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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Defining 
African-American 
Political Psychology
Tasha S. Philpot and Ismail K. White

Recently, political science has experienced an upsurge in the 
 number of volumes devoted to the study of political psychology. Bridging 
theories of cognition, personality, and intergroup relations with the study 
of the way individuals interact with the political world, this line of research 
has furthered our knowledge of the psychology of political decision-
 making, socialization, opinion formation, and  behavior. Nevertheless, 
most of the findings yielded from extant studies are based on White 
Americans. Decades of research in both political science and psychology 
have demon strated that external, environmental factors influence indi-
viduals’ mental processes, especially as they relate to politics. Inasmuch as 
such factors vary systematically across racial and ethnic groups, the politi-
cal psychology of these groups warrants study. Thus, we begin the exten-
sion of the current literature by applying it to African Americans. 

The experience of the African in America is unique. From the arrival 
of the first Africans in the 1600s through slavery and Jim Crow to the 
present, the legal, social, and political reality of Blacks remains unpara-
lleled to any other group in American society. How this experience has 
resonated in the political psychology of Blacks and what that means for 
how Blacks think about the political world, however, remains largely 
unexplored. While there have been a few attempts to study this topic, 
such studies have been sporadic and disconnected from one another 
and currently do not constitute a cohesive subfield of either politi-
cal science or psychology. Hence, this is the objective of this volume. 
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We have assembled a number of papers from both psychologists and 
political scientists in an effort to combine both disciplines’ understanding 
of this phenomenon. Our goal is to take lessons learned from previous 
research and incorporate them into new theories and utilize new data 
sources in an effort to create a unified study of Black political psychology.

We begin by defining African-American political psychology. African-
American political psychology finds its primary roots in two fields of 
study—Black psychology and political psychology, although aspects 
of Black political psychology can also be traced to history, sociology, 
economics and Black studies. Baldwin (1986) offers this definition of 
Black psychology: “African (Black) Psychology is nothing more or less 
than the uncovering, articulation, operationalization, and application 
of the principles of the African reality structure relative to psychologi-
cal  phenomena” (243). Political psychology can be thought of as “the 
study of mental processes that underlie political judgments and decision 
 making” (Kuklinski 2002, 2). By marrying these two definitions, we 
posit that African-American political psychology is the study of how 
the distinctive experiences of African-Americans in the United States 
have shaped the way Blacks think about politics and how that, in turn, 
impacts their political behavior. This differs from general understandings 
of political psychology in that here, we contend that the central feature 
of how Black’s view and respond to the political world is based on expe-
riences and perceptions of racism that have their origins in slavery, Jim 
Crow segregation as well as more subtle forms of racism and segregation 
in contemporary America. It is important that we make clear that we 
are not arguing that there is any inherent difference between Blacks and 
non-Blacks in their  fundamental ability to process political information. 
Rather, we are interested in exploring how political context—in this 
case, race relations in the United States—interacts with universal theo-
ries of psychological mechanisms.

We offer a model of how Black political psychology should work 
in Figure 1. Based on previous research, we argue that the process of 
developing a distinct African-American political psychology begins with 
understanding that the historical and contemporary political, social, 
and economic structure of the United States has shaped Black life and 
that these structures have limited the life chances of African-Americans 
(Walton 1985; Massey and Denton 1993; Walton and Smith 2003). 
As a result of this social, legal, and economic ghettoization, Blacks 
have developed group-centered identities and ideologies (Cross 1991; 
Gurin et al. 1980; Gurin et al. 1989; Harris-Lacewell 2003; Dawson 
2001). Consequently, these ideologies and identities serve as resources for 
navigating through the political world (Dawson 1994; Conover 1984; 



Tate 1993; Gurin et al. 1989). Evidence to support our proposed model 
and its implications are provided in the chapters included in the volume.

Understanding the mental processes that underlie Blacks’ orientation 
toward politics has largely been ignored by both mainstream political sci-
ence and mainstream psychology. The shift in focus of political scientists 
from the study of institutions to the study of individual-level political 
attitudes and behavior gave rise to the reliance on large n probability 
sample surveys. These surveys, however, did not yield subsamples large 
enough to make reliable inferences about Black public opinion. It has 
only been within the last few decades that surveys have featured large 
enough samples of African Americans to conduct meaningful analyses. 
Even with data limitations, however, scholars have uncovered large 
differences in Black and White political attitudes—even on issues that 
have nothing to do with race. Nevertheless, viewed as a monolithic 
group, much of the work on the racial divide focuses on Whites, ignoring 
the role of Blacks in this division. 

For psychologists, we argue, the over reliance on White  undergraduates 
as research subjects has greatly inhibited the ability to make reliable 
inferences about African-American behavior—to the extent that we are 
not willing to assume that everyone that walks into a lab has a blank 
slate, or at least the same slate; there are good reasons to believe African 
Americans may respond differently to a number of well-established 
behavioral stimuli developed using White undergraduates. Because of 
their tenuous position in American society, racial considerations factor 

Historical and contemporary
political, social, and economic
structure of the United States

Black life in the United States

Black identity and ideology

Black political attitudes and
participation

Figure I.1  Model of African-American political psychology.
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heavily into how a majority of African Americans see the world. Thus, 
the reliance on predominantly White undergraduate subject pools may 
reduce psychologists’ ability to “develop new constructs, to focus on new 
variables, and especially to identify new interactions: conditions under 
which effects occur and classes of people among which effects are most 
likely to occur” (Krosnick 2002, 196). Consequently, the political psych o-
logy of Blacks within psychology is also an understudied area.

The omission of African Americans from the study of political psy-
chology can be seen in published research on the subject. Looking at 
the journal Political Psychology as well as the 3 periodic handbooks on 
political psychology—Knutson’s (1973) Handbook of Political Psychology, 
Hermann’s (1986) Political Psychology, and Sears, Huddy, and Jervis’s 
(2003) Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology—the discussion of race 
(let alone a focus on African Americans) is nearly absent.1 For instance, 
of the 646 articles included in this analysis (omitting forums, com-
ments, presidential addresses, or research notes) published in the  journal, 
Political Psychology, from 1979–2006, only 56, that is 9 percent, of the 
articles touch on some aspect of race. Of these, 13 articles focus on aspects 
of Black life, most of which occur within the last decade. Looking at 
the handbooks on political psychology, the landscape is even more 
barren. It is not until the 2003 Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology 
that race is introduced into the discussion. With respect to Blacks, we 
see only a superficial treatment of Blacks within a larger discussion of 
group identity.

Why is this omission problematic? If context is important to under-
standing the political psychology of individuals and African Americans 
experience a reality much different than that of other groups in society, 
then it is necessary to explore the boundaries of broad, general psycho-
logical and political concepts previously assumed to be applicable to all. 
To be sure, Black scholars in both fields have pioneered the study of 
African Americans, which has led to the carving out of a separate space 
for Blacks in both disciplines. We argue, however, that Black politics, 
Black psychology, and the intersection of the two should be moved from 
the margin to the mainstream. Doing so provides a check on the external 
validity of what we think we know about these fields.

In addition to presenting an in-depth analysis of Black political 
 psychology not provided elsewhere, this volume sets itself apart from other 
books in this area by creating a conversation between two groups who have 
previously been at odds with one another. Currently, there is a disjointed 
discussion between political scientists and psychologists with respect to 
how to approach the study of African-American  political  psychology. 
Generally speaking, political scientists have provided a  framework for 
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understanding political phenomena while psychologists provide the 
 framework for fully understanding mental processes. Few studies from 
psychologists examine how these processes underlie political beliefs, atti-
tudes, and behavior. Increasingly, political scientists have incorporated 
extant psychological theories into their research but this integration is 
still limited. Finally, political scientists typically treat political outcomes 
as dependent variables and mental processes as independent variables. In 
contrast, psychologists treat mental processes as dependent variables while 
political outcomes are treated as the independent variables. Viewed indi-
vidually, studies in the area of Black political psychology seem disparate 
and conflicting with one another, with disagreement over which direction 
the causal arrows go. By applying our model of Black political psycho-
logy, we illustrate that the relationship between politics and psychology is 
 cyclical and reinforcing.

As we explore this process, we argue that research in this area should 
address the following questions:

How does the Black experience shape Blacks’ political outlook and 
attitudes?
Do these experiences resonate differently with different segments of 
the Black community?
How might this shape Black political behavior?

All of the chapters included in this volume tackle some aspect related to 
these questions. 

The first section of the volume deals with the history of African-
American political psychology. This section provides the antecedents for 
understanding the contemporary study of Black political psychology by 
illustrating how scholars have thus far examined the first half of the model 
presented in Figure 1. Chapter One traces the intersection of political 
 science, psychology, and Black politics by conducting a content analysis 
of three major journals in these disciplines. As has been noted elsewhere, 
this chapter will illustrate that the relationship between political science 
and psychology is largely one-sided—political science borrows from 
psychology much more than psychology borrows from political science. 
This chapter also demonstrates, however, that the relationship becomes 
more reciprocal when it comes to the study of African Americans. 
The goal of Chapter Two is to determine the current state of affairs in 
African-American political psychology by identifying which themes are 
most prevalent in the literature. Two major research veins have appeared 
in the study of African-American politics—a race-relations literature, 
which focuses on African Americans’ place in American political  culture 

●

●

●
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vis-à-vis Whites, and an African-American politics  literature whose 
emphasis is more on political empowerment and cultural distinctiveness. 
By  employing a  multimethod approach which includes a literature review 
of the early scholarship on African-American politics, case studies of pio-
neering works, and content analysis of articles in major research journals, 
this chapter finds that the race relations frame is availed much more often 
than the Black politics frame, due mainly to the influence of early works 
in the field that exclusively employed this paradigm. 

Part 2 of this volume—Contemporary Issues in the Psychology of Black 
Identity—explores the contours of Black identity by delving into the 
dynamics of the third step in our model. African-American racial iden-
tity is political in and of itself. To be sure, Black identity is born out of 
the politics surrounding the United States’ race relations (Dawson 1994; 
Gurin et al. 1989). This section explores how, when, and to what extent 
African-American racial group identity shapes Black political prefer-
ences and evaluations. Further, the chapters in this section examine the 
boundaries of racial identity as well as how Black identity compares and 
competes with alternative identities. Part 2 begins with Chapter 3, which 
investigates the nature of Black and White American’s various levels of 
identity. Analyzing data from 216 prospective jurors, the authors test 
whether there exist racial differences in personal world views, racial group 
experiences, and experiences as American citizens. The authors reveal 
significant differences at the racial group level but few racial differences 
at the personal world and national group levels. Chapter 4 attempts 
to understand the political consequences of racial group identity by 
examining group-based differences in emotional responses to political 
events. Analyzing data from a number of national surveys and from an 
original lab experiment, the authors demonstrate that an individual’s 
emotional response to political events are conditioned by the whether 
the event is perceived to disproportionally benefit or harm members of 
that individual’s racial in-group. As its title suggests, Chapter 5, explores 
whether Black identity can be primed or whether it is chronically salient. 
This chapter argues that psychological theories that focus on the activation 
of racial attitudes among White Americans are insufficient to explain how 
racial messages influence the opinions of Black Americans. In two separate 
laboratory experiments, the author tests the effects of explicitly racial, 
implicitly racial, and  verbal cues on both Black and White Americans’ 
assessments of an ostensibly non-racial political issue. The author finds 
that attitude activation works differently for African Americans than for 
Whites. Only frames that provide oblique references to race successfully 
activated racial out-group resentment for Whites. Among Blacks, explicit 
references to race most reliably elicited racial thinking by activating racial 
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in-group identification. Chapter 6 complicates the idea of Black identity 
by arguing that the role of race and gender in electoral politics must be 
 examined simultaneously because of their mutually reinforcing relation-
ship. Using precinct-level data, experimental data, and national exit poll 
data from two congressional election years, the authors demonstrate that 
Black women are the strongest supporters of Black female candidates but 
that Black female candidates with significant experience in politics can 
attract both Black and White voters, regardless of gender. Chapter 7 also 
argues that racial identity is an important ingredient in candidate sup-
port among African Americans. Here the author examines measures of 
racial group identification and the Implicit Association Test to investigate 
if an implicit positive preference exists among African-American voters 
for African-American candidates. 

Given the nature of Black identity explored in Section 2, Section 3—
Contemporary Issues in the Psychology of Black Political Attitudes and 
Behavior—features a number of works which look at how Black iden-
tity influences African-American political attitudes and behavior. Here, 
we present chapters that explore how the last part of our model works. 
The major theme that runs through these chapters is that the same unique 
experiences that have shaped Black identity cause group-based consider-
ations to interact with and contort other political orientations, thereby 
affecting subsequent engagement in the political arena. The first three 
chapters in this section investigate different facets of the racial divide. 
In Chapter Eight, we see where race and religion intersect. Attempting 
to understand why conservative religious appeals are often ineffective 
among Blacks, the author makes the case that Blacks’ religious interpreta-
tion significantly differs from that of Whites’ and thus leads to  different 
interpretations of politics. Using survey data, this chapter explores 
 support for a number of issues and political orientations, including party 
identification and support for gender, racial, and sexual equality. Chapter 
Nine offers a dynamic framework for explaining racial differences in 
political interest. The author argues that macrolevel shifts, over time, in 
America’s racial tolerance are an important component to under standing 
changes in Black political interest. The author tests this expectation 
using data from the American National Election Studies. Chapter 10 
examines whether partisan appeals to race can influence the racial divide 
in Black and White American’s opinions. Using an experiment embedded 
in a random-sample survey, this study finds that when racial cues were 
present, the racial divide in political perceptions increased substantially, 
at times rivaling the effects of partisan identification. The final two chap-
ters illustrate how Blacks have been able to transform negative situations 
into political capital. Chapter 11 seeks to clarify the relationship between 
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racism and empowerment among African Americans by incorporating 
qualitative data of 18 African-American activists interviewed in  various 
northeastern United States locations. This study argues that many 
Black activists, in response to the pervasive threat to psychological and 
physical well-being that racism poses, generate a sense of empowerment 
that fuels their activism. Finally, Chapter 12 examines spatial variation 
in African-American voter turnout. This chapter posits that majority 
African-American precincts located in majority-Anglo congressional 
districts will have lower average turnout rates and ballot roll-off because 
they do not find their local races salient. Using aggregate data, the author 
argues that instead of expending resources in electoral races in which the 
outcome will likely yield a winner who will not be descriptively repre-
sentative, Blacks located in predominately White congressional districts 
will transfer their political capital to activities that will likely result in 
group-related benefits.

The chapters in this volume by no means constitute the full realm of 
possible topics related to Black political psychology. To be sure, many of 
these studies are preliminary in nature. Rather, this volume is meant to 
be a catalyst for the future study of the psychology that underlies Black 
political identity, attitudes, and behavior. It is our hope that the ques-
tions, hypotheses, and analyses generated in this volume will inspire 
future research on this topic.
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A Meeting of the 
Minds: Exploring 
the Intersection 
of Psychology, 
Political Science, 
and Black Politics
Tasha S. Philpot, Kyle Endres, and 
John Iadarola

Using a variety of measures, scholars (for example Krosnick 2002) 
have noted the asymmetry in the relationship between political science 
and psychology. Whether it is student participation in the Summer 
Institute in Political Psychology, the number of psychologists hired as 
faculty in political science departments versus political scientists hired in 
psychology departments, or the relative number of articles published 
in each other’s flagship journals, “political science and political sci-
entists have placed much more value on political psychology than 
have psychologists” (Krosnick 2002, 192). But is this universally true? 
Are there areas in political science where psychologists are more likely 
to reciprocate the relationship? Our answer is yes. We believe that it 
is within Black psych ology that one finds a heavier reliance on politi-
cal science than found elsewhere. We argue that the mere  existence 
of a Black psychology is political. Therefore, while mainstream 
psych ology only rarely delves into the political, Black psychology and 
political  science are more intimately intertwined. Further, we contend 
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that Black politics serves as a nexus between political science and 
 psychology. In what follows, we give a brief history of the fields of 
Black  politics, Black psychology, and political psychology. Lastly, we 
present an analysis of three academic journals in political science and 
psychology to demonstrate our point.

A Brief Overview of Three Fields of Study

The idea that Black politics, Black psychology, and political psychol-
ogy are all connected is easy to conceive given that each of these is a 
hybrid subfield. As the name suggests, political psychology is primarily 
a combination of political science and psychology. “As a field of study, 
political psychology arose from the applied practice of trying to relate 
psychological phenomena to political reality” (Perez 2001, 348). As it 
has progressed, political psycho logy has drawn from a variety of subfields 
within psychology, including social, developmental and psychoanalytical 
(Sears 1989) and has incorporated aspects of political science, history, 
psychiatry, sociology, and legal studies (Iyengar 1993). 

The nature of political psychology has evolved over time. Horowitz 
(1979) identifies three paradigm shifts this field of study has under-
gone. The first phase, occurring during the first half of the twentieth 
century, was dominated by personality psychology. This phase is best 
 exemplified by the pioneering work of Harold Lasswell (see Lasswell 
1930, 1948). Research during this period incorporated Freudian 
 philosophy into explanations of mass and elite political behavior 
(McGuire 1993). Psychobiographies, such as Freud’s (1910) Leonardo 
da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood also fit into this category 
of research (Runyan 1993). During the 1950s and 1960s, political 
psychology became heavily influenced by sociology and the focus of 
research shifted from the individual to society. As Horowitz explains, 
“The rhetoric was not all that different, but the flow was different. 
Instead of the individual having an outflow to the social system, 
the social system determined the nature of the personality system” 
(Horowitz 1979, 101). In the final phase, we see the emergence of a 
more political, science-oriented version of political psychology. It is 
during this phase that you find political scientists using a psychologi-
cal framework to develop new theories to explain political behavior, 
such as in Campbell et al.’s (1960) The American Voter. Out of this 
phase came the rise of survey research (McGuire 1993). To this, 
McGuire (1993) adds the political cognition and decision era of the 
1980s and 1990s, which focuses on “the content and operations of 
cognitive systems and choice behavior” (30). Much of this work is 



 conducted through laboratory experiments and includes debates, such 
as whether political evaluations are impression-driven or memory-based 
(see Lodge et al. 1989 for instance). Currently, political psychology is 
an amalgamation of all of the phases, with perhaps the greatest empha-
sis on the social and cognitive psychological mechanisms related to 
political attitudes and behavior. 

While Black politics is generally found couched within political 
 science departments, it is innately interdisciplinary. There is no other 
way to accurately account for the complex nature of Blacks’ political 
standing in America. Certainly, one of the most enduring and deep-
rooted cleavages in the United States falls along racial lines (Kinder and 
Sanders 1996; Hutchings and Valentino 2004). Even the structure of 
many of the United States’ governing institutions (e.g., the Electoral 
College, Congress, the two-party system) is a direct result of arguments 
surrounding U.S. race relations (Walton and Smith 2003; Philpot 2007; 
Hutchings and Valentino 2004). As early as the 1800s, the tension 
between wanting to adhere to America’s creed of equality for all and 
perpetuating the institution of slavery and later Jim Crow racism has 
been well-documented as the most glaring contradictions in the United 
States’ political culture (Myrdal 1944; Tocqueville 1835). Hence, to 
fully understand Black politics, the subfield must encompass the broad 
range of institutional, sociopolitical, economic, historical, psychological, 
and environmental factors that affect Black political incorporation, both 
within the Black community and outside of it.

Although mainstream political science has not always valued the 
 contribution of this line of research (McClerking and Philpot 2008), 
Black political scientists have always pursued questions of power and 
conflict within the Black community and between the Black commu-
nity and other groups in society (McClain and Garcia 1993; Walton 
et al. 1995; Walton et al. 1989). Nevertheless, the integration of Blacks, 
and, consequently, the incorporation of Black politics into mainstream 
political science have been slow-moving. By the time Jewel L. Prestage 
received her PhD in political science in 1954 (the first Black woman ever 
to do so), only 21 other Blacks had received their doctorate in the dis-
cipline. Shortly thereafter, however, this number would triple (Woodard 
and Preston 1985). The study of Black politics gained prominence 
during the 1960s and 1970s, partly because the activities surrounding 
the Civil Rights Movement made the topic more interesting and partly 
because formal barriers to Blacks entering doctoral programs began to lift 
(Wilson 1985; McClerking and Philpot 2008). It was during this time 
that the number of Blacks entering doctoral programs reached an all-time 
high (Woodard and Preston 1985). Also during that time, Black politics 
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became a formal institution with the establishment of the National 
Conference of Black Political Scientists in 1969. 

Since the 1970s, approximately 2,000 African Americans have received 
doctorates in political science and public administration (WebCASPAR). 
Though not all of them study Black politics, this growth in Black politi-
cal scientists has yielded a rich diversity of theoretical and methodological 
approaches. Of particular relevance to this chapter is the increase in the 
number of empirical studies of Black cognition, ideology, and identity, 
which draw directly from psychology. Examples of such studies are pre-
sented in this volume.

The evolution of Black psychology, as a subfield, in many ways 
 parallels that of Black politics. The historical development of a Black 
psychology has been hindered at times for a variety of scientific and social 
reasons. Various threads of psychological theory have thwarted attempts 
to objectively study and speak on Black psychology. While these differ 
in content and duration, what ties them together is their strong politi-
cal nature. Overt racism is perhaps the most obvious historic example, 
but the influence of social Darwinism gave “scientific” backing to one 
thread of argument that would continue on into modern times: that 
racial difference in human condition and achievement are caused not by 
environment, but by innate characteristics (see The JBHE Foundation 
1996). The historical nature of the Black family structure, differential 
patterns of employment, and racial differences in crime rates were seen 
not as symptoms of environment and political differences between the 
races, but as evidence of a “tangle of pathology,” which convinced many 
that there is something inherently different about Black Americans 
(Guthrie 1980). Thus, from its beginnings, the psychological study of 
Black Americans has been colored in ways that have both sociopolitical 
causes and longstanding, widespread political ramifications. 

Arguably, Black psychology became formalized with the creation of 
the Association of Black Psychologists (ABPsi). Like many of the Black 
professional organizations, both inside and outside of the academy, 
ABPsi was born out of dissatisfaction with the status quo. Specifically, the 
founding members of ABPsi believed that the American Psychological 
Association was taking “nonsupportive, if not racist, positions regarding 
ethnic minority concerns” (Belgrave and Allison 2006, 16). As a result, 
Black psychologists formed a separate organization in 1968, which is still 
in existence. One of the goals of this new organization was to “address 
themselves to significant social problems affecting the Black community 
and other segments of the population whose needs society has not ful-
filled” (Association of Black Psychologists). Thus, built into its mission 
from the onset was a sense that its membership was obliged to address 



the social, political, and economic inequalities Blacks face in American 
society. Six years later, in 1974, the organization began publishing the 
Journal of Black Psychology. Dedicated to publishing “scholarly research 
and theory on the behavior of Black and other populations from Black 
or Afrocentric perspectives” (Association of Black Psychologists 2010), 
the journal further institutionalized the study of Black psychology. It is 
here where we expect to find psychology and political science connected 
by Black politics.

Not Quite Talking about a 50/50 Love

Political science has been referred to as a “borrowing discipline,” in so 
far as it has, since its beginning as a field in its own right, borrowed both 
substantively and methodologically from sociology, anthropology, and 
 perhaps most significantly, economics (Sears 1989). In each of these exam-
ples, a strong case can be made for the existence of a mutually beneficial 
cross fertilization of the disciplines. Just as political science has borrowed 
statistical and mathematical methods from economics and qualitative 
techniques from sociology, so have these disciplines sampled from and 
contributed to the study of politics in return. Nevertheless, there exists 
“what is, in some respects, a ‘theoretical trade deficit’ between disciplines 
in which political scientists tend to import more theoretical ideas than 
export” (Rahn et al. 2002, 167). 

This asymmetric relationship is equally, if not more, pronounced with 
respect to psychology (although see Iyengar 1993). When measured by 
distribution of graduate students, article publication, or location of grad-
uate departments and concentrations (see Sears and Funk 1991), political 
science appears more interested in the psychological that psychology is in 
the political. Certainly there are exceptions, as a brief look through past 
editions of Political Psychology can attest, but the driving force behind the 
productivity of the subfield has historically come from political scientists 
focused on behavior (McGuire 1993).1 

Why did a mainly unidirectional relationship between political 
 science and psychology develop? In its beginnings, before the term “politi-
cal psychology” had become widespread, students of political behavior 
began to move the focus of political science away from its traditional 
emphasis on the bureaucratic, legal aspects of politics. In what has been 
referred to as the “continuation of political realism by other means,” 
work by such scholars as Merriam, Gosnell, and Lasswell introduced and 
refined new methodologies and topical foci that blurred the line between 
political science, sociology, economics, and psychology (Simon 1985). 
Although these contributions were in some cases not initially greeted 
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 enthusiastically by the discipline, over time work on such diverse topics 
as the use of symbols, political socialization, and small group behavior 
began to prove useful in explaining a wide range of political behaviors in 
a variety of democratic settings (Knutson 1973).

As political science advanced as a field and the study of political 
behavior grew, so too did its need for suitable tools with which to con-
duct its research. While surveys contributed to the development of large, 
fruitful datasets, the tools and methods of traditional psychology filled 
a particular academic niche for political science at a time when those 
tools were truly needed (Hyman 1959; Sears 1989). Psychology, perhaps 
because of its longer history and previously established relationship with 
the field of sociology, did not have that same need. Thus, by the 1970s, 
when political psychology was at last a recognizable and fairly autono-
mous area of study, much of the research and literature of the subfield 
had almost necessarily been conducted by political scientists. Led by 
these same scientists, courses on political psychology were overwhelm-
ingly organized and taught under the banner of political science. By the 
same process, where codified subfields in political psychology exist, they 
do so almost universally within political science departments (Sears and 
Funk 1991).

With this in mind, we paraphrase the question posed in our opening 
paragraph: Does Black psychology serve as equilibrium for the relation-
ship between political science and psychology? As stated earlier, we believe 
it does. But such is an empirical question, to which we turn to now.

Data and Methods

Our goal is to uncover the overlap between political science,  psychology, 
and Black politics. In particular, we are interested in whether Black politics 
permeates Black psychology at a greater rate than mainstream political sci-
ence permeates psychology. To this end, a content analysis was conducted 
using online databases; JSTOR was used for the American Political Science 
Review (APSR), PsychARTICLES (EBSCO) was used for the Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology ( JPSP) and Sage Journals Online was 
used for the Journal of Black Psychology ( JBP). These three journals were 
chosen because of their prominence in their respective fields. APSR has 
been published by the American Political Science Association since 1906 
and is the flagship journal in political science. As stated earlier, JBP began 
publication in 1974 and is the official journal of the Association of Black 
Psychologists. Published by the American Psychological Association, JPSP 
has been in circulation since 1965. Its focus is on attitudes and social 
cognition, interpersonal relations and group processes, and personality 



processes and individual differences (American Psychological Association 
2010). In all cases, book reviews and non-article content were excluded. 
All APSR article were examined for psychological content by searching 
for the key words, “psychology” or “psychological” in the text. Similarly, 
all JPSP and JBP articles were inspected for political content by searching 
the text for the terms, “politics” or “political.”

Results

Almost from its inception, the APSR has published articles that refer-
ence psychology in some way, although with relative scarcity in the first 
few decades (see Figure 1.1). One of the earliest pieces published in this 
 journal which references psychology is James Bryce’s presidential address 
at the Fifth Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Associa-
tion in 1908, held jointly with the American Historical Association. 
In it, he argues that in order for science to become influential, scholars 
must make their work attractive to audiences. As a remedy to this end, 
he prescribes taking lessons from “Ethics and Psychology” on the “gen-
eral and permanent tendencies of men in communities” (Bryce 1909, 6). 
By the 1920s, articles referencing psychology appear more frequently. 
Roughly 25 percent of articles in the American Political Science Review 
mention psychology during this decade. This rate remained relatively 
stable until the 1950s, when just over a half of all articles mentioned 
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psychology. The percentage of articles peaked at 75 percent during the 
1960s, which is essentially the beginning of the behavioral revolution. 
Because of the prominence of seminal voting studies of U.S. elections 
written during this period (e.g. Campbell et al. 1960), we have come 
to associate the behavioral revolution with American politics. However, 
many of the articles published in the APSR in the 1960s that reference 
psychology were actually written by scholars in the field of international 
relations who sought to explain the psychology behind the power struggle 
between international actors (for example Singer 1963). Following this 
zenith, the percentage of articles decreased to 44 percent in the 1970s 
and has fluctuated between 33 and 37 percent in the three most recent 
decades. In the contemporary period, articles range in topic from infor-
mation processing and decision making of voters (Valentino et al. 2002) 
to understanding suicide terrorism (Pape 2003).

As expected the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology has yet 
to reference politics as frequently as the APSR refers to psychology. 
Interestingly, the first article to discuss politics in this journal appears in 
1965. Entitled, “Race and Belief as Determinants of Behavioral Inten-
tions,” this article examined whether Whites’ attitudes towards Blacks 
correlated with their support for civil rights legislation (Triandis and 
Davis 1965). This lends support to our argument that the study of racial 
politics can steer more psychologists toward political psychology. The 
number of articles involving politics in the Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology has increased each decade since its initial publication, 
from 5 percent of articles during the 1960s to 20 percent of articles 
 during the 2000s. Many of the more recent articles related to politics also 
involve the study of race as well (Kay et al. 2009; Son Hing et al. 2008; 
Eibach and Keegan 2006). 

Looking at the percentage of articles that reference politics in JBP, we 
find strong evidence to support our argument. In general, the Journal of 
Black Psychology publishes as much as three times more articles related 
to politics than JPSP in some years. Its high point is during the 1970s, 
the tail end of the Black freedom struggle. Here we find a few articles on 
racial group identity, including a review of William Cross’s work, which 
will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter (Cross 1978). In the 
following two decades, the number of articles declined to 28 percent and 
21 percent, respectively. The 2000s marked an increase to 36 percent, 
many of which explore the psychological impact of various public poli-
cies. Note also that the Journal of Black Psychology’s reference to politics 
is fairly comparable to the American Political Science Review’s reference 
to psychology from the 1970s to the present, with the exception of 
the 1990s, when the two publications differed by about 13 percentage 



points. From this standpoint, the relationship between psychology and 
political science is about even.

Conclusion

In sum, we find strong support for our expectation that the study of race 
is inherently political. In this chapter, our content analysis reveals strong 
support for the idea that although mainstream psychology has paid little 
attention to the study of politics, scholars interested in the psychology of 
African Americans see the interaction of race and politics as an essential 
part of understanding Black psychology. Indeed, given the political rea-
sons behind the development of the study of Black psychology, many of 
these researchers believe it difficult if not impossible to separate the study 
of African Americans from the study of politics. In the next chapter, 
McClerking and Walton further discuss the evolution of the intersection 
of Black politics and Black psychology.
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C h a p t e r  2

The Political 
Science Image of the 
Black Mind: Politics 
in the Psychology of 
African Americans
Harwood K. McClerking and Hanes 
Walton, Jr.

In 1955, long before the preeminence of the political science 
subfield of political psychology, with its intrapsychic concepts and 
sundry measurement techniques and procedures, African-American his-
torian Elsie Lewis published a pioneering work entitled “The Political 
Mind of the Negro, 1865–1900.” This study tried to map out the 
psychological  contours of the collective minds of several leading African-
American spokespersons, such as “Frederick Douglass and the Reverend 
J. Stella Martin of New York, George T. Downing of Rhode Island, Peter 
H. Clark and John M. Langston of Ohio, and Martin R. Delaney, and 
Robert Purvis of Pennsylvania” (Lewis 1955, 189). Using the speeches, 
convention addresses, lectures, newspaper articles and editorials as well as 
pamphlets and books of these leaders, Professor Lewis crafted a bold 
and penetrating portrait of the collected mentalities of these selected 
leaders from the Civil War, Reconstruction, and post-Reconstruction 
periods. This was an innovative and pioneering work in African-
American  political psychology.

When the political behavioral revolution began its dominance in 
political science in the 1960s, the psychoanalytical study of political  leaders 
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that had been evolving since the 1930s (for the pioneering study on this 
topic, see Lasswell 1930, 1948) eventually focused its attention upon an 
African-American leader Malcolm X in 1981 and tried to map out the 
psychological contours of his political mind (Wolfenstein 1967, 1981). 
Thus, in a period of 26 years the disciplines of history and political science 
had moved from a collective to an individual study of African-American 
political psychology. Yet, these two case studies did not crossfertilize each 
other, and the subfield of political psychology was still embedded within the 
broad area known as political behavioralism. Despite this fledging beginning, 
there was at this moment in time quite a scholarly journey to be made.

Therefore, the focus of this chapter is on the nature, scope, and 
significance of the knowledge about the African-American political 
mind and behavior. As we proceed, we address several questions. First, 
does such knowledge even exist? Secondly, if it exists, is such knowledge 
collective, individualistic, or some combination of both? Thirdly, is this 
extant knowledge disparate, cumulative, and reliable? And finally, what 
are the other strengths and weaknesses of this knowledge? Put differently, 
at this moment in time, what is the current state of affairs in the study 
of African-American political psychology?

Data and Methodology

To determine the state of affairs in African-American political psychol-
ogy, this sociology of knowledge chapter will employ a threefold data-
gathering and analysis strategy (for a near comprehensive and systematic 
coverage of this literature, see Walton 1973; Walton et al. 1989; Walton 
1985, 1989; Walton et al. 2001). First, it will undertake a literature 
review of the scholarly works on African-American politics and behavior 
to estimate the amount of work on the topic. This strategy will identify 
the relevant data. But to get beyond the broad overview, this chapter will 
undertake several case studies of pioneering works. These case studies will 
focus upon the early works and the transitional studies that brought the 
concepts of political psychology to the area of African-American politics. 
Such works will give us a sense of the theoretical patterns emerging from 
the groundwork and foundational knowledge shaping the study of Black 
political psychology.

At this point, we will need to know what has appeared about the 
African-American political mind since the emergence of political science. 
We will undertake an empirical content-analysis based review of numer-
ous political science journals, including such major journals as American 
Political Science Review, Journal of Politics, and Political Science Quarterly, 
to see how much knowledge these academic journals have produced about 
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the political mind of African Americans. This approach will provide this 
chapter with a comprehensive and systematic coverage of the field. 

But we want to go beyond the mere coverage of the field. How do 
we test, assess, and evaluate this body of knowledge? To undertake 
this task, we will be guided by our theoretical framework drawn from 
the work on the race and politics literature developed by Professors 
Cheryl Miller, Joseph P. McCormick II, and Hanes Walton, Jr., which 
demonstrated that the entire body of race and politics literature falls 
neatly into two major categories: (1) a race relations politics literature; 
and (2) an African-American [Black] politics literature (Walton et al. 
1995). Each literature has an underlying perspective and outlook. 
The race relations literature emphasizes and prioritizes cooperation over 
conflict. This literature asserts that racial peace as defined by Whites 
takes priority over racial justice, demands for racial equality, and the 
right to vote. Movements toward civil rights and voting rights by African 
Americans cannot afford to antagonize, anger, or push Whites into 
going any faster than they want to go. Hence, Whites must lead and be 
given the time to provide African Americans their constitutional rights. 
Embedded in this literature are specific ideas and notions about the 
African-American political mind. Scholars in political psychology with 
this perspective have used the field to justify and serve this tradition. 
Such is not neutral scholarship.

The African-American politics literature argues that justice, moral-
ity, and constitutional rights take precedence over White racial sen-
sibilities. Racial peace is not the highest and dominant priority. This 
literature supports political empowerment and parity. In this literature, 
African Americans seek to eradicate White dominance and to find vari-
ous ways to empower themselves and correct the numerous deficiencies 
inherent in their communities due to the social and political systems 
known as slavery, segregation, and desegregation. The focus of this 
literature is on intragroup dynamics, rather than intergroup relations. 
Therefore, one finds in this literature specific ideas and notions about 
the African-American political mind (Walton et al. 1995). Have schol-
ars with this perspective emerged in political psychology? What is the 
nature of their work?

Collectively, these two perspectives form the theory used in this 
chapter and it will enable us to structure and organize the literature 
found in the sundry journals. Once categorized, further assessments 
and evaluations will be made by using concepts and theories about 
African-American political psychology developed by psychologists from 
the African-American political experiences in America. The case study 
data will highlight the two outstanding works in this area and will 
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 contrast and compare their concepts with those concepts developed in 
the field and then applied uncritically to African Americans. Armed 
with such insights, our analysis will be able to suggest (project) con-
ceptualizations and theories that are flawed and those that fit best with 
the African-American data. Herein lies our key to assessing the state 
of the area of African-American political psychology.

After having collected our three data sources: (1) identification 
data; (2) case study data; and the (3) journal data, this chapter will use 
des criptive statistics to discern trends, patterns, and potential relation-
ships. This empirical methodology will enable us to describe, charac-
terize, and illuminate each segment of the literature. It will help us 
categorize and structure the data and then see how and if it is linked 
and related. Next, this methodology will enable this study to uncover 
important testable propositions about the emergence, evolution, and 
usefulness of concepts dealing with African-American political behavior. 
And such an approach will allow some degree of synthesis and projec-
tions for the future about African-American political psychology.

The Pioneering Literature on African-American 
Political Psychology: Before Elise Lewis

The application of psychological theory to political behavior has distant 
origins for political scientists. For example, Nancy Maveety’s pathbreak-
ing volume on the academic pioneers of the study of judicial behavior 
demonstrates three different types of academic approaches in this area: 
those with the attitudinal models, those with strategic models, and those 
with historical-institutionalist models (Maveety 2003). This is just in 
one area of political science. While it was Professor Harold Lasswell 
who suggested that psychoanalytical concepts be applied to politics 
and political behavior (Lasswell 1948, 1930), most pioneers brought it 
into political science via political biographies of different types of politi-
cal leaders (see Greenstein 1969; Lerner 1971). Simply because of the 
diversity of  political leaders—in the early years of political psychology (as 
part of political behavior)—no systematic approach prevailed. Instead, 
what evolved were scattered approaches and scattered findings. 

Simultaneous with the rising political psychology approach was 
the sociological approach. In the 1930s, sociologists discovered African 
Americans’ leaders and began the process of studying them with their 
concepts and theories (Johnson 1937; Burgess 1962; Walters and Smith 
1999). In fact, their studies came to dominate if not gain hegemony 
over the field. However, at the University of Chicago, one of Professor 
Lasswell’s colleagues, Professor Harold Gosnell heeded his advice and 
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applied some of Lasswell’s psychological ideas to his pioneering work on 
the African-American political leaders in the city of Chicago. Although 
this work didn’t rely solely upon psychological insights, Gosnell did have 
some interesting observations (Gosnell 1935). 

