Americans); 
and with Vietnamese making up 11 percent of the total Asian population, 
we could have had more than one Vietnamese respondent as well. Th is 
could have been done by cutting down one or two on the South Asian 
(Indian and Bengali) respondents in our sample, who are represented in 
slightly higher proportions here than they are nationally. Because all this 
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is a matter of one or two persons here or there, however, on the whole 
the sample is an excellent refl ection of both the ethnic diversity within 
both racial categories and of the proportions that they actually exist in the 
larger U.S. population.
 At its outset, an important goal of this study was to further explore the 
whitening thesis  —  substantiated in quantitative data  —  with in-depth inter-
view data, which would elucidate the meanings behind what it meant for 
respondents to “become white.” As I have clearly argued from the begin-
ning, upon analyzing the data it became evident that the whitening thesis 
is only partly substantiated with these data. Th is conclusion could not be 
made, however, until aft er the data were collected. As a result, part of the 
purposive sampling strategy followed the whitening thesis by collecting 
respondents mostly on the higher end of the socioeconomic ladder. Th at 
is, fully all of the sample has had at least some college education, which, 
although refl ective of national patterns for most Asian ethnic groups, ac-
tually places the Mexican, Cambodian, Dominican, Guatemalan, and 
Salvadorian respondents well above the national marks for their ethnic 
peers.71 Because possessing a relatively higher socioeconomic status than 
the rest of one’s group is a key factor in the “becoming white” process, the 
sample is chosen well insofar as the key purpose is to explore the whit-
ening process alone.72 Future research is necessary, however, to explore 
whether the same patterns I fi nd in this work would evidence themselves 
in a sample that included greater variation in educational achievement.
 Further exploring the “whitening” connection, I attempted to select re-
spondents who did have intimate connections with whiteness when pos-
sible. Th us, fully 32 percent of this sample has an ethnically diff erent part-
ner or spouse, usually someone who is a non-Hispanic white. Th is may 
seem slightly higher than the rate of intermarriage in the general popu-
lation; for instance, according to the 2000 census, one out of every fi ve 
marriages (20 percent) for Hispanics include someone who is not of His-
panic origin.73 By including unmarried partners and ethnicity diff erences, 
however, my own count is more inclusive and thus higher than that of 
the national census. Intimate connections with whiteness in this sample 
also includes having one or two (in the case of adoptive or step-) white 
parents  —  nearly a quarter of the sample (24 percent) has experienced this. 
Notably, all three Korean respondents were adopted and raised by white 
families in the United States; thus, we might expect these respondents to 
have a greater likelihood to confi rm the whitening thesis than the more 
typical fi rst- or second-generation Korean immigrant. One might even, 
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at fi rst glance, argue that this sample selection stacked the deck in favor 
of confi rming the whiteness thesis. Indeed, I did not set out to confi rm it; 
rather, I set out to explore it in more depth, actually taking the thesis as a 
given.
 As data analysis progressed, however, it became evident that even 
among this highly educated group of Latinos and Asian Americans, 
there were some aspects of their narratives that did not fully jibe with 
the whitening thesis. Such aspects included experiences with discrimina-
tion, some racially progressive ideologies, and some views on intermar-
riage with whites (especially among Asian Americans). It may have been 
the case that these patterns could have been explored in more depth with 
a sample that was more diverse in terms of educational attainment. Th us, 
the reader may want to keep in mind that the reports of experiences with 
discrimination, negative views on intermarriage with whites, and the ex-
tent of racially progressive outlooks that I have explored in these pages 
may be conservative estimates of the extent to which these patterns exist 
in the wider, more socioeconomically diverse population. Because it was 
not my overall goal to estimate which percentage of the racial middle is 
whitening, browning, or doing something else, I believe I have explored 
as best I could in these pages the patterns that do not substantiate the 
whitening thesis. I will leave it to future research on more socioeconomi-
cally diverse populations to investigate whether these and other as-of-yet-
untapped dimensions of the racial middle may exist to a greater extent on 
the whole than I have reported here.