Despite these interesting observations and his sidestepping of 
sociological concepts for psychological ones, the trend of a sociological 
approach to the study of African-American political and protest lead-
ers continued unabated despite Gosnell’s book. And the first synthesis 
and consensus didn’t occur until the appearance of Gunnar Myrdal’s 
(1944) An American Dilemma. Making no use of the memorandum 
study on African-American leadership prepared for his volume by 
African-American political scientist Ralph Bunche, Myrdal concluded 
that both the African-American leadership elites and masses were 
pathological (Walton and Smith 2000). To attain such a question-
able scholarly and academic posture, Myrdal pushed aside not only 
Bunche’s work but also the scattered work in political psychology by 
men like Gosnell and the huge body of work developed by sociolo-
gists. And given the large number of accolades that Myrdal’s volume 
received from every segment of American society, it should come as no 
surprise that by the time the political behavioral revolution came in 
the discipline in the 1960s, the hegemonic theory and understanding 
about the African-American political mind was its pathological nature. 
Here is where most of the political behavioralists (political psycholo-
gists) began their intrapsychic studies and analyses, Professor Lewis 
notwithstanding.

The African-American Political Mind: Four Case 
Studies

Before we get to the presentation of the four case studies, we discuss an 
important trendsetter for the cases. That trendsetter is the first of the 
prominent Myrdalian theorists on Black political behavior to appear in 
the discipline of political science: James Q. Wilson with his Negro Politics: 
The Search for Leadership and a series of articles on the topic. Both the 
book and the articles declared that there was no African-American leader-
ship due to their pathological minds (Walton et al. 1992). Nor could this 
community generate such leaders given their sorry psychological state; 
thus, Wilson took it upon himself to assist those who claimed to be lead-
ing the community. His works became the preeminent how-to manuals 
as he counseled his so-called leaders to accept segregation and make the 
best of it. And as that social system collapsed, he counseled going slow—
gradualism for the sake of pluralism in America. Wilson’s book arrived 
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just prior to the political behavioral revolution and, therefore, didn’t carry 
any of the major trappings of that revolution like empiricism, but it did 
influence several of the major studies following its publication. We now 
move on to the four case studies. 

In 1966, Professors Donald Matthews and James Prothro published 
the initial full-political behavior study of African Americans entitled 
Negroes and the New Southern Politics. In this work, they not only quote 
and constantly rely upon the Wilson book (Matthews and Prothro 1966, 
12n, 8, 176n, 335–6, 9, 63), but even after their empirical work demon-
strates otherwise, they conclude that “in order to increase the amount of 
Negro participation in southern politics, Negro attitudes and cognitions 
must be altered. This is a far more difficult and time-consuming task 
than altering the formal political system or social structure . . . [C]hange 
in the Negroes’ objective status may not quickly change the psychologi-
cal characteristics instilled by decades of subordination” (Matthews and 
Prothro 1966, 312). They continue with their conclusion: “Segregation’s 
greatest triumph has been its impact on Negro minds. For some the 
scars are permanent; nothing short of death will eliminate their crippled 
psyches from the political scene. For the others the scars will respond but 
slowly to the salve of objective equality” (Matthews and Prothro 1966, 
312). This is Wilson and Myrdal at their intellectual best. With this 
work, their pathological portrait of the African-American political mind 
had received strong empirical support.

Three years after the appearance of the Matthews and Prothro book, 
in 1969, another Myrdalian theorist’s work appeared. Professor Harry 
Holloway wrote The Politics of the Southern Negro: From Exclusion to Big 
City Organization. Unlike the Matthews and Prothro book, which relied 
upon a region-wide survey of both Southern Blacks and Whites supple-
mented by several community studies that employed face-to-face inter-
views and census and voting data, Professor Holloway used face-to-face 
interviews in six of the eleven states of the old Confederacy. And in this 
data approach, Holloway used both rural and urban places for comparisons 
and contrasts. Said methodological approach harkened back to the prebe-
havioral revolution period, but Holloway borrowed heavily from  several 
of the major political behavioral studies of his time, especially the concep-
tual schema used in the widely acclaimed, The Civic Culture (Holloway 
1969). Ignoring the fact that this work was a survey based study of 
comparative politics that looked at Great Britain, Mexico, United States, 
Germany, and Italy and didn’t make any use of the African Americans in 
the survey (Almond and Verba 1980), Holloway applied uncritically the 
concept of a political culture and the idea of a traditional society with apa-
thetic nonparticipants to describe African-American political psychology. 
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He wrote: “as for the Negro personality, conditions tended to produce the 
accommodating individual expected by white supremacists . . . the Negro 
man lived in a world in which the whites not only dominated but made 
the Negro aware of it” (Holloway 1969, 23). At this point in his analysis, 
Holloway declared without qualification that “the white man’s domina-
tion and insistence on deference ultimately reached into the Negro mind 
and created a sense of inferiority. The Negro saw himself, in a sense, as 
the white man saw him and accepted the view that he was deserving of 
an inferior place in society. Several consequences followed. One . . . was 
(political) apathy and lack of ambition” (Holloway 1969, 22). With these 
behavioral observations, Holloway had incorporated Myrdal, Wilson, 
Matthews and Prothro as well as the leading research findings up to this 
point in time.

Despite the fact that there were at least two fatal flaws in Holloway’s 
conceptualization and interpretive analysis, he persisted in advancing 
his inaccurate conclusions. In the Matthews and Prothro book, which 
immediately preceded his, they demonstrated that the main concepts, 
civic competence and political culture, as developed in The Civic Culture 
had no meaning or applicability to southern Negro political psychology 
(Matthews and Prothro 1966). Nor could an empirical relationship be 
established with this variable. But they didn’t stop there. Of the concept 
of political culture and its attendant idea of different political subcultures 
in the eleven states of the South, Matthews and Prothro showed that this 
concept had no explanatory powers. Here is how they put it: “southern 
political subcultures . . . contribute little to explaining Negro participa-
tion beyond what we can say on the basis of socioeconomic factors.” 
They continued: “This makes political culture a most convenient residual 
variable—to it are attributed all differences that cannot otherwise be 
explained. We need not resort to such mysticism” (Matthews and Prothro 
1966, 173). Thus, at best, this concept of political culture or the broader 
civic culture was only functional as a descriptive reality.

Either Holloway didn’t read their book; read the book but ignored 
their empirical findings on this matter; or simply ignored both the book 
and its findings. Whatever his strategy, he did not qualify, modify, or 
critically assess the conceptualization in The Civic Culture book. He 
 simply moved the concept directly into his book.

The second major fatal flaw with his book was what Professor Chris 
Achen called the crosslevel inference problem. Holloway relied upon 
aggregate voter registration and election returns data for his empiri-
cal analyses. Yet to explain African-American political psychology 
and political mind, he used findings generated at the individual level 
from surveys and polls to interpret findings generated by  political 
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units, such as  counties and precincts. This cannot be done without 
the use of some highly specialized statistical techniques (Achen and 
Shively 1995). And since Holloway didn’t make use of any such tech-
niques, his interpretations themselves became mysticism. Few in the 
academic community bothered to publicly embarrass Holloway for 
his slight-of-hand epistemological maneuver. In fact, many followed 
directly in Holloway’s intellec tual footsteps as the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965 led to more and more political participation and activity in 
the African-American community.

Collectively, these two case studies set the tone and established 
paradigms for the study of African-American political psychology as the 
political behavioral movement swept through the 1960s and beyond. 
As mentioned earlier, even though African Americans continued to 
contradict these theories, frameworks, and conceptualizations as the 
Voting Rights Act assisted in their empowerment, the assertions of 
Myrdal, Wilson, Matthews and Prothro, and Holloway were not denied 
nor jettisoned. Rather, the work was used selectively to explain African 
Americans’ heightened electoral and political participation. Basically, 
these ideas never really went away.

But it was not just the political activity of African Americans them-
selves that called into question the behavioral image of their political 
mind and political psychology as described by the discipline. In the areas 
of psychology and political psychology, there arose contending and chal-
lenging images of the African-American political mind, which the field 
of political science neglected, and failed to put the needed and obvious 
correctives into place.

The third case study and the first of the psychological studies of 
African-American identity to rethink the self-hatred work of Myrdal, 
Wilson, Matthews and Prothro, and Holloway appeared in 1991 by 
William E. Cross, Jr., entitled, Shades of Black: Diversity in African-
American Identity. This work took on the studies of African-American 
psychology that used “primitive modes of analysis” as well as those, that 
used “oversimplification.” Professor Cross’s work analyzed all of the 
“social scientific literature on Negro identity written between 1936 and 
1967 [which] reported that self-hatred and group rejection were typical 
of Black psychological functioning” (Cross 1991, ix). The reexamina-
tions of these works led the author to see that “perhaps pathology was 
not typical of a ‘Negro identity,’ nor was mental health the province of 
‘Blackness.’ (And) given the possibility that the dimensions of the Negro 
identity were more often normal than pathological, perhaps not every-
thing about the Negro identity required change” (Cross 1991, xii). From 
these findings and understandings, Professor Cross developed an entirely 
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new theory of African-American psychology, which he saw as rooted in 
the biculturalism demanded by the unique African-American experiences 
in America. Scholar-activist W.E.B. DuBois recognized it early on but 
had not grounded it in the new discipline of psychology. Professor Cross 
remedied this defect and called his new theory Nigrescence. This concept 
that grew out of the African-American experiences in America noted 
that African Americans were based simultaneously in two different and 
distinct cultures and worked out their psychology and resultant political 
psychology from this dualistic reference point (Cross 1991). Only a very 
small segment of the students in race and politics paid this new devel-
opment much concern or rethought the prevailing paradigms. Thus, 
the theory of Myrdal, Wilson, Matthews and Prothro, and Holloway 
marched on and on.

Our fourth and final case study subjected Professor Cross’ new theory 
to rigorous empirical testing and analysis in 2001. Richard L. Allen’s 
book, The Concept of Self: A Study of Black Identity and Self-Esteem, 
set forth these interesting results. First, Prof. Allen says this about the 
uniqueness of his empirical study. “Unlike most past studies, I used two 
national studies, one cross-sectional and the other longitudinal. Thus, 
I was better able to more faithfully explore the dynamic of self-esteem 
and its generalizability” (Allen 2001, 84). Then, of the value of Professor 
Cross’s theory to his own empirical study, Allen notes: “exploring the 
studies that used measures of both personal identity and of black iden-
tity from 1939 to 1987 . . . Cross reported that there was little evidence 
supporting the conclusion that African Americans had a negative self-
 conception” (Allen 2001, 60). Therefore, as Professor Allen saw it, “given 
the major flaws and prominent omissions in the self-hatred literature, and 
the neglected areas in the study of the black self-concept, there is a great 
deal of theoretical and empirical work which remains undone” (Ibid). 
For Allen, Cross’ work had literally exploded all of the old myths which 
had for decades masqueraded as important and hegemonic  empirical 
work and launched the need for reexamination. This is what Allen sought 
to achieve in his pioneering case study.

To provide the theoretical underpinnings for his study, Allen relied 
upon DuBois’ concept of “double consciousness,” which Cross had 
rechristened as “biculturalism” at the theoretical level in the field of psy-
chology. Talking about this DuBoisan idea, Allen writes: “after emancipa-
tion, Africans not only fought against other forms of physical imposition 
(e.g., sharecropping and later the ‘Black Codes’), but also against all 
attempts to control their perception of the world and their self-image” 
(Allen 2001, 29). Hence, as Allen sees it, this struggle is what DuBois 
referred to as “double consciousness.”
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This led Allen in developing the conceptualization for his empirical 
study to understand that “one of the important elements of the double 
consciousness construct and how it was developed by DuBois is that 
it encapsulates the psychological and sociohistorical realities of oppres-
sion and points to the strength of the African American culture. . . . 
Further, DuBois’s conceptualization suggests that although the culture 
and the people are under constant attack; the culture provides the people 
the wherewithal to develop a positive sense of self or the means to ‘resolve 
the tension between pride and shame in self ’” (Allen 2001, 29). Thus, 
with the help of both DuBois and Cross, Allen fine-tuned his theoreti-
cal framework. Prior to the book, Allen revealed in a pioneering article 
in the American Political Science Review how this theoretical framework 
works in African-American political psychology and their political mind. 
This work appeared in 1989, a full decade before the book (Dawson 
et al. 1990). This innovative work challenged the longstanding hege-
monic theory of Myrdal and his many disciples. 

In the book, Allen concludes after an exhaustive empirical analysis 
that “although past and present impediments and unwholesome char-
acterizations of Africans still exist, these besieged people have managed 
to remain without a broken spirit or a shattered self. The theory . . . 
explain[ed] . . . an African self that more actively defines itself out of its 
own history, culture and desired future” (Allen 2001, 178). Here are the 
empirical foundations for a new perspective on the African-American 
political mind and the groundwork for an African-American political 
psychology.

Together, the case studies of Cross and Allen confront, challenge, and 
deny the image of the Black political mind generated by Myrdal, Wilson, 
Matthews and Protho, and Holloway, which has been so warmly embraced 
by the political behavioral revolution in political science. The question 
now is how has the recently emergent subfield of political psychology, 
having now fully separated itself from political behavior, embraced the 
extraordinary work in political psychology and made the transition to 
it theoretical framework? Has the new field continued on with the old 
image or taken to the new image? To attain this answer, we now turn to 
an analysis of the academic journal articles on the subject and later back to 
our four case studies to help with the assessment and evaluations.

Extending the Analyses of the African-American 
Political Mind: The Journals

We examined the political psychology and political mind of Blacks in 
a major source of political science discourse: books. Using four main 
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books as exemplars, we note the early theories that construct the sense 
of why Blacks act the way they do and the empirical work that attempts 
to test these assorted theories. Using the four books, we theorized that 
these works discuss Blacks through the dynamic of the race relations vs. 
African-American (Black) politics frame. The first two older works lean 
toward the logic of race relations, while the second set of newer work 
expresses the Black politics frame.

Now we seek to understand how this paradigm, the race relations 
vs. Black politics frame, plays out in the journals of political science. 
We use political science journals from the late nineteenth century to 
early twenty-first century to examine African Americans and political 
psychology. Our method is a computer-driven content analysis of politi-
cal science journals stored on an electronic database (JSTOR), which is 
our data source. There are 34 political science journals referenced in this 
database, covering from approximately 1885 to the present day.

Our search strategy is to limit our computer word search to these 
terms “Political Psychology” in association with “African Americans” 
(and other cognates for “African American[s]”: “Black[s]”, “Negro[es]”, 
and even “Colored[s]”, due to the extreme time span covered). Using 
this particular strategy, we find that political science journals used both 
terms “political psychology” and “African American” or its synonyms 
219 times in articles. The first documented usage is in an 1898 article, 
ironically named “The Study and Teaching of Sociology.” These search 
terms were never used in an article title (also, no articles included 
“Psychology” plus “African American” or synonyms in the title either, 
for that matter).

So, how exactly are African Americans discussed in the journals of 
political science over this time period? More explicitly, how does the 
dominant race relation vs. Black politics frame shape journal discussions 
of the political psychology of African Americans? To establish this we 
have to examine the content of the aforementioned 219 journal articles. 
Using further content analyses, we discern that only 37 of the 219 articles 
directly address the political psychology of African Americans as major 
topics of discussion within the article. So, we categorize these 37 articles 
in terms of race relations and Black politics (see Figure 2.1). Surprisingly, 
even though our search was from the late nineteenth century, the first 
articles that are classifiable do not show up until the 1970s. This suggests 
that the development of political psychology’s examinations of Blacks 
began to show up in print after the height of the Civil Rights Movement. 
The pattern also shows that these discussions accelerate during the 1990s, 
where 28 of the 37 articles are found. And what of the frames found in 
these 37 articles? It seems that the race-relations frame is more dominant. 
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The race-relations frame shows up once in the 1970s, 3 times in the 
1980s, 24 times in the 1990s, and twice in the truncated twenty-first 
century search. Thus, race relations is the dominant frame in 30 out of 
the 37 classifiable articles (approximately 81 percent). This definitely 
seems to be the frame of choice in political science!

Conclusion

In this chapter, we reviewed some of the history of political psychology of 
Blacks as seen in the published works of the political science discipline. 
We examined the history of the political psychology of Blacks in political 
science discourse. We employed analyses of both major sources of this 
discourse: books and journal articles. 

Walton, Miller, and McCormick (1995) note that the academic 
disciplines mirror the nonacademic world’s sensibilities, including those 
regarding race. They argue that political science addresses Blacks through 
the same lens of America: race relations vs. Black politics. The definition of 
race-relations politics tradition concerns “themes about the fundamental 
differences between whites and blacks [emphasizing White superiority]” 
or “beliefs about the necessary dependence of blacks on the white 
majority’s willingness to accommodate black concerns.” And the African-
American [Black] politics tradition is a frame that “supports parity and 
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 empowerment. Here, blacks would seek to eradicate white dominance, to 
empower themselves.”

Building on Walton, Miller, and McCormick (1995), we theorize 
that these works address Blacks through the lens of the insider/outsider 
dynamic of the race relations vs. Black politics frame. Using four main 
books as structural and theoretical exemplars, we note the theories that 
construct the sense of why Blacks act the way they do and the empirical 
work that attempts to bolster these assorted theories. 

We then use a content analysis of political science journals from 
the late nineteenth century to early twenty-first century to examine 
the connection between African Americans and political psychology. 
We note that the journals tend to use the African-American experi-
ence along the race relations vs. Black politics paradigm, with the race 
relations frame being availed of much more often than the Black 
politics frame. Thus, we see consistency over the discipline as both the 
major books and the mainstream journals tend to emphasize the logic 
of race relations at the expense of a pro-Black politics framework. Some 
observers may be disappointed by our findings suggesting the domi-
nance of the race-relations frame. Maybe time will restructure this, but 
the past efforts of political science do highlight race relations as the way 
to understand the political psychology of African Americans.
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C h a p t e r  3

Beliefs in Black and 
White: How Race 
Influences Americans’ 
Perceptions of 
Themselves, Their 
Racial Group, and 
Their National Group
Roy J. Eidelson and Mikhail Lyubansky

Over the past century, African Americans have made significant 
progress on a broad range of fronts, including life expectancy, employ-
ment and income, education, and political representation (e.g., Sears 
et al. 2000; Thernstrom and Thernstrom 1999). Moreover, the rapidly 
growing multicultural movement (e.g., Fowers and Richardson 1996) has 
signaled a new zeitgeist in terms of racial and ethnic relations. For argu-
ably the first time in U.S. history, there is widespread recognition that 
none of the nation’s many racial and ethnic groups are inherently or cul-
turally superior to any other (National Opinion Research Center 2002a). 
Furthermore, the multicultural movement has successfully transplanted 
into the mainstream the previously radical notion that cultural diversity 
ought to be not merely tolerated but rather encouraged and celebrated.

Nevertheless, multiculturalism has hardly been a panacea. Despite the 
mainstreaming of egalitarian ideology, Blacks1 continue to lag behind 
Whites on most important measures associated with life quality in the 
United States. For example, a significantly lower percentage of Blacks 
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(48 percent) than Whites (72 percent) own their own home (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2002a), and similar discrepancies are evident in health insurance 
coverage (Bennefield 1998), education (U.S. Census Bureau 2003), job 
income (U.S. Census Bureau 2002b), and job satisfaction (Riley 2000; 
Tuch and Martin 1991). The cause of this pervasive inequality cannot 
be reduced to a single factor. However, it seems self-evident that racial 
inequality will persist until racism and race-based discrimination are fully 
eliminated (see Glick and Fiske 2001, for a recent theoretical formulation 
of modern prejudice) and Whites no longer derive benefits from their racial 
status (e.g., McIntosh 1998).

Not surprisingly, Black and White Americans continue to have 
vastly different perceptions regarding the realities of racial inequality. 
For  exam ple, according to national surveys conducted by the National 
Opinion Research Center (NORC), 66 percent of Blacks but only 
34 percent of Whites thought that racial inequality in jobs, income, 
and housing was  primarily the result of discrimination (Schuman et al. 
1997). Without doubt, the different life experiences on the two sides of 
the color line contribute heavily to this discrepancy. However, it is also 
significant that Whites tend to locate racism in color-consciousness (and 
therefore see “color-blindness” as the solution),2 whereas Blacks are more 
likely to see racism as a system of power and privilege and to consider 
the affirmation of racial difference (i.e., racial identity) as a core element 
of their historical and present experience (Hughes and Tuch 2000; Omi 
and Wynant 1994). 

Three Levels of Identity

One potentially fruitful avenue for illuminating the underpinnings 
of this apparent perceptual divide between the races is to incorporate 
psychological approaches that recognize the multiple identities through 
which Blacks and Whites filter their experiences. Of particular value may 
be the critical distinction made by social identity theorists (e.g., Tajfel 
1982; Tajfel and Turner 1986) between personal identity and social iden-
tity. Personal identity refers to the individual’s sense of self derived from 
his or her personal characteristics and interpersonal relationships. At this 
level, each African American or White American is viewed as a distinct 
individual, without consideration for characteristics that members of the 
same group might hold in common. 

In contrast to personal identity, social identity refers to an individual’s 
sense of self derived from his or her membership in one or more groups. 
Most people have multiple social identities, reflecting their identifica-
tion with more than one group (e.g., Roccas and Brewer 2002). In this 
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chapter, we are interested in two specific social identities: one based on 
racial group and the other based on national group identification. The 
former quite clearly represents the primary separation between Blacks 
and Whites and the predominant focus of much research on race rela-
tions. On the other hand, the latter represents an important shared or 
“superordinate” identity for Blacks and Whites—as Americans. 

An individual’s racial and national identities can vary in the extent to 
which they are comfortably aligned or, alternatively, in conflict. In this 
regard, for African Americans the concept of “double consciousness” is 
long-standing, and it refers in part to the challenges posed by the need 
to negotiate their Black and American identities in a social context that 
sometimes pits one against the other (Du Bois 1903; Lyubansky and 
Eidelson 2005). Less attention has been given to a possible parallel 
dilemma for White Americans, because they are generally less likely to 
see themselves in racial terms and therefore to be relatively unaware of 
their own racial socialization and privilege (McIntosh 1998). However, 
recent work investigating the rise of “White nationalism” in the United 
States (e.g., Swain 2002) suggests that race is already an important dis-
tinct source of identity for some members of the majority group. Perhaps 
more importantly, Winant’s (1997) analysis of the “new politicization 
of Whiteness” suggests that White identity may be becoming increas-
ingly more salient for all Whites, even as the identity itself has become 
confused and contradictory, holding both the legacy of White supremacy 
and the multicultural ideal of recognizing and valuing difference.

In this chapter, we are interested in examining the extent to which each 
of these three separate levels of identity—personal identity, racial group 
identity, and national group identity—contribute to perceptual differences 
in the ways that Blacks and Whites understand the world. This question 
is of much more than mere academic interest. A better understanding of 
where the divergences and convergences in perceptions lie may help to 
determine how best to bridge and repair the racial divide. 

Five Belief Domains

As targets for our three-level exploration of Black-White differences in 
perception, we selected the five key belief domains that Eidelson and 
Eidelson (2003) have identified as spanning the personal and group 
contexts, because they are simultaneously fundamental to the daily and 
existential pursuits of individuals and pivotal to the central concerns and 
shared narratives of groups. These five domains revolve around issues of 
vulnerability, injustice, distrust, superiority, and helplessness. Each belief has 
been described in detail elsewhere (Eidelson and Eidelson 2003), so here 
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we offer only a brief description of its particular relevance for Blacks and 
Whites in the United States today.

The vulnerability belief, whether applied to one’s personal world or to 
the circumstances of one’s group, is characterized by the conviction that the 
world is a dangerous and risky place, where safety and security are difficult 
to obtain and catastrophic loss lurks on the horizon (e.g., Beck, Emery, and 
Greenberg 1985). Vulnerability-related concerns have been a centerpiece 
of the post-9/11 environment in the United States, finding expression in 
heightened perceptions of both personal and national threat (e.g., Eidelson 
and Plummer 2005; Huddy et al. 2002). At the same time, threat percep-
tions continue to play a key role in the context of racial group competition 
between Blacks and Whites (e.g., Bobo and Hutchings 1996). From a dif-
ferent vulnerability perspective, worries about assimilation and the loss of 
group distinctiveness (e.g., Brewer 1991) also appear as important features 
of the contemporary African-American narrative. 

The injustice belief is based on the individual’s perceptions of being 
personally victimized and mistreated by others or the view that in-group 
members receive undeserved, substandard, and unjust outcomes, perhaps 
due to a biased or rigged system created by a more powerful out-group 
(e.g., Horowitz 1985). This injustice mindset is also frequently linked to 
a historical perspective that emphasizes past episodes or periods of abuse 
and exploitation at the hands of others, which certainly characterizes the 
history of slavery in the United States. Experiences and perceptions of 
mistreatment persist for many African Americans, particularly in relation 
to discrimination in key areas, such as housing (e.g., Massey and Denton 
1993). At the same time, grievances are common among Whites who 
object to policies such as affirmative action designed to promote racial 
equality (e.g., Bobo and Kluegel 1993). 

The distrust belief focuses on the presumed hostility and malicious 
intent of other individuals or groups. In reference to the personal world, 
this mindset may range from a predisposition toward suspicion and 
anticipated deceit to, in the extreme, outright paranoia. At the group 
level, the conviction that outsiders harbor malevolent designs toward the 
in-group is sufficiently widespread that “dishonest” and “untrustworthy” 
are considered to be central elements in the universal stereotype of out-
groups (Campbell 1967; LeVine and Campbell 1972). In the United 
States, heightened suspicion of non-Americans has characterized the 
immediate post-9/11 environment, while interpersonal distrust between 
Blacks and Whites represents a long-standing feature of race relations in 
this country. Similarly, many African Americans also view mainstream 
institutions with suspicion, including law enforcement and the judicial 
system (Schuman et al. 1997). 
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The superiority belief revolves around the conviction that the 
 individual or the in-group is morally superior, chosen, entitled, or 
destined for greatness—and the corresponding view that others are 
contemptible, immoral, and inferior (LeVine and Campbell 1972). 
This belief has been used to explain, legitimize, and ruthlessly enforce 
in-group status advantages (Sidanius 1993), often via political entre-
preneurs’ selective recounting of the in-group’s history and embellished 
narratives of accomplishments (Brown 1997). For the United States, 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks brought to the fore a national narrative 
describing a battle of “good versus evil” (Eidelson and Plummer 2005). 
At the racial level, this belief domain was central to the historical insti-
tution of slavery, built in part upon assumptions of White superiority 
and Black inferiority. More recent decades have witnessed movements 
by both races to elevate and protect their unique cultures. “Black is 
beautiful” emerged as a slogan to promote pride in African Americans 
and to overcome still-prevalent negative stereotypes, even as many 
“non-prejudiced” whites continue to endorse the belief that poverty 
and other forms of racial inequity exist in large part due to Blacks’ 
cultural inferiority (Kluegel 1990).

Finally, the helplessness belief (Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale 
1978; Buchanan and Seligman 1995) refers to the conviction that the 
individual or the in-group is unable to favorably influence or control 
events and outcomes. This belief plays a prominent role in different types 
of group mobilization. Since an effective social movement is inherently 
risky and depends upon the promise of some reasonable likelihood of 
success (e.g., Brewer and Brown 1998; Gamson 1992; Homer-Dixon 
1999), organized political mobilization is severely hampered—while 
extremist activity may be simultaneously facilitated—when group mem-
bers perceive their in-group as helpless to improve circumstances by 
working within the system. The nation’s retaliatory military action in 
Afghanistan in response to the 9/11 attacks was viewed in part as a dem-
onstration that the United States was not and would never be a helpless 
target (Eidelson and Plummer 2005). At the same time, helplessness may 
indeed be salient at the racial level for many Blacks, given that efforts 
to achieve racial equality have faced significant obstacles, particularly in 
regard to education and income (U.S. Census Bureau 2002b; 2003), as 
well as in the criminal justice system (Wagner 2005).

The Current Study

In the exploratory study reported here, we surveyed Black and White 
Americans to determine whether their beliefs in these five domains 
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 converged or diverged at each of the three different levels of identity. We 
posed four interrelated research questions:

1. Personal Identity: Do Blacks and Whites differ in the extent to which 
they see their own individual lives as characterized by personal vulner-
ability, injustice, distrust, superiority, and helplessness? We expected that 
group differences based on personal identity, if any, would be smaller 
than those based on racial group identity. In particular, differences 
might be muted if Black and White respondents evaluated their 
circumstances primarily in comparison to their own fellow in-group 
members, as suggested by research on social comparison and the 
person-group discrepancy effect (Festinger 1954; Postmes et al. 1999).

2. Racial Group Identity: Do Blacks and Whites differ in the degree to 
which they hold these five beliefs about their respective racial groups? Here 
we expected significant race group differences because beliefs about 
vulnerability, injustice, distrust, and helplessness all capture impor-
tant components of the Black experience as a disadvantaged minority 
in the United States. In the case of superiority, it also seemed likely 
that Blacks would express greater racial pride, both in light of their 
presumed stronger racial identity and the greater stigma associated 
with Whites expressing beliefs about racial group superiority. 

3. National Group Identity: Do Blacks and Whites differ in how strongly 
they hold these five beliefs in regard to their national group identity 
as Americans? We expected that group differences based on national 
group identity, if any, would be smaller than those based on racial group 
identity, precisely because this identity is shared by both racial groups. 
At the same time, to the extent that beliefs about one’s racial group 
influence beliefs about one’s national group, some differences between 
Blacks and Whites might indeed appear.

4. Are beliefs in these five domains linked to other important individual 
difference variables? We recognized that beliefs at all three identity 
levels might be related to other individual characteristics for one or 
both racial groups (see National Opinion Research Center 2002b; 
2002c). Therefore, we also examined the significance of age, gen-
der, level of formal education, family income, political orientation, 
religiosity, and strength of group identification in relation to the 
five belief domains.

Data and Methodology

Surveys were completed in April 2002 by prospective jurors  waiting 
possible empanelling at a municipal courthouse in Philadelphia, 
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Pennsylvania. On four occasions over the course of a month, volunteers 
were recruited in a large courthouse waiting room and were invited 
to anonymously fill out a 20-minute survey for which each respon-
dent received a candy bar as a token of appreciation for his or her 
 participation. Approximately one-half of those present each day agreed to 
participate. Only those respondents who identified their racial/ethnic 
group as “African American/Black” or “Caucasian/White” and their 
national group as “American” were included in the data analyses (15 
respondents did not meet these criteria; another 16 were excluded 
because they did not complete the survey). This resulted in an overall 
sample size of 216, comprising of 100 self-identified Black Americans3 
and 116 self-identified White Americans.4 

The Individual-Group Belief Inventory (IGBI; Eidelson 2002; 2009) 
was used to measure respondents’ personal beliefs about their personal 
worlds, their racial group, and their national group in regard to issues of 
vulnerability, injustice, distrust, superiority, and helplessness. The com-
plete IGBI is designed to measure each of these five belief domains at 
three levels of analysis: (1) beliefs about the personal world (e.g., “Other 
people are often unfair to me”); (2) beliefs about the in-group (e.g., 
“I believe other groups are often unfair to my group”); and (3) percep-
tions of the in-group’s collective worldviews (e.g., “My group believes 
that other groups are often unfair to it”). At each level, each belief is 
measured by three-items endorsed on a 5-point, Likert-type scale rang-
ing from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5). The respondent’s 
score for each belief scale is the arithmetic sum of the three items mea-
suring that belief. 

In this study, we did not include the third-level items (i.e., percep-
tions of collective worldviews). In addition to the personal world items, 
we included two versions of the personal beliefs about the in-group 
items (one set for the racial group and one set for the national group). 
Sample items from each three-item IGBI scale measuring respondent 
beliefs about the personal world are: “My safety and security are uncertain” 
(Vulnerability); “Other people criticize me more than they should” 
(Injustice); “Other people will try to deceive me if given the chance” 
(Distrust); “I am superior to other people in many ways” (Superiority); 
and “I have very little control over my future” (Helplessness). Parallel 
IGBI items measuring beliefs about the racial group and the national 
group are: “I believe my (racial/ethnic or national) group’s safety and 
security are uncertain” (Vulnerability); “I believe my (racial/ethnic or 
national) group is criticized by other groups more than it should be” 
(Injustice); “I believe that other groups will try to deceive my (racial/
ethnic or national) group if given the chance” (Distrust); “I believe that 
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my (racial/ethnic or national) group is superior to other groups in many 
ways” (Superiority); and “I believe that my (racial/ethnic or national) 
group has very little control over its future” (Helplessness). 

Group identification was measured using six items (with five-point, 
Likert-type scales ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree) adapted 
from Brown et al. (1986). For the racial group identification scale, these 
items read: “I identify with other members of my racial/ethnic group,” 
“My racial/ethnic group is important to my identity,” “I think of myself 
as a member of my racial/ethnic group,” “I feel close to other members 
of my racial/ethnic group,” “When someone criticizes my racial/ethnic 
group, it feels like a personal insult,” and “When I talk about members 
of my racial/ethnic group, I usually say ‘we’ rather than ‘they.’” For the 
national group identification scale, the phrase “racial/ethnic group” was 
replaced by “national group” in each item. 

The administered questionnaire also included a series of demographic 
questions. Single-item questions asked the respondents about their age, 
gender, level of formal education (on a six-point scale from “no formal 
education” to “graduate work/advanced degree”), family income (on an 
eight-point scale from “less than $10,000” to “$100,000 or more”), level 
of religiosity (on a seven-point scale ranging from “Not at all religious” 
to “Very religious”), and their political orientation (on a seven-point scale 
ranging from “Liberal” to “Conservative”). 

The survey measures used in this study were structured into four 
sections in the following way. In the first section, the respondents answered 
the 15 IGBI items that measure beliefs about the personal world. For the 
second section, the respondents first identified their racial group and indi-
cated their level of identification with that group. They then completed 
15 IGBI items measuring their beliefs about this racial group. The third 
section of the survey paralleled the second section but instead focused the 
participants on their American national group (in contrast to their racial 
group). The final section of the survey instrument included the demo-
graphic questions. 

Results

To explore potential differences between the Black and White respondents 
in the strengths of their beliefs (Research Questions 1 through 3), a series 
of tests (one for each belief domain) were conducted at each of the three 
levels of analysis. Two variations of these analysis sets were conducted. 
In one approach, the between-group differences were assessed while using 
age, gender, education, family income, religiosity, political orientation, 
strength of racial group identification, and strength of national group 
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identification as covariates. In the other approach, the Black-White 
differences were measured without controlling for these individual differ-
ence variables. For each IGBI belief scale, the magnitude of the difference 
between the two samples was comparable for both approaches. Therefore, 
for simplicity, the t-test results from the second approach (i.e., without 
covariates) are presented here. Table 3.1 displays these unadjusted means 

Table 3.1  Personal, racial-level, and national-level IGBI measures by racial group

Blacks Whites Difference

Personal World
Vulnerability 8.81

(2.61)
8.27

(2.44)
.54

Injustice 7.30
(2.58)

6.92
(2.11)

.38

Distrust 8.29
(2.57)

7.53
(2.10)

.76*

Superiority 7.49
(2.45)

7.64
(2.17)

.15

Helplessness 5.56
(1.98)

5.80
(1.95)

.24

Racial Group
Vulnerability 10.42

(2.59)
7.72

(2.56)
2.70*

Injustice 11.72
(2.39)

8.13
(2.66)

3.59*

Distrust 9.48
(2.29)

6.89
(2.14)

2.59*

Superiority 8.92
(2.49)

6.82
(2.48)

2.10*

Helplessness 8.01
(2.82)

6.31
(2.35)

1.70*

National Group
Vulnerability 11.11

(2.61)
10.89
(2.59)

.22

Injustice 9.46
(2.89)

9.74
(2.90)

.28

Distrust 10.18
(2.57)

9.76
(2.55)

.42

Superiority 9.35
(2.84)

9.63
(2.88)

.28

Helplessness 7.30
(2.50)

6.38
(2.04)

.92*

N 100 116

Note: Values are unadjusted means. Standard Deviations appear in parentheses below means. 
Starred differences are significant at the p < .05 level.
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and standard deviations. Following these exploratory tests of mean 
group differences, to answer Research Question 4, separate analyses were 
conducted to determine whether any of the demographic or other indi-
vidual differences measures were related to the belief scales, either across 
both samples or differentially in one group versus the other (using stan-
dard z-tests for comparing correlations in independent samples).

Research Question 1: Do Blacks and Whites Differ in Their 
Beliefs about Their Personal Worlds?

At the level of the respondents’ personal beliefs about their personal 
worlds (distinct from their social group identities), the only significant 
difference was in the distrust domain where Blacks on average scored.
76 points higher than their White counterparts. That is, in their personal 
lives, Black respondents considered a distrustful posture toward others 
to be more appropriate than did White respondents. None of the other 
domains revealed significant differences. 

Research Question 2: Do Blacks and Whites Differ in Their 
Beliefs about Their Different Racial Groups?

As hypothesized, in sharp contrast to the similarities in the personal 
world beliefs of Blacks and Whites, there were large differences between 
the two samples in beliefs about their respective racial groups. Blacks 
scored significantly higher than Whites in all five domains. The differ-
ences between the two groups are as follows: vulnerability (2.70), injus-
tice (3.59), distrust (2.59), superiority (2.10), and helplessness (1.70). 
A follow-up analysis was conducted for each belief domain in which 
the Black-White difference in racial group beliefs was tested controlling 
for the respondents’ parallel personal world beliefs. For each domain 
the magnitude of the difference between samples was not substantially 
changed.

Research Question 3: Do Blacks and Whites Differ in Their 
Beliefs about Their Shared National Group?

At the national group level, the White and Black respondents revealed 
more similarities than differences in their beliefs. Helplessness was the only 
belief domain on which the two groups differed significantly, with Blacks 
scoring .92 higher than Whites. There were no significant racial group dif-
ferences on beliefs about national group vulnerability, injustice, distrust, or 
superiority. The size of the differences ranged from .22 to .42, with none of 
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them reaching traditional levels of significance. As with racial group beliefs, 
the magnitudes of these differences between samples in beliefs about their 
American national group were not substantially changed when the parallel 
personal world beliefs were controlled for.

Research Question 4: How Are Individual Difference Variables 
Linked to Beliefs for Blacks and Whites?

For both Blacks and Whites there were significant and largely comparable 
relationships between strength of identification with a group (racial or 
national) and strength of beliefs about that group. This was especially true 
in regard to the American national group, where convictions about vulner-
ability, injustice, distrust, and superiority (but not helplessness) were all 
significantly correlated (at the p < .05 level) with stronger national group 
identification. The correlation coefficients for each of these measures were: 
.32, .44, .22, and .38 respectively for the Black sample and .48, .55, .51, 
and .54 respectively for the White sample. The pattern was similar but 
substantially weaker for strength of racial group identification and beliefs 
about the racial group: in the Black sample, the correlations were .22, .23, 
.17, .15, and .28 for vulnerability, injustice, distrust, helplessness, and 
superiority respectively, with helplessness and distrust not reaching sta-
tistical significance. The White sample parallel correlations were .14, .19, 
.10, .11, and .32, with vulnerability, distrust, and helplessness not being 
significantly correlated.

Level of formal education was the demographic variable with the 
most pervasive pattern of relationships with the respondents’ beliefs and 
it produced consistent differences between the Black and White samples. 
For the White sample, education was in general significantly negatively 
correlated with strength of beliefs at the personal world, racial group, 
and national group levels; in contrast, education tended to be uncor-
related with belief strength in the Black sample at all three levels. At the 
personal world level, with correlation coefficients of −.33, −.32, −.29, 
and −.43 respectively, the more educated Whites felt less vulnerable, 
less  mistreated, less distrustful, and less helpless than their less educated 
White counterparts. The exception was superiority, which had a correla-
tion of .25, making more educated Whites higher on personal superiority 
than less educated Whites. 

Similarly, in regard to beliefs about one’s racial group, education was 
uncorrelated with belief strength in the Black sample but in the White 
sample it was significantly negatively linked to vulnerability (−.29), 
injustice (−.39), distrust (−.25), and helplessness (−.36); beliefs about 
racial group superiority were unrelated to education in both groups. 
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The same pattern emerged for beliefs about the American national group, 
with more education (for Whites only) associated with less vulnera bility 
(−.24), less injustice (−.32), less distrust (−.24), and less helplessness 
(−.34), with superiority again not significant. 

Individual differences in religiosity had divergent relationships with 
some beliefs in the Black and White samples. This was most apparent 
in the vulnerability domain. Blacks who were more religious described 
themselves (i.e., at the personal world level) and their racial and 
national groups as less vulnerable, while more religious Whites tended 
to see themselves and their groups as more at risk. The correlations were 
significantly different between the two samples at all three levels: for the 
personal world, the correlations were −.25 and .10 for Blacks and Whites 
respectively; for beliefs about their racial group, the correlations were −.28 
and .19 respectively; and for beliefs about their shared American national 
group, the correlations were −.09 and .19 respectively. The same general 
pattern was also found in regard to three other beliefs about the racial 
group: for injustice, the correlations were −.21 and .07 for Blacks and 
Whites respectively; for distrust, the correlations were −.20 and .08 respec-
tively; and for helplessness, they were −.24 and .11 respectively. 

Political orientation as reflected in liberal versus conservative leanings 
also proved to be differentially linked to certain beliefs for Blacks and 
Whites. For Blacks, beliefs about racial group vulnerability and injustice 
(both with correlation coefficients of .23) were significantly stronger 
among the more liberal respondents, whereas these two beliefs tended 
to be associated with greater conservatism (nonsignificant correlations of 
.07 and .09 respectively) among the White respondents. At the national 
group level of analysis, White conservatives held stronger beliefs than 
White liberals about group vulnerability (.24) and distrust (.28). For 
Blacks, the correlation for group vulnerability (−.12) and distrust (−.01) 
were nonsignificant but in the opposite direction. For both groups, con-
servatives tended to hold stronger beliefs about national group injustice 
(i.e., mistreatment at the hands of other groups) than did liberals: for 
Whites the correlation was .37; for Blacks it was.19.

Overall, age proved to be a relatively unimportant variable in regard 
to its relationships with the respondents’ beliefs. However, there was a 
tendency for younger participants in both samples to view themselves 
as personally superior, although this correlation (−.24) was significant 
only in the White sample but not in the Black sample (−.14). In addi-
tion, there was a significant difference between Blacks and Whites in the 
relationship between age and beliefs about racial group vulnerability. For 
Blacks, these two variables were negatively correlated (−.18) whereas for 
Whites they were positively associated (.27). That is, younger Blacks and 
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older Whites were the respondents who tended to see their respective 
racial groups as in jeopardy.

Discussion

In this chapter, we were interested in examining similarities and differ-
ences in the beliefs of Black and White Americans from the perspectives 
of their personal identities, their racial group identities, and their national 
group identities. We focused on the five belief domains—vulnerability, 
injustice, distrust, superiority, and helplessness—that Eidelson and Eidelson 
(2003) have identified as spanning the realms of personal and group experi-
ence, and as bearing directly on issues of distress and conflict.

When these five beliefs were compared at the level of personal identity, 
distinct from any explicit focus on group membership, the Black and 
White samples were quite similar in almost all domains. Distrust was the 
only one of the five domains in which a significant difference emerged, 
with Blacks reporting greater interpersonal suspicion than Whites. This 
difference is consistent with other studies of trust (e.g., Shavers-Hornaday 
et al. 1997) as well as with a post-9/11 national phone survey, which found 
that 46 percent of Whites but only 15 percent of Blacks believed that 
“people are trustworthy” (National Opinion Research Center 2002b). 

In regard to beliefs about one’s racial group (i.e., through the explicit 
lens of one’s racial group identity), we expected and found very large 
differences between Blacks and Whites, with the former reporting stron-
ger beliefs across all five domains. Beliefs about collective vulnerability, 
injustice, distrust, and helplessness all reflect important challenges facing 
a group. It, therefore, is not surprising that the Black respondents held 
beliefs more consonant with seeing their racial group in a tenuous and 
potentially adversarial position than did their White counterparts. It is 
interesting that the largest discrepancy between the racial groups was 
found in the injustice domain, which perhaps best characterizes the 
centuries-old contrast between Black and White experiences in America. 
The stronger race-group superiority beliefs reported by the Black sample 
in comparison to the White sample may reflect two complementary 
 factors—the commonplace salience of “racial pride” within minority 
communities that have struggled to embrace their difference and the 
probable discomfort of many White Americans with the explicitly racist 
ideology associated with claims of White supremacy.

When we turn to beliefs about the American national group (i.e., 
through the explicit lens of one’s national group identity), Blacks and 
Whites seemingly put aside their contrasting beliefs about their respective 
racial groups and tended to see their shared American group in much the 
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same way. Helplessness was the only domain in which the two groups 
differed significantly, with Blacks seeing the national group as more help-
less than Whites; this difference is also consistent with national public 
opinion surveys (National Opinion Research Center 2002b; 2002c). 

It is important to consider the implications of the similarities and 
differences we found between the beliefs of Blacks and Whites at the per-
sonal, racial group, and national group levels of analysis. The similar 
personal identity beliefs stand in sharp contrast to the divergence in the 
respondents’ beliefs about their respective racial groups. One possible 
explanation for why Blacks and Whites tended to see their personal 
worlds in comparable ways involves the nature of social comparison 
processes. Assessments of personal experiences—such as mistreatment 
by others—are typically made within the boundaries of one’s in-group 
(e.g., Festinger 1954; Buckingham and Alicke 2002). Thus, Blacks may 
use other Blacks as their standard of comparison, while Whites use other 
Whites as their benchmark—leading to similar averages in belief strengths 
between the two groups. In contrast, when assessing the experiences of 
one’s racial group, the standard of comparison becomes the other racial 
group, which in the case of Blacks and Whites would naturally lead to 
assessments that differ substantially from each other. This use of differ-
ent standards of comparison is also consistent with the literature on the 
person-group discrepancy effect (for example, Kessler, Mummendey, and 
Leisse 2000; Postmes et al. 1999), which has also shown, for instance, 
that respondents tend to identify discrimination as a greater problem for 
their group than for themselves personally (Crosby 1984; Moghaddam, 
Stolkin, and Hutcheson 1997). 

However, an additional plausible explanation for our findings is that 
the contrasting similarities and differences in beliefs between Blacks and 
Whites about their personal worlds and racial groups respectively reflect 
the differing pace of progressive changes in individual versus structural 
racism in the United States. As noted earlier, there has been a significant 
moral shift within the White community regarding the acceptability 
of racism. However, most Whites (in contrast to most Blacks) still define 
racism as an individualistic phenomenon, characterized by color con-
sciousness and prejudicial thoughts or behavior on the part of one person 
towards another (Bonilla-Silva 2003). In this regard, much of the prog-
ress that has taken place in race relations has occurred on the personal 
level (e.g., a reduction in personal attacks, racial slurs, and openly disre-
spectful behavior), while progress at the structural level (e.g., in the areas 
of employment, education, and criminal justice) has been both slower 
and more tenuous. But it is also important to note that it is unclear 
whether Blacks and Whites would expect members of the other racial 
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group to report similar personal level beliefs (as reported in our study) 
and whether they would accept these assessments as reasonable and reli-
able. As one example, discovering that members of the other racial group 
see themselves as equally vulnerable at the personal level could serve as 
either a source of positive connection between groups or, to the contrary, 
as evidence of the out-group’s alienating and invalidating world-view.

In this context, the convergence of beliefs at the national group level is 
also noteworthy. To a large extent, it appears that divergent beliefs about 
racial group circumstances did not find expression in different beliefs 
about the American national group for the Black and White respon-
dents. That is, this superordinate identity as Americans produced highly 
consensual views across the racial divide in regard to the nation’s current 
circumstances (with the previously noted exception of the helplessness 
domain). This consensus may, in part, be attributed to the greater sense 
of national unity produced by the 9/11 terrorist attacks seven months 
prior to the collection of our data. For example, it is clear that, at least 
for a few months, concerns regarding national security were atypically 
prominent and salient for most Americans (Black and White). The 
events of 9/11, therefore, are an important part of the context for our 
study and should be viewed as such—rather than as a source of “noise” 
or “nuisance.” Examining national group beliefs in the context of conflict 
is informative and, in at least some ways, more relevant to understanding 
group relations than when national security is unthreatened and national 
identity is not particularly salient.

The similarities and differences between the two samples in their 
beliefs as reported through the lenses of their personal, racial group, and 
national group identities were not meaningfully changed by statistically 
controlling for a broad range of individual difference variables—strength 
of group identification (racial and national), age, gender, education, 
family income, religiosity, and political orientation. This indicates that 
the large differences between the two samples in racial group beliefs in 
all likelihood reflect truly divergent experiences and perceptions that 
emerge from being Black versus White in America today. From the set 
we  considered, level of formal education proved to be the variable most 
consistently linked to individual differences in the belief strengths of the 
respondents. At all three levels of identity, the same difference appeared 
in the way that education was related to beliefs for Blacks versus Whites. 
For the Black respondents, education was uncorrelated with the strength 
of their beliefs at the personal, racial group, and national group levels. 
In sharp contrast, for the White respondents, greater education was 
significantly correlated with weaker beliefs about vulnerability, injustice, 
distrust, and helplessness across all three levels.
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Speculatively, this pattern suggests that the beliefs of Blacks and 
Whites may emerge in different ways and may be susceptible to differ-
ing influences. For Whites, education seems to moderate how they see 
themselves and their racial and national groups (e.g., as in jeopardy, as 
mistreated, etc.); the more educated hold less extreme mindsets than their 
less educated counterparts. But why not the same pattern for the Black 
respondents? Perhaps because for many Blacks, these key beliefs emerge 
more directly from their actual experiences as a disadvantaged minority, 
and/or because education for many Blacks does not as substantially alter 
the reality they face. Also, due to the slower pace of structural race-related 
changes in the United States, Blacks may not perceive the relationship 
between education and opportunity to be particularly strong, creating 
more suspicion and less susceptibility to the messages propounded by 
higher education. At the same time, the absence of a relationship between 
education and beliefs in the Black sample raises the question of what other 
variables, unmeasured in our study, might be linked to individual differ-
ences in beliefs among Blacks (and perhaps among Whites as well).

Limitations of our study should be highlighted, beginning with the 
general caveat that much of our analysis was exploratory in nature. 
This was a conscious decision, based on the view that raising questions, 
even speculatively, could facilitate further research. That said, without 
additional studies including more broadly representative samples, our 
findings must be viewed tentatively. Our samples were not large, and 
while we believe that the participants were reasonably representative of 
those who both met the legal requirements and accepted the summons 
to report for jury duty in Philadelphia, these selection criteria alone dem-
onstrate that the respondents were not necessarily representative of the 
broader populations of Blacks and Whites throughout the United States, 
including other geographical regions and especially nonurban settings. 
The underrepresentation of Black men (29%) relative to Black women 
(71%) is particularly evident. However, since our statistical analyses 
failed to yield any significant effects linked to gender, the impact of this 
particular sample bias is likely minimal. 

Also noteworthy are the substantial intercorrelations among the 
IGBI belief domain measures. We considered combining several of these 
measures into broader composite scales, but we felt that the constructs 
of interest (i.e., vulnerability, injustice, distrust, superiority, and helpless-
ness) were theoretically distinct in regard to our focus and we, therefore, 
deemed it preferable to examine each belief separately. Moreover, con-
firmatory factor analyses using the IGBI in prior research with a U.S. 
sample documented that a five-factor model produced a better fit to 
the data than did alternative models with fewer factors (Eidelson 2002). 



Methodologically, it should also be noted that the IGBI items were 
presented to all participants in the same order (i.e., without any counter-
balancing). This represents a potential confound, but the first author has 
tested for IGBI order effects in another study and found no significant 
differences in the relative strength of beliefs linked to whether personal-
world or group-level items are presented first (Eidelson 2005).

In conclusion, we focused on the beliefs of Black and White Americans 
in the five domains of vulnerability, injustice, distrust, superiority, and 
helplessness because of their salience as triggers or constraints on inter-
personal and intergroup conflict and distress (Eidelson and Eidelson 
2003). The present study revealed relatively small group differences in 
beliefs at the personal and national group levels, combined with quite 
large differences in beliefs at the racial group level. What picture do 
these findings paint of race relations and racial equality in this country 
today? No simple answer emerges. The large differences between Blacks 
and Whites at the racial group belief level make it clear that there is still 
much work to be done to narrow the gap between these two groups, at 
least in the way they perceive their racial group circumstances. The lack 
of comparable discrepancies at the personal world level is in some ways 
encouraging but, at the same time, may also represent a potential source 
of inertia in addressing the larger societal divides. Our findings may be 
indicative of relative progress in race relations at the personal level and a 
welcome reminder that the efforts of countless individuals to fight racism 
in the United States are not in vain. They may also suggest that the efforts 
to create structural changes in this arena remain both important and 
achievable. That is, these findings may reflect a historical trajectory that 
takes into consideration where we are as well as where we have been.
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C h a p t e r  4

Feeling Different: 
Racial Group-Based 
Emotional Response 
to Political Events
Tasha S. Philpot, Ismail K. White, 
Kristin Wylie, and Ernest B. McGowen

The racial divide in American politics is a large and enduring 
one. To be sure, attitudes about race can determine which policies, 
parties, and candidates get supported by American voters. Why do 
these racial divisions persist? Previous research on the racial divide 
has identified material interests, sympathy and resentment toward 
social groups, political principles and audience as sources of the racial 
divide (Kinder and Sanders 1996; Kinder and Winter 2001). But 
how do these factors get actualized? What are the causal mechanisms 
that link things like social group and self-interests to political evalu-
ations? We attempt to address these questions in the current project 
by illustrating how emotions moderate the connection between race 
and politics. 

The activation and expression of emotions in our everyday lives is 
unavoidable. Activities ranging from the mundane to the extraordinary 
can elicit emotional response. Whether we are stubbing our toes or 
casting  ballots on Election Day, our behavioral and cognitive responses 
to phenomena are often accompanied by an affective reaction as well 
(see Breckler 1984). In fact, scholars argue that emotions are the most  primary 
and basic response to social stimuli (e.g. Zajonc 1980) and can occur even 
in the absence of cognition (Breckler 1984; Moreland and Zajonc 1977). 
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Consequently, emotions can influence our behavior, memory, judgment, 
and decisions (Fiske and Taylor 1991).

Already, there has been quite a bit of research on emotions and politics 
that demonstrates how important emotions are to understanding the 
determinants of political preferences. For instance, Abelson et al. (1982) 
found that affective evaluations of candidates were a stronger predictor 
of candidate preference than personality judgments of the candidates. 
Similarly, Ragsdale (1991) found that emotions were a stronger predic-
tor of presidential evaluations than rational constructs, such as personal 
finances and the economy. Emotional response to economic conditions, 
even independent of cognition, predicts political evaluations (Conover 
and Feldman 1986).

At the same time, while scholars have examined the link between emo-
tions and political evaluations, the role of racial group–relevant consider-
ations has yet to be fully delineated. Psychologists have examined the link 
between emotional response to racial/ethnic groups and racial attitudes 
(Stangor et al. 1991; Mann 1959; Woodmansee and Cook 1967). Still, 
we do not know how different political events can elicit divergent racial 
group–based emotions and how these emotional responses affect political 
evaluations and behavior. 

We begin to fill this void by determining the predictors of racial differ-
ences in emotional response to political events. We argue that political events 
that highlight and exacerbate racial group differences will yield divergent 
emotional responses. In what follows, we discuss the extant literature in 
psychology on group-based emotional response to stimuli. Based on this 
research, we develop a theoretical framework for understanding how racial 
groups in particular respond to political stimuli. We argue that divergent, 
racial group–based emotional response to a political event is a function of 
whether the perceived benefits or penalties resulting from that event perme-
ate group boundaries. Specifically, negative emotions arise when members 
of an in-group believe they will be disproportionately harmed relative to an 
out-group. Likewise, members of a group will exhibit positive emotions if 
they perceive their group to benefit as a consequence of the political event.

This study adds to our understanding of politics, emotional response, 
and race relations in a number of respects. First, scholars have shown 
how racial considerations influence support for policies and candidates 
(Dawson 1994; Tate 1993; Kinder and Sanders 1996). In this chapter, we 
first expand our knowledge of the relationship between race and politics 
by demonstrating how racial considerations resonate on a more visceral 
level. Already, research has explored how racial cues can resonate sub-
consciously (Mendelberg 2001; Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002). 
We extend this line of work by further illustrating another way in which 
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race influences politics in a less cognitive manner. Second, the discussion 
of emotions and politics has largely been confined to the electoral arena 
(Brader 2006). Here, we demonstrate how the racial divide can be wid-
ened by events that occur outside of the campaign environment. Finally, 
we not only focus on when racial group–based emotional response will 
occur, but why different political events result in divergent response. In 
doing so, we go beyond extant research by providing the precise causal 
mechanisms behind emotional response as well as demonstrating how 
emotions, independent of other factors, affect political evaluations.

Group Cues and Conditioned Emotional Response

In general, scholars have found that emotional response is conditioned on 
whether the individual perceives an act or event as being relevant (either 
negatively or positively) to his or her interests (Roseman 1984; Smith 
and Ellsworth 1985; Frijda 1986; Scherer 1988; Conover and Feldman 
1986; Damasio 2000). Frijda argues that “emotions are elicited. . . . They 
appear to act through their significance, their meaning, their rewarding 
or aversive nature” (Frijda 1986, 4). Consequently, the expression of 
emotions of anger and contempt are associated with experiences that had 
negative consequences for an individual. Likewise, happiness is brought 
about by encounters that are perceived to be pleasant and enjoyable by 
the individual (Smith and Ellsworth 1985).

Emotional response, however, is very context-specific (Sherif and 
Sherif 1966). Roseman argues that “it is interpretations of events rather 
than events per se that determine which emotion will be felt” (1984, 14; 
italics in original). On a daily basis, we encounter objects and events that 
can be perceived subjectively, e.g., a glass being half full or half empty. 
The more “unstructured” of these objects and events lend themselves to 
multiple interpretations (Sherif and Sherif 1966). From this perspective:

Two individuals with significantly differing perceptions of the same event 
(or a single individual with differing interpretations at different times) 
would respond with different emotions. Likewise, two individuals with 
similar perceptions of the same (or different) events would experience the 
same emotion.

Roseman 1984, 15

Among factors guiding reactions to events are individuals’ past experi-
ences and/or perceptions of intentionality (Scherer 1988). For instance, 
you might respond more readily with anger after having a baseball thrown 
through your front window if the person did it on purpose or has done 
so accidentally multiple times. Thus, “if we know how a person sees his 
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or her environment, we are better able to identify that person’s emotional 
state; conversely, if we know what the person is feeling, we can deduce 
much about how that person is interpreting his or her circumstances” 
(Smith and Ellsworth 1985, 831). 

The expression of emotions can be a social as well as an individual 
phenomenon. That is to say, people are capable of experiencing emotional 
responses to stimuli on behalf of a social group with which they identify. 
A social group is “two or more persons who are in some way socially or 
 psychologically interdependent” (Turner 1982, 15). A sense of connected-
ness can be a function of ascribed attributes such as sex, race, and age or 
can result from shared values and attitudes. Individuals can possess several 
 memberships to various social groups. As Tajfel explains, “some of these 
memberships are more salient than others; and some vary in salience in time 
and as a function of a variety of social situations” (1982, 2–3). Nevertheless,

once individuals’ common social identification of themselves is “switched 
on,” they tend to perceive themselves and others in terms of that category 
membership. . . . The cognitive output of a functioning social identification 
is, in a nutshell, stereotypic perception. This regulates social behaviour in 
two main ways. Firstly, assigning oneself criterial attributes such as emotions, 
motives and norms can instigate and control behaviour directly. Secondly, the 
way we perceive others will influence indirectly how we act towards them.

Turner 1982, 29

As a result, group members are able to emotionally empathize with other 
members of the group, even absent personal acquaintance with those mem-
bers (Turner 1982; Cialdini et al. 1976). Once they do so, “people can 
experience affect on behalf of the group and be moved to act toward group 
goals” (Smith 1993, 302).

When understanding inter-group relations, emotions play a particu-
larly important role. Hamilton and Mackie (1993) contend that the “his-
tory of intergroup relations is rich in evidence of intense emotional, even 
passionate forces guiding thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and behaviors 
of group members” (3). Much of what guides in-group emotional res-
ponse is how that group fairs in relation to another in either a real or 
perceived competition. Further, the spoils of the competition need not be 
material; groups may see themselves competing over nontangible things 
such as values, standards, or even bragging rights (see Brewer 1979). 
Mackie and colleagues (2000) argue that “when social group identity 
is salient, group members’ appraisals of the strength or  weakness of the 
in-group relative to the out-group . . . dictate whether they felt anger 
toward the other group and in turn whether their behavioral inten-
tions toward the other group were offensive” (Mackie et al. 2000, 603). 
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By manipulating the salience of group identity, Mackie et al. found that 
individuals expressed higher levels of anger and contempt toward a group 
that appeared to be in conflict with their value system. Although this 
study only focused on those groups defined by support or opposition 
for a particular issue, it helps illustrate how readily in-group members 
respond emotionally to those outside of the group’s boundaries when the 
group’s interests are at risk (see also Stephan and Stephan 1996).

With respect to race, there is reason to believe that making racial 
group interests salient can educe a similar response. In a study of the 
Dutch, Dijker (1987) found that negative emotions such as  anxiety, con-
cern and irritation about Turkish/Moroccan immigrants and Surinamers 
increased as respondents’ self-reported prior contact with these ethnic 
groups also increased. Moreover, negative feelings intensified when 
respondents saw a greater distance between the other ethnic groups and 
themselves. In a similar study, Vanman and Miller (1993) asked college 
students in Southern California to list the emotions they would feel if 
they were to have a casual conversation with someone from a different 
race. In response, “the most frequently chosen emotions were irritation 
(54.9%), dislike (46.9%), apprehension (45.5%), and anxiety (41.3%)” 
(221). In contrast, more than 80 percent of respondents reported expe-
riencing happiness and enjoyment when asked to imagine an intraracial 
conversation. Hence, not only are people able to express emotions in 
terms of their in-groups, but also toward out-groups as well.

Racial Group-Based Response to Political Events

Beyond emotions, the tendency for individuals to exhibit biased evalu-
ations and actions based on group membership is well-documented. 
People have a tendency to favor their own group over one to which 
they do not belong, even when group distinctions are arbitrary (Billig 
and Tajfel 1973; Rabbie and Horowitz 1969; Doise et al. 1972; Tajfel 
1970). When it comes to race, in-group–out-group bias becomes more 
pronounced. Previous research has found that group relevance can play 
a powerful role in shaping how people interpret politics. For example, 
White Americans’ attitudes about racial outgroups prove to be a power-
ful predictor of their opinions on racial policy (Kinder and Sears 1981; 
Kinder and Sanders 1996; McConahay 1982). For African Americans, 
it is the perception of psychological connectedness or closeness to 
Blacks as a group (i.e., group identification) that has been found to be 
essential in accounting for their largely liberal views of policies, such as 
 affirmative action (Conover 1984; Gurin et al. 1989; Dawson 1994; Tate 
1993). This research has also been extended to examining the effect of 
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political discourse on opinion formation. Studies on racial priming, for 
example, have shown that racially stereotypical out-group cues have the 
effect of boosting the impact of out-group attitudes on the opinions of 
White Americans (Gilens 1999; Valentino 1999; Valentino et al. 2002; 
Mendelberg 2001). Likewise, recent research on the effects of racial prim-
ing on African Americans has demonstrated the power of in-group cues 
to prime Black racial group identification (White 2007).

Despite the scope of research on the effects of in-group and out-group 
stimuli on opinion formation, the connection between these stimuli and 
emotionality remain unclear. From previous research, we know that there 
is a link between group attitudes and emotional response. Under what 
circumstances this link gets activated is still largely a mystery. Recent work 
by Brader and colleagues has begun to bridge this gap in the literature. 
Examining the effects of conditioned emotional responses, Brader et al. 
(2006) found that cueing a stigmatized out-group (Latino immigrants) 
increased anxiety, which in turn mediated changes in both opinion and 
action. While this work has informed our understanding of the mediating 
role that emotions play in defining the relationship between out-group 
cues and opinion formation, we still know very little about the catalysts of 
race-based emotional responses to both in-groups and out-groups.

How then do political events elicit divergent racial group–based 
emotional response? It is understood that not all events induce the same 
response. Indeed, many factors determine whether someone will respond 
emotionally to political phenomena. For instance, Marcus and MacKuen 
(1993) find that some political campaigns garner enthusiasm while 
others raise anxiety among voters. Further, Brader finds that different 
music and images induce varying emotional responses to political ads. 
Given the importance of group-based considerations to politics (Berelson 
et al. 1954; Campbell et al. 1960; Gurin et al. 1989; Tate 1993; Dawson 
1994; Green et al. 2002; Hutchings 2003; Philpot 2004), we argue that 
we should also see divergent emotional responses to political stimuli 
perceived to be particularly relevant to their racial group. This not only 
includes emotions relative to one’s in-group but also emotional response 
to those events perceived to affect one’s out-group as well.

Model of Racial Group-Based Emotional Response

When citizens encounter a political event, it elicits an emotional response. 
According to Frijda,

Emotions result from match or mismatch between events and concerns. 
Positive emotions can be said to result from events that represent match: 
actual or signaled concern satisfaction. Negative emotions result from 
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events that represent mismatch: actual or signaled interference with 
 concern satisfaction 

Frijda 1986, 278

In other words, positive emotions arise when people’s expectations about 
an event are actualized. As Conover (1988) notes, political thinking is 
dominated by “the desire to know who is getting what and whether they 
deserve it” (57). Therefore, individuals will express negative emotions 
when their expectations about an event have not been met and a benefit 
or penalty has been received without warrant. Subsequently, their emo-
tions affect their political evaluations, whether it is the decision regarding 
for whom to vote or the decision to vote at all. This is the relationship 
outlined by previous scholars.

Our contribution to the understanding of this process is the addition 
of group membership as a moderating variable. From this standpoint, the 
extent to which a political event is relevant to a group determines the inten-
sity of emotional responses. As Mackie, Devos, and Smith (2000) argue, 
“if group membership becomes part of the self, events that harm or favor 
an in-group by definition harm or favor the self, and the self might thus 
experience affect and emotion on behalf of the in-group” (603). Therefore, 
we posit that members of a group will experience positive emotions, such as 
pride and happiness when a political event has yielded a positive outcome 
for the group. Likewise, group members will exhibit negative emotions 
like sadness and anger in response to a political event that is interpreted 
as having an adverse effect on the group, especially relative to another 
group. Support for this argument can be found in a study conducted by 
Valentino, Hutchings, Philpot, and White (2006), which showed that 
Blacks’  emotions intensified when they read an article about a candidate 
that threatened their interests. As a result, we hypothesize that when the 
rewards and penalties that result from a political event spread across group 
boundaries, there should be no divergent response. Conversely, we will see 
differentiated emotional responses when one group interprets the event as 
helping or harming group members at the expense of another group. 

Specifically, our hypotheses are as follows:

H1:  A political event will result in a positive emotional response 
when a racial in-group has been advantaged disproportionately

H2:  A political event will result in a negative emotional response when 
a racial in-group has been disadvantaged disproportionately

H3:  A political event will result in a negative emotional response when 
a racial out-group has been advantaged disproportionately

H4:  A political event will result in a positive emotional response when 
a racial out-group has been disadvantaged disproportionately
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Method

In order to test the hypotheses outlined above, we utilize both survey 
and experimental data. While the former offers a first glance at differ-
ences across racialized and nonracialized events, the latter provides greater 
confidence in the causal factors at work. First, we probe the emotional 
responses to five significant events in American society—September 11th, 
the Columbia space shuttle explosion, the O. J. Simpson case, Hurricane 
Katrina, and the 2008 election of President Barack Obama. These events 
provide variation in the degree of racialization, with the September 11th 
attacks and the Columbia space shuttle explosion being nonracial (at 
least in terms of black and white) and the other three events being signifi-
cantly racialized. To measure these responses, we employ national random 
 sample surveys of American adults conducted in the days immediately fol-
lowing each event. To gauge emotional response to the terrorist attacks on 
September 11th, 2001, we used the Pew Research Center for the People & 
the Press: Post-Terrorist Attack, September 19, 2001, which was conducted 
via telephone from September 13–17, 2001 and had 1,200 respondents. 
We used three Gallup/CNN/USA Today polls to assess emotional reac-
tions to the space shuttle crash, the O. J. Simpson verdict, and Hurricane 
Katrina.1 All three of these polls were based on telephone interviews. The 
Space Shuttle Columbia Crash Reaction poll was conducted on February 2, 
2003, and had a sample size of 462. The O. J. Simpson Verdict poll was 
conducted on October 3, 1995 (n=639), and the Hurricane Katrina and 
New Orleans/Race poll, conducted September 8–11, 2005, had a total 
sample size of 1,267 (national adult sample of 1,005 plus an oversample 
of 262 Blacks). Finally, we use the 2008 American National Election 
Study (ANES) to examine emotional reactions to the election of President 
Obama (ANES 2009). Through face-to-face interviews conducted in pre-
election (September 2-November 3, 2008) and postelection (November 
5-December 30, 2008) waves, the 2008 ANES featured 2,323 respon-
dents, including 577 African Americans and 512 Latinos. 

The experiment employs a 2x2 cell design. The goal of the experi-
ment is to expose subjects to scenarios involving group competition. Each 
scenario varies by the outcome of the competition. The experiment was 
administered via an online interface. Subjects were first asked a battery of 
questions related to their issue positions and ideological ideals. Following 
these  questions, they were then instructed to read an article that served as 
our experimental manipulations. After they had finished reading the article, 
subjects were asked to self-report their emotional responses to the article 
they just read. Finally, subjects answered a  number of  questions about 
groups and people in the news as well as their demographic information.
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For this experiment, we used undergraduate students as subjects. 
Approximately one-third of the students were recruited from summer 
courses and offered extra credit in exchange for their participation. Students 
were e-mailed the link to the survey, which they could take at any time. 
The remaining students were recruited from a campus dormitory. These 
subjects completed the survey on laptops provided to them by the authors. 
In exchange for their participation, they received $5 in cash. The survey 
took approximately 15–20 minutes to complete. Regardless of recruiting 
method, subjects were randomly assigned to the experimental conditions.

As stated above, the experimental manipulation was delivered in the 
form of a contrived article. The article’s headline read, “Debate Continues 
over the Creation of Independent School District.” The body of the 
article contained the following information: (1) members of the East 
Baton Rouge Parish School Board will be considering a proposal from the 
“Central City Residents for Better Schools” that would lead to the creation 
of an independent school district within the Parish; (2) the separation will 
transfer property taxes from the East Baton Rouge School System and 
give it to the Central City independent school system; (3) In recent years, 
other areas of the city have also attempted to gain control of local schools 
from the Baton Rouge Parish School Board; (4) Sam Mitchell, a School 
Board member from Central, believes that the district can best run its 
own schools; and (5) Backers of the new school district have to round 
up a two-thirds vote of the East Baton Rouge Parish School Board and a 
majority support from the voters of East Baton Rouge Parish.

Subjects either read that that East Baton Rouge Parish was predomi-
nately Black and Central City was predominately White or that East 
Baton Rouge Parish was predominately White and Central City was 
predominately Black. 

In the analyses of both the survey and the experimental data, we 
measure emotions using self-reported emotional response. In the survey 
results, emotional responses to each event are measured by dichotomous 
variables where respondents indicated whether they did or did not expe-
rience a particular emotion. For the experiment, we ask respondents 
whether anything they read in the article made them feel angry, sad, 
happy, or proud. Each potential emotional response was coded on a four-
point Likert scale ranging from one (not at all) to four (very).

Results

The survey data provide suggestive evidence for our model of racial group–
based emotional response. Below, we briefly discuss the details of each event 
and then explore the emotional responses to each of them by racial group.



64 P h i l p o t ,  W h i t e ,  W y l i e ,  a n d  M c G o w e n

On September 11, 2001, the United States endured a tragic terrorist 
attack, suffering some 3,000 deaths and the absolute destruction of the 
twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York. According to the 9/11 
Commission Report, conducted by the National Commission on Terrorist 
Attacks Upon the United States, nineteen young Arabs acted in coordi-
nation with al-Qaeda to hijack four commercial airliners, intending to 
strike the twin towers, the Pentagon, and either the U.S. Congress or 
the White House. While the fourth airliner was brought down prior to 
reaching its target, and the damage inflicted upon the Pentagon was con-
tained, the havoc wrought upon Lower Manhattan was severe. However, 
beyond the structural damage and the loss of life was the tremendous 
impact on the psyche of the American people. While the attacks raised 
anti-Arab and anti-Muslim sentiment, the event was not racialized in the 
traditional Black/White sense. Not surprisingly then, respondents indi-
cated feeling emotions of depression, sadness, and fear, regardless of race. 
As we see in Table 4.1, although White respondents were significantly 
more likely than were African-American respondents to report sadness, 
there were no statistically significant differences by race for feelings of 
depression and fear. Further, the vast majority of both groups were sad-
dened by this event.

Space shuttle Columbia was launched on January 16, 2003, from the 
Kennedy Space Center in Florida with the mission to complete space, life- 
and physical sciences–related research. Upon returning from the 16-day 
mission, the shuttle exploded over the plains of East Texas and immedi-
ately raised questions about safety operations in the nation’s space agency 
(McDanels et al. 2006). Resurfacing painful memories of the space 
shuttle Challenger crash in 1986, Congress, the media, and the American 
public spent the next few weeks in anticipation of the conclusions from 
the accident investigation. In the end, it was determined that a piece of 
falling debris had damaged a section of the wing, which caused the heat 
shield to malfunction during reentry. While questions were ultimately 
raised about the organizational culture at NASA, some say the agency’s 
handling of the information and acceptance of blame saved NASA from 
threats of abolition and restored public confidence in ongoing missions 
like the International Space Station (Kauffman 2005). Table 4.1 presents 
emotional responses to this event. Again, race was not an issue in the 
debate surrounding the space shuttle crash. Consequently, public opinion 
data demonstrate that, regardless of race, respondents reported extremely 
high levels of sadness following the crash. 

After a high-profile, low speed chase through the streets of Los 
Angeles, former NFL running back O. J. Simpson began one of the most 
sensational criminal trials in recent memory. Accused of murdering his 
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Table 4.1  Emotional response to political events, by race

Blacks Whites Difference

September 11, 2001 Terrorist Attacks
Depression 71.8% 71.9% .1
Sadness 85.9% 95.4% 9.5*
Fear 76.9% 79.1% 2.2

Space Shuttle Columbia Crash
Sadness 94.9% 96.3% 1.4

O.J. Simpson Verdict
Outrage 12.9% 31.2% 18.3*
Surprise 40.0% 53.8% 13.8*
Sadness 28.6% 51.3% 22.7*
Pleasure 78.6% 16.8% 61.8*
Disgust 7.1% 50.9% 43.7*

Hurricane Katrina and Aftermath
Anger 76.3% 60.0% 16.3*
Shock 80.1% 77.4% 2.8
Sadness 99.2% 97.5% 1.7

Barack Obama Winning the 2008 Presidential Election
Anger .7% 11.8% 11.1*
Disappointment .7% 39.2% 38.5*
Fear 7.2% 23.9% 16.7*
Happiness 97.9% 48.7% 49.2*
Hope 96.4% 64.6% 31.8*
Pride 95.0% 48.7% 46.3*

Note: Values are weighted means. Starred differences are statistically significant at the p < .05 level.
Source: Pew Research Center for the People & the Press: Post-Terrorist Attack, September 19, 2001; 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll: Space Shuttle Columbia Crash Reaction, February 2, 2003; Gallup/
CNN/USA Today Poll: O.J. Simpson Verdict, October 3, 1995; Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll: 
Hurricane Katrina and New Orleans/Race, September 8-11, 2005; American National Election Study 
2008 Time Series Study. 

wife Nicole Brown-Simpson and her companion Ronald Goldman, the 
trial exposed a racial divide in public opinion as racially charged epithets 
and corruption on the part of the Los Angeles Police Department became 
the centerpieces of Simpson’s defense. While Whites viewed the case as 
a criminal matter, Blacks tended to place more of the blame on biases 
in the criminal justice system. Following an acquittal by a majority-
Black jury in the criminal case and a guilty finding by a majority-White 
jury in the civil case, both reporters and academics began studying this 
racial divide, finding anecdotal and empirical evidence for differences in 
perception (Enomoto 1999). Unlike emotional responses to the non-
racialized events reported above, public opinion data demonstrate that 
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responses to the O. J. Simpson verdict were extremely divided by race. 
While over 50 percent of White respondents indicated feelings of disgust, 
only 7.1 percent of Black respondents expressed this emotion. On the 
contrary, some 78.6 percent of Black respondents reported feelings of 
pleasure, compared to only 16.8 percent of White respondents. In fact, 
all five emotions probed here demonstrate statistically significant differ-
ences across respondent race.