 Other aspects of the interview process itself may have yielded over-
estimates of the usual “whitening” indicators as well. Over half of the 
interviews (thirty-four) were completed by two interviewers who ap-
pear “white” to most U.S. observers. I was one of these interviewers, al-
though throughout the interviews I made use of rapport-building strate-
gies like mentioning specifi c examples of other persons of color who had 
experienced negative treatment from whites, and used other techniques 
to demonstrate that I would not be off ended, and perhaps would even 
wholeheartedly agree with, certain critiques of whiteness or of whites in 
general. I am not convinced that the other “white” interviewer I refer to 
here made these eff orts. Although in one interview she did mention at the 
outset (and a bit out of context) her recently discovered racially mixed 
background, on the whole this student interviewer remained relatively 
passive and did not engage in enough rapport-building strategies to off set 
the potential eff ect of her “race” on the interview. While this did not seem 
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to aff ect the rapport of her interviews with several white Latino respon-
dents, several of her interviews of Asian American respondents did not 
include the kind of give-and-take fl ow of conversation characteristic of 
most of the other interviews. Th is result could be due not only to her phe-
notype, however, but also her generally deferent personality, coupled with 
the older, fi rst-generation, English-as-a-second-language respondents that 
were overrepresented in her particular set of interviews. Because of these 
factors, she may have been more willing to accept their responses at face 
value and not draw them out or give them more related experiences to 
react to.
 Th e other two student interviewers were able to elicit particularly good 
rapport with respondents, due both to their interviewing skills and per-
haps also their ambiguous phenotypes. Th e fi rst student interviewer on 
the project has a Japanese American mother and an Irish American fa-
ther. Th e interviews she conducted were all through cold contacts in New 
York City, but she was oft en asked during the interview about her own 
ethnic background. She explains that she (and especially her brother) is 
oft en mistaken for Hawaiian, an experience that several of the respon-
dents (both Latino and Asian) also report. Her candor about her own ex-
periences with the respondents, as well as her willingness to submit to my 
critiques aft er each interview and work hard at improving her technique, 
resulted in some interviews that include quite forthright, seemingly un-
censored comments. Th e other nonwhite interviewer on the project has 
an African American father and a white American mother, though she is 
most oft en mistaken for South Asian. Th is phenotype, coupled with her 
selection of age peers, many of whom were either friends or shared a mu-
tual friend, resulted in strong rapport in her interviews as well.
 In all cases, respondents were interviewed using an interview guide74 
with thirty “questions.” As can be observed in appendix A, many of these 
numbered “questions” actually include several interrelated questions un-
der one number. As a result, most of the interviews took over an hour, and 
in some cases two to three hours. Th e normative length of an interview 
was about ninety minutes. Th e interviews usually took place at a public 
place such as a coff ee shop or restaurant, or in the respondent’s offi  ce or 
home. Interviews were taped and later transcribed without specifi c per-
son or place names. Th is process yielded interview transcripts that were 
anywhere between six and forty-four single-spaced pages. Although this 
process included most of the demographic information about the respon-
dent contained in the transcripts, information about the respondent’s skin 
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tone and English-language profi ciency was recorded by the interviewer 
in a separate place, using a four-point scale for both. I did not examine 
coder reliability for these scales, however, because it was impossible for 
all researchers to view all the respondents. More than one researcher be-
ing present at the time of the interview would have signifi cantly damaged 
interviewer-interviewee rapport. As a result, I do not attempt to do any 
systematic analyses or comparisons with this information. In the text, this 
information about a respondent is discussed only when it is relevant for 
analyzing particular quotes (most oft en accompanying anecdotes about 
times a respondent is mistaken for something she or he is not).
 While no qualitative research project ends with a sample that com-
pletely matches the ideal visions with which the researcher began, the 
reader will fi nd that the data analyzed for this particular study do pro-
vide a diverse assortment of Latinos and Asian Americans with rich ex-
periences and views on a variety of race-related matters. For the purposes 
of this project, which explores in detail the meanings that respondents 
have attached to their race-related experiences, the sample and its meth-
ods provide an ideal starting point. Most respondents have provided quite 
candid comments that allow for some intriguing analysis of the complexi-
ties, and even contradictions, of life in the racial middle. I look forward to 
future research testing the utility of the concepts and frameworks I have 
developed from these data on other larger and more nationally represen-
tative “racial middle” populations. Indeed, I advance such ideas with the 
conviction that they would be useful to such ends.

Exploring the Racial Middle

As I present the data in the following chapters, I will fi rst explore the 
meaning of racial and ethnic categories in the racial middle in chapter 
2. As I have suggested here, the panethnic racial categories of Latino and 
Asian American are meaningful in some contexts for some respondents, 
but not so for others, who feel more allegiance to their particular ethnic 
communities, or alternatively to a more generic cultural category of “just 
American.” Chapter 2 analyzes the particular diverse life experiences than 
bring respondents to such various racial and ethnic positions, and how 
the various meanings of diff erent categories either repel or attract them 
as a result. Chapter 3 delves more specifi cally into the respondents’ ra-
cial ideologies; that is, how they make sense of racial diff erences among 
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