In late August 2005, the United States was hit by one of the most 
costly and deadly tropical storms the country had ever experienced. 
Classified as a Category 5 hurricane, Hurricane Katrina caused approxi-
mately $75 billion in damages to the United States’ Gulf of Mexico coast. 
Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans, Louisiana especially hard, leaving 
approximately 80 percent of the city flooded in up to 20 feet of water 
(Knabb, Rhome, and Brown 2005). The vast amount of property dam-
age, injury, and loss of life left residents in Louisiana, Mississippi, and 
Alabama devastated. Survey data presented in Table 4.1 depict height-
ened levels of sadness and shock among respondents throughout the 
nation. However, African-American respondents reported feeling angry 
at significantly higher rates than did White respondents. In an earlier 
study (White et al. 2007), we explored the root of this difference and dis-
covered that levels of perceived racialization of Katrina and its aftermath 
differed by race, finding shockingly substantial differences. Whereas 
over 76 percent of Black respondents agreed that the disaster revealed 
our nation’s remaining problems of racial inequality, only 36.78 percent 
of White respondents concurred. For the most part, African-American 
respondents attributed the misery of Katrina’s primarily Black victims to 
race-based governmental neglect, with most White respondents suggest-
ing that race was irrelevant. This demonstrates the potential for immense 
racial differences in the perceived racialization of events.

On November 4, 2008, the United States elected its first African-
American president, Barack H. Obama. The election was hotly contested, 
with unprecedented participation by youth and Black voters and an overall 
voter turnout of over 56 percent of the voting age population and more 
than 74 percent of registered voters.2 According to the Pew Research Center, 
“The electorate in last year’s presidential election was the most racially and 
ethnically diverse in U.S. history, with nearly one-in-four votes cast by 
non-whites” (Lopez and Taylor 2009, i). From the primary to the general 
election, the campaign context was highly racialized. The campaigns of 
Obama’s principal opponents in the race (Hillary Clinton in the primary 
and John McCain in the general) worked to prime rural White voters’ fears 
of a non-White leader, pundits warned of an inevitable “Bradley Effect,” 
and the world brimmed over with enthusiasm about the possibility of a 
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minority occupying the heretofore exclusively White White House. As was 
the case with the two aforementioned racialized events, survey data pre-
sented in Table 4.1 reveal significant differences in the emotional responses 
reported by White and Black respondents. African Americans reported 
much higher levels of hope, pride, and happiness than did White respon-
dents, who instead indicated feelings of anger, disappointment, and fear at 
rates significantly higher than did Black respondents.

The above table reveals the statistically significant differences across 
racial groups in their emotional responses to racialized events. Particularly 
striking are the differences in respondents’ perceptions of the role of race 
in the fallout surrounding Hurricane Katrina. These findings demonstrate 
the relevance of race and perception in determining individuals’ emotional 
responses, and are bolstered by the absence of these racial differences in 
respondents’ reactions to nonracialized events, such as the September 11th 
terrorist attacks and the Columbia crash. Building on the work of Roseman 
(1984) and others, we argue that these differences across the two racial 
groups’ emotional responses emerge from their disparate perceptions of the 
racialized events. However, while this variation in racialization of political 
events allows us to make tentative suggestions regarding the role of group 
membership for emotional response, causal hypotheses are most rigorously 
tested in experimental settings. Therefore, we next present the findings 
from an experiment that enables us to manipulate relevant factors.

The experimental results provide additional support for our argument 
regarding emotional response. In Table 4.2, we see that Blacks are angrier 
when they lose than when they win. Further, they are most angry when 
both groups lose. White subjects, in contrast, indicated very similar levels 
of anger within each of the conditions. This difference in anger across 
racial categories may be best explained by the deleterious implications 
for primarily Black inner-city schools of decades of White flight and its 
associated explosion of White independent school districts in distinct 
geographic areas. The African-American subjects may have been more 
likely than Whites to appreciate the negative consequences of  establishing 
race-based school districts, and as such, more prone to identify with and 
express anger in light of their racial in-group’s plight.

Both African-American and White subjects indicated greater sadness 
when the creation of the independent school district benefited their racial 
out-group at the expense of their racial in-group. Similar to anger, Blacks 
expressed the greatest sadness when both groups lost. As we hypothesized, 
they were least sad when their group won and the out-group lost. Strangely, 
Whites were saddest when all groups won, and they were equally as sad 
when their group won and the out-group lost as they were when their 
group lost and the out-group won.
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Table 4.2  Racial differences in emotion, by experimental condition

Black White

Anger
Blacks win/whites lose 2.25

(1.26)
4

2.92
(1.00)
12

Whites win/blacks lose 2.38
(0.52)
8

2.93
(1.00)
14

All win racial 3.00
(1.00)
3

3.44
(0.73)
9

All lose racial 3.29
(0.76)
7

3.11
(1.12)
9

Sadness
Blacks win/whites lose 2.50

(1.29)
4

2.92
(1.24)
12

Whites win/blacks lose 2.75
(0.71)
8

2.79
(1.19)
14

All win racial 2.67
(0.58)
3

3.56
(0.73)
9

All lose racial 2.86
(1.07)
7

2.56
(0.88)
9

Happiness
Blacks win/whites lose 3.25

(0.96)
4

3.08
(0.51)
12

Whites win/blacks lose 3.13
(0.35)
8

3.36
(0.84)
14

All win racial 3.67
(0.58)
3

3.33
(0.87)
9

All lose racial 4.00
(0.00)
7

2.89
(0.93)
9

Pride
Blacks win/whites lose 3.75

(0.50)
4

3.25
(0.62)
12

Whites win/blacks lose 3.25
(0.46)
8

3.64
(0.50)
14

(continued )
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Table 4.2  continued

Black White

All win racial 2.67
(1.15)
3

3.33
(0.87)
9

All lose racial 3.86
(0.38)
7

3.56
(0.53)
9

Note: Means are derived from responses based on a four-point Likert scale rang-
ing from one (not at all) to four (very), with standard deviations in parentheses, 
and N’s italicized.

We also observe noticeable racial differences in happiness and 
pride in response to the various racial group competition manipula-
tions. Blacks show the least amount of happiness when they lose and 
Whites win. Blacks show a considerable amount of happiness when 
they win, regardless of whether or not Whites lose. White respondents 
are least happy when everyone loses and most happy when they win 
and Blacks lose. 

Similarly, the outcome of the competition depicted in the experimen-
tal manipulations elicits divergent response with respect to pride. Blacks 
are more proud when they win and Whites lose than when the opposite 
occurs. Whites are also more proud when they win and Blacks lose. They 
are equally as proud when both groups win. Here, Whites are least proud 
when all groups lose.

These results are in line with our expectations and show that racial 
group politics can not only influence negative emotion but also positive 
ones as well. Although the limited number of respondents within each 
experimental condition and racial group caution against firm conclu-
sions, these results do provide suggestive evidence for our argument 
regarding racialization, identification, and perception. When political 
events are racialized, individual emotional responses are triggered in dis-
tinct and racially group-conscious ways.

Conclusion

We have demonstrated that different political events can elicit diver-
gent racial group-based emotions. Whereas nonracial events foster 
emotional responses that are similar across racial groups, political 
events that emphasize and exacerbate racial group differences stimulate 
racial group-conscious behavior. These findings carry implications for 



70 P h i l p o t ,  W h i t e ,  W y l i e ,  a n d  M c G o w e n

our understanding of how emotions interact with race in American 
 political life. The relevance of the social construct of race derives from 
one’s relationship with the other—it is not merely an individual’s 
identification with his racial in-group that induces group-conscious 
behavior, but also the perceived competition with his racial out-group. 
Although we have suggested that such perceptions may determine 
political evaluations and behavior, future work should explore this 
relationship further, giving more attention to the conditions under 
which individuals perceive an event to be racialized and precisely how 
individuals’ perceptions of racial group competition are activated.

By utilizing both survey and experimental data, this chapter offers 
an individual-level approach for understanding the relevance of race for 
emotional response, as well as an examination of the causal processes 
through which race and emotion interact. We would like to note that 
while many of these differences are statically insignificant, their pattern 
and consistency allow us to feel confident in these results. In future 
tests, we hope to expand the number of subjects and the population 
from which our sample is drawn, thereby enhancing the external validity 
of and confidence in our findings. Notwithstanding these limitations, 
we are confident in the findings reached here and in prior work (White 
et al. 2007), which both point to the distinct realities experienced by 
White and Black citizens and the importance of this racial divide for 
understanding divergent emotional responses and the political evalua-
tions and behavior these emotions evoke. These findings discredit the 
recurrent myth of a colorblind society and challenge us as a nation to 
acknowledge the resilient persistence of the racial divide so we may con-
front the disparate perceptions and emotions such divisions perpetuate.
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C h a p t e r  5

When Race Matters 
and When it Doesn’t: 
Racial Group 
Differences in 
Response to Racial 
Cues
Ismail K. White

When George W. Bush went public in 2005 to convince Americans 
that his administration had the right plan for Social Security reform, he 
played what the NAACP called “the race card”: he appealed to Blacks’ 
racial group interest in Social Security reform. The President called the 
current system “inherently unfair” to African Americans because of their 
lower life expectancies, implying that his plan would fix the resultant 
racial discrepancy in benefits.1 This attempt to generate support for an 
ostensibly nonracial policy among Black Americans through appeals to 
racial group interest, while not an uncommon political strategy, is not 
the sort of “race card” that scholars have attempted to study systemati-
cally. Rather, the focus has been on how the media and political elites can 
racialize ostensibly nonracial political issues by priming White Americans’ 
racial attitudes, most effectively through the use of “implicit” racial cues, 
such as images of racial minorities or racial “code words” (Mendelberg 
1997; 2001; Gilliam and Iyengar 2000; Valentino, Hutchings and White 
2002), and how such racialization of political issues can result in signifi-
cant reductions in White Americans’ support for these policies (Gilens 
1999; Bobo and Kluguel 1997). 
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Despite advances in our understanding of how racialized messages 
affect the opinions of White Americans, noticing this “other race card” in 
American political discourse points to a number of important unanswered 
questions about the effects of racial messages on the American public. 
Most glaring is that of how racialized portrayals of ostensibly nonracial 
political issues affect Black opinion. Not only do most studies of racial 
priming not include analysis of Black opinion (but see Gilliam and 
Iyengar 2000 and Bobo and Johnson 2004), but most studies of Black 
public opinion do not consider the possibility of the manipulability of the 
attachment of race to political issues for Blacks. Is Blacks’ racial thinking 
about politics at all responsive to racial cues? And if it is, are there distinc-
tions between the effects of “explicit” and “implicit” racial cues on Black 
opinion? Could politicians accomplish the same effect on Black opinion 
without making explicit appeals to group interest? And finally, are there 
different implications for White opinion from explicit racial cues that 
merely mention Black group interest in an issue, rather than the explicitly 
pejorative cues on which the existing literature has focused? 

The purpose of this article is to forward our understanding of the con-
sequences of racial appeals in American politics by answering the above 
questions. To do so, I pull from the literatures on racial priming and 
Black politics to develop, and then test, a theoretically grounded account 
of the effect of racial cues on Black Americans, and to clarify expectations 
about White Americans’ responses to the explicit group-centric racial 
cues commonly invoked in appeals to Blacks. This account delineates 
the type of racial cues that should be accepted or rejected by each racial 
group. It challenges conventional wisdom that the role of racial attitudes 
in Black political decision-making is chronic, arguing instead that the 
racial meaning of ostensibly nonracial issues among African Americans is 
malleable and dependent upon appropriate racial cues to encourage racial 
interpretations. Moreover, by accounting for the effects of racial cues on 
both Black and White Americans, this study contributes to a more com-
plete picture of how race is—and is not—used in American politics. 

Theories of Racial Priming

Generally speaking, work on racial priming in political science suggests 
that by associating race with certain political issues or candidates, the 
media and other political elites have the power to alter White Americans’ 
views about politics, by making their views of Blacks important in 
shaping their political judgments.2 Mendelberg (2001) arguably offers 
the most comprehensive theoretical framework for understanding the 
effects of racial priming on the opinions of White Americans. Briefly 
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stated, Mendelberg argues that racial priming works because the racial 
cues  present in these messages make racial schema (in this case Whites’ 
attitudes about African Americans) more accessible in memory. Those 
schema are then used automatically in subsequent evaluations of candi-
dates or policy issues. What makes Mendelberg’s theory of racial priming 
unique, however, is her contention that racial priming must function 
at an implicit level in order to have any impact on opinion. At work, 
Mendelberg argues, is a conflict for White Americans between their belief 
in the norm of equality on one hand and their resentment toward Blacks 
on the other. Awareness of the racial nature of a message, she argues, will 
lead most Whites to reject that message, because they would not want to 
violate the equality norm. Thus, only those racial messages that implicitly 
elicit racial thinking will effectively prime racial thinking on political 
issues for White Americans. 

While Mendelberg’s work concentrates on the effects of implicit 
racial visual cues, others have argued that some verbal cues also can be 
implicitly racial (Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002; Hurwitz and
Peffley 2005). Valentino et al. (2002) argue that those ostensibly non-
racial issues that have already been “coded” as racial offer implicitly racial 
rhetoric. That is, previous connections between Blacks as a group and 
issues such as crime and social welfare provided through media portray-
als and other political communication (e.g., Gilens 1999; Gilliam and 
Iyengar 2000) render implicit racial meaning to these ostensibly nonra-
cial issues. References to these issues, in turn, function as verbal implicit 
racial cues. As Valentino et al. (2002) note, an apt example of this type of 
implicit racialization can be found in Bob Dole’s 1996 campaign, where 
he “criticized Bill Clinton for sponsoring several ‘wasteful spending 
proposals’ such as ‘midnight basketball’ or ‘alpine slides in Puerto Rico’” 
(76). Such an ad, without making any visual or explicit verbal references 
to race, works to attach racial attitudes to Americans’ evaluations of 
Clinton through references to policies linked to minority communities. 
Hurwitz and Peffley (2005) find that invoking even a single racially 
coded phrase—“inner city”—can work to attach Whites’ racial attitudes 
to their preferences on ostensibly nonracial policies. Thus, while explicit 
racial verbal cues fail to prime racial thinking among White Americans, 
implicit verbal cues have been shown to be effective.

Despite the usefulness of Mendelberg’s theoretical paradigm and its 
elaboration by Valentino et al. (2002) and Hurwitz and Peffley (2005) 
in explaining the workings of racial messages for White Americans, the 
ability of this theoretical perspective to account for how racial messages 
might shape the opinions of Black Americans is not clear. Most notably, 
the theoretical justification for the ineffectiveness of explicit racial cues 
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among Whites does not extend to African Americans. The norms of 
racial equality and tolerance that lead Whites to reject explicitly racial 
messages are not necessarily in tension with Blacks’ racial group identifi-
cation as they are with Whites’ racial resentment. Hence, racial attitude 
activation among African Americans may not necessitate an automatic 
priming process dependent upon a lack of awareness of the racial con-
tent of a message. The explicit appeals to Black racial group interest and 
the needs of the black community commonly offered by Black political 
leaders may be rejected by Whites anxious not to appear intolerant, but 
if Black racial group interest is about overcoming discrimination and 
inequality, such explicit racial appeals would contain no such grounds 
for rejection among Blacks.

Theories of Black Public Opinion

Although little is known about the effects of racial cues on African 
Americans’ political attitudes, previous research examining the origins 
of Black political opinions may offer some insight about how Blacks 
might respond to racialized political messages. The perception of psy-
chological connectedness or closeness to Blacks as a group (i.e., group 
identification) has been found to be essential in accounting for the 
largely liberal views that Black Americans hold on a range of important 
political matters from affirmative action, to guaranteed jobs for the 
unemployed (Dawson 1994), to increased spending on food stamps 
(Tate 1993). Due to the power of racial considerations in explaining 
such a wide array of political attitudes, racial group identification has 
come to be regarded by some as the central organizing construct through 
which African Americans come to understand politics—surpassing 
other explanations of opinion formation in both statistical significance 
and substantive importance. Dawson, for instance, points out the 
centrality of racial identification in his comparison of the importance 
of individual self-interest and racial group interest in explaining Black 
political behavior. Citing the enormous disparities between the social 
positions of Black and White Americans, Dawson argues that “as long 
as African-Americans’ life chances are powerfully shaped by race, it is 
efficient for individual African Americans to use their perceptions of 
the interest of African Americans as a group as a proxy for their own 
interest” (1994, 61). Indeed, Dawson and others find that racial consid-
erations matter more to Black political opinion formulations than more 
widely held beliefs such as party identification and liberal/conservative 
ideology (Allen, Dawson, and Brown 1989; Tate 1993; Kinder and 
Sanders 1996).
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The attention given to understanding the effects of racial group 
 identification on Black opinion, however, has not produced conceptual 
clarity about the conditions under which racial group identification 
should or should not matter in explaining Black opinion. Do African 
Americans see all political issues through a racial lens, or is it neces-
sary for issues to be defined as racial in order for African Americans to 
think of them as such? Some have suggested that racial group identifi-
cation should be chronically accessible for Black Americans because of 
its repeated activation in Black institutions and politics (e.g., Dawson 
1994; Lau 1989). That is, because Black Americans experience repeated 
political appeals to their racial identities, those identities should be more 
available, generally speaking, as Blacks construct their political opinions. 
Yet, chronic accessibility would only imply higher activation potential 
for Blacks’ racial attitudes (Higgins 1996; Price and Tewksbury 1997), 
not necessarily answering the question of what makes Blacks realize that 
potential in some situations and not in others. Answering that ques-
tion seems imperative given that scholars have observed variation in 
the attachment of racial group identification to political issues. While 
racial group identification explains Blacks’ opinions about issues that are 
explicitly racial, such as affirmative action (Tate 1993; Dawson 1994), 
and reparations for slavery (Dawson and Popoff 2004), there is less 
evidence that racial group identification consistently matters in forming 
Blacks’ opinions on ostensibly nonracial issues. For example, while Tate 
(1993), using the 1984 National Black Election Study, finds a relation-
ship between racial group closeness and Blacks’ support of social welfare 
programs that might have implicit racial meaning, such as food stamps 
and guaranteed jobs, Kinder and Winter (2001) find little evidence of a 
relationship between in-group closeness and opinions on social welfare 
policies in the 1992 National Election Study. Tate (1993) also finds no 
relationship between racial group identification and Blacks’ opinions on 
other ostensibly nonracial issues, including matters of foreign policy, 
funding for public schools, and universalistic programs like Medicare.

There is another set of observations that arise from the literature on 
Black politics that should inform our understanding of when and how 
racial cues may matter in the formation of Black political opinion—Blacks’ 
recognition and opinions of diversity within the Black community. More 
than a century ago, W. E. B. DuBois (1903) implored White Americans 
to recognize the promise of “the talented tenth” of Black America for 
engendering uplift of the race. He also documented intraracial politics 
driven by concern over how some segments of the Black population, 
particularly those of the “criminal class,” reflected poorly on the race 
(DuBois 1899). Scholars since DuBois have documented the way factors 
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such as social class, age, and gender cause real divisions in Black politics 
(Gilliam and Whitby 1989; Wilson 1978). More recently, scholars have 
begun to hone in on the specific question of the conditions under which 
an issue is deemed a “Black issue”—one that warrants Blacks’ attention 
on the grounds of group interest. Most notably, Cohen (1999) argues 
that the interests of marginal groups within the Black community are 
commonly shunned from the “Black politics” agenda. Her argument, in 
particular, implies that linked fate politics are qualified by which segment 
of the Black population is perceived to be affected by the issue. In sum, 
this line of research suggests that the effect of racial cues among Blacks 
may depend on what representations of Blackness the cues invoke.

Activating Black Racial Group Identification

The preceding discussions highlight the need for a conceptual framework 
for understanding how racial messages influence Black opinions that acc-
ounts for when and how Blacks’ racial attitudes are activated. Despite the 
powerful influence Black racial identification has on Blacks’ political judg-
ments, its attachment to ostensibly non-racial issues cannot be assumed as 
automatic. Further, an account of racial attitude activation for Blacks must 
deviate from explanations of racial priming developed in reference to White 
Americans in its treatment of the work of explicit and implicit racial cues. 

I argue that, in the realm of ostensibly non-racial issues, racial cues 
within most forms of political communication serve to activate racial atti-
tudes for Black Americans. In response to a racial cue, Black Americans 
should not only engage the non-racial considerations—such as partisan-
ship or liberal/conservative ideology—suggested by the content or framing 
of the issue, but should also increase their reliance on racial considerations. 
On the other hand, when racial cues are not present, African Americans—
like White Americans—have no reason to attach their racial beliefs to an 
ostensibly non-racial issue. Absent a racial cue, Blacks should see the policy 
in much the same way as Whites, using non-racial predispositions such as 
partisanship and ideology. There are, however, two important distinctions 
to be made between racial attitude activation for Blacks and Whites. 

First, because Blacks, themselves, are the objects of racial cues, we 
should not expect these cues to elicit out-group attitudes as they do for 
Whites. Instead, racial cues that associate African Americans with a par-
ticular policy should activate Black in-group attachment or racial group 
identification. This point is rather straightforward and reflects one of 
the essential differences in Black and White Americans’ understandings 
of racial policies (Dawson 1994; Gurin, Hatchett, and Jackson 1989; 
Kinder and Sanders 1996). 
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Second, and more important, there should be differences in the 
types of racial cues that activate racial thinking among Black and White 
Americans. Existing theories of racial priming imply that Whites’ racial 
attitudes should be activated only by implicit racial messages; explicit 
racial cues draw attention to a violation of norms of racial equality and 
tolerance, causing Whites to reject the racial message. Such norms, 
however, are not necessarily in tension with Blacks’ racial group identi-
fication, as they are with Whites’ racial resentment. Thus, the reason for 
Whites’ rejection of explicitly racial messages should not apply for Blacks. 
Explicit racial cues should activate Blacks’ racial attitudes because they 
define a racial group interest in the issue. 

Implicit racial cues, however, may not be as effective in activating racial 
thinking among Blacks on ostensibly nonracial issues. The work of implicit 
cues depends on a connection between the actual construct identified by 
the cue—inner city residents, for example—and racial meaning. Previous 
work on how implicit racial verbal cues, or “code words,” function among 
White Americans posits that the racial meaning comes from repeated asso-
ciation of the code words with “blacks”: welfare recipients are repeatedly 
(and disproportionately) portrayed as black (Gilens 1996; 1999), as are 
violent criminals (Gilliam and Iyengar 2000). Such coding is, of course, 
stereotype-consistent among Whites, conforming to negative views of 
Blacks. Such negative meaning, however, may be grounds for the cues’ 
rejection among Blacks. To the extent that implicit racial cues are those that 
invoke “marginal” elements of the Black community, their racial meaning 
among Blacks may be interpreted as not in the interest of the race. Without 
explicit appeals to race, Blacks may find it easier to reject linked fate politics 
for these “marginal” segments of the Black community. 

Methods and Procedures

Experiments have become an important tool within the study of political 
communication and media effects to isolate the causal impact of com-
munication on political attitudes and behavior (e.g., Iyengar and Kinder 
1987; Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley 1997; Miller and Krosnick 2000). By 
manipulating media content, and randomly assigning subjects to treatment 
and control conditions, researchers have been able to isolate the essential 
components of a message that alter citizens’ attitudes. Exactly because of their 
ability to isolate the causal effect of political communications, experiments 
seem the ideal tool for examining the effect of implicit and explicit racial cues 
in political discourse on African-American and White public opinion. 

I employ two experiments to test my hypotheses about the effect of 
racial cues on ostensibly nonracial issues. Both studies manipulate  exposure 



78 I s m a i l  K .  W h i t e

to racial cues about the issue through construction of news articles that 
offer different issue frames. Similar to Druckman (2004), I define issue 
frames as messages that emphasize “a subset of potentially relevant consider-
ations [which] leads individuals to focus on these considerations when con-
structing their opinions” (672). How the issue frames enable the creation 
of implicit and explicit racial cues will be discussed in the details of each 
experiment. The first experiment centers on an emerging political issue 
with no obvious connection to race: the (then pending) Iraq War. The Iraq 
experiment allows me to test whether explicit group-centric and implicit 
racial cues can attach racial attitudes to a nonracial issue. In the second 
experiment, I turn to an ostensibly nonracial issue that others have sug-
gested should already have implicit racial meaning: social welfare programs. 
The welfare experiment, then, allows me to test the effectiveness of explicit 
and implicit racial cues in changing the importance of racial attitudes to 
preferences on an issue that may already be loaded with racial meaning.

The Iraq Experiment

The issue of the (then pending) 2003 Iraq War provided an ideal 
 opportunity to examine the effects of explicit and implicit racial verbal 
cues by employing variations of the oppositional frames actually used in 
elite political debate. That is, from the debate over pending military action 
in Iraq, I was able to isolate nonracial, implicitly racial, and explicitly racial 
rhetoric against the war, which I used to create three frames for the argu-
ment against military action in Iraq for use in the experiment. Each of these 
frames provided different justifications for opposing the use of military 
force in Iraq and each of the frames had varying degrees of racial emphasis. 
The issue frame, then, provided the cue about the racial meaning of the 
war, invoking either an implicit or explicit verbal racial cue, or excluding 
any language that might be thought to have inherent racial meaning.

The explicitly racial frame, termed the Minority/Black Soldiers 
Frame, drew on arguments that Black political elites had begun to 
articulate expressing a conflict between racial group interest and the war. 
Opposition to the war was linked to concern for the disproportionate 
number of poor and minority soldiers in the enlisted ranks of the United 
States armed forces that would be put in harm’s way. 

The implicitly racial frame, labeled the Domestic Issues Frame, was 
also drawn from the rhetoric of Black political leaders, although other 
Democratic politicians made similar appeals. Without making any 
explicit reference to race, this frame emphasized the potential cost of war 
for domestic social programs, particularly those for the poor and under-
privileged. This frame employed an implicit racial cue, similar to those 
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that have previously been found to prime racial thinking among Whites, 
although it seems that the use of such frames by Black leaders was in an 
attempt to use issues that rest at the foundation of their support—social 
welfare  programs—to mobilize opposition to the use of military action 
in Iraq.

Within the mainstream partisan debate, arguments in opposition to 
a war in Iraq centered on the fact that the United States lacked the sup-
port of the United Nations and stressed that the use of military force in 
Iraq would not be justified without that support. This rhetoric supplied 
the nonracial opposition frame, labeled the UN Support Frame, which 
focused only on the lack of support for military action from allies and 
international institutions. 

Each of these three oppositional frames was employed in the experiment 
as a separate manipulation, which consisted of a news magazine article detail-
ing a fictitious debate between two Ohio congressmen—one Democrat and 
one Republican—on the proposed war in Iraq. All of the experimental 
conditions presented two-sided messages about the war: the Republican 
expressed a consistent statement in support of using force to remove Saddam 
Hussein from power, and the Democrat voiced opposition. What changed 
across the conditions were the terms in which the Democrat articulated his 
argument against the war. Table 5.1 summarizes the key verbal cues in each 
of the conditions.

Table 5.1  Verbal cues in Iraq War frames

Explicitly racial minority/
Black soldiers frame

Implicitly racial 
domestic issues frame

Nonracial UN support 
frame

Representative Brown 
began by stating that he 
is currently opposed to 
military action in Iraq 
stressing his concern 
that a war in Iraq would 
result in considerable U.S. 
casualties, particularly 
among racial minorities.

Representative Brown 
stated that he is opposed 
to military action 
in Iraq, stressing his 
concern that there are 
more pressing domestic 
issues to which the 
nation’s leaders should 
be attending.

Representative Brown 
stated that he is opposed 
to military action in Iraq, 
stressing his concern that 
military action could only 
be justified by working 
through the United 
Nations and with the 
support of European allies.

Brown observed, “the great 
majority of the soldiers in 
the United States Army 
who will be put in harm’s 
way are from poor, Black 
and Hispanic families—
not the children of 
millionaires and members 
of Congress.”

“The war that my 
constituents want 
us to wage is a war 
on poverty, a war 
on layoffs, a war on 
inadequate healthcare 
and a war on the lack 
of affordable housing,” 
said Brown.

“We must decide in 
concert with our allies 
how to deal with Iraq. 
International political 
support is necessary 
in order to justify any 
military action,” said 
Brown.
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The experiment was carried out in computer labs at three separate 
locations: the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, Michigan; Southern 
University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana; and Louisiana State University in 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Both student and nonstudent adult subjects were 
recruited to participate in the study from the areas surrounding each univer-
sity and were told that they would receive $10 cash for their participation. 
One hundred and thirty three self-identified African-American subjects 
and 101 self identified White subjects participated in the experiment.3 
The experiment was conducted from February 17, 2003, to March 3, 2003, 
just prior to the start of the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

As participants entered the lab, they were randomly assigned to one 
of three experimental conditions or a control condition. Participants in 
the control group did not read any article about Iraq, but instead read 
a nonpolitical article.4 After reading the articles, respondents answered 
an extensive battery of posttest questions that included questions about 
their support for the war in Iraq, issue importance ratings, and racial 
and political attitudes. Upon completion of the posttest questionnaire 
subjects were debriefed, paid, and dismissed.

The sample does not differ dramatically from that of the nation as 
a whole on most political dimensions, although there are some marked 
differences, of course, in other demographics. On the important dimen-
sions of partisanship and racial group identification, Black subjects were 
very similar to the national population. For Whites, the experimental 
sample is slightly more Democratic and somewhat more racially liberal 
than the population as a whole. Although 30 percent of the participants 
were nonstudents, in terms of age and education the sample still differs 
from the national population for both Blacks and Whites. The median 
age of experimental participants is twenty-two years and the average par-
ticipant is college educated. Analysis of variance, however, indicated that 
neither these sociodemographic variables nor the partisan and attitudinal 
variables differed across conditions, so we can be reasonably confident 
that the results observed are, in fact, the result of exposure to the various 
conditions.

Finding Racial Interest in the Prospects for 
War in Iraq

Turning to the data from the Iraq experiment provides opportunity to 
test the distinct effects of explicit and implicit racial cues on the opinions 
of Black and White Americans. Again, consistent with previous research 
on racial priming, the expectation is that for Whites, only the frame 
that obliquely cues race—through reference to racially “coded” welfare 
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programs—will encourage racialized thinking about the use of military 
force Iraq. For Blacks, the explicit racial frame (Minority/Black Soldiers 
Frame) should cue racialized interpretations of the pending war in Iraq 
via its clear connection between racial group interest and opposition to 
the war. Although only oblique references to race are made in the implicit 
racial frame (Domestic Issues Frame), given the traditional focus of Black 
leaders on social welfare issues, I expect that African Americans will recog-
nize the relevance of antipoverty programs to African-American racial 
group interest, and thus use their racial considerations to evaluate the use 
of military force in Iraq. 

To evaluate these expectations, I model subjects’ level of support for 
the use of military force in Iraq as a function of the three sets of consid-
erations most relevant to the frame cues: racial, ideological, and dove/
hawk predispositions. Support for military action in Iraq is captured 
by a scale of three questions; each referenced the pending conflict with 
Iraq in slightly different terms, but answers to all three are significantly 
related. Racial considerations are captured by measures of both in-group 
identification and out-group resentment. In-group attitudes are assessed 
by a measure of racial group–linked fate, gauging the degree to which 
Black and White respondents’ believe their own welfare is related to that 
of their own racial group. As do Kinder and Winter (2001), I measure 
out-group resentment using the reverse coding of the out-group feeling 
thermometer (Black/White). Ideology is measured with the standard 
seven-point scale, with higher values indicating a more conservative 
ideology. The dove/hawk measure taps subjects’ general attitudes about 
the appropriateness of military force versus diplomacy in foreign con-
flicts. All measures are scaled to range from 0 to 1(See Appendix A for 
question wording and scale construction). Each attitude is interacted 
with each condition in order to test for the activation of each attitude 
following subjects’ exposure to the explicit racial, implicit racial, and 
nonracial cues.5 The model is estimated separately for Black and White 
subjects using OLS regression.

The results of the models of Black and White subjects’ support for 
military action in Iraq are presented in Tables 5.2 and 5.3, respectively. 
Interactions between each experimental condition and the explanatory 
political attitudes highlight the differences in the ingredients of subjects’ 
evaluations of the Iraq War depending on exposure to explicit racial, 
implicit racial, and nonracial frames of the argument against the war. 
For ease of interpretation, the tables present the baseline effects of each 
variable in the control condition in the first column, and the total effect 
of each variable within each condition (i.e., baseline plus interaction 
coefficient) in the following three columns. Bolded cells indicate that 
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Table 5.2  Predictors of Black support for the use of military force in Iraq by 
experimental condition

Control Minority/Black 
soldiers frame

Domestic issues 
frame

UN 
frame

In-group identification −.07
(.17)

−.46*
(.12)

−.03
(.09)

.17
(.11)

Out-group resentment −.01
(.17)

.01
(.18)

−.14
(.13)

.13
(.23)

Ideology −.21
(.15)

−.31*
(.11)

−.05
(.12)

.01
(.18)

Dove/Hawk −.17*
(.07)

−.16*
(.08)

−.01
(.08)

−.13
(.08)

N 34 33 39 27

Note: Entries are OLS coefficients from a single model that also includes controls for being a student. 
First column entries are baseline coefficients; other columns display linear combinations of baseline 
and attitude by condition interaction coefficients. Bolded results indicate a statically significant 
(p<.05, one-tailed t-test) slope change from the control condition. *Denotes p<.05 for one-tailed t-test 
of the relationship between that variable and support for the war in Iraq within that condition.

Table 5.3  Predictors of White support for the use of military force in Iraq by 
experimental condition

Control Minority/Black 
soldiers frame

Domestic issues 
frame

UN 
frame

In-group identification −.04
(.14)

−.07
(.15)

.05
(.16)

.15
(.13)

Out-group resentment −.20
(.22)

−.35*
(.17)

.80*
(.22)

−.24
(.17)

Ideology .10
(.16)

.21
(.19)

.40*
(.19)

.13
(.17)

Dove/Hawk −.31*
(.11)

−.39*
(.13)

−.01
(.10)

−.27*
(.09)

N 24 21 24 32

Note: Entries are OLS coefficients from a single model that also includes controls for being a student. 
First column entries are baseline coefficients; other columns display linear combinations of baseline 
and attitude by condition interaction coefficients. Bolded results indicate a statically significant (p<.05, 
one-tailed t-test) slope change from the control condition. *Denotes p<.05 for one-tailed t-test of the 
relationship between that variable and support for the war in Iraq within that condition.

the attitude by condition interaction was statistically significant (p<.05). 
Given the oppositional stance of the manipulated frame, the predictions 
are unidirectional. Specifically, the expectation is that in-group identifi-
cation should be a more significant predictor of opposition to the war 
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among Blacks in the Minority/Black Soldiers Frame and the Domestics 
Issues Frame conditions. Among Whites, out-group resentment should 
become a stronger predictor of support for the Iraq War, but only in the 
implicitly racial Domestic Issues Frame condition.

As expected, race was a relevant consideration in evaluating the Iraq 
issue for those Blacks who were exposed to the explicitly racial Minority/
Black Soldiers Frame. In this condition, where subjects read references to 
the consequences of the war for Blacks and other minorities, in-group 
identification became an important predictor of significantly less favor-
able opinions about the use of military force in Iraq among Blacks. The 
model predicts, in fact, that support for the war among highly racially 
identified Blacks would be nearly half of that among Blacks with no sense 
of group identification. In addition, as expected given that Blacks are the 
objects of the racial frames in this condition, Black subjects’ attitudes 
about Whites (out-group attitudes) did not appear to be related to their 
support for military action. Moreover, increased reliance on racial group 
identification in evaluating the issue of war in Iraq was the only signifi-
cant change caused by the message containing the explicit racial cue. 

Whites exhibited a very different pattern in the explicitly racial frame 
condition. Consistent with previous research, Whites’ racial attitudes 
were unrelated to their attitudes about the use of military action in 
Iraq when the racial consequences of an issue were explicitly discussed. 
Neither in-group identification nor out-group resentment became pre-
dictors of White subjects’ support for a war in Iraq in the Minority/Black 
Soldiers Frame condition. 

Turning to the implicit racial cue offered by the Domestic Issues Frame 
condition, the results indicate that, also just as previous research would 
suggest, when Whites were exposed to a frame of the war in Iraq that 
associates the issue with obliquely racial issues, a strong connection was 
created between Whites’ support for the use of military action in Iraq 
and their racial attitudes. The statistically significant effect of Whites’ 
racial attitudes comes, as expected, from their out-group resentment. 
More racially resentful White subjects in this condition reacted to the 
implicitly racial arguments against a war in Iraq by becoming far more 
likely to support a war in Iraq. The implicit racialization of the Iraq 
issue also dislodges the effect of general predispositions about the use of 
force in international affairs. A statistically significant positive coefficient 
on the interaction between the Domestic Issues Frame condition and the 
dove/hawk measure added to the negative baseline dove/hawk coefficient 
implies a zero effect of these attitudes in this condition. Implicit racial 
cues, then, can work so effectively that race can trump other consider-
ations among Whites.
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While implicit racial verbal cues significantly altered the ingredients 
of Whites’ assessments of the Iraq issue, African-American subjects’ 
opinions were not significantly affected by the implicit racial issue 
frame in any way. Most important, there is little evidence to support the 
expectation that implicit racial cues elicit racial thinking among African 
Americans. The effect of Black in-group identification is statistically 
indistinguishable from zero. There is also no discernable relationship 
between out-group resentment and support for military action in Iraq 
in this condition. The results of this manipulation indicate that there 
may, in fact, not be a direct connection—at least in the minds of African 
Americans—between racial considerations and domestic issues that dis-
proportionately affect African Americans as a group. What is an implicit 
racial cue for Whites may not, in fact, hold significant racial meaning for 
Blacks. It is also possible, however, that the references to social welfare 
issues, despite their regular appearance in Black political discourse, acti-
vated Blacks’ concerns about “marginal” segments of the Black commu-
nity, causing them to reject the implicit racial appeal. While I am unable 
to test these propositions in this experiment, I will return to them in the 
welfare experiment.

Finally, exposing subjects to the nonracial UN Support Frame condi-
tion, as expected, did not increase the importance of racial considerations 
in shaping opinions about the conflict in Iraq among Blacks or Whites. In 
the absence of any racial cue to connect Black or White group  interest—
or attitudes about Blacks or Whites—to the use of military force in Iraq, 
racial considerations played little or no role in shaping subjects opinions 
about this particular ostensibly nonracial policy. In fact, neither Whites’ 
nor Blacks’ opinions were significantly shaped in any discernable way by 
the condition: none of the attitude-by-condition-interaction coefficients 
was statistically discernable from zero.

Although the results for Whites in this experiment and the existing 
results on the priming of race on ostensibly nonracial issues that focus 
primarily on White Americans demonstrate that implicitly racial cues 
do the work of racializing issues for White Americans, the results of this 
experiment for Blacks underscore the need for race-specific understand-
ings of racial priming. The results of this study point to important racial 
differences in the effectiveness of explicit and implicit racial cues in acti-
vating racial thinking about a previously nonracial issue. The results of 
the experiment are also clearly supportive of the argument that African 
Americans do not see all political issues through a racial lens; instead, 
racial thinking about politics among African Americans is something 
that is strongly shaped by how public policies are discussed. When 
exposed to a message that lacked explicit racial content, Blacks used other 
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issue-relevant considerations to formulate their opinions about politics. 
When race was brought front and center in the discussion of the war in 
Iraq, Blacks’ in-group identification, as measured by Black-linked fate, 
mattered most. When race was merely cued implicitly, however, Blacks 
did not connect their group identification with the ostensibly nonracial 
issue of war. Inconsistent with theories of racial priming based on White 
Americans, then, implicit cues are not the driving force behind activating 
racialized thinking in the American public. Yet, questions remain about 
why implicit racial cues fail to elicit racial thinking among Blacks and 
whether the attachment of race to an ostensibly non-racial issue is still 
malleable when the issue may already contain implicit racial meaning. 

The Welfare Experiment

The welfare experiment was designed both to test whether the key results 
about the effectiveness of explicit and implicit racial cues in the Iraq 
experiment extended to other issue domains, and to increase leverage spe-
cifically on the question of why Blacks are unresponsive to implicit racial 
cues. I employed the same logic and general design as in the Iraq experi-
ment, using verbal cues embedded in a fictitious news story about a debate 
between two Ohio congressmen, one Republican and one Democrat. This 
time the debate is over proposed federal spending cuts on social welfare 
programs, with food stamps and Medicaid mentioned specifically. The key 
difference in the design is that there are now four experimental conditions: 
one with explicit racial cues, one without racial cues (other than the issue, 
itself ), and two conditions that offered different types of implicit racial 
cues. The differences in the implicit racial cues were designed to help 
unpack whether the effectiveness of implicit racial cues depends upon the 
representation of the Black community that they suggest. 

Across all of the experimental conditions the news story offered the 
same account of a Republican proposal for federal social welfare spend-
ing cuts, and of the opposition of the Democratic Party to those cuts. 
Manipulation of the racial cues across conditions was even more precise 
than in the Iraq experiment, as it was accomplished simply by replacing 
the description of the group the Democratic congressman claimed would 
be particularly affected by the spending cuts as he voiced his opposition. 
Table 5.4 presents the passages that changed across conditions to provide 
the cues. The explicit racial condition included references to Black and 
African-American families, while the nonracial condition replaced those 
references with “working” American families. One of the implicit racial 
conditions used the term “inner city” to describe the families affected by 
the cuts. Given the effect of this term in Hurwitz and Peffley’s (2005) study 
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of White opinion, I expect this implicit cue to be associated  particularly 
with negative depictions of Black ghettos and urban crime scripts (Gilliam 
and Iyengar 2000). The second implicit racial condition refers to the 
families most vulnerable to the cuts simply as poor Americans. Given the 
traditional concern about disproportionate rates of poverty among African 
Americans and the concentration of Black leaders on antipoverty and 
social welfare programs, I expect that the label “poor Americans” should 
carry an implicit connection to race among Blacks. Given the degree to 
which others have found antipoverty and welfare programs inherently 
racially coded among White Americans, the reminder of the programs’ 
concentration on “the poor” may also function as an implicit racial cue 
among Whites.

This experiment was carried out both in computer labs at the 
University of Texas in Austin, Texas and Southern University in Baton 
Rouge, Louisiana, and at various locations in both cities through the use 
of laptop computers, from February 28 to March 23, 2006. The sample 
is comprised of adult subjects—half students and half  nonstudents—who 
were recruited to participate in the study from the areas surrounding each 
university. Nonstudent subjects were told that they would receive $10 
cash for their participation. Onehundred and sixty self-identified African-
American subjects and 181 self-identified White subjects participated 
in the experiment. Participants were much younger than the national 
population; the median age is approximately 26 years. The participants 
were also more educated than the national population, with most subjects 
indicating that they had some college education. Analysis of variance, 
however, indicates that neither sociodemographic variables nor relevant 
partisan and attitudinal variables differed across conditions.

As participants entered the lab (or equivalent facility), they were 
randomly assigned to one of the four racial cue conditions or a control 
condition. Subjects in the control group did not read any article about 
welfare issues, but instead read a nonpolitical article about the accidental 
shattering of an antique vase in a London museum. After reading the 
articles, subjects answered an extensive battery of posttest questions, 
which included questions about their support for increased spending on 
food stamps, issue importance ratings, and racial and political attitudes. 
Upon completion of the posttest questionnaire subjects were debriefed, 
paid, and dismissed. 

Welfare in Black and White

I begin the evaluation of the racial cues in the welfare experiment by modeling 
subjects’ level of support for increased spending on the central welfare program 



88 I s m a i l  K .  W h i t e

discussed in the manipulated articles—food stamps—as a function of the most 
relevant considerations that might be used forming an opinion on the issue. 
Thus, in addition to racial attitudes, the model includes measures of ideology, 
individualism, egalitarianism, and general feelings about the poor. In-group 
racial identification is again gauged by a measure of racial in-group linked fate, 
while the measure for out-group resentment is captured by out-group stereo-
typing. Ideology is measured with the standard seven-point scale, with higher 
values indicating a more conservative ideology. Individualism is measured 
with a scale comprised of questions that capture the subjects’ perception of 
link between hard work and success. Egalitarianism is measured by a scale that 
captures peoples’ beliefs about equality. Feelings about the poor are gauged by 
a 101-point feeling thermometer assessing the subjects’ feelings of warmth or 
coolness toward poor people (See Appendix A for question wording and scale 
construction). All measures are again scaled to range from 0 to 1, and each 
attitude is interacted with each condition to test for its activation by each 
cue type. The model is estimated separately for Blacks and Whites using OLS 
regression.

Results of the models of Blacks’ and Whites’ support for increased 
spending on food stamps are presented in Tables 5.5 and 5.6, respec-
tively. As in the Iraq experiment, the tables present the baseline effects of 
each attitude in the control condition in the first column and the total 
effect of each variable within each condition in the following columns, 
with bolded cells indicating a statistically significant attitude by condi-
tion interaction. The predictions are unidirectional: effective racial cues 
should make racial group identification a significantly stronger predic-
tor of support for increased spending among Black subjects, while they 
should make racial out-group resentment a significantly stronger predic-
tor of opposition to increased spending among Whites. Only the implicit 
racial cues are expected to activate racial attitudes among Whites. Explicit 
racial cues are again expected to be effective among Blacks, but the 
expected effectiveness of the implicit cues among Blacks is conditioned 
by type. If Blacks are rejecting connections between racial group interest 
and the interests of particularly “marginal” elements of the Black com-
munity, then the negatively loaded “inner-city” cue should be ineffective 
among Blacks, while the “poor” cue should be more likely to activate 
racial thinking about the food stamps issue. 

The results for Whites generally conform to expectations, with the 
exception that the “poor Americans” cue did not work to attach racial 
attitudes to support for food stamps spending. Although the coefficient 
on the interaction between the poor Americans condition and out-group 
resentment is in the hypothesized negative direction, it fails to reach tra-
ditional levels of statistical significance. There are, in fact, no  significant 
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Table 5.5  Predictors of Black support for increased spending on food stamps by 
experimental condition

Control African 
Americans

Inner-city 
Americans

Poor 
Americans

Working
Americans

In-group 
identification

−.30
(.19)

.40*
(.16)

−.27
(.20)

.15
(.18)

−.01
(.19)

Out-group 
resentment

.29
(.23)

.01
(.16)

.34
(.27)

.17
(.26)

−.01
(.20)

Ideology −.34
(.26)

.44*
(.21)

−.40
(.22)

.05
(.24)

−.27
(.20)

Individualism −.16
(.21)

−.31
(.19)

.14
(.21)

.07
(.17)

−.19
(.25)

Egalitarianism −.04
(.24)

−.42
(.43)

−.33
(.41)

.80*
(.28)

.08
(.26)

Feelings toward the 
poor

.42*
(.24)

−.16
(.24)

.31
(.25)

−.24
(.26)

.09
(.26)

N 32 33 30 34 31

Note: Entries are OLS coefficients from a single model that also includes controls for being a student, 
income, party identification, and gender. First column entries are baseline coefficients; other columns 
display linear combinations of baseline and attitude by condition interaction coefficients. Bolded 
results indicate a statically significant (p<.05, one-tailed t-test) slope change from the control condi-
tion. *Denotes p<.05 for one-tailed t-test of the relationship between that variable and support for 
spending on food stamps within that condition.

changes in the ingredients of Whites’ opinions about spending on food 
stamps across any of the conditions except for in the implicitly racial 
“inner city” condition. As expected, in response to the “inner city” cue, 
Whites’ out-group resentment becomes an important factor in shaping 
their level of support for increased spending, with the most resentful 
Whites being less than half as supportive as the least resentful, all else 
constant. It is also worth noting that despite previous work on the extant 
racial coding of welfare programs, among this particular group of Whites 
there was no discernable relationship between their racial attitudes and 
their opinions on this particular welfare issue in the control condition.

Blacks also exhibit a pattern of results that generally adheres to expec-
tations. As in the Iraq experiment, while racial attitudes were apparently 
not related to Blacks’ evaluations of the issue in the control condition, 
exposure to the explicit racial cues readily attaches racial group interest 
to Blacks’ expressions of support for increased spending on food stamps. 
Unlike the Iraq experiment, the results for the implicit cue conditions lend 
some insight into whether and how implicit racial cues can activate racial 
thinking on an ostensibly nonracial issue among Blacks. The more precise 
implicit racial cues used in this experiment suggest a difference in Blacks’ 
responses to different cue types. The inner city cue—the implicit cue 
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expected to be most closely associated with negative representations and/or 
“marginal” elements of the Black community—produced no change in 
Blacks’ use of racial attitudes in constructing their opinions about the issue 
of food stamps. There is some evidence, however, that the less negatively 
loaded poor cue was effective in activating racial thinking about the issue. 
A positive, statistically significant coefficient on the interaction of the poor 
Americans condition and racial group identification suggests that Blacks 
in this condition were more likely to use their racial attitudes in deciding 
their level of support for spending on food stamps. The predicted effect 
of racial group identification, however, while positive as expected, is quite 
small. Not only is the predicted effect of racial group identification on 
support for increased welfare spending less than half of that in the explicit 
racial cue condition, but the results also indicate that the general principle 
of egalitarianism became far more important than racial group identifica-
tion in shaping Blacks’ opinions in the poor Americans condition. In sum, 
while there is some evidence that the right sort of implicit racial cue might 
be effective in activating racial thinking about an ostensibly nonracial issue 
among Blacks, that evidence is far from overwhelming. 

To more directly test the hypothesis that it is the connection of 
the implicit racial cue to negative representations of Blacks that causes 

Table 5.6 Predictors of White support for increased spending on food stamps by 
experimental condition

Control African 
Americans

Inner-city 
Americans

Poor 
Americans

Working 
Americans

In-group 
identification

−.01
(.11)

−.12
(.17)

.01
(.18)

−.04
(.12)

−.04
(.13)

Out-group 
resentment

.28
(.17)

.34
(.22)

−.54*
(.21)

−.13
(.21)

.08
(.23)

Ideology .01
(.18)

−.16
(.20)

.39
(.26)

−.36*
(.18)

.21
(.20)

Individualism −.19
(.14)

−.20
(.17)

−.32*
(.18)

−.26*
(.13)

−.27
(.18)

Egalitarianism .20
(.22)

.29*
(.16)

.62*
(.22)

.02
(.21)

.12
(.23)

Feelings toward 
the poor

.29
(.22)

.19
(.26)

−.01
(.39)

.20
(.34)

.59*
(.22)

N 38 35 34 39 35

Note: Entries are OLS coefficients from a single model that also includes controls for being a student, 
income, party identification, and gender. First column entries are baseline coefficients; other columns 
display linear combinations of baseline and attitude by condition interaction coefficients. Bolded 
results indicate a statically significant (p<.05, one-tailed t-test) slope change from the control condition. 
*Denotes p<.05 for one-tailed t-test of the relationship between that variable and support for spending 
on food stamps within that condition.
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the rejection of a link between racial group interest and the issue being 
discussed, I turn next to a set of analyses that consider whether such 
negative representations are activated by the implicit cue conditions. If 
so, I examine whether this moderates the effect of the implicit racial 
cue on the connection between racial group interest and the relevant 
issue position. Given that previous work in Black politics, beginning 
with that of DuBois, has pointed to sharp intraracial politics around 
the issue of crime, and given the complete ineffectiveness in the wel-
fare experiment of the implicit racial cue assumed to be tied more to 
crime—rather than just poverty—“criminal” seems a likely negative 
representation of Blacks to moderate the effect of implicit racial cues 
(see Mendelberg 1997 and Valentino 1999 for further discussion of the 
connection between welfare and crime). That is, what DuBois termed 
the “criminal class” may be the element of the Black community that 
the implicit racial cues, particularly the inner city cue, are bringing to 
mind. Deeming this element of the Black community’s interests out-
side of the interests of the race would cause Blacks to reject the cue’s 
suggested connection between racial group interest and the issue being 
discussed. I, therefore, turn to a measure that gauges subjects’ concern 
about crime. The measure captures whether subjects listed crime among 
the three most important issues facing the country. I look first at the 
distribution of this measure across the experiment’s conditions to see 
if concern about crime was, in fact, more common in the implicit cue 
conditions. I then examine the power of concern about crime to moder-
ate the effect of racial group interest on opinions on food stamps across 
the conditions. 

The percentages of respondents in each condition who listed crime 
among the top three problems facing the United States are presented in 
Table 5.7, with the results for White and Black subjects listed in sepa-
rate columns. For the sake of comparison, the table also includes the 
percentages of subjects who mentioned two other issues relevant to the 
social welfare concentration of the experiment, poverty and race, as well 
as the percentages for the other two most commonly mentioned issues, 
education and war. Among Black subjects, only one condition produced 
a significant change in the importance of any issue. Consistent with 
expectations about the negative coding of the inner city cue, Blacks in 
the inner city condition were almost twice as likely to mention crime as 
an important issue (37% did so) as those in the control group (19%). 
Thus, in the only condition meant to activate racial thinking about the 
food stamps program that completely failed to do so among Blacks, 
there is some evidence to suggest that Black subjects were more likely 
to be thinking about negative, criminal representations of their racial 
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group. In comparison, Whites also worried significantly more about 
crime when exposed to the implicitly racial inner city cue (24%) than 
in the control condition (2%). This is consistent with the increased role 
of negative attitudes about Blacks in the formation of Whites’ opinions 
about food stamp spending in the inner city condition. Whites were also 
more likely to say that crime was an important issue in the explicit racial 
cue condition (20%).

While the importance ratings are suggestive of a role for the activa-
tion of negative or marginal representations of Blacks in moderating the 
effect of the inner city cue’s ability to activate racial thinking about food 
stamps, they do not directly test the hypothesis. It is also unclear from 
the importance ratings that such a moderating effect can explain why the 
implicit cues in the poor Americans condition were less effective than 
the explicit cues in linking racial group interest to increased support for 
spending on food stamps. Crime, after all, was not more likely to be men-
tioned by Blacks in the poor Americans condition. In order to test the 
moderating hypothesis, I model support for increased spending on food 
stamps among Blacks as a function of their racial group identification 
and their ratings of the importance of crime, including the interactions of 
those two attitudes across each condition. That is, the model includes the 
three-way interactions between racial group identification, crime impor-
tance, and condition. I estimate the model using OLS regression. The 
moderating hypothesis predicts that the coefficients on the three-way 
interactions for the two implicit racial conditions should be negative and 
significant; Blacks who become more concerned about crime in response 
to the implicit cues should be rejecting the cues’ attempts to link racial 

Table 5.7 Issue importance by experimental condition

Crime Race Poverty Education War

Black White Black White Black White Black White Black White

African 
Americans

21 20 44 17 56 31 26 29 24 23

Inner-city 
Americans

37 24 27  9 37 35 20 24 23 32

Poor 
Americans

15  3 24 18 44 26 15 15 21 26

Working 
Americans

23  3 29 11 52 29 19 23 35 43

Control 19  2 31 13 41 18 16 13 38 32

Note: Cell entries are the percentage of subjects in that condition who mentioned the issue as one of 
the three most important issues facing the country today. Bolded results indicate a statically significant 
(p<.05, one-tailed t-test) difference from the control condition.
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group identification with support for social welfare programs, including 
food stamps.

Indeed, the results are consistent with the moderating hypothesis. As 
shown in Table 5.8, the only conditions in which the three-way interac-
tion coefficients are statistically significant are the two implicit cue condi-
tions. These negative interaction coefficients indicate that when Blacks 
became more concerned about crime in response to the implicit cues, the 
connection between higher levels of group identification and increased 
support for spending on food stamps was attenuated. 

To ease interpretation of the implications of the moderating effect, 
Figure 5.1 graphically displays mean levels of support for increased 
spending on food stamps among Blacks across the experimental condi-
tions, with subjects broken into groups defined by high and low levels of 
racial group identification and levels of concern about crime. The top left 
cell of the figure demonstrates that within the explicit race cue condition, 
blacks with higher levels of group identification expressed more sup-
port for increased spending on food stamps than those with low levels, 
regardless of their concerns about crime. This simple pattern, expected if 
subjects are using the cue of group interest in the food stamps program 
consistently to attach their racial group identification to their opinions 
about the program, is not replicated in any of the other cells. Blacks in 
the nonracial working Americans condition—displayed in the bottom-
right cell of the figure—which should not have activated concerns about 
crime nor group identification, behave accordingly by exhibiting no sig-
nificant differences in the mean support for food stamps spending.6

The graphs of Blacks’ support for food stamp spending in the two 
implicit racial conditions tell the more complicated story of the mod-
erating effects of activated concerns about crime. In the top-right cell, 
the graph illustrates that among Blacks exposed to the inner city cue, 
those with higher levels of group identification who were concerned 
about crime seemed particularly likely to distance themselves from the 
concerns of inner city families; they expressed lower levels of support 
for food stamp spending than all the other subjects in the condition. 
The bottom-left cell of Figure 5.1 highlights that for those in the poor 
Americans condition; concerns about crime also changed the relationship 
between group identification and support for spending on food stamps. 
Among those unconcerned about crime, Blacks more highly identified 
with the racial group were, as in the explicit racial cue condition, more 
supportive of the program. For those who felt crime was an especially 
important issue, however, stronger group identifiers were less supportive. 
Implicit racial cues, it seems, can do the same work on Black opinion as 
explicit racial cues, but only to the extent that they do not simultaneously 



Table 5.8 The effect of crime importance and Black in-group 
identification on Black support for increased spending on food stamps

Experimental conditions
African Americans −.37*

(.18)
Inner-city Americans −.38*

(.21)
Poor Americans −.42*

(.18)
Working Americans −.03

(.22)

Attitudes
In-group identification −.18

(.16)
Importance of crime −.39

(.29)
In-group closeness x importance of crime .55

(.51)

Interactions
African Americans condition X

In-group identification .58*
(.23)

Importance of crime .38
(.37)

In-group closeness x importance of crime −.53
(.59)

Inner-city Americans Condition X
In-group identification .42

(.27)
Importance of crime .96*

(.44)
In-group closeness x importance of crime −1.44*

(.65)

Poor Americans Condition X
In-group identification .50*

(.23)
Importance of crime 1.35*

(.76)
In-group closeness x importance of crime −1.70*

(.95)

Working Americans Condition X
In-group identification .07

(.28)
Importance of crime −.03

(.41)
In-group closeness x importance of crime .11

(.64)

(Continued )
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activate Blacks’ concerns about negative representations or marginal 
 elements of the Black community.

Conclusion

This study has sought to clarify the role of race in shaping American 
public opinion by detailing and testing a theoretical account of when 
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Figure 5.1  Black support for food stamps by in-group identification and crime impor-
tance by condition.

Table 5.8 continued

Constant 1.01*
(.18)

N 161
Adj-R2 .09

Note: *p<.05 one-tailed test of significance. Entries are OLS regression coef-
ficients and standard errors. Each model also includes controls for being a 
student, income, party identification, and gender.
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and how Blacks’ racial attitudes become attached to ostensibly nonracial 
issues. Contrary to accounts that would suggest racial group identifi-
cation is the consistent central organizing principle of Black political 
opinion, the results of the study suggest that the attachment of Blacks’ 
racial predispositions to ostensibly nonracial issues is malleable, and 
that racialized context can play an important role in defining the racial 
implications of politics for Black Americans. Additionally, the results 
support the argument that implicit and explicit racial messages play dif-
ferent roles in activating Blacks’ racial group identification and Whites’ 
racial group resentment. While racial cues are only effective in activat-
ing Whites’ racial attitudes on ostensibly nonracial issues when they are 
implicit, the same is not true for Blacks. Explicit racial cues successfully 
activated Blacks’ in-group identification across two very different osten-
sibly nonracial issues, while implicit racial cues did not reliably activate 
racial thinking among Blacks. 

Yet the differences between Blacks’ and Whites’ responses to explicit 
and implicit racial cues imply a degree of similarity across the two racial 
groups: the effect of racially coded political communication for both is 
moderated by ambivalence. For Whites, as others have shown, tension 
arises when they have to negotiate between attitudes of egalitarianism 
and those of racial conservatism. The root of Blacks’ ambivalence, how-
ever, centers on tension in the definition of whose interests belong on the 
Black agenda. Connecting Blacks’ in-group attitudes and their positions 
on public policies hinges on a tension between belief in a common racial 
group interest and negative representations of some subsets of the group. 
Thus, when an issue is linked to a marginalized subset of the in-group, the 
role of Black group identification in determining support for that issue is 
attenuated; the issue, despite implication of its racial meaning, is treated 
as beyond the “boundaries of Blackness.”

Finding that the effect of racial cues on Blacks’ policy positions is 
moderated by ambivalence when those cues make particular represen-
tations of the racial group salient raises several important questions 
for future research. First are questions about the work of subgroup 
specific cues. In the context of the racial politics of Black and White, 
the expectation for Whites is that implicit racial cues activate nega-
tive attitudes about the out-group. Yet this expectation is predicated 
on the notion that attitudes about differences between the in-group and 
the out-group are generally negative. The question remains whether it 
might be possible with subgroup specific cues to tap positive attitudes 
about the out-group—whether some particular portrayal of Blackness 
could resolve the tension between egalitarianism and racialized thinking 
for Whites. Moreover, while conflicting attitudes about the in-group 
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did the moderating work among Blacks, the question remains whether 
conflicting attitudes about the out-group could do that same work. That 
is, outside of the realm of racial politics, where a political discourse that 
has highlighted the tension between out-group resentment and the norm 
of equality provides the limit on anti–out-group politics, are subgroup-
specific cues possible sources of ambivalence that might moderate the 
effectiveness of out-group–based politics? 

Finally, although the findings presented in this paper demonstrated 
when race matters and when it doesn’t for African Americans’ think-
ing about ostensibly nonracial issues, it also highlighted how much 
more there is to know about the roles race plays in Blacks’ political 
 decision-making. Most centrally, it opened questions about when and 
how race matters for issues that offer a more universal benefit to the 
Black community, such as affirmative action or reparations for slav-
ery. With such inherently racialized issues, we might expect that race 
would be a chronically salient feature of Blacks’ political thinking. Yet 
if issue frames characterized such policies as benefiting only certain 
marginal subsets of the Black population, could the broader in-group 
meaning of the policy be deactivated? The results presented in this 
paper would suggest that this might be possible, but that the effec-
tiveness of such framing might hinge on whether these issues really 
could be discussed without explicit references to race. While there are 
limitations on identity politics among Black Americans, group iden-
tification is easily invoked when politics take on any explicit tension 
between Black and White.

Appendix A: Question Wording

Support for the War in Iraq

Iq1.  Do you favor or oppose having U.S. forces take military action 
against Iraq? Those who favor the use of military action against 
Iraq are at point 1 and those who oppose the use of military force 
are at point 7 and, of course, some other people have opinions 
somewhere in between at points 2, 3, 4, 5 or 6. Where would 
you place yourself on this scale?

Iq2.  Do you favor or oppose having U.S. forces (including U.S. 
ground forces) take military action against Iraq?

Iq3.  What do you think is more important—for the United States 
to move quickly against Iraq, even if that means acting without 
international support; or for the United States to gain interna-
tional support, even if that delays action against Iraq?
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All items were recoded to range from 0 to 1 with 1 equaling greater  support 
for the use of military force. The items were then additively scaled. 

(Blacks: Mean=.24; Standard deviation=.23; Cronbach’s alpha=.69) 
(Whites: Mean=.34; Standard deviation=.24; Cronbach’s alpha=.81)

Support for Increased Spending on Food Stamps

 Fs1.  Do you think that federal spending on Food Stamps should be 
increased, decreased, or kept about the same?

Fs1a.  Do you think that federal spending on Food Stamps should be 
increased/decreased greatly or just a little? 1=Increased greatly, 
.75=Increased a little, .5=Kept about the same, .25=Decreased 
a little, 0=Decreased greatly

(Blacks: Mean=.69; Standard deviation=.29) 
(Whites: Mean=.47; Standard deviation=.29)

In-Group Identification

Do you think that what happens generally to Black/White people in this 
country will have something to do with what happens in your life? 1=a 
lot, .66=something, .25=not very much, 0= nothing at all. Blacks were 
asked about Blacks and Whites were asked about Whites. 

Iraq War Experiment
(Blacks: Mean=.75; Standard deviation=.34) 
(Whites: Mean=.74; Standard deviation=.29)

Food Stamps Experiment
(Blacks: Mean=.70; Standard deviation=.33) 
(Whites: Mean=.72; Standard deviation=.30)

The wording of this measure is identical to the measure of linked fate 
used by Dawson (1994). Although this measure was originally designed 
to measure Blacks’ closeness to their racial group (Dawson 1994) other 
researchers have similarly tailored such measures to capture Whites’ close-
ness to their racial group (Kinder and Winter 2001).

Out-Group Resentment

In the Iraq War experiment, out-group resentment was measured by 
the reverse coding of the White/Black feeling thermometer. Blacks were 
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asked how they felt about Whites and Whites were asked how they felt 
about Blacks. The thermometer scores were then coded so that 1=Cold 
and 0=Warm.

(Blacks: Mean=.35; Standard deviation=.35)
(Whites: Mean=.29; Standard deviation=.23)

In the food stamps experiment, out-group resentment is measured by the 
respondents’ willingness to make stereotypical attributions to the racial 
out-group. Subjects were asked to rate on a seven-point scale how well 
the words hardworking, intelligent, and lazy described either Blacks or 
Whites as a group. The responses to each of these questions was measured 
on a seven-point scale and coded to run from 0 to 1 where high values 
represented negative responses. The items were then additively scaled.

(Blacks: Mean=.59; Standard deviation=.27; Cronbach’s alpha=.48) 
(Whites: Mean=.56; Standard deviation=.21; Cronbach’s alpha=.54)

Ideology

Ideology is measured by the following question: We hear a lot of talk 
these days about liberals and conservatives. On a 7-point scale, where 1 
is very liberal and 7 is very conservative, where would you place yourself 
on this scale, or haven’t you thought much about this? For this analysis, 
this variable was recoded to run from 0 to 1 with 1 representing a very 
conservative self-placement. 

Iraq War Experiment
(Blacks: Mean=.50; Standard deviation=.29) 
(Whites: Mean=.44; Standard deviation=.25)

Food Stamps Experiment
(Blacks: Mean=.53; Standard deviation=.27) 
(Whites: Mean=.51; Standard deviation=.24)

Dove/Hawk

Dove/Hawk dispositions were measured by a single item which asked: 
Which do you think is a better way for us to keep the peace—by having 
a very strong military so that other countries won’t attack us, or by work-
ing out our disagreements at the bargaining table? (1=Bargaining Table, 
0=Strong Military). 

(Blacks: Mean=.66; Standard deviation=.47) 
(Whites: Mean=.77; Standard deviation=.42)
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Individualism

Ind1.  What do you think makes most poor people poor? Most of 
them are poor because . . . 0=They don’t get the training and 
education they need. 1= They don’t try hard enough.

Ind2.  Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: Most 
people on public assistance could get by without it if they really 
tried.

(Blacks: Mean=.40; Standard deviation=.29; Cronbach’s alpha=.23) 
(Whites: Mean=.39; Standard deviation=.29; Cronbach’s alpha=.51)

Equality

Eq1.  Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: Our 
society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that every-
one has an equal opportunity to succeed.

Eq2.  If people were treated more equally in this country we would 
have many fewer problems.

(Blacks: Mean=.85; Standard deviation=.19; Cronbach’s alpha=.51)
(Whites: Mean=.69; Standard deviation=.24; Cronbach’s alpha=.56)

Feelings toward the Poor

Poor People feeling Thermometer—0=Cold, 1=Warm

(Blacks: Mean=.71; Standard deviation=.24) 
(Whites: Mean=.58; Standard deviation=.19)
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One of Our Own: 
Black Female 
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Support Them
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While the number of African-American elected officials has 
increased over the last four decades, Blacks remain underrepresented at 
all levels of government. Even more striking is the relatively small num-
ber of Black women who achieve electoral success in the contemporary 
political arena. For instance, Black women make up less than 3 percent 
of U.S. Representatives and there are no Black women in the U.S. Senate 
(CAWP 2005). Why are there so few Black female elected officials? Does 
race or gender help or hinder the electoral prospects for Black female 
candidates? These questions remain largely unanswered. While scholars 
have examined race (Reeves 1997; Sigelman et al. 1995; Terkildsen 1993; 
Citrin et al. 1990) and gender (Sanbonmatsu 2002; Sapiro and Conover 
1997; Zipp and Plutzer 1985; Kahn 1996) as moderating variables that 
determine a candidate’s electoral success, few have examined the intersec-
tion of the two. 

We attempt to address this omission by examining who are the likely 
supporters of Black female candidates. While there is evidence to suggest 
that both Blacks and women experience structural barriers while running 
for public office, we are primarily interested in understanding what hap-
pens once Black women appear on the ballot. In doing so, we hope to 
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illuminate some of the factors that help explain the relatively few Black 
female elected officials. Similar to previous studies, we argue that, inas-
much as Blacks vote along racial lines, African-American voters will be 
more likely to support Black female candidates. In contrast, since gender 
consciousness is more tenuous, gender will not predict support for a Black 
female candidate. Finally, we argue that gender and race interact to create 
a separate consciousness whereby race trumps gender but the intersection 
of the two trumps both. In other words, we argue that Black women can-
didates find their greatest support among Black women voters.

In what follows, we discuss the literature on voting for Black and 
female candidates. We then bridge these two literatures to discuss the 
unique position of Black female voters and candidates. Finally, we test 
our hypotheses using national survey data, experimental data, and local 
aggregate election data. This study contributes to our understanding 
of electoral politics in two important ways. First, we demonstrate that 
candidates belonging to two marginalized groups need not be doubly 
disadvantaged. Second, we demonstrate that voters do not necessarily use 
one identity at the expense of the other when making political decisions. 
Rather, multiple identities can interact to create a separate single identity 
that can be used to evaluate candidates.

The Case of the African-American Candidate

Since the passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965, the United States has 
seen an increase in the number of Black elected officials. Nevertheless, 
“although blacks constitute 11% of the nation’s voting-age population, 
less than 2% of all elected officials in the nation are black” (Barker 
et al. 1999, 291). Historically, more than 11,000 people have served in 
Congress. Yet, just over 100 of them have been Black (Walton and Smith 
2003, 169). Although African-American representation in public office 
is greater at the state and local levels of government, Blacks still remain 
underrepresented.

The relatively few African-American elected officials can be attributed, 
in part, to the difficulty these candidates face getting elected. First, schol-
ars have found a relative reluctance among White voters to vote for Black 
candidates (Reeves 1997; Terkildsen 1993; Williams 1989). For instance, 
Williams (1989) found that although Whites report a willingness to vote 
for a qualified Black candidate, they were far more likely to believe that a 
White candidate would be more effective and more qualified than a Black 
candidate. Similarly, Reeves (1997) also found that racially conservative, 
less educated, male, and older White voters are less likely to vote for Black 
candidates, especially in a racially charged election. Some recent evidence 
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suggests party may mitigate the effects of race. Using exit poll data from 
U.S. House elections, Highton found that there was “little support for 
the hypothesis that white voters discriminate against black candidates in 
House elections” (Highton 2004, 11). White voters were no less likely to 
vote for the Democratic candidate when he or she was Black than they 
were if the candidate was White. The same held true for Black Republican 
candidates. Of course, this data can only capture those opinions of voters 
that showed up at the polls. There is reason to suggest that discrimination 
may be masked by an unwillingness to participate. For instance, Gay finds 
that “the election of African Americans to Congress is accompanied by 
a lower level of political engagement among whites” (Gay 2001, 589). If 
this is the case, reluctance to vote for a Black candidate would not appear 
in vote choice but in the decision to vote at all.

That is not to say that all Whites are unwilling to vote for Black 
candidates. The electoral success of J.C. Watts (R-OK), Alan Wheat 
(D-MO), Cynthia McKinney (D-GA), and Sanford Bishop (D-GA) 
demonstrates that Black candidates can win congressional elections in 
majority White districts. In addition, there have been a number of Black 
mayors (e.g. David Dinkins, Ron Kirk, and Tom Bradley) elected in 
predominantly White cities (Barker et al. 1999).

Regardless of support from White voters, African-American candi-
dates typically rely on overwhelming support from Black voters to get 
elected. For instance, Adler discusses the electoral prospects of Black 
mayors. He argues that “to win at the ballot box African-American candi-
dates needed virtually unanimous support from African-American voters; 
these mayors typically captured more than 90 percent of the votes cast by 
African Americans” (2001, 12). 

Along these lines, it is generally understood that Black voters 
support Black candidates. To be sure, ideology and viability of the 
 candidate matter (Tate 2003). Nevertheless, a growing body of litera-
ture has been devoted to examining the impact of district composi-
tion on electoral prospects of Black candidates (Swain 1993; Canon 
1999), the impact of Black candidates on Black turnout (Gay 2001) 
and Blacks’ evaluations and orientations toward government as a con-
sequence of being represented by an African American (Tate 2003; 
Bobo and Gilliam Jr. 1990; Fenno 2003). For instance, using the 1987 
General Social Survey, Bobo and Gilliam find that Black participation 
increases in cities with Black mayors. Moreover, African-American 
participation rates in these cities exceed that of Whites (Bobo and 
Gilliam Jr. 1990). 

For the most part, these studies assume that Black voters vote for 
Black candidates. Ironically, few studies have been devoted to  examining 
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Black-vote choice at the individual level. One exception is Tate’s 
 examination of support for Jesse Jackson in 1984 and 1988. She found 
that Blacks in the 1984 National Black Election Study (NBES) gave 
Jackson, on average, a feeling thermometer score of 74. In contrast, 
Whites in the 1984 American National Election Study rated Jackson at 
40 on the same scale. It comes as no surprise then that 57 percent of 
the NBES sample indicated they supported Jackson in the Democratic 
presidential primary, compared to 27 percent for Mondale (Tate 1993). 

Black voting behavior, especially as it relates to support for Black 
candidates, is thought to be a function of a sense of group identifica-
tion. In general, scholars argue that “people identifying with various 
groups do bring different perspectives to bear on the political world, 
perspectives that focus more heavily on those issues most explicitly linked 
to each group’s economic and social interests” (Conover 1984, 774). 
Consequently, research has found that Blacks in particular use what 
 happens to the group as a proxy for individual self-interests (Dawson 
1994; Gurin et al. 1989; Tate 1993). The higher one’s level of group 
consciousness, the more likely he or she is to vote for a Black candidate or 
support policies designed to ameliorate racial inequality. Although it was 
once predicted that group consciousness would dissipate as Blacks expe-
rience greater social and economic heterogeneity (Wilson 1978), Black 
group consciousness remains high (McClerking 2001; Dawson 1994). 
Thus, it is likely that Blacks will continue to overwhelmingly support 
Black (Democratic) candidates.

To sum, Black candidates receive the greatest support from Black 
 voters. There is also evidence to suggest that Black candidates can also 
gain the support of White voters. White support, however, is highly con-
tingent on racial attitudes and overall perceptions of African Americans. 
As a result, Black support for Black candidates exceeds White support. 
The boundaries of this claim, however, will be explored shortly.

The Case of the Female Candidate

Women constitute just over half of the American electorate, yet the per-
centage of elected officials who are female is nowhere near 50 percent. 
Duerst-Lahti and Verstegen (1995) argue that “when we look at the 
proportions of women holding public-leadership posts over time, women 
have in fact not been literally present beyond occasional tokens” ( 215). 
Over the past decade, however, there has been an increase in the number 
of women officeholders. Before the 1992 elections, women constituted 
only 5 percent of the U.S. Congress. As Duerst-Lahti and Verstegen note, 
the 1992 elections resulted in the doubling of this proportion, which 
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“by far [was] the biggest single expansion of the number of women in 
Congress, especially, in the Senate” (1995, 221). Still, the proportion 
of women serving in public office lags behind their proportion in the 
general electorate. 

Some scholars have attributed the lack of female political elites to 
the relative reluctance on the part of women to run for public office. 
Like African-American candidates, however, there is also a relative reluc-
tance to support female candidates. Female voters (and voters more 
generally) perceive women candidates and legislators to be especially 
responsive to woman’s issues like child care and women’s rights (Kahn 
1996; Sanbonmatsu 2002; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993b). As a result, 
women have a greater propensity to support female candidates, all else 
being equal (Sanbonmatsu 2002). In most elections, however, all else is 
not equal. Thus, the results of several decades’ worth of studies examining 
the electoral prospects of female candidates are inconclusive. Support for 
female candidates can be contingent on issue salience (Paolino 1995), the 
particular office sought (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993a), and individual 
candidate characteristics (Ekstrand and Eckert 1981). Voter partisanship 
and the extent to which the female candidates are identified as supporting 
women’s issues also affects vote choice (Zipp and Plutzer 1985). 

Support for female candidates is also influenced by the electoral context. 
Duerst-Lahti and Verstegen point to the “Year of the Woman” as an illustra-
tion of the catalyzing effect of female candidates. The “Year of the Woman” 
marks the 1992 election in which “women stepped forward to run [for 
elected office] in record numbers and were supported by record numbers 
of women” (Duerst-Lahti and Verstegen 1995, 221). Using the 1992 
American National Election Study, Sapiro and Conover examine the extent 
to which gender mattered in the 1992 elections. They found that “women 
were more attentive to election news in [ gender-mixed elections] than 
in all-male contexts” (1997, 507). Contrary to their expectations, Sapiro 
and Conover also found that “the mobilizing impact of female candidates 
was especially strong for women who [did] not  especially identify with 
feminism” (ibid). Likewise, Zipp and Plutzer found that “sex is related to 
voting for a female candidate primarily among self-identified Independents 
in races in which the woman is identified as supporting issues which are 
important to women” (1985, 194). However, they found that “strong 
female candidates can attract the crossover votes of both men and women, 
while weaker ones can lose the votes of men and women” (ibid).

Finally, support for female candidates is contingent on the race of the 
voter. Sigelman and Welch found that “white men are about as likely 
as white women to support female candidates” (1984, 473). They also 
found that Black women were more supportive of female candidates than 
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Black men, with Black women being the most supportive of both sexes 
and races. 

Again, there is mixed evidence supporting the notion that men and 
women support female candidates at different levels. Despite the preva-
lence of a gender gap—a small, but persistent difference between men 
and women in support for parties, candidates, and issues (Frankovic 
1982; Wirls 1986; Norrander 1999a, 1999b; Kaufmann 2004; Hutchings 
et al. 2004; Kaufmann and Petrocik 1999)—women are not necessarily 
predisposed to support female candidates. Perhaps this is because gender 
consciousness does not exist to the extent that African-American con-
sciousness does (Gurin 1985). While group identification is positively 
correlated with support for “women’s issues” overall levels of group iden-
tity are not particularly high (Conover 1988). One explanation is that: 

[T]he structure of relations between men and women profoundly inhibits 
the development of group consciousness among women. Specifically, the 
frequent and intimate interaction that typically occurs between men and 
women interferes with women’s development of a sense of solidarity and 
their recognition of group deprivation. Thus the extent and intensity of 
group consciousness among women is less than for some other groups 
(such as racial minorities)

Conover 1988, 67

Nevertheless, in almost every instance where there is a gender gap in 
support for female candidates, it is because there is a marginal preference 
among female voters for women seeking elected office.

The Case of the Black Female Candidate

As Mansbridge and Tate argue, “Race and gender are intimately 
 intertwined in the lives of Black women in the United States. Race 
constructs the way Black women experience gender; gender constructs 
the way Black women experience race” (1992, 488). Historically, Black 
women have found themselves marginalized by both the Black and 
the female struggle for equality (King 1975). For instance, during 
the fight for universal  suffrage, Black women often found themselves 
torn between racist White women and sexist Black men (hooks 1981). 
Around the time of the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, White 
women campaigned to have their right to vote granted before that 
of Black men, citing the  inherent inferiority of Blacks (Walton and 
Smith 2003). As a result, “African American women were pushed to 
the periphery of any discussions, or were acknowledged only nominally, 
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despite the fact that they existed as persons who were both female and 
black” (Locke 1997, 384). Black women also found themselves out-
side of the mainstream during both the Civil Rights Movement and 
the women’s movement of the 1960s and 70s. The male leadership of 
civil rights organizations such as the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee and the Black Panthers believed that issues specific to Black 
women should come second, if at all, to issues of the race more generally 
(Gay and Tate 1998; Anderson-Bricker 1999; Perkins 1999). Likewise, 
throughout the women’s movement, Black women often found them-
selves in separate feminist organizations from White women. Black 
feminists criticized their White counterparts for neglecting issues of 
both race and class (Roth 1999). 

Because they are “doubly bound,” it is reasonable to posit that Black 
women have developed a Black female consciousness, separate from that 
of Black men and White women. Limited support for this claim is evi-
dent when examining Black women’s orientation toward politics.1 Still, 
scholars have found that Black women differ from both Black men and 
White women in terms of their levels of political participation (Baxter 
and Lansing 1983; Burns et al. 2001). Further, Gay and Tate (1998) 
found that Black women who were both gender- and race- identifiers 
evaluated Black leaders and political events differently than their low-
identified counterparts. Interestingly, Gay and Tate’s study does not 
include analyses of gender differences across racial lines. Inasmuch as 
a joint race and gender consciousness is more likely to occur among 
Black women, however, there is reason to suspect that Black women’s 
evaluations would also differ from that of White women and men of 
both races.

We argue that Black women also differ in terms of their support for 
candidates, particularly Black female candidates. First, it is important to 
note that Black female elected officials are a relatively new feature of the 
political landscape. It was not until 1968 that the first Black woman, 
Shirley Chisholm, was elected to Congress. “Prior to the late 1960s the 
only period of widespread black involvement in politics was the period 
of Reconstruction in the South when women were still denied the fran-
chise. Black women, therefore, did not experience with black men this 
brief stint of voting and officeholding, which was mostly restricted to the 
South” (Prestage 1977, 401). 

Nevertheless, there has been an upward trend in the number of Black 
female elected officials. According to a report issued by the Joint Center 
for Political and Economic Studies, the net increase in the number of 
Black elected officials (BEOs) between 1999 and 2000 were all women. 
In general, the number of Black female elected officials “has risen from 
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160 in 1970 (then 10.9 percent of all BEOs) to a record number of 
3,119 in 2000 (34.5 percent)” (Bositis 2000, 9). The proportion of 
female BEOs is relatively constant across levels of government, with the 
exception of the county level where the number of Black female elected 
officials is substantially lower (Bositis 2000). Even so, Black women, who 
constitute slightly less than 7 percent of the U.S. population, remain 
underrepresented. For instance, in 2005, Black women held less than 
1 percent of statewide elective executive offices. In contrast, White 
women held approximately 24 percent of these positions. Likewise, only 
3  percent of state legislators are Black women, compared to White women 
who constitute 18 percent of state legislators. Note, however, that Black 
women have been fairing better than Latina and Asian-American elected 
officials who are women at both the state and national level (CAWP 
2005). According to the Center for American Women and Politics, 
seven Latinas currently serve in the U.S. House of Representatives, three 
hold statewide elective execute offices and 69 serve in state legislatures. 
Moreover, only 24 Asian-American women serve as state legislators, one 
is a member of Congress, and none hold statewide elective execute offices 
(CAWP 2005). Regardless of color, there is room for improvement when 
it comes to female elected officials in general.

As a result of their few numbers, very little empirical work has been 
done on Black female elected officials. What exists is mostly speculation 
about how Black female candidates will fare given the examples provided 
by Black candidates and female candidates and the general treatment 
of Black women in the larger society. Scholars, however, disagree over 
the extent to which Black female candidates receive more than their fair 
share of opposition from voters. Some argue that Black female candidates 
face both sexual and racial discrimination, making it even more difficult 
for them to be elected than Black men and White women (Bryce and 
Warrick 1977; King 1975; Anderson-Bricker 1999). In contrast, Tate 
argues that Black women, relative to White women, are better able to 
mobilize voters along both racial and gender lines. She speculates, how-
ever, that Black female candidates are more likely to find their support 
from other Blacks. Similar to the arguments posited earlier, she contends 
that “the ‘women’s vote’ in contrast to the ‘Black vote’ has historically 
been far more elusive because women, for a variety of reasons, are less 
likely than Blacks to vote as a bloc” (Tate 2003, 64). Thus, she concludes 
that Black women, like all women, cannot necessarily count on the 
female vote. 

The small amount of empirical data available tends to support 
Tate’s argument. For instance, Clayton and Stallings (2000) use the 
 election of Eva Clayton (D-NC) in 1992 to the United States House 
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of Representatives as a case study. They found that Eva Clayton 
achieved a broad base of support from both Blacks and Whites, with 
African Americans being the strongest supporters.

While Clayton and Stallings provide the foundation for understand-
ing the electoral prospects of Black female candidates, the story is not 
complete. Namely, we do not know the extent to which the pattern 
of support for Black female candidates found in their study extends 
beyond North Carolina’s first district. Since Clayton and Stallings 
relied primarily on county-level data, which did not allow them to con-
trol for sex of voters, we also do not know what role gender played in 
the decision to support a Black female candidate. Thus, the goal of this 
article is to examine a variety of races featuring Black female candidates 
to see if a discernable pattern of support emerges based on the gender 
and race of voters, both at the individual and at the aggregate level. 

Similar to Sigelman and Sigelman (1982), we argue that voters create 
a hierarchy of candidate preferences based on their own group member-
ship. The closer a candidate resembles the voter, the more supportive 
of the candidate the voter will be. Applying this logic to Black female 
candidates, we argue that Black women will be the greatest supporters of 
Black women candidates, while White men will the least supportive 
of Black female candidates. On its face, this argument suggests that Black 
men and White women should be equally likely to support Black female 
candidates because each group shares one common identity. We argue, 
however, that Black men will be more supportive than White women 
since race consciousness tends to be stronger than gender consciousness. 
In other words, African Americans are more likely to see themselves as 
a group than women are. Therefore, there should be a greater perceived 
connection between Black male voters and Black female candidates along 
racial lines than between White female voters and Black female candidates 
along gender lines. More concisely stated, we hypothesize that the level of 
support in ascending order for Black female candidates is as  follows: White 
male, White female, Black male, Black female.

Data and Methodology

We approach testing our claims about support for Black female candi-
dates from a number of different methodological directions. Specifically, 
we utilize three data sources: an experiment, precinct-level election data, 
and exit poll data. Below is a description of each study.

The experimental component of the research design gauges reactions 
to a description of a fictitious campaign that was embedded within 
the 2005 Party Image Study, a project examining politics and  political 
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 parties more generally. Participants in the 2005 Party Image Study 
were  nonstudent subjects recruited from a number of locations, includ-
ing an art fair and hotel lobbies, in Michigan and Texas. In total, 469 
subjects were recruited for the experiment, including 226 Blacks and 
210 Whites.2 The mean age of the sample was 42, 62 percent of the 
sample was female, 58 percent of the sample was college educated, and 
the median income of the sample was between $40,000 and $49,999. 
The entire questionnaire took approximately 20 minutes to complete. 
Once subjects completed the study, they were given $10 in cash for their 
participation.

In addition to answering a number of questions about their ideology, 
partisanship, and issue positions, respondents were randomly assigned to 
read one of three paragraphs about an upcoming mayoral election featur-
ing a Black female candidate. Each of the three paragraphs was identical 
except for the race and gender of the Black female candidate’s opponent. 
Below is the exact wording of the paragraph: 

A recent poll indicates that the two front-runners in this year’s nonpar-
tisan mayoral race are City Councilmember Sharon Johnson and busi-
nessman/businesswoman Claude/Claudine Barker. Johnson, a 38-year-old 
lawyer, has served on the City Council for six years. If elected, Sharon 
Johnson will become the city’s first, Black female mayor. Her opponent,
45-year-old Claude/Claudine Barker, is a relative newcomer to politics. 
Barker, who is a Black male/White male/White female, is an active member 
of the city’s chamber of commerce and has served on its board of directors. 
Both candidates have indicated that tackling the city’s economic problem 
is their number one priority. Barker’s plan includes providing tax incen-
tives to business owners interested in relocating downtown with the hopes 
of revitalizing the central city area. Johnson, on the other hand, advocates 
the creation of job training programs that would prepare workers to meet 
the changing needs of today’s economy.

The italicized words denote the words that were manipulated across 
conditions. In the first condition, subjects read that the Black female can-
didate, Sharon Johnson, was running against Claude Barker, an African-
American male. Claude Barker is a White male in the second condition. 
Lastly, in the third condition, Johnson’s opponent is Claudine Barker, 
who is a White female. After reading about the campaign, subjects were 
then asked, “Based on what you read, if the election was held today and 
you had to choose between the two candidates, who would you vote for?” 
Responses were coded 1 if subjects chose Johnson and 0 if they indicated 
that they would vote for Barker. We then compared the mean level of 
support for Johnson among Black women, Black men, White women, 
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and White men. In addition, we examined whether this support was 
contingent on the race and gender of Johnson’s opponent.

The advantage of using a contrived scenario about a Black female 
candidate is that it allows us to control for spurious relationships that 
might interfere with our ability to discern the connection between race 
and gender in support for a candidate. In particular, these data allow us 
to examine support for Black female candidates when all else (includ-
ing incumbency status, campaign spending, prior political experience) 
is held equal. Nevertheless, using experimental data limits our ability to 
generalize beyond this hypothetical situation. In reality, political candi-
dates launch campaigns under a variety of circumstances. Therefore, we 
supplement the experimental data with data from actual elections.

To examine the electoral support for Black female candidates, we also 
rely on voting and registration data from the City of Atlanta. The City 
of Atlanta provides a unique opportunity to explore the current subject 
because of its unique political history and its place in the struggle for 
African-American political incorporation. As Affigne notes, “the city of 
Atlanta holds a prominent place in the history of Black America, the 
development of Black social thought, and the scholarly analysis of urban 
life in the United States. Crucial events of the nation’s antebellum eco-
nomic development, Civil War, Reconstruction, Civil Rights Movement, 
and post–civil-rights Black political emergence all occurred in Georgia’s 
largest and most important city” (Affigne 1997, 71). Atlanta also has a 
long history of electing and reelecting Black mayors (Philpot and Walton 
2005). In recent years, it has also witnessed the entry of Black females 
into its mayoral elections and elected its first female mayor in 2001. 
Finally, Atlanta is one of the few cities that collect registration informa-
tion by gender and race. Thus, we are able to examine whether the level 
of support for a Black female candidate in a precinct was related to the 
race and gender of the registered voters in that precinct. The first depen-
dent variable we examine is the change in voter turnout by precinct from 
1997 to 2001. This variable was created by subtracting the percentage of 
registered voters that voted in 1997 from those that voted in 2001. We 
also examine the vote share in a precinct received by the two Black female 
candidates in the 2001 Atlanta mayoral contest—Shirley Franklin and 
Gloria Bromell-Tinubu. We include independent variables measuring the 
percentage of Black men, Black women, White men, and White women 
registered in a precinct. Because voter turnout and vote choice are con-
tinuous variables, we use ordinary least squares to estimate the models. 

As is the case with aggregate data, these data do not allow us to 
make conclusive arguments about individual-level phenomena. There-
fore, to complement the Atlanta data, we also rely on an  additional 
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 individual-level data source. Specifically, we utilize 1996 and 1998 exit 
poll data collected by the Voter News Service to examine vote choice 
during two electoral cycles. These two studies were chosen because, 
combined, they feature a relatively large number of respondents, 
including large subsamples of African Americans. Further, both polls 
included the state and congressional district number for each respon-
dent, enabling us to add information about the race and gender of the 
candidates for which respondents voted.3 Lastly, these data are drawn 
from a national sample, enabling us to generalize beyond a particular 
region within the United States.

Using this information, we examined support for a Black female 
candidate given the race and gender of the voter.4 Here, the dependent 
variable represents a reported vote for a Black female candidate in a U.S. 
House race. Responses were coded 1 if the respondent voted for a Black 
female and 0 if the respondent did not. 

Our primary independent variables are the race and gender of the 
respondents. First, the variable Black was coded 1 if the respondent was 
African American and 0 if the respondent was White. We also included 
a dummy variable for the sex of the respondent, coded 1 for female and 
0 for male. Finally, we included the interaction between the two in order 
to test the hypothesis that Black women were more likely to support a 
Black female candidate. This variable was coded 1 if the respondent was 
a Black female and 0 if otherwise. 

To control for contextual factors related to each House race, we 
include dummy variables for whether the Black female candidate was 
an incumbent (1) or nonincumbent (0), whether she faced an opponent 
that was a Black male (1) or non-Black male (0), a White female (1) 
or non-White female (0), and whether she held elected office prior to 
 running for Congress (1) or was a political novice (0). We also control 
for the region of the race. Included is a dummy variable, coded 1 for 
South and 0 for non-South. Because we combine exit poll data from 
two separate elections, we also include a variable for whether the race 
occurred during a midterm election (1) or during a presidential election 
year (0). Finally, we include a party match variable that indicates when 
a respondent and a candidate have the same party identification (1) and 
when their party identifications differ from one another (0).

To account for other differences among voters, we control for a 
number of background characteristics and political predispositions. 
Specifically, we include measures of the respondents’ age, income, and 
whether the respondent received a college degree. We also include the 
respondents’ self-reported ideology, coded 1 if the respondent was lib-
eral, .5 if the respondent was a moderate, and 0 if the respondent was 
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conservative. Similarly, we coded respondents’ party identification 1 if 
they were Democrats, .5 if they were independents, and 0 if they were 
Republicans. Finally, because the dependent variable was dichotomous, 
we estimated the model using logistic regression.

Analyses

Looking first at the experimental data in Table 6.1, we find that Black 
women tend to be the biggest supporters of Black female candidates. 
Regardless of whom her opponent was, Black women overwhelmingly 
supported Johnson, the fictitious Black female candidate. This support 
ran from 78 percent when Johnson’s opponent was a Black male to 
85 percent when her opponent was a White male. Black males also sup-
ported Johnson at similar levels, although their support was contingent 
on her opponent. When Johnson’s opponent Barker was described as a 
Black male, only 60 percent of Black men preferred Johnson over Barker. 
The difference between Black men and Black women’s support for Johnson 
in this condition was statistically significant. The gap between levels of 
 support for a Black female candidate among Black men and Black women 
disappears when Johnson’s opponent is White. Over 80 percent of both 
groups support Johnson when she faces a White opponent, regardless of 
whether the opponent is a White male or White female.

In contrast, White respondents supported Johnson at much lower rates 
than their Black counterparts. When White women read about Johnson 
running against a Black male candidate, their mean level of support 
for Johnson was 67 percent. Although this constituted a 17-percentage 
point difference from Black women’s support for Johnson, this difference 
was not statistically significant. In the treatment group where the Black 

Table 6.1 Mean support for the Black female candidate

Black 
Females

Black 
Males

White 
Females

White 
Males

Black female vs. Black male 78 60** 67 61*
Black female vs. White male 85 81 68** 62**
Black female vs. White female 82 84 63** 53**

Note: Values are mean levels of support for Johnson (Black female candidate) over 
her opponent. Difference-of-means tests were conducted by comparing Black female 
subjects’ responses to the responses of other groups. Starred values indicate statistically 
significant differences.
** p < .05, * p < .10.
Source: 2005 Party Image Study.
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female candidate is challenging a White male candidate, 68 percent 
of White female respondents preferred Johnson over Barker. Similarly, 
 support for Johnson was 63 percent among White women when Johnson 
faced a White female candidate. The differences between Black female 
respondents and White female respondents in these conditions were sta-
tistically significant. When White male subjects read about the contrived 
election, their support for the Black female candidate is 61 percent when 
Johnson runs against a Black male and 62 percent when Johnson’s oppo-
nent is a White male. These levels of support are significantly different 
from that of Black women. White male support for Johnson, however, is 
lowest when the Black female candidate faces a White female candidate. 
The percentage of White men that prefer Johnson over Barker drops to 
53 percent. The almost 30 percentage point difference between Black 
women and White men in this condition is statistically significant.5

Looking next at the Atlanta data, Table 6.2 presents the election returns 
for the 2001 Atlanta mayoral election. Shirley Franklin, who previously 
served as a city administrator during the Andrew Young and Maynard 
Jackson Administrations, received just under half of the votes cast. Her 
strongest competitor, Robert Pitts, a Black male and a long-time city coun-
cil member received roughly 33 percent of the vote. Newspaper accounts 
of the election attributed Franklin’s success, in part, to a well-organized 
and well-funded campaign. Reportedly, Franklin “raised more money than 
any other female candidate for public office in Georgia’s history” (Chunn 
2001). Shirley Franklin’s campaign received donations from Quincy Jones, 
Vernon Jordan, Bill Richardson, and Ed Rendell (Miller and Judd 2001). 
At the local level, Franklin’s campaign disclosure report revealed that 
just under half of her individual contri butors were women and that she 
received substantial support from people of all races (Chunn 2001).

Gloria Bromell-Tinubu, the other Black female candidate, also ran 
in the 1997 mayoral race. Although, Bromell-Tinubu had previously 

Table 6.2 The number and percentage of votes in the 
2001 Atlanta mayoral election

Candidate Total votes Percentage

Shirley Franklin 40,724 49.4
Robert Pitts 26,856 32.6
Gloria Bromell-Tinubu 12,970 15.7
Trudy Kitchin 295 0.4
G.B. Osborne 225 0.3

Source: Adapted from the “Fulton County Municipal General 
Election,” City of Atlanta, November 13, 2001.
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served on the Atlanta city council and Georgia’s board of education, her 
campaign was not as well-funded as Franklin’s, and she had less political 
experience than the two frontrunners in the election (Philpot and Walton 
2005). A professor of economics at Spellman College, she ran a more 
energetic grassroots campaign and managed to capture 12.9 percent of 
the vote in 1997 and 15.7 percent in 2001, placing third in both elec-
tions. She also received campaign endorsements from the Georgia Green 
Party, the Teamsters Local 528, and the Atlanta chapter of the Georgia 
Women’s Political Caucus (Miller 2001). Together, the Black female can-
didates received roughly two-thirds of the vote.6

But what role did race and gender play in the 2001 Atlanta mayoral 
election? To answer this question, we first look at the change in voter turn-
out from 1997 to 2001. In general, voter turnout does increase modestly 
in 2001. Looking at Table 6.3, however, we see that race did not play a 
major role in the increased turnout. Turnout was not contingent on the 
number of registered Black voters in a precinct. This was true regardless 
of gender; there was no statistically significant relationship between the 
percentage of Black female registered voters in a precinct and voter turnout 
in that  precinct. This is consistent with Gilliam and Kaufmann’s (1998) 
findings that Atlanta voter turnout, in general, increases in elections where 
there is not an incumbent (as was the case in the 2001 election) and is not 
 necessarily a function of race. On the other hand, voter turnout in a  precinct 
did increase as the number of female voters in a precinct increased. 

Table 6.3 Voter turnout and Black female vote share by race and sex

Voter turnout Black female 
vote share

Black voters registered (%) .056 −.685*
(.06) (.14)

Female voters registered (%) .201* −1.604*
(.09) (.21)

Black female registered voters (%) −.181 2.021*
(.12) (.26)

Constant .025 1.220*
(.04) (.10)

R2 .12 .70
N 141 166

Note: Coefficients are OLS estimates. Standard errors appear in parentheses. 
Omitted category is the percent of White male registered voters in a precinct.
* p < .05.
Source: Adopted from the “Fulton County Municipal General Election,” City of 
Atlanta, November 13, 2001 and the “Fulton County, Georgia Count of Voters by 
Precinct and District,” October 2001.
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With respect to vote share, the results presented in Table 6.3 suggest 
that Black women were the strongest supporters of the Black female can-
didates. The two candidates’ marginal vote share increased the most when 
the percentage of Black female registered voters increased in a precinct. 
Surprisingly, support for Franklin and Bromell-Tinubu decreased as the 
percentage of White female and Black male registered voters increased in 
a precinct. Note that the rate of decrease was larger for White women 
than Black men. Nevertheless, contrary to our expectations, the Black 
female candidates did better in precincts with higher levels of White male 
registered voters than they did in precincts with higher levels of Black 
male or White female registered voters.

To illustrate this point, we use the Atlanta data to calculate the mean 
vote share of the two Black female candidates based on the racial com-
position of a precinct. In precincts where Black females make up the 
majority of the registered voters (n=89), Franklin and Bromell-Tinubu 
received approximately 79 percent of the vote share. In contrast, they 
only received an average of 54 percent of the vote in precincts where 
Black males comprised the majority of registered voters (n=3). Finally, in 
precincts where White men (n=2) and White women (n=8) comprised 
the majority of registered voters, Franklin and Bromell-Tinubu’s vote 
share was 67 and 30 percent, respectively. 

Finally, we examined the extent to which the pattern of support for a 
Black female candidate translated across contexts by exploring vote choice 
in the 1996 and 1998 congressional elections. Model 1 in Table 6.4 
looks at support for a Black female candidate when we do not consider 
campaign-specific variables. Using White males as the baseline, we see 
similar, although not identical results. First, respondents’ race mattered; 
African Americans were more likely to vote for a Black female candidate. 
Specifically, being a Black male increased the probability of voting for 
a Black female candidate by 8 percentage points. Similar to the Atlanta 
findings, being a White female decreased the likelihood of voting for a 
Black female candidate by 4 percentage points, although this effect was 
not statistically significant. Respondents that were Black and female, 
however, were significantly more likely to vote for a Black female candi-
date. There was a 10-percentage point difference between Black women 
and White men’s probability of voting for a Black female candidate. In 
other words, while there was no statistically significant difference between 
White men and White women in the probability of voting for a Black 
woman running in a U.S. House election, there was a substantial differ-
ence between that of Black women and White men.7 

Model 2 in Table 6.4 reveals that any race and gender effects completely 
disappear once we control for contextual factors. First, incumbency was 
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Table 6.4 Voting for a Black female house candidate

Model 1 Model 2

Black 1.004**
(.31)

.517
(.38)

Female −.297
(.21)

−.169
(.24)

Black * female .765*
(.41)

.445
(.48)

South .588**
(.20)

.010
(.30)

Ideology .920**
(.27)

.542*
(.32)

Party identification .439*
(.23)

−.130
(.29)

Income −.124*
(.07)

−.134*
(.08)

College degree .079
(.21)

.115
(.24)

Age .069
(.05)

.150**
(.06)

Mid-term election −.065
(.30)

Incumbent 1.042**
(.51)

Party match 1.912**
(.24)

Held previous office .773*
(.47)

Black male opponent −1.221**
(.31)

White female opponent .643
(.83)

Constant −.857**
(.39)

−1.487**
(.45)

N
Log-likelihood
Pseudo R2

643
−379.25

.14

643
−299.29

.32

Note: Coefficients are logistic regression estimates. Standard errors 
appear in parentheses.
** p < .05, * p < .10.
Source: VNS National Exit Polls, 1996 and 1998.

a substantively large and statistically significant. Respondents were 
16- percentage points more likely to vote for a Black female if she was an 
incumbent. This is consistent with previous research (e.g. Jacobson 1997) 
that demonstrates the power of incumbency status when predicting vote 
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choice. Whereas Democrats were more likely to vote for a Black female 
candidate in Model 1, party identification was not a statistically significant 
predictor of voting for a Black female candidate in Model 2. What mat-
tered more was that the candidate and the respondent have the same party 
identification; support for Black female candidates received a 10- percentage 
point boost when the candidate and the voters’ party identification converged. 
Also significant was whether the Black female candidate held previous elected 
office prior to running for Congress. Black female candidates with prior 
political experience garnered a statistically significantly, although modest 
(2 point) increase in support from voters. Finally, the race of the candidates’ 
opponent was a significant predictor of vote choice. Respondents’ probabil-
ity of voting for a Black female candidate decreased by 4 percentage points 
when she ran against a Black male. Having an opponent that was a White 
female, however, did not make a difference.8

In summary, the race and gender composition of the electorate matters 
with respect to the electoral success of a Black female candidate, although 
our findings come with a few caveats. In our fictitious race, Black women 
respondents unconditionally preferred the Black female candidate. Black 
men matched Black women’s support for the Black female candidate 
so long as her opponent was not a Black male. White men and White 
women both supported the Black female candidate with less vigor than 
Blacks. Their levels of support did not appear to be contingent on gender. 
White men and White women’s preference for the Black female candi-
date did not significantly differ from one another. 

With respect to the Atlanta data, the Black female candidates received 
a greater percentage of the vote in precincts with greater numbers of 
Black female registered voters. Consistent with the experimental data, the 
percentage of Black male registered voters was negatively correlated with 
the Black female candidates’ vote share. On average, support for Franklin 
and Bromell-Tinubu was lower in districts with high percentages of 
Black male registered voters than that of both Black female and White 
male registered voters. Keep in mind, that the other frontrunner in the 
2001 Atlanta mayoral election was a Black male. Again, the findings sug-
gest that Black male support for a Black female candidate is  contingent 
on the race and gender of her opponent. Unlike the experimental data, 
the results of the analyses of the aggregate data also show that the Black 
female candidates were significantly less well-off in precincts with higher 
levels of White female voters, even when compared to the vote share in 
precincts with a greater number of White males. 

Lastly, an examination of the electability of Black female U.S. House 
candidates sheds further light on the complex relationship between 
race and gender. Without taking into account any campaign-specific 
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 factors, the pattern of support found in the other two data sources holds. 
Black female U.S. House candidates did better among Black women. 
Substantively, the probability for voting for a Black female candidate was 
highest among this group.9 Black men were also more likely to vote for 
a Black female candidate than White men or White women. Finally, as 
they did in the experimental and aggregate data, the results of the exit 
poll data reveal a lack of gender consciousness among White women—
when it came to Congressional elections, White women were no more or 
less likely to vote for a Black female candidate than White males.

Interestingly, none of these differences matter when we control for 
incumbency, previous political experience, and the similarity between 
the candidates’ and the voters’ party identification. If there is an initial 
reluctance on the part of White voters to vote for a Black female candi-
date, it subsides when the candidate is an incumbent or has held public 
office prior to running for Congress. Also, race and gender matter less 
when the candidate and the voter share the same party identification.

Conclusion

We began this study by asking the question: Does race or gender help or 
hinder the electoral prospects for Black female candidates? Our answer is 
yes and no. First, it is important to note that when it comes to examining 
the electoral prospects of Black female candidates, it is difficult to disen-
tangle the effects of race and gender. For Black women, race and gender 
do not operate separately from one another. By the nature of where 
they lie at the intersection of race and gender, Black women experience 
a political reality separate from that of White women and Black men. 
As evidence, we found that Black female candidates garner support from 
Black women at extremely high levels. Here, race and gender strength-
ened support for Black female candidates.

Beyond Black women voters, there are other ways in which race and 
 gender operate in the electorate. The substantial difference between the level 
of support between Blacks and Whites suggests that race does play a signifi-
cant role in the decision to vote for a Black female candidate. If we assume 
that the difference between Black and White voters is driven, at least in part, 
by Whites’ relative reluctance to vote for a Black female candidate, then race 
does hinder the electoral prospects of Black female candidates. The findings 
suggest, however, that Black female candidates receive equal levels of sup-
port among Whites relative to Blacks when she has amassed a bit of political 
 experience. Here, the background of the candidate allows her to transcend 
her race and gender among White voters. On the flip side, because of their 
race, Black females are able to mobilize Black voters, regardless of gender. 
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From this perspective, race helps the electoral prospects of Black female 
 candidates, while gender plays little to no role. 

Thinking more broadly, our findings have implications for the study 
of group politics. The foundation for understanding politics in terms of 
the battle over group interests was laid by the writers of our founding 
documents. It was argued that the incorporation of a variety interests in 
the political debate would temper decision making (Wills 1982). The 
assumption was that people have a number of overlapping interests, so 
much so that one group could never dominate politics. Gay and Tate 
describe this pluralist perspective: 

[E]ach individual bears multiple, often competing, allegiances. No one is 
wholly constituted as a factory worker; she is also a female, a Jew, a parent. 
Only a fraction of her political identity and attitudes could be expressed 
through union affiliation, for example. The priorities of any one group 
are not expected to figure prominently in her interpretations of politics. 
Furthermore, the argument goes, the absence of internal cohesion (a 
consequence of overlapping memberships) limits the effectiveness with 
which any group can assert its claims—countering the threat posed by the 
proliferation of interest group activity.

Gay and Tate 1998, 171

This argument rests on the notion that, when faced with competing 
loyalties, individuals will try to strike a balance between the two. 

In the area of Black politics, this has not been the case. Scholars, for 
instance, have found that race consistently factors more heavily than class 
in political evaluations and attitudes of African Americans (Dawson 1994; 
Tate 1993). That this phenomenon occurs even though Blacks experience 
more economic and educational heterogeneity contradicts pluralist theorists 
(e.g. Dahl 1961) who argue that racial/ethnic identities become less salient 
as groups become more assimilated. Research has also demonstrated that 
Black women use race at the expense of gender in their political evalua-
tions (Gay and Tate 1998; Mansbridge and Tate 1992). Taken together, this 
research suggests that, rather than striking a balance between two identities, 
Blacks frequently use their racial identity, while neglecting other identities. 

Our research, however, reveals that neither the pluralist perspective 
nor the Black politics perspective conveys the entire story. We argue that 
being a Black woman and identifying as such is not simply adding what 
it means to be Black to what it means to be a woman. Instead, we argue 
that by the nature of their status in American society, Black women have 
created an identity that is greater than the sum of its parts. This, in turn, 
guides their political decision-making whereby they evaluate candidates 
based on the potential benefit yielded to Black women rather than Blacks 
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and/or women. Stated more generally as it relates to group politics, rather 
than choosing a political outcome that minimally satisfies both identities 
simultaneously or an outcome that satisfies one identity at the expense 
of another, individuals in some cases will choose a political outcome that 
maximizes the utility for those standing at the intersection of the compet-
ing identities. We provide evidence that demonstrates that Black women’s 
evaluations of Black female candidates cannot simply be explained by 
their race or gender, independently of one another. As scholars continue 
to explore the relationships between competing groups in society, we 
contend that this line of thinking should be extended to other individuals 
that simultaneously possess overlapping and competing interests, especially 
where these interests are both inescapable and subordinate. This includes, 
but is not limited to, homosexuals who are also racial/ethnic minorities.

While the findings of the current study are enlightening, we find it 
necessary to point to some of the limitations of our research. First, we treat 
objective group membership and group attachment as interchangeable. 
But as Conover notes, objective group memberships is “a necessary, but not 
sufficient, condition for identification” (1984, 761). A more precise test of 
our hypotheses would examine whether the relationship between objective 
group membership and candidate preference is strengthened when voters 
exhibit higher levels of group consciousness, as well as the moderating role 
of racial and gender attitudes. We speculate that such analyses would serve 
to bolster our evidence.10 Similar to studies examining support for Black 
candidates in general (e.g., Dawson 1994; Tate 1993), we hypothesize 
that African-American support for Black female candidates would be even 
higher among Blacks that exhibit a sense of linked fate with other Blacks. 
Likewise, Black women that identify with a Black feminist ideology would 
be even more likely to support Black female candidates. Finally, we expect 
to see an increase in support for Black female candidates among those 
White women with a sense of gender consciousness.

We also recognize some of the limitations with the data we use. By them-
selves, the experimental data, the Atlanta data and the exit poll data cannot 
conclusively test the hypothesized relationship between the race and gender 
of voters and support for Black female candidates. To be sure, the Atlanta 
data allow us to examine actual vote returns. Because of the nature of aggre-
gate-level data, we cannot make individual-level  inferences. While these 
data allow us to discern whether the characteristics of the registered voters 
in a precinct related to support for the Black female candidate, we do not 
know whether these registered voters actually cast ballots for this candidate. 
Moreover, the Atlanta data do not allow us to control for contextual factors 
related to vote choice. In contrast, the experimental data allow us to control 
for contextual-level factors by holding constant the background, experience, 
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and other confounding elements related to candidate preference. They also 
allow us to delineate the relationship between support for a Black female 
candidate and the race and gender of her opponent absent any campaign 
spending and partisan differences. The major drawback of experimental 
data, however, is that they restrict the ability to generalize. Likewise, the 
exit poll data also allow us to control for a variety of sociodemographic and 
contextual factors. These data, however, rely on self-reported vote choice, 
rather than actual vote choice. Yet, the three data sources taken together 
allow us to triangulate on the true relationship between gender and race of 
a voter and support for a Black female candidate. That these three very dif-
ferent datasets yield similar patterns of support for Black women running 
for public office enables us to be fairly confident in the results. Moreover, 
examining both local and national elections allows us to speak to the gen-
eralizability of the findings.

Lastly, this study only constitutes one piece of a much larger puzzle. 
There are still many questions left unanswered. For instance, in addi-
tion to voters, what other obstacles do Black women face in their quests 
for electoral success? Are there differences in the way Black women are 
recruited to run for public office? Once in office, do Black women behave 
differently than White women or Black men? Does their gender or race or 
both guide their legislating? In other words, do Black women differ from 
others in the way they substantively represent their constituents? Already, 
there is evidence to suggest that Black women in state legislatures differ 
from Black men and White women in terms of their policy priorities 
(Barrett 1995). Exploring these questions further should be among the 
avenues pursued by scholars in the future.

Nevertheless, we believe that the current study contributes to our 
understanding of race, gender, and electoral politics. Often, scholars 
explore the impact of race and gender on candidate evaluation separately. 
In this study, we have demonstrated that this approach leads to a miscal-
culation of the effects of each. Just like the relationship between gender 
and candidate evaluation is contingent on race, the relationship between 
race and candidate evaluation is moderated by gender. Here, we have 
illuminated some of the nuances of these relationships. 
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C h a p t e r  7

Race, Identity, and 
Candidate Support: 
A Test of Implicit 
Preference
Jas M. Sullivan

Racial identity (in its various conceptions) has been an important 
explanatory variable in African-American politics. For example, with 
respect to policy preferences, Tate (1993) found a relationship between 
racial group identification and African Americans’ opinions on affirmative 
action; Kinder and Winter (2001) found a correlation between racial group 
closeness and African Americans’ support of social welfare programs; and 
White (2007) found that explicit and implicit racial verbal cues activate 
racial thinking about policy issues. Research has also shown a relation-
ship between racial identity and other political orientations. Specifically, 
Tate (2003) found that “African American identification was significantly 
related to African American political interest and to voter participation in 
congressional elections; however, it was unrelated to political knowledge 
and to political efficacy” (142). Olsen (1970) and Verba and Nie (1972) 
found that African Americans with strong senses of racial identity or group 
consciousness participated at higher rates in politics. Dawson (2001) 
found that linked fate—believing that one’s fate is connected to that of the 
group—is a strong predictor of economic nationalism, support for African 
American feminist orientations and ideology, allowance for more women 
to become members of the clergy, and warmth for lesbians. Thus, Dawson 
(1994) concluded that Black identity continues to be stronger than identi-
ties based on class, gender, religion, or any other social characteristics. 
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Given the explanatory power of racial group identification, it should 
be no surprise that group-based considerations also influence Blacks’ 
support for political candidates (see Philpot and Walton in this volume). 
But whether this support is unconditional has not been fully explored. 
For instance, does an implicit positive preference exist among African-
American voters for an African-American candidate who does not 
 mention a race-specific policy over a White candidate who emphasizes a 
race-specific policy that is highly favored by African Americans? This is 
the question I address in this chapter. I argue that Blacks prefer coethnic 
candidates over White candidates, even when there is policy congruence 
between them and the White candidate. 

Theories of Racial Identity

Racial identity is an ambiguous and socially constructed concept. It 
implies a “consciousness of self within a particular group” (Spencer 

and Markstrom-Adams 1990, 292). It refers to the “meanings a person 
attributes to the self as an object in a social situation or social role” 
(Burke 1980, 18), and it relates to a “sense of people-hood, which 
provides a sense of belonging” (Smith 1989, 156). While there is a 
level of uncertainty and confusion that renders it difficult to develop 
a standard definition (Herring et al. 1999; Phinney 1990), according 
to the symbolic interactionism theory, “racial identity is treated as one 
of the many identities contained within self ” (White and Burke 1987, 
311), and it is given fundamental and overriding importance in the 
United States. 

Racial identity formation is produced by the everyday “ interactions 
and challenges” (Davis and Gandy 1999, 367) that an individual 
encounters. It is affected by socioeconomic status and situational context 
(Cornell and Hartman 1998). It is “dynamic and changing over time, as 
people explore and make decisions about the role of race in their lives” 
(Phinney 1990, 502). In other words, racial identity is “achieved through 
an active process of decision making and self-evaluation” (Phinney 1990, 
502). Thomas (1971), Cross (1971), and Banks (1981) have proposed 
the idea that racial identity development is a “progressional process which 
occurs in a hierarchical sequence from racial unconsciousness to racial 
pride and commitment” (Gay 1985, 49). For example, Cross’s (1978) 
five stages to identity development include the following: preen counter, 
encounter, immersion-emersion, internalization, and  internalization-
commitment. In essence, these stages represent a process by which 
people come to a “deeper understanding and appreciation of their race” 
(Phinney 1990, 500). Even so, a deeper understanding may not translate
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into a greater acceptance of their racial identity; nevertheless, it has an 
effect on behavior.

Within this broad category of racial identity, scholars have speci-
fically explored African-American identity and its impact on social 
behavior. Scholars have conceptualized African-American identity in 
a variety of different ways, including racial categorization (Jaret and 
Reitzes 1999), common fate or linked fate (Gurin et al. 1989; Dawson 

1994), racial salience (Herring et al. 1999), closeness (Allen et al. 1989; 
Broman et al. 1988; Conover 1984), Black separatism or racial solidarity 
(Allen and Hatchett 1986; Allen et al. 1989), racial self-esteem (Porter 
and Washington 1979), Africentrism (Grills and Longshore 1996), and 
racial awareness and consciousness (Jackson 1987). Others suggest 
that African-American identity has “multiple dimensions” (Sellers et al. 
1998). Consequently, several different psychometric scales have been 
used to tap the different dimensions of African-American identity. The 
psychometric scales most often employed range from one question to 
over sixty questions, depending on how African-American identity is 
conceptualized.

The purpose of this research is to add another means of assessing racial 
identity, particularly as it relates to candidate preference. Accordingly, 
I utilize Implicit Association Test (IAT) to investigate whether there 
exists an implicit positive preference among African Americans for an 
African-American candidate who does not mention race-specific policy 
over a White candidate who emphasizes a race policy. I expect African 
Americans will implicitly be more likely to prefer the African-American 
candidate who does not mention race policy, even though there is policy 
congruence between African-American respondents and the alternative 
White candidate who mentions support for the race policy. This expecta-
tion is based on the similarity-attraction theory discussed in the political 
and social psychology literature (see Brown and Lopez 2001 for a review 
of this research). It argues that individuals are more comfortable with 
others who are like themselves. According to this view, attraction is a pos-
itive function of the extent to which two individuals share beliefs about 
important topics. Furthermore, perceived similarity (i.e., the degree to 
which we believe another’s characteristics are similar to ours) is often 
sufficient to attract us to others. For example, Byrne and Nelson (1965) 
asked participants to rate a stranger and varied the stranger’s propor-
tions of similar attitudes on four levels. They found a linear relationship 
between similar attitudes and attraction. Newcomb (1957), in a housing 
study on a college campus, found that similarity in background, atti-
tudes, and values predicted friendship formation. In addition, Sigelman 
and Welch (1984) examined the effects of the similarity-attraction on 
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electoral behavior and found candidate preferences of Whites were based 
on perceived similarities such as race and gender. 

The race of the candidate conveys information about the similarity 
between that candidate and her prospective supporters. Instances where 
voters possess limited information and the cost of information is high, they 
make political decisions based on their previous political knowledge (for 
example, see Downs 1957; Stokes and Miller 1962; Tversky and Kahneman 
1974; Conover and Feldman 1989). In essence, voters use political and 
social stereotypes to judge candidates about whom they have limited 
information. The major implication is the race of the candidate reflects an 
important cue for the voter, whether African American or White. 

I expect, however, that respondents will explicitly say that they prefer 
the White candidate who expresses support for race policy. Why the dif-
ference in the responses on implicit versus explicit? The thought here is 
that respondents are not going to be honest about their preferences when 
asked directly on a survey. Based on previous research (Davis 1997), 
I expect that Blacks will find it more socially desirable to say that they 
have a willingness to prefer the White candidate who supports affirmative 
action policy (which is highly favored by African-American respondents 
in this study) over the African-American candidate who does not men-
tion any race policies. 

Data and Methodology

As mentioned earlier, I utilize an Implicit Association Test. The IAT 
enables researchers to assess unconscious cognitions. The IAT provides 
a measure of automatic associations (Greenwald, Nosek, and Banaji 
2003, 197). It is an indirect measure of attitudes. The measurement is 
based on two properties: First, it is a measure of strength of association 
(Lemm and Banaji 1999). Second, the IAT is based on the assumption 
that it should be easier to make the same behavioral response to concepts 
that are strongly associated than to concepts that are weakly associated 
(Greenwald et al. 1998; Lemm and Banaji 1999). According to Lemm 
and Banaji (1999), “The underlying idea of the IAT is simple: if two 
concepts are associated in memory, they will be easier to associate in 
judgment of behavior compared to concepts that are less associated in 
memory” (223). The procedure for the IAT requires respondents to 
“identify stimulus items and categorize them into one of four superor-
dinate categories. Association strengths are measured by comparing the 
speed of categorizing members of the superordinate categories in two 
different sorting conditions (Nosek, Greenwald, and Banaji 2005, 167). 
The IAT is based on a response-latency indicator obtained in the process 
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of pairing an attitude object with specific attributes or an evaluative 
dimension that may not be purely evaluative. That is, “the test exposes 
implicit biases by detecting subtle shifts in reaction time that can occur 
when test takers are required to pair different set of words or faces” 
(Banaji, Bazerman, and Chugh 2003, 4). 

In this research, the IAT is utilized to measure respondents’ implicit 
preferences for either Mary Williams, the African-American candidate who 
does not mention race policy, or Yvonne Jones, the White candidate 
who mentions race policy. First, respondents were provided a vignette and 
names of the candidates. The vignette stated the following:

Mary Williams (African American) and Yvonne Jones (White) are 
running for political office. If elected, Mary Williams would focus on 
military and economic policies. If elected, Yvonne Jones would focus on 
strengthening Affirmative Action in education, military, and economic 
policies. Mary Williams and Yvonne Jones have undergraduate and law 
degrees. Before entering politics, each served in the United States mili-
tary and was practicing attorneys. As for political experience, Williams 
and Jones have both served as city councilwomen and presently, as 
State Senators for their respective states. Both are married and have two 
children.

After reading the vignette, participants in the IAT were asked to classify, 
as quickly as possible without making mistakes, the targets (represented 
by names of Williams or Jones) with attributes (represented by positive 
or negative words).

The IAT procedure involved a series of seven trials. The first trial requi-
red participants to categorize target concepts (names of the  candidates: 
Mary Williams vs. Yvonne Jones) into their proper categories; the  second 
trial required participants to correctly categorize attribute concepts as 
either positive or negative; the third and fourth trials were target + 
attribute combined tasks in which respondents were required to catego-
rize them into their proper categories; the fifth trial reversed the target 
concept and asked respondents to accurately categorize it in its proper 
category; and finally, the sixth and seventh trials were reversed target + 
attribute combined tasks, in which respondents were required to cate-
gorize them into their proper categories. Before each of the blocks was 
presented, respondents were provided instructions on how to proceed. 
Depending on the trial, the target and attribute categories appeared at 
the top-right and top-left corners of the computer screen. The stimulus 
items appeared in the middle of the screen.

For example, for trial 1, the target concept Williams would appear on 
the top-left corner of the screen, and the target concept Jones would appear 
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on the top-right corner, and positioning of these changed depending on 
the trial—that is, in trial 1, target concept Williams would always appear 
on the top-left corner, and target concept Jones would always appear on 
the top-right corner. The stimulus (either the names Williams or Jones) 
would appear in the center of the screen. After each correct response, the 
next stimulus appeared. A correct response was one that corresponded to 
the categorization identified. 

After performing the IAT, respondents completed a single-item 
measure of explicit attitude toward Mary Williams and Yvonne Jones. 
Specifically, they were asked, “How cold or warm do you feel toward 
Mary Williams and Yvonne Jones?” The feeling thermometer asked par-
ticipants to rate both Williams and Jones on a thermometer that ran from 
0 to 100 degrees. Ratings between 50 degrees and 100 degrees meant 
that they felt favorably and warm toward that person. Ratings between 
0 degrees and 50 degrees meant that they did not feel particularly 
 favorably and were cool toward that person. 

The IAT was administered via computer. First, participants were 
given background information about the research, approximate length 
of the survey (15–20 minutes), and gave their informed consent. Once 
the survey was visible on the screen, participants were not allowed to 
go backward or forward between the pages to change their responses. 
However, participants were allowed to stop entering responses at any 
time. After respondents completed the IAT, they were queried about 
their racial identity and were asked questions related to competition, 
inequality, their demographics, and political preferences. After the com-
pletion of the study, participants were thanked for their participation. 

Respondents were recruited from political science and  sociology 
courses. For their participation, respondents were provided 15 extra-
credit points. A total of 123 African-American college students 
from a southern university participated in the research. However, 
29 participants were excluded from the analysis due to incomplete-
ness of survey and high level of error rates.1 Among the 94 respon-
dents included in the analysis, 29 were male and 65 were female. The 
majority of respondents were between the ages of 19 and 22. With 
respect to social class, 14 percent indicated they were in poverty, 
46 percent were working class, and 28 percent were middle class; the 
remainder reported being in the upper-middle class and wealthy class. 
Regarding political party and ideology, there were 3 Republicans, 
14 Independents, and 77 Democrats while 19 were conservative, 
45 neutral, and 30 liberal.

For the IAT effects, I calculated the speed and accuracy with which 
Williams can be paired with positive or negative attributes, versus the 
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speed and accuracy with which Jones can be paired with the same 
 positive or negative attributes. The greater the speed and accuracy of 
pairing Williams +Good/Jones+Bad versus Williams+Bad/Jones+Good, 
the greater the assumed positive implicit preference toward Williams 
relative to Jones. A higher and positive values indicate an implicit prefer-
ence for Williams relative to Jones. Once this measure was calculated for 
each respondent, a one-sample t-test was run to see whether the observed 
IAT difference was statistically significant. For explicit effects, I sub-
tracted Williams’s and Jones’s thermometer scores to get a thermometer 
difference score and then ran a t-test to assess the statistical significance 
of the differences. Positive values represent preference for Williams; nega-
tive values represent preference for Jones. For both the implicit and
explicit evaluations, I also calculated Cohen’s effect size d to measure 
the magnitude of the effect size of the implicit and explicit measures. 
Cohen’s d is conceptually defined as “the magnitude of an effect indepen-
dent of sample size and is widely utilized in empirical research and meta-
analysis in the behavioral sciences” (Green et al. 2007, 4). The range for 
Cohen’s d is from small (0.20) to medium (0.50) to high (0.80). 

Results

The findings presented in Figure 7.1 reveal respondents’ implicit (or auto-
matic) preference for Williams, the African-American candidate who did 
not mention race policy, relative to Jones, the White candidate who 
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Figure 7.1  Implicit and explicit candidate preference, by gender.
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Figure 7.2  Implicit and explicit preference, by political ideology.

did mention race policy. In contrast, this figure also shows that when 
respondents were explicitly asked their preferences, they favor Jones over 
Williams. The differences in both the implicit and explicit evaluations are 
statistically significant at the p < .05 level.

I also explored whether candidate preferences were moderated by 
respondents’ gender and political ideology. These results are also pre-
sented in Figure 7.1. With respect to gender, both males and females had 
a significant unconscious preference for candidate Williams over candi-
date Jones. Explicitly, both males and females had a preference Jones over 
Williams. This preference was much larger for males, however.

The same pattern holds, regardless of ideology. As Figure 7.2 indicates, 
conservatives, moderates, and liberals all significantly preferred Williams 
over Jones. This preference became stronger as we move from conserva-
tive to liberal, with liberals preferring Williams the most. Explicitly, there 
was the expected preference for Jones over Williams. Again, the prefer-
ences became stronger as respondents’ ideology moved from conservative 
to liberal. 

Conclusion

As expected, African-American respondents were more likely to have 
a preference for someone like themselves (racially) than the White 
 candidate whose racial policy position was congruent with their own. 
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It appears racial similarity (or perceived similarity) has attracted 
 respondents to the African-American candidate. This finding is in 
line with social psychology research, which has shown that similarity-
 attraction influences human behavior. 

Another possible explanation is that African-American respondents 
may have made the assumption that the African-American candidate 
supports affirmative action policy, even though there was no mention of 
it in the vignette. Based on existing public opinion polls, their assump-
tions are not farfetched. A public opinion survey conducted by the 
NAACP in 2007 found that 81 percent of Blacks thought that affirma-
tive action programs are needed today to help racial and ethnic minorities 
overcome discrimination. Therefore, it could have been possible that the 
respondents assumed that the Black candidate shared the majority of 
Blacks’ support for affirmative action. 

Why the difference in the implicit and explicit preference? Were 
African-American respondents conflicted in their preference? This differ-
ence in preferences shows there are problems with self-reports of attitudes. 
In using explicit measures, the assumption is that “people are aware of 
their attitudes, beliefs, and values that guided their behavior, and that they 
would be willing to reveal them if asked appropriately” (Kihlstrom 2004, 
195). However, while people are aware of their own attitudes, they may 
not always be willing to share them with researchers, especially on topics 
that are personal or highly charged (Greenwald and Banaji 1995). Under 
such cases, respondents are prone to response management. Response 
management is likely to occur when an accurate response is seen as either 
impolite or prejudice (Dovidio and Fazio 1992), jeopardizes one’s image of 
self (Gaertner and Dovidio 1986), or is considered atypical (Haire 1950). 
While it is difficult to pinpoint the reasons for the difference, there seems 
to have been both this internal conflict and response management.

While the findings from this study are interesting, there are some 
limitations. The first major limitation is that the sample includes only 
those between the ages of 19 and 25. Therefore, the results are only gen-
eralizable to that specific age group and not the entire African-American 
population. Another limitation is the sample size. Certainly, the sample 
size could be much larger. Nevertheless, this was an exploratory study and 
a first step in a long line of IAT research being conducted on the impact 
of racial identity and candidate preference. Subsequent studies need to 
utilize a larger, more representative sample.
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Recently, the Republican Party has attempted to attract the 
Black vote by appealing to religious values. Blacks, being highly religious, 
would appear to be a receptive group for such a strategy. However, this 
appeal has been unsuccessful. This failure goes beyond the political sphere, 
as the Religious Right has also tried but failed to bring Blacks into their 
fold (Calhoun-Brown 1998). Why do these appeals seem to fall on deaf 
ears in the Black community even though the basic moral and family values 
message would seem so consistent with the group’s core commitments? 
One explanation seems obvious: the Black community rejects religious 
appeals from the Right either because they do not believe they are sincere, 
or because their nonreligious political interests override their religious com-
mitment. There is, however, another possible explanation, and it is one 
I hope to explore in this chapter. 

I argue that religious appeals have failed to persuade Blacks because 
they have a fundamentally different understanding of religion and its 
implications for politics than do Whites. The African-American under-
standing of religion differs significantly from the White understand-
ing, because it has been shaped in the context of the Black experience. 
Consequently, Blacks have a different conceptualization of Christianity 



136 E r i c  L .  M c D a n i e l

based upon a divergent interpretation of religious texts. So, while both 
Blacks and Whites may hold the Bible in the same regard, these divergent 
interpretations lead to diverging political attitudes. The purpose of this 
chapter is to discuss this phenomenon. The chapter will explore the inter-
section of race and religion in order to explain how different interpreta-
tions of scripture uniquely and distinctly shape political behavior.

The Black Religious Context

As Hanes Walton (1985) points out in Invisible Politics:

Black political behavior is informed by unique forces. It is a variant form 
of American political behavior. It is inspired and shaped by some features 
and currents that do not form the basis of all American political behavior 
because it is rooted in the black experience in America

8; emphasis in original

These same forces have been integral in the development of Black  religion. 
Just as Hanes Walton notes that Black political behavior is similar to 
mainstream political behavior, but different, Black Christianity is similar 
to that of Whites, but different. This is best explained by Lincoln and 
Mamiya (1990) in their discussion of the Black Sacred Cosmos. They 
argue that the facets of Black religion seen today were developed as 
part of the struggle for Blacks to define and identify themselves in the 
American context. The Black Sacred Cosmos stresses the same biblically 
orthodox beliefs as Whites, but places greater emphasis on certain theo-
logical views. Blacks are far more likely to stress the issues of freedom, 
social justice, equality, and community. 

Although many would argue that churches foster the integration of 
marginalized groups into larger society, scholars of Black religion argue 
that this is not the case for Blacks. Those who have examined the religion 
of Blacks have found that it has kept them out of mainstream society by 
providing a shield from larger society. While some have seen this as detri-
mental to Black development in the United States (Frazier [1964] 1974), 
others have heralded it as the grand defense of the race and its interests. 
Scholars have noted the fact that Black religion fostered a counter culture 
to mainstream American culture. Its purpose was not only spiritual care, 
but social care as well. As Gunnar Myrdal (1944) states: “The chief func-
tion of the Negro church has been to buoy the hopes of its members in 
the face of adversity and to give them a sense of community” (875).

Black churches, historically the sole Black-owned property in 
America, were used to bring together the group and critique mainstream 



 R e l i g i o n  T h r o u g h  A  R a c i a l  L e n s  137

White society. As Fredrick Harris (1999) points out in his discussion of 
an “oppositional civic culture,” Black religion—while fostering a connec-
tion to larger American society—is still highly critical. Harris argues that 
while churches provide civic skills they also provide “oppositional dis-
positions to challenge their marginality” (40). Reese and Brown (1995) 
come to similar conclusions as they find that certain messages sent in 
Black churches encourage Blacks to understand their inequality as a sys-
tematic consequence rather than individual inefficiencies. 

Examinations of the religion of slaves as well as free Blacks during 
antebellum America show a critical analysis of America from a religious 
standpoint (Harding 1969; Raboteau 2001, 1978; Washington 2004). 
Albert Raboteau (2001) demonstrates this by contrasting the crossing of 
the Atlantic Ocean for British Colonists and Africans:

British colonists had spoken of their journey across the Atlantic as the 
exodus of a New Israel from bondage in Egypt to the Promised Land of 
milk and honey. For African Americans the opposite was true: whites might 
claim that America was a new Israel, but blacks knew that it was Egypt 
because they like the children of Israel of old, still toiled in bondage (44).

Frederick Douglass (1999), in his attack on a Christian interpretation 
that would justify slavery, openly points out the contradictions in this 
religious interpretation:

They would be shocked at the proposition of fellowshipping with a sheep-
stealer; and at the same time they hug to their communion a man-stealer, 
and brand me with being an infidel, if I find fault with them for it (108). 

This sentiment can also be seen in the works of David Walker, Henry 
Highland Garnett, and others (Harding 1969). In the South, this out-
look would lead to the religiously inspired revolts of Gabriel Prosser, 
Denmark Vesey, and Nat Turner (Sidbury 2003). Even after slavery, the 
years of separation forced upon Blacks maintained the role of the church 
as a critic of mainstream America. 

This has led Blacks to develop a strain of religious interpretation 
that was distinctively different from that of Whites. Similar to Whites, 
the Black Christian understanding places a strong emphasis on the 
individual’s responsibilities to society. The two part company because 
Black Christianity also emphasizes society’s responsibility to the indi-
vidual. While Black clergy will admonish the immoral activities of the 
individual, a society that does not do its best to protect the individual 
is seen as immoral as well. For Blacks, religion is not simply a guide for 
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individual behavior in society, but also for the moral responsibilities of the 
 community toward the individual (Paris 1985). The most obvious exam-
ple of this is Black Theology, which provides a religious interpretation that 
better identifies with the Black experience (Cone 1997). Cone and others 
argue that God is on the side of the oppressed and it is the duty of every 
Christian to overcome oppression. Black Theology, a variant of Liberation 
Theology, emphatically places immorality in the hands of the individual 
and the community. While most Black clergy do not fully embrace this 
theology (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990), elements of Black Theology can 
be seen throughout the Black church and in turn Black religion (Cone 
and Wilmore 1993). In what follows, I will demonstrate the political 
 implications of this worldview.

Religion and Information Processing

Religion is closely linked to political thought processes because religion 
 provides a guide for achieving the good life, both on EARTH and in the 
 afterlife. Religion provides ways of understanding and legitimizing the 
world that surrounds us (Leege 1993; Berger and Luckmann 1963; Berger 
1969). Religion gives the individual a guidebook for understanding how the 
world operates and how to operate in the world. By providing rituals and 
belief structures, religion helps define the individual’s place in the world, 
which in turn shapes his behavior. By providing an understanding of how 
the world works, religion plays a strong role in how individuals process 
information and formulate opinions. Religion, therefore, can be understood 
as one pathway to decision making (Ellison and Sherkat 1997). 

Differences in religion, as well as the importance of religion, factor 
into how information is processed and into the creation of the religious 
schema. By providing guideposts in life, religion allows individuals to 
better cope with the world. Studies of the connection between religious 
belief and well-being argue that religion provides an ordering of the 
world and the self in a way that makes life less stressful (Ellison 1994). In 
this case, religion provides a schema that allows the person to negotiate 
his world better. 

With respect to political decision-making, the salience of religious 
precepts is necessary, but not sufficient in understanding how religion 
factors into how people make sense of the political world. In order to 
gauge whether and how religion influences individuals’ political  decision-
making, we not only need to know whether they consider religion to be 
important to their lives, we must also pay attention to the prior step: 
religious interpretation. As several scholars have shown, interpretations of 
scripture are not constant among members of a particular denomination, 
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let alone across religious traditions. Members of a religious group, due to 
their unique experiences and interests, will develop different interpreta-
tions of religious texts and symbols (Bartkowski 1996; Boone 1989; 
Fish 1980). This means that while “religion” as a group affiliation is likely 
to affect policy beliefs in a statistical sense, actual religious schema within 
a given tradition in the end may vary. Therefore, while broad religious 
categories may capture certain experiences, different religious interpreta-
tions may make some experiences more salient than others. 

This is especially true for Blacks, who continue to be one of the most 
religious demographics in American society and whose experiences in 
the United States rival no other group. Several studies have shown that 
Blacks, compared to Whites, are far more active in attending religious 
services, taking part in private religious activities, and report higher lev-
els of biblical orthodoxy (Taylor et al. 2004). This is not only a factor 
of Protestantism, this has also been found to be true of Black Catholics 
(Cavendish et al. 1998). 

As a result, religion influences many facets of Black life. For instance, 
studies have shown that religion plays a strong role in maintaining and 
supplementing Black well-being (Taylor et al. 2004; Ellison and Gay 
1990; Mattis et al. 2004). Blacks who are highly religious are less likely 
to suffer from stress and esteem issues compared to their less religious 
counterparts (e.g. Mattis et al. 2004). Further, religious beliefs on the 
part of Blacks boost communal attachments (Ellison 1991; Wilcox and 
Gomez 1990; Allen et al. 1989). Mary Patillo-McCoy’s (1998) work on 
a Black neighborhood in Chicago shows that religion and the church 
permeate almost all aspects of some Black communities. Additionally, she 
finds that this connection to religion and the church is used throughout 
the community to mobilize its inhabitants.

Religion, Race, and Politics

How, then, does religious interpretation influence Black politics? Already 
studies that have compared religious Whites and Blacks on their social 
and political attitudes have found differences at both the individual and 
organizational level. To be sure, examinations of attitudes about inequal-
ity and other social issues have found religious Blacks to be systematically 
different from Whites on many of these issues (Calhoun-Brown 1998; 
Gay and Lynxwiler 1999; Hinojosa and Park 2004; Hunt 2000, 2002; 
Leege and Kellstedt 1993). Likewise, scholars have found that while 
Black and White religious congregations have the same level of social 
activism, they focus on different issues (Chaves 2004; Cavendish 2000; 
Chaves and Higgins 1992; Tsitsos 2003).
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These studies, however, have only captured race’s direct effect on 
political attitudes and orientations. In other words, the observed differ-
ences between Blacks and Whites are not necessarily attributable to those 
with salient religious worldviews. Indeed, Black-White differences persist 
regardless of religious beliefs. I argue, however, that race additionally has 
an indirect effect on Black politics.

Using the same analogy employed by McDaniel and Ellison (2008), 
the experiences of a group act as a prism in regards to  religious instruc-
tion. These experiences refract religious teachings, creating  divergent 
interpretations. Because race has continually shown to be the most salient 
issue in the lives of African Americans (Gurin et al. 1989; Dawson 1994), 
I argue that race serves as the refracting lens that creates Black religion. 
In turn, this Black religious schema or worldview acts as mechanism for 
collecting information and making decisions, including those related to 
politics. 

Therefore, race not only anchors Blacks’ political attitudes, it can 
also cancel out or magnify religion’s effect on certain political attitudes 
as well. From this standpoint, race conditions the effect of religion on 
Black decision-making. This, I contend, serves as an additional division 
between Blacks and Whites with similar religious orientations.

Data and Methods

To test my argument, I chose the 2000 Religion and Politics Survey, because 
it addresses respondents’ views on political, social, and religious issues, allow-
ing for a well-developed analysis of religious beliefs and practices as well as 
political attitudes. The survey is a collection of 5,603 telephone interviews 
conducted between January 6 and March 31, 2000. Of these 5,603 inter-
views, 570 of the respondents identified themselves as Black. The principal 
investigator of the study is Robert Wuthnow and the survey was obtained 
through the American Religion Data Archive (www.thearda.com). 

The dependent variables for this analysis are questions that relate 
to various policy concerns as well as partisanship and vote choice. The 
policy issues are questions related to the level of interest the respondent 
has in improving several policy issues including: gender equality, racial 
equality, rights for homosexuals, protecting the environment, and pov-
erty. Each of these is a three-point measure ranging from zero to one, 
with one indicating very interested and zero indicating not interested. 
The partisanship measure is identifying as a Republican. Vote choice is 
measured by gauging whether respondents voted for a Republican candi-
date in the 1996 election or intended to vote for a Republican candidate 
in the 2000 election. Each of these measures is dichotomous.
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One of the primary independent variables is religious beliefs. Because 
religion is multidimensional, this study incorporates several different 
measures of religious beliefs and rituals. This study is mainly concerned 
with religious orthodoxy. Religious orthodoxy relates to the inerrancy 
of the Bible and taps directly into religious beliefs. Orthodoxy has been 
shown to be a religious belief system that promotes conservatism because 
it relates to traditional values and belief structures and has a strong 
emphasis on individualism (Guth et al. 1997; Leege and Kellstedt 1993; 
Ellison and Musick 1993). An orthodoxy scale (alpha=.57) was created 
based upon this understanding. The measure includes whether or not the 
respondent believes that the Bible should be taken literally; whether or 
not the respondent believes that the Bible contains errors, and whether 
or not the respondent feels that the Bible was inspired by God. The 
orthodoxy measure is a three-point additive index ranging from zero to 
one. Also included is a measure of respondents’ level of religiosity. To do 
so, I utilize items tapping into devotionalism and church attendance. 
The church attendance measure is a basic self-reporting of how often the 
respondent attends church services. Devotionalism relates to the private 
religious practices of individuals such as praying and reading the Bible. 
The devotionalism measure (alpha=.77) is a twelve-point scale, ranging 
from zero to one, comprised of the frequency with which an individual 
prays and reads the Bible, along with how important it is for them to 
develop their spirituality in their adult life.

The other primary independent variable is race. For this analysis, race 
is a dichotomous variable with one indicating Black and zero indicating 
White. Because of the small number of Hispanics, Asians, and other 
racial groupings, the analysis will just be limited to those who identify as 
White or Black.

To account for the racial differences in the effects of orthodoxy, an 
interaction term was created. The interaction term is the multiplication 
of the orthodoxy measure and race. The results from the interaction 
term indicate the differences between the effects of orthodoxy on Blacks 
compared to Whites. 

To better understand the effects of religiosity on Black and White 
political attitudes, this study also controls for basic demographics and 
political ideology. Demographics are controlled for using age, education, 
sex, whether or not the respondent works fulltime, and level of urbanicity 
in which a respondent lives. Political ideology is controlled for using a 
seven-point, liberal-conservative scale, where zero indicates strong liberal 
and one indicates strong conservative.

Before beginning with the analysis of the interaction of race and 
religious beliefs, it is important to point out that the interpretation 
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of these results is slightly different from other regression models. 
The coefficients for the variables orthodoxy and Black are not their 
direct effect on the dependent variable, but their effect on the dependent 
variable when one or the other is set at zero. In this case, the coefficient 
of orthodoxy is the effect of orthodoxy when Black is equal to zero, 
meaning that it represents the effect of orthodoxy on Whites. In the case 
of the Black coefficient, it represents Blacks with a zero orthodoxy score. 
Because of the interaction term, the effects of Black and orthodoxy are 
now contingent upon each other. Analyzing these lower-order terms 
as being independent of each other would lead to a faulty understand-
ing of the results (Braumoeller 2004; Freidrich 1982). The calculation 
for the coefficient for orthodoxy’s effect on Blacks is the coefficient of 
orthodoxy, plus the value of Black multiplied by the coefficient of the 
interaction term. For this chapter, the coefficients for orthodoxy’s effect 
on Blacks will be calculated using the linear combinations command in 
STATA version 8, which calculates the coefficients as well as the stand-
ard errors and confidence intervals. To further interpret how race and 
religion interact, I will also use predicted probabilities and predicted 
values. These will be calculated using the spost command in STATA 
(Long and Freese 2001).

Results

The analysis of the effects of the interaction between race and ortho-
doxy begins with an examination of attitudes toward policy areas (see 
Table 8.1). An examination of the interaction terms finds that the only 
case where religious orthodoxy has a significantly different effect on 
Blacks relative to Whites is in the case of equal rights for homosexuals. 
The coefficient for Whites it is −.720 and is statistically significant (at 
p<.05), for Blacks it is −.265 and not statistically significant. In this case, 
the effect of orthodoxy on Blacks is significantly weaker and does not 
appear to be working as systematically as it does for Whites. 

To substantively illustrate the relationship between religious orthodoxy 
and attitudes toward equal rights for homosexuals, I calculate the linear 
predictions as both groups move from low orthodox to highly orthodox. 
While the low-orthodox Whites appear to see this as a salient issue more 
than low-orthodox Blacks, highly orthodox Blacks see this as more of an 
important issue than highly orthodox Whites. Looked at another way, the 
difference between low- and high-orthodox Blacks is not as great as 
the difference between low- and high-orthodox Whites. This provides 
some evidence to support the argument that race moderates the relation-
ship between orthodoxy and political attitudes.
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Figure 8.1  Issue importance and Republican support, by race and orthodoxy. 

While the interaction term is not significant for the other variables, 
it is important not to make the assumption that orthodox Blacks and 
Whites are necessarily on the same page when it comes to the impor-
tance of these issues. An examination of the actual effect of orthodoxy 
on Blacks finds that in most cases the effect is not significant, meaning 
that for Blacks the effect of orthodoxy is not as systematic as it is for 
Whites on these issues. In addition, an examination of the Black coef-
ficient, which indicates the effect of being Black when orthodoxy is at 
zero, shows that Blacks start from a different position than Whites on 
many of these issues. The only issue where it appears that low-orthodox 
Blacks and low-orthodox Whites are not significantly different is in their 
support for the environment. 

If orthodoxy were to work as systematically for Blacks as it does for 
Whites, it would still have to overcome the main effect of being Black. 
Figure 8.1 shows the predicted probability of stating that gender equality, 
racial equality, and policies protecting the poor are very important. Here, 
as orthodoxy increases for both groups they become more conservative. 
However, because Blacks start at a significantly more liberal position, the 
effect of orthodoxy has been muffled. 

The examination of partisanship and vote choice, found in Table 8.2, 
yields the same results. It appears that orthodoxy does not work differently 
for Blacks in terms of party identification and vote choice in the 1996 and 
2000 elections. But again, as was shown above, this does not mean that 
there is a convergence on the part of the White and Black orthodox. 

An examination of Figure 8.1 still shows that being Black mutes the 
effects of orthodoxy on partisanship and vote choice. While 36 percent 
of orthodox Whites identify as Republican, less than 10 percent of 
orthodox Blacks do. In terms of vote choice in the 1996 election, less 
than 3 percent of orthodox Blacks indicated voting for Dole, while 
close to 28 percent of orthodox Whites reported voting for him. Finally, 
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Table 8.2  The effect of race and orthodoxy on partisanship and vote choice

Identifies as 
republican

Vote for Dole 
in 1996

Intend to vote 
Republican in 2000

Black * orthodoxy 0.195
(0.34)

1.095
(0.73)

−0.424
(0.28)

Orthodoxy 0.374***
(0.09)

0.155
(0.10)

0.388***
(0.10)

Black −1.143***
(0.27)

−2.458***
(0.63)

−0.738***
(0.21)

Age −0.142
(0.12)

0.280**
(0.14)

−0.450***
(0.13)

Education 0.357***
(0.08)

0.643***
(0.09)

0.125
(0.09)

Works fulltime −0.010
(0.05)

0.001
(0.06)

0.006
(0.06)

Female −0.094**
(0.05)

−0.255***
(0.05)

−0.134***
(0.05)

Conservatism 1.204***
(0.08)

1.513***
(0.10)

1.301***
(0.09)

Urban 0.001
(0.07)

−0.202***
(0.08)

−0.257***
(0.07)

Devotionalism 0.095
(0.14)

−0.060
(0.16)

−0.022
(0.15)

Church attendance 0.438***
(0.09)

0.453***
(0.11)

0.326***
(0.10)

Constant −1.672***
(0.11)

−1.819***
(0.14)

−0.302**
(0.12)

Log-likelihood −2121.682 −1598.458 −1720.897
Correctly predicted 73.93 75.69 70.88

N 3967 3221 3019

Notes: * p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01.
Source: 2000 Religion and Politics Survey.

in terms of the 2000 election, close to 72 percent of orthodox Whites 
indicated that they would vote for a Republican candidate, while slightly 
over 28 percent of orthodox Blacks indicated the same. The results from 
this figure show overwhelmingly that while orthodoxy does move Blacks 
in a more conservative direction, they never reach the level of conserva-
tism as their White counterparts.

Conclusion

When considering how religion plays a role in shaping people’s thought 
processes and eventual attitudes, it is important to pay attention to how 
differences in religious interpretation can generate different cognitive 
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structures. Because the religious interpretation of Blacks is significantly 
different from that of Whites, White religious appeals to religious Blacks 
in many cases fall on deaf ears. The Black understanding of religion was 
shaped in the context of the Black experience. Because the Black experi-
ence has been shaped in confrontation to mainstream society, the religion 
of Blacks took the same tone. 

The results from these analyses have shown that the effect of ortho-
doxy is contingent upon race. Even when orthodoxy does effect Blacks 
the same way it does Whites, further analysis has shown that in many 
of these cases, the effect of orthodoxy is not as systematic as it is for 
Whites. Finally, when examining the actual effect of orthodoxy on the 
final outcome of Black attitudes, it is subdued by Blackness. Being Black 
mitigated the conservatizing effects of orthodoxy. What is evident in 
this analysis is that orthodoxy does not overcome the effects of race. The 
results clearly show that the grasp race has on Black attitudes is stronger 
than religious beliefs. 

So what can we take away from this preliminary but illuminating 
study? In the end, the findings suggest that being born Black is more sali-
ent than being born-again. The religion, religious context, and experiences 
of Blacks prevent orthodoxy from affecting them the same way it does 
Whites. Because of this, it is difficult to see how the Republican Party and 
the Christian Right will make sufficient gains in the Black community. 
Their strong emphasis on religious and traditional values is attractive, 
but it still does not address historical and contemporary racial disparities. 
Until these groups develop a platform that includes remedies for racial 
inequality, Blacks will remain reluctant to give them their support.
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Some Like It Hot: 
Towards A Political 
Climate Explanation 
of Racial Differences 
in Political Interest
Ray Block, Jr.

It is perplexing that political scientists have not shown more recent interest, 
as it were, in political interest.

Campbell, Galston, Niemi, and Rahn in Macedo et al. 2005, 35

Political interest—defined here as the extent to which citizens  profess 
an awareness of, are curious about, or pay attention to politics and 
 public affairs (Bennett 1986)—sits quietly at the very core of the politi-
cal participation literature. Democratic theorists place a great deal of 
value on political interest (see Bennett 1986). As van Deth (2000) notes, 
scholars debate over the degree, not the necessity, of mass-level interest 
in politics. In fact, political interest was so important to the ancient 
Greeks that their word for “idiot” refers to political apathy rather than 
mental deficiency.1 In addition to its key role in normative democratic 
theory, interest is a  reliable determinant of political action. Research 
 consistently demonstrates that interest in politics relates to greater politi-
cal participation, a finding that holds true for numerous types of political 
acts (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Leighley and Vedlitz 1999). 
The  relationship between interest and activism has been confirmed 
so many times that, as Milbrath and Goel (1977) observe, authors no 
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 longer bother to report it. For these and many other reasons, it is safe to 
 conclude that political interest is “interesting.”

As the opening passage indicates, despite its normative and empirical 
importance, research on political interest is surprisingly underdeveloped; 
as a result, many assumptions about political interest remain unexam-
ined. Some of the least-tested assumptions deal with the impact of race 
on political interest. For example, studies show that, compared to Blacks, 
Whites generally express more interest in politics (Matthews and Prothro 
1966; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). However, Bennett (1986) 
acknowledges that this is “usually, but not always” the case: there are 
times when Blacks’ interest levels match or even surpass those of Whites 
(72; see also Block 2006; 2007).

Why are Whites usually more politically interested than Blacks, and 
why do Blacks sometimes take more interest in politics than do Whites? 
Currently, there are no explanations for these Black-White differences in 
interest levels—differences I characterize as constituting a “race gap” in 
political interest. Nevertheless, one can draw inferences from the research 
on racial differences in political participation. Because interest and activ-
ism represent different facets of a broader construct best described as 
“political involvement,” it is possible that similar processes explain why 
Blacks and Whites differ in the extent to which they involve themselves 
in politics, be that involvement physical or psychological. To account for 
the interest gap, it is useful to revisit the work of sociologist Nicholas L. 
Danigelis, who, in his critique of research on Black activism, provides 
the intuition for a “political climate” theory of racial differences in politi-
cal involvement. Despite several attempts (Danigelis 1978; 1982), the 
author admits that his theory awaits a proper exploration, partly because 
it is difficult to quantify the abstract and many-sided concept of climate 
(Danigelis 1977). In this chapter, I apply some of Danigelis’ arguments 
to the study of the interest gap. Pooled survey data from the 1952 
through 2008 American National Election Studies (ANES) allow for a 
more comprehensive test of the implications of Danigelis’ theory, and the 
evidence lends support to the author’s expectations.

Evidence of a Race Gap

There is good reason to believe that Blacks and Whites pay different 
amounts of attention to politics, for there is a wealth of research span-
ning numerous disciplines chronicling racial differences in levels of 
psychological involvement. Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) and Iyengar 
(1986) find that Whites perform consistently better than do Blacks on 
tests of general political knowledge. Political socialization scholars often 
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mention White-over-Black differences in political efficacy (Abramson 
1972; Kleiman 1976; Wu 2003). Likewise, Tate (2003), Hetherington 
(1998), and Owen and Dennis (2001) confirm a racial gap in levels of 
political trust. Additionally, Campbell, Gurin, and Miller (1954) find 
that Whites convey a stronger sense of civic duty than do Blacks.

Taken together, this body of evidence suggests that Blacks are less 
politically engaged than Whites are. Compared to Whites, Blacks tend to 
know less about politics, be less trusting of government, feel less obligated 
to participate, and have little confidence that their actions will make a 
difference. Based on these findings, one would anticipate racial differences 
in political interest as well. After all, interest in politics is a key measure 
of psychological engagement (Bennett 1986; Block 2006; Brody 1978; 
van Deth 1990), and it should behave similarly to other engagement 
variables. From this line of reasoning comes the expectation that levels of 
political interest will be higher among Whites than among Blacks.

Preliminary analyses bear out this expectation. Figure 9.1 reports 
racial differences in political interest levels using pooled data from the 
1952 to 2008 ANES. I compare Blacks’ and Whites’ responses to two 
commonly asked questions from the ANES. The first question measures 
respondents’ general interest in politics:

Some people seem to follow what’s going on in government and public affairs 
most of the time, whether there’s an election going on or not. Others aren’t that 
interested. Would you say you follow what’s going on in government and public 
affairs most of the time, some of the time, only now and then, or hardly at all? 
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Figure 9.1  Racial differences in levels of political interest (1952–2008).

Notes: Data points are average levels of political interest by race and over time.
Source: 1952–2008 American National Election Studies.
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The second question gauges respondents’ interest in the current  presidential 
campaign:

Some people don’t pay much attention to campaigns. How about you? Would 
you say that you have been very much interested, somewhat interested, or not 
much interested in political campaigns (so far) this year?

I measure interest in politics as an additive index of general and campaign 
interest.2 I scale this index so that it ranges from zero (weak political 
interest) to one (strong interest). The solid line in Figure 9.1 traces the 
trends in political interest among those ANES respondents who self-
identify as “Blacks” or “African Americans” (not of Hispanic origin), 
while the dashed line displays interest trends for those respondents who 
classify themselves as (non-Hispanic) “Whites” or “Anglo Americans.”

One of the strongest findings in Figure 9.1 is that the political inter-
est trends for Blacks resemble those for Whites. Regardless of race, the 
same visual pattern persists: interest in politics ebbs in the early 1950s 
and bottoms out in the late 1950s to early 1960s; then it rises to a peak 
in the mid-1960s, where it plateaus until the mid-1970s; interest drops 
off temporarily in the late 1970s and increases in fluctuations from the 
1980s to the end of the period. Correlation analyses corroborate the asso-
ciation between interest trends. A weak statistical correlation would sug-
gest that Blacks’ and Whites’ interest trends are moving independently of 
one another, while a strong correlation suggests that the trends move in 
tandem or in opposition. Figure 9.1 reveals a strong, positive, and statisti-
cally significant3 association (r=.66) between Blacks’ and Whites’ interest 
levels, which suggests that these trends have parallel trajectories. 

A closer look at Figure 9.1 shows that there are some small but pre-
dictable racial differences in levels of political interest. Whites generally 
express greater interest in politics than do Blacks, a pattern that holds 
for most of the survey years. Means difference tests for the entire period 
confirm these racial differences in levels of political interest measures 
are statistically significant. In addition to the overall test, I examine the 
differences of means for each year. While there are years when the inter-
est gap changes—mainly in the early 1960s, the mid-1980s, the late 
1990s, and, of course, in 2008, and I will discuss these later—the results 
generally show that the White-over-Black gap in political interest is the 
rule rather than the exception. These results, while impressionistic, lend 
some credence to Bennett’s observation that Whites are “usually, but not 
always” more interested in politics than are Blacks (Bennett 1986, 72). 
What accounts for these racial differences? I address this question in the 
next section.
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Explaining the Race Gap: A Political 
Climate Theory

Danigelis acknowledges that the race gap in political involvement 
changes over time and across geographic regions, and he attributes 
these fluctuations to shifts in America’s racial context, what he calls the 
“political climate.”4 Danigelis focused on the effect of climate on African 
Americans’ activism in his 1977 essay, “A Theory of Black Political 
Participation in the United States”, but it is clear from his subsequent 
papers (see Danigelis 1978; 1982) that he seeks to explain racial dif-
ferences in political involvement. Distilling his argument to its essence, 
Danigelis assumes that the participation gap increases when the politi-
cal climate is “unfavorable” (i.e., during those periods when structural 
factors demobilize Blacks). The race gap decreases in climates that are 
more “favorable”: when there is widespread encouragement for (or, at 
the very least, a lack of widespread opposition to) minority involvement 
(see Danigelis 1977). 

Danigelis’ makes several assumptions about racial group differences 
in the impact of political climate on political involvement. For example, 
the author accepts the premise that Whites are generally more politi-
cally involved than Blacks are. This is not a controversial assumption, 
for, as I show in the previous section, the claim that Whites tend to 
outdo Blacks in levels of political involvement is widely documented. A 
related, perhaps less explicit, assumption pertains to racial differences in 
the effect of climate on political involvement. For Danigelis, a “warmer” 
climate is one that promotes the political inclusion of all racial and ethnic 
groups, and a racial context that is unwelcoming (cooler) toward African 
Americans is likely to suppress Blacks’ involvement (Danigelis 1977). 
However, the author does not consider the effect (if any) of climate on 
Whites. It would be odd to expect an unfavorable climate to discour-
age Whites, so one can anticipate that an increase in climate will either 
have a positive impact on Whites’ involvement or have no impact at all. 
Even if “context matters” for both racial groups, it is safe to assume that 
changes in political climate will matter more for Blacks than they will for 
Whites. Put another way, Blacks and Whites should respond differently 
to the political climate. Although it stimulates African Americans’ politi-
cal involvement, a more favorable racial climate should have less of an 
impact on Whites. It is because of the differential effect of an improving 
political climate that we will observe a decrease in the race gap.

Extending the concept of political climate from political behavior to 
psychological involvement, racial differences in interest levels should vary 
depending on the political climate. If Danigelis’ theory is correct, then 
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we should observe the largest interest gap in the coolest (least favorable) 
political climate, and this gap should decrease (and possibly reverse) as the 
climate becomes more favorable toward African Americans. To summarize, 
Danigelis’ theory predicts that an increase in the favorability of the political 
climate will “close” or “flip” the White-over-Black gap in political interest.

In a personal communication with the author on May 5, 2006, Danigelis 
admits that, despite the richness of his theory, a precise measure of political 
climate awaits development. Danigelis’ 1977 essay made several suggestions 
but presented no empirical analyses. In 1978, he conducted the first test 
of his theory, but he limited his definition of political climate to perceived 
racial discrimination among Blacks. Danigelis refers again to political 
climate in his 1982 article, but only in passing; the focus of this article was 
on the interactive effects of race and class on political involvement. The 
challenge of Danigelis’ theory lies in gauging political climate. After all, how 
does one quantify Zeitgeist? In the next section, I propose two operational 
definitions for this elusive concept.

Measuring Political Climate

As noted in the previous section, Danigelis characterizes political climate as 
a spatial and temporal concept: it is difficult to refute the claim that some 
places are more racially inclusive than others are, and Figure 9.1 demon-
strates that America’s tolerance toward Blacks was greater in some years 
than in others. Danigelis’ characterization suggests that geographic region 
(a reliable measure of spatial context) and survey year (a standard item 
for examining time trends) may serve as spatial and temporal measures 
of political climate. Of course, I acknowledge that geographic region and 
survey year are crude representations of something as hard to pin down as 
the racial context. Nevertheless, in the absence of more precise alternatives 
for measuring climate, I feel comfortable making the claim that these indi-
cators, while imperfect, are suitable proxies for climate. Admittedly, this is 
a step backward theoretically, but this is a necessary step back if we are to 
proceed forward empirically. Below, I examine the role of these indicators 
of spatial and temporal context on racial differences in political interest. 

One possible measure of spatial climate is geographic region. For 
example, there are numerous studies showing that, compared to the rest 
of the nation, southern states have traditionally been less favorable to 
African Americans. Black-White relations in the South, with its history of 
racial conservatism, are more blatantly volatile than are those in the rela-
tively progressive nonsouthern states, where prejudice and discrimination 
take subtler forms (Key 1954; Glaser and Gilens 1997; McClerking and 
Philpot 2008; Schuman et al. 1997; Steeh and Schuman 1992; Tuch and 
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Hughes 1996; Tuch and Martin 1997). Perhaps because of these regional 
differences, Danigelis consistently finds the White-over-Black gap in 
political involvement to be greatest in the South (Danigelis 1978). 

Figure 9.2 replicates Danigelis’ findings by displaying racial dif-
ferences in average levels of political interest, sorted by whether or 
not  respondents live in what the ANES calls the “political South.” 
Southern  respondents are those residing in the eleven states of the 
 CONFEDERACY: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and 
Virginia. Respondents who do not live in these states are referred to as 
nonsoutherners. As Figure 9.2 shows, Whites are generally more inter-
ested in politics than Blacks, and this pattern is clearest in southern 
states. For Whites in the South, the mean level of self-reported political 
interest is .55, while the average interest level among Blacks is .50; this 
leads to a difference of .05, which is a statistically significant race gap. 
The interest gap in nonsouthern states is also statistically significant, but 
it is noticeably smaller: average interest levels for Whites and Blacks are 
.56 and .54, respectively (which is a gap of only .02). Consistent with 
Bennett’s (1986) analysis, I too find that interest levels tend to be slightly 
higher among nonsoutherners than they are for southern respondents. 
The South has a history of having disproportionately low poverty levels, 
particularly in states like Arkansas and Mississippi (Mink and O’Connor 
2004). Given the abundance of research that links political involvement 
to factors like income and education (see Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 
1995), it makes sense that, regardless of race, nonsouthern respondents 
report higher average levels of political interest.
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Figure 9.2  Racial differences in levels of political interest, by geographic region.

Note: Data points are average levels of political interest by race and geographic region.
Source: 1952–2008 American National Election Studies.
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Danigelis (1982) describes geographic region as a spatial context that 
complements the temporal dimension of political climate. As shown ear-
lier, there are instances when Blacks’ interest levels meet or exceed those of 
Whites, and these trend changes occur at predictable moments. For exam-
ple, in Figure 9.3, which reports trends in political interest levels by race and 
geographic region, political climate is least tolerant in the years leading up to 
the Civil Rights Movement,5 and the race gap in political interest is widest 
during this period. Political interest trends spiked in 1964, and, for the first 
time, the mean level of Blacks’ political interest was higher than the mean 
for Whites. Regardless of the region, the difference between these means is 
historically meaningful despite it not being statistically significant, which 
suggests that the interest gap closed in 1964. This rise in racial climate, 
and the disproportionate increase in Blacks’ attentiveness, might reflect the 
hypervisibility of race at the height of the Civil Rights Movement. In an 
automated content analysis of political science journals, McClerking and 
Philpot (2008) show that both scholarly and popular attention shifted to 
race relations during the Civil Rights Movement. Furthermore, while there 
were many milestones during the movement, those happening in 1964 
must have been particularly fascinating for African Americans.6 

If the mid-1960s represent a politically warm period—arguably 
the warmest in the nation’s history—then many scholars (particularly 
Walton 1997) consider the Reagan through the (H. W.) Bush era of the 
early 1980s to early 1990s a cooler temporal climate. Not surprisingly, 
the trends in Figure 9.3 resemble those of Figure 9.1, for they show 
that Whites regain the advantage in the race gap in political interest. 
There is, however, a notable exception: interest rises considerably among 
nonsouthern Blacks and African Americans in the overall samples outdo 
Whites in interest levels. This shift overlaps with Jesse Jackson’s first 
campaign for the presidency in 1984. Many would argue that Jackson 
had little chance of winning the election; however, his decision to run 
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Figure 9.3  Racial differences in levels of political interest, by geographic region and race.

Note: Data points are average levels of political interest by race, geographic region, and over time.
Source: 1952–2008 American National Election Studies.
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received tremendous media exposure, which, in turn, heightened racial 
group consciousness and bolstered grassroots political motivation. As a 
result, Blacks followed politics more closely that year than they had pre-
viously (for detailed treatments of the impact of Jackson’s campaign on 
Black political involvement, see Gurin et al. 1989; Tate 1993).

Another period worth mentioning is the year 2008. Regardless of 
region, the White-over-Black gap in political interest reverses in this 
year. Obviously, this trend change reflects the excitement that Barack 
Obama’s presidential campaign inspired. Obama was not the first can-
didate of color to pursue the presidency (his decision to run follows 
Shirley Chisholm’s candidacy in 1972 and Jesse Jackson’s runs in 1984 
and 1988), but the former Illinois Senator was the first one to achieve 
the nation’s highest elected office. Given the enormous media attention 
of the 2008 election and the historical magnitude of the possibility of 
his victory (see Block 2009; Sinclair-Chapman and Price 2008; Walters 
2007), it is not surprising that the race gap changed. In fact, one would 
expect the reverse gap in political interest to be even larger.

To summarize, I integrate research from political science and sociol-
ogy to explain racial differences in political interest. The results bring 
the contours for this race gap into sharper relief. They show that Blacks 
and Whites do pay differential amounts of attention to politics, which 
is a finding that many expected but few tested systematically. Utilizing 
two measures of political climate (measures that, despite their crude-
ness, perform adequately for testing Danigelis’ claims), I demonstrate 
that the width of the White-over-Black gap in political interest depends 
on the favorability of the political climate, for this race gap can close or 
reverse as the climate improves. In fact, one of the fundamental conclu-
sions to be reached from this chapter is that what we know about the 
race gap in political interest depends on when and where we look for 
racial differences. More importantly, the analyses lend support to the 
Danigelis-inspired claim that the racial gap in political interest may 
indeed depend on the political climate.

Discussion and Conclusions

The racial gap in political interest speaks to the broader issue of minor-
ity representation, for the citizens who are least politically attentive are 
often those to whom politics does not attend. Currently, the research 
on this topic is limited. Excepting the works of Matthews and Prothro 
(1966) and Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995), few scholars examine 
racial differences in political interest levels; and those who do rely on 
crosssectional surveys, which can only tell us about interest differences 
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at one point in time. To my knowledge, only Bennett (1986) looks at 
the race gap over time, and his research is largely descriptive. What the 
literature lacks is a more comprehensive study of racial differences in 
interest levels.

This chapter adds to our understanding of the race gap in political 
interest, and, in so doing, it contributes both to the race politics and the 
participation literatures. Scholars give many reasons for group differences 
in political involvement. Rather than catalog these reasons here—curious 
readers can consult Bobo and Gilliam (1990), Gutterbock and London 
(1983), and Leighley and Vedlitz (1999) for typologies. I find it more 
useful to group these explanations by topic. For example, one could cat-
egorize the studies in this line of research by whether they emphasize the 
importance of personal characteristics or contextual forces. In addition to 
offering what is currently the most extensive analysis of racial differences 
in political interest, this chapter provides further evidence that macro-
level factors can help to explain why some citizens are more politically 
involved than others are.
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Divide and Conquer: 
How Partisan Race 
Cues Polarize the 
Electorate
Vincent L. Hutchings and Nicholas 
A. Valentino

Race has historically been the most enduring sociopolitical  cleavage 
in American society (Myrdal 1944; Hutchings and Valentino 2004). 
Debates over how to address the issue of slavery nearly derailed the 
delicate compromise necessary for ratification of the Constitution in 
the eighteenth century and ultimately led to America’s deadliest war in the 
 nineteenth century. In the twentieth century, the issue of race precipitated 
one of the most far-reaching social movements in our nation’s history and 
ultimately led to the dismantling of Jim Crow racism in the South.

Still, the racial divide in American politics has not been fully eradi-
cated. Even in the first decade of the twenty-first century, Black and 
White Americans differed sharply in their political views. This is most 
evident in their presidential candidate preferences and in their party 
allegiance. For example, exit polls indicate that in the 2008 presidential 
election, 95 percent of African Americans voted for Democratic nomi-
nee Senator Barack Obama whereas 43 percent of Whites voted for the 
Republican nominee, Senator John McCain. Moreover, in a particularly 
bad year for Republicans, a slight plurality of Whites remains committed 
to the GOP. According to the 2008 American National Election Study 
(ANES), 45 percent of Whites identified with the Republican Party com-
pared to 44 percent who identified as Democrats. Among Blacks, only 
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5 percent identified as Republicans and about 85 percent identified as 
Democrats. This racial divide in political perspectives has not diminished 
over time and there is little reason to expect that it will decline in the 
foreseeable future, in spite of the election of the nation’s first president of 
African descent (Hutchings 2009).

By many accounts, both journalistic and scholarly, politicians have 
sought to exploit these racial divisions for political gain (Edsall and Edsall 
1991; Kinder and Sanders 1996; Reeves 1997). This has gone on through-
out much of American history (Mendelberg 2001), but what is perhaps 
most interesting is the extent to which this practice continues even after the 
collapse of Jim Crow racism in the 1960s. The post–Civil Rights Movement 
version of racial partisan appeals is often more subtle than the blunt efforts 
from the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Along with former 
Georgia governor George Wallace, and Republican Presidential nominee 
Barry Goldwater, one of the earliest pioneers of this new form of racial cam-
paigning was Richard Nixon. Nixon’s infamous “southern strategy” from his 
1968 and 1972 presidential bids involved appeals to southern Whites, not 
on the discredited basis of Jim Crow racism, but rather on the grounds of 
“law and order” and other racial code words. In short, this strategy relied on 
appeals to those concerned with preserving the racial status quo but without 
overt appeals to racism. In practice, candidates seeking to court these voters 
would highlight their opposition to “busing” or “welfare” or “crime” even as 
they proclaimed their support for the principle of racial equality.

As indicated in more detail below, these appeals appear to have been, 
at least in some cases, successful. But what is the cost of such a strategy? 
At present, the literature on overt and covert racial appeals has focused 
principally, indeed almost exclusively, on the extent and process by which 
such appeals mobilize support among Whites. However, we still know 
little about how partisan racial appeals affect Black Americans. The aim 
of this chapter is to explore this understudied topic in more detail. In 
particular, we examine whether African Americans are immune to such 
appeals (owing to their overwhelming support for the Democratic Party 
and their ostensibly chronic preoccupation with racial concerns) or if 
exposure to racial cues succeed in exacerbating the racial divide by driv-
ing Blacks and Whites further apart. 

Exploiting Racial Divisions in the Post–Civil 
Rights Era

Politicians have sought to exploit racial divisions since before the passage 
of the 15th amendment granting voting rights to African-American 
males (Klinkner and Smith 1999; Williams 2003). However, some have 
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argued that with the sweeping changes brought about by the Civil Rights 
Movement, such appeals are no longer effective in American politics 
(Thernstrom 1987; Thernstrom & Thernstrom 1997). The Thernstroms 
raise three criticisms regarding the effectiveness of racialized campaign 
strategies. First, they argue that such appeals, often characterized as 
implicit or covert, are simply too subtle for most Americans to recognize. 
That is, the use of so-called racial “code words,” such as “law and order” 
or “welfare queen,” do not strike most Americans as pertaining solely 
to African Americans and, thus, are not recognized as racial appeals. 
Second, critics argue that if the voters did recognize such appeals as 
racially motivated they would almost universally reject them. That is, 
since the successes of the Civil Rights Movement, virtually all Americans 
regard political efforts to appeal to racial sentiments as unacceptable. 
Finally, even if Whites appear to respond to racial messages, it is not 
because of the racial content of the message that they are persuaded, but 
rather because of the (nonracial) elements—such as the elements high-
lighting the value of individualism.

A growing literature suggests that conclusions regarding the demise of 
racialized campaign appeals may be premature (Gilens 1999; Hutchings 
et al. 2004; Mendelberg 1997, 2001; Reeves 1997; Valentino et al. 
2002). Essentially, these scholars argue that subtle appeals to race can in 
fact alter mass political decisions. The power of such appeals lies in their 
ability to activate racial thinking among voters even though the appeals 
are ostensibly not about race at all. Mendelberg (2001) lays out this 
theory in detail. She offers four axioms that undergird the phenomenon 
of “racial priming.” First, Mendelberg maintains that, at least in the 
post–Civil Rights era, most Whites are ambivalent on matters of race. On 
the one hand there is genuine commitment to the norm of racial equality. 
On the other hand, there is also genuine resentment about the demands 
made by Blacks as well as lingering anti-Black stereotypes. Second, 
Mendelberg notes that oftentimes voters cannot recognize the racial sub-
text of campaign appeals. In fact, she argues this is precisely why they are 
effective. As long as the appeal is sufficiently subtle, or ambiguous, then 
it can activate or prime the latent resentment many Whites hold against 
Blacks without appearing to violate Whites’ genuine commitment to the 
norm of racial equality.1 Third, these subtle racial appeals are effective 
because they make latent racial attitudes more accessible in memory. In 
effect, subtle appeals are effective because Whites are not even aware that 
they are bringing their racial attitudes to bear on their political decisions 
(the process is automatic or unconscious).2 Finally, and consistent with the 
argument of critics, Mendelberg argues that if voters do become aware of 
such appeals they will reject them because of the violation of the norm 
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of racial equality (and their sincere desire not to violate this norm). Thus, 
she argues that if voters recognize the racial appeal then it will cease to 
be effective.

Partisan Race Cues and the African-American 
Voter

Although the literature on racial priming and racial appeals has demon-
strated the power of elite racial cues in the context of election campaigns, 
this research suffers from a glaring omission: the failure to consider the 
impact of such appeals on the attitudes of Black Americans (Gilens 
1999; Hutchings et al. 2004; Mendelberg 1997, 2001; Valentino et al. 
2002; although see Hutchings, Valentino, Philpot, and White 2006). 
It is perhaps understandable that scholars have not addressed this issue. 
As indicated above, African Americans’ allegiance to the Democratic 
Party has scarcely fluctuated over the past forty years. Moreover, if racial 
considerations are chronically salient among African Americans—as 
many scholars have assumed—then partisan racial appeals should not 
have much of an effect on Black attitudes about the major party politi-
cal candidates (Dawson 1994; Lau 1989; Lublin 2004). In short, most 
seem to believe that near-monolithic Black support for the Democratic 
candidate is all but assured regardless of the campaign strategies adopted 
by the candidates. 

However plausible this perspective may be, there is a growing body of 
literature that suggests it is overstated. A number of recent works have 
shown that Black attitudes on various public policy debates are neither 
immutable nor invariably infused with racial considerations (Bobo and 
Johnson 2004; Harris-Lacewell 2004; Hutchings et al. 2006; Hurwitz 
and Peffley 2005; Tate 2003; White 2007). Either through question 
wording experiments embedded in sample surveys (Bobo and Johnson 
2004; Hurwitz and Peffley 2005; Tate 2003) or laboratory experiments 
(Harris-Lacewell 2004; Hutchings et al. 2006; White 2007) this research 
has shown that Blacks do respond to racialized political frames, implying 
that such considerations are not chronically salient. For example, Bobo 
and Johnson (2004) and Hurwitz and Peffley (2005) both find Black 
attitudes about the criminal justice system become more liberal after 
exposure to arguments highlighting the disproportionate penalties faced 
by African Americans. Similarly, Tate (2003) shows that Black support for 
majority-minority districts is heavily influenced by the racial content of 
the arguments supporting such districts. Finally, Harris-Lacewell (2004), 
White (2007), and Hutchings and his colleagues (2006) demonstrate in 
a series of laboratory experiments that Blacks’ ideological views, policy 
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preferences, and even their candidate evaluations can be significantly 
influenced by the nature of the racial cues they receive. 

With the exception of the work by Hutchings and his colleagues, none 
of the work cited above considers attitudes about political candidates.3 
Still, although candidate preferences may seem to be less pliable, it is 
possible that the reverse is true. That is, although debates concerning 
particular issues often remain on the nations’ agenda for many years, 
political candidates—and given term limits, especially presidential 
candidates—are often much more transitory. In 2000, for example, 
Vice-President Al Gore had been a national figure at least since 1988 
when he first ran for the Democratic nomination for president, but then-
Governor George W. Bush was a relative unknown on the national stage. 
It is not at all clear that Blacks viewed him as a “traditional” Republican 
and, indeed, his obscure political background allowed Bush to campaign 
credibly as an unconventional, or “compassionate,” conservative (see 
Philpot 2007). Consequently, we argue that implicit racial appeals should 
have influenced a range of candidate attitudes for White and Black voters 
in 2000. Specifically, Blacks’ preference for Gore relative to Bush should 
be smaller in the absence of implicit racial appeals and greater when they 
are present in campaign communications. Moreover, this should hold 
true both for overall candidate support as well as related attitudes, such 
as which candidate is most competent in particular issue areas and which 
candidate will best represent particular social groups.4

Data and Methods

Our interest in this chapter is to determine whether implicitly racialized 
campaign appeals influence political judgments. One of the most effec-
tive ways to examine campaign effects is through the use of experimental 
methods. The principal advantage of this strategy is that it allows the 
researcher to isolate and manipulate the factors that might produce 
changes in political preferences (Kinder and Palfrey 1993). Much of the 
previous work on racialized campaign appeals have relied upon labora-
tory experiments (Mendelberg 1997, 2001; Valentino et al. 2002). While 
this approach maximizes the strength of one’s causal inferences, labora-
tory experiments sacrifice external validity—the ability to extrapolate to 
a larger population. In contrast, cross-sectional sample surveys are ideal 
for estimating means and trends in a population, but they are less effec-
tive at determining precise causal impact. Ideally, both strategies would 
be combined so that one could both isolate causal factors and confidently 
extrapolate the findings to a larger population (see for example Gilens 
1999; and Reeves 1997). This is the strategy we adopt for this chapter. 
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The data for these analyses are drawn from an innovative survey 
experiment conducted in the spring and summer of 2000 in the tri-
county metropolitan area of Detroit.5 Respondents in these face-to-face 
interviews were selected at random. The chief goal of this study was to 
manipulate the salience of racial cues embedded in standard political 
advertisements and then expose our respondents to a video stimulus. The 
questionnaire and political advertisements for this Detroit Area Study 
(DAS) were stored on a laptop computer that interviewers carried into 
the respondents’ homes. Approximately 10 minutes into the interview, 
the laptop was turned over to the respondent to view the advertisements 
and to answer some questions about politics immediately following.6 
Out of 652 initial contacts, 314 interviews were completed, of which 
568 were eligible, for a response rate of 314/568 = 55.3 percent.7 The 
following analyses focus only on respondents who self-identify as either 
Black or White. After excluding all other respondents, the sample size 
drops slightly to 302.8

All subjects viewed three separate advertisements. Subjects in the con-
trol group viewed three common product commercials. Subjects in each 
of the three treatment groups viewed one of the product ads followed 
by a political ad of our own design and yet another product ad.9 The 
political ads we designed focus on the candidacy of George W. Bush. In 
each of the three different versions of the ad, the male narrator begins 
by invoking Bush’s “dedication to an America with strong values,” and 
then contrasts Bush with Democrats who would “spend your tax dollars 
on wasteful government programs.” The narrator continues, “George 
W. Bush will cut taxes, because you know best how to spend the money 
you earn.” The second half of the narrative focuses on health care, with 
the claim that Bush will reform an “unfair system that only provides 
health care for some, while others go without proper treatment because 
their employer can’t afford it.” 

The experimental manipulation in the Bush ads is carried entirely in 
the images that accompany the narration. In the “race-neutral” version 
of the ad, the only recognizable people in the ad are George W. Bush and 
his wife. For example, we inserted racially neutral visuals, such as the Statue 
of Liberty, the U.S. Treasury building, and empty residential streets, over 
this narrative. When health care is invoked, racially ambiguous images 
of the medical profession appear.10 Consequently, this ad contains no 
visual race cues while still advancing the “wasteful government spending” 
message. In the second and third versions of the ad, visual racial cues are 
inserted in place of the formerly group-neutral symbolism. For example, 
in what we refer to as the “Black + White” version of the ad, images of 
White Americans are added to the neutral version just as the narrator 
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says, “you know best how to spend the money you earn.” In addition, 
a White mother and child are inserted just as the narrator states, “others 
go without proper treatment, because their employer can’t afford it.” 
Bush is also shown interacting with a group of White supporters at the 
end of the ad. Additionally, this version of the ad includes a brief image 
of an African American counting money, followed by a Black mother 
and child in an office setting, just as the narrator says “Democrats want 
to spend your tax dollars on wasteful government programs.” When the 
narrator invokes the health care system that “only provides health care 
for some,” a Black mother and child are shown in a hospital setting. All 
other images in the ad are identical to those in the visually “neutral” version. 
In what we will refer to as the “White cues” condition, all African-American 
visual images in the “Black + White” version are removed, so that only 
White Americans appear in this ad. 

The three versions of the Bush political ad were meant to vary the 
type of racial implications one might draw from the message. The neutral 
version gives the audience no obvious indication about which group or 
groups in society benefit from higher taxes and increased spending on 
social welfare programs and, alternatively which group or groups bear the 
burden of such policies. The “White cues” version of the ad indirectly 
indicates to viewers that Whites are disproportionately responsible for 
generating tax revenue yet do not benefit in the form of social welfare 
expenditures. The “Black + White” campaign appeal implies not only 
that Whites bear this burden, but that the primary recipients of the 
governmental benefits are African Americans. As the racialized message 
is starkest in this version, we anticipate that the effects will also be largest 
in the “Black + White” version.11 Finally, it is worth repeating that all of 
these messages are conveyed without any verbal references to race or to 
what some have shown are “racially coded” issues such as crime or welfare 
(Gilens 1999; Gilliam and Iyengar 2000; Mendelberg 2001). We believe 
our emphasis on implicit cues mimics what actually occurs in contem-
porary political discourse. Moreover, by focusing on less racially charged 
issues we adopt a conservative test of our theory. 

Results

Our first test involves the impact of our political ads on levels of sup-
port for George W. Bush. We measure this in two ways: presidential vote 
choice and the feeling thermometer.12 The three experimental condi-
tions are represented by dummy variables along with interactions for 
each of these conditions with respondent race.13 If our expectations are 
confirmed, then the interactions should be negatively signed, indicating 
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that African Americans are less supportive of Bush after exposure to the 
Bush political ad. This should be especially true where the racial cues 
are most prominent, albeit implicit, as in the Black + White condition. 
The results for Whites, on the other hand, should be either mildly posi-
tive, suggesting greater support for Bush after exposure to the racialized 
ads, or essentially zero, owing to internal divisions among Whites. The 
second column in Table 10.1 presents these results for the vote choice. 
In general, our expectations are not confirmed. That is, the interactions 
between race and the experimental conditions are not negative nor are 
they statistically significant. In short, Blacks’ voting decisions are unaf-
fected by the racial cues embedded in our Bush ads. As those who argue 
for the chronic salience of race among African Americans might have 
expected, irrespective of which ad they are exposed to, Blacks are roughly 
16 percentage points less supportive of Bush than are comparable Whites. 
Whites’ candidate preferences are also unaffected by the ads, as all of the 
coefficients on the treatment conditions are negligible in size and fall well 
short of statistical significance.

The third column in Table 10.1 presents the results for the George 
W. Bush feeling thermometer. Here our results are more in keeping with 
expectations. The “Black + White” condition by race interaction is highly 
significant, both statistically and substantively. To appreciate the size of 
these effects, the analyses presented in Table 10.1 have been converted 
into bar graphs, as shown in Figure 10.1. The first square on the left-hand 
side of the figure represents the estimated feeling-thermometer scores for 
Bush among Whites and Blacks, respectively, holding all other variables 
in the equation at their mean or median. Here, we find that racial dif-
ferences are minor and, in any case, not statistically significant. Among 
those respondents who viewed the neutral version or the “Whites only” 
version of the Bush ad, as represented by the second and third pairs of 
bars, there is scarcely any change. However, when the racial cues are more 
prominent, as in the “Black + White” version of the ad, racial divisions 
become extremely pronounced. Specifically, in the ad where the implicit 
race cues are most striking, White support for Bush grows by 4 points 
whereas Black support declines by 22 points. The result is a racial gap of 
21 points on the 101-point feeling thermometer. Clearly, Blacks and to 
a lesser extent Whites, are responding to the visual racial cues embedded 
in the political appeal as the narrative content of the message does not 
vary across conditions.

The impact of partisan race cues may extend beyond candidate sup-
port. It is possible that these messages also convey to voters the priorities 
and characteristics of the candidate. Specifically, we examine whether 
the racial cues contained in our ads influence perceptions of how the 
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Table 10.1  Effects of implicit racial cues on presidential vote choice, Bush thermometer, 
candidate responsiveness to social groups, and effectiveness handling economy

Vote 
choice

Bush 
thermometer

Represent
Whites

Represent
Blacks

Represent
business

Handle
economy

Intercept .71***
(.03)

67.16***
(4.64)

.56***
(.05)

.41***
(.05)

.75***
(.05)

.72***
(.05)

Neutral 
condition

.03
(.04)

−.859
(4.99)

.08*
(.05)

.06
(.05)

.04
(.05)

−.02
(.06)

Whites only 
condition

.00
(.04)

−2.93
(4.77)

.13**
(.05)

.04
(.05)

.04
(.05)

.02
(.05)

White & Black 
condition

−.05
(.07)

4.08
(4.87)

.11*
(.05)

.09*
(.05)

.06
(.05)

.04
(.05)

Black −.16**
(.05)

5.37
(6.77)

.15**
(.07)

−.02
(.07)

−.04
(.07)

.06
(.08)

Neutral * Black −.01
(.07)

.27
(9.34)

−.17*
(.09)

−.07
(.10)

−.12
(.10)

−.06
(.10)

White condition * 
Black

.04
(.07)

−.54
(9.96)

−.11
(.10)

−.07
(.10)

−.06
(.11)

−.13
(.11)

White & Black 
condition * 
Black

.03
(.07)

−25.78**
(9.31)

−.30***
(.09)

−.05
(.10)

−.21*
(.10)

−.19*
(.10)

Party 
identification

−.19***
(.01)

−15.44***
(1.87)

−.03*
(.02)

−.08***
(.02)

−.06***
(.02)

−.19***
(.02)

Education −.03
(.02)

−1.97
(3.39)

.03
(.03)

−.14***
(.03)

−.08**
(.04)

−.06*
(.04)

Female -.01
(.02)

.87
(3.04)

−.03
(.03)

.07**
(.03)

−.11***
(.03)

−.04
(.03)

Race of 
interviewer

.05*
(.02)

−2.20
(3.00)

−.01
(.03)

−.03
(.03)

.01
(.03)

.03
(.03)

Adjusted R 
square

.53 .23 .05 .10 .19 .30

N 293 293 293 292 293 293

Notes: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 for one-tailed test, except constant.

presidential candidates will represent particular social groups, and how 
well they will manage the economy. We focus on three social groups in 
this chapter: Whites, Blacks, and business groups.14 The results of these 
analyses are presented in Table 10.1. We find that our ads—particularly 
the “Black + White” version—succeed in exacerbating racial divisions on 
each issue with the important exception of the responsiveness to Blacks 
variable. Even on the representing Blacks question, our White respon-
dents are more likely to view Bush more favorably, relative to Gore, 
after they have viewed the ad with both Black and White implicit cues. 
Among Blacks, however, the effects are essentially indistinguishable from 
zero. The inability of our ads to shape these views may be due to the lack 
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of variance in these perceptions. Across all conditions, only 15 percent of
Whites viewed Bush as more likely to represent Black interests, with 
56 percent reporting the Gore was most responsive to this group. Among 
Blacks, perceptions are even more skewed. Only 5 percent viewed Bush 
as more likely to represent the interests of their group. Fully 57 percent 
viewed Gore as the more responsive candidate, with 37 percent viewing 
him as “much better” than Bush. Racial differences are not as sharp for 
representing Whites, business, and handling the economy.

The results from Table 10.1 are most clearly illustrated by converting 
them into figures. The upper-right-hand quadrant of Figure 10.1 pres-
ents the results for candidate responsiveness to Whites.15 Here we find 
that, in the control condition, Blacks are significantly better inclined 
than Whites to view Bush as more likely to represent Whites’ interests, 
relative to Gore. This likely reflects the widespread view among African 
Americans that the contemporary Republican Party is primarily designed 
to reflect White interests, rather than (or, perhaps at the expense of ) 
Black interests (Dawson 1994; Gurin, Hatchett, and Jackson 1989). 
However, among those respondents who viewed the “neutral” version of 
the Bush ad, significant racial differences begin to emerge. In this condi-
tion, Blacks become somewhat less convinced that Bush is the more effec-
tive candidate on this dimension even as Whites become somewhat more 
convinced that the Texas governor would more effectively represent their 
interests. As a result, the racial gap present in the control condition all but 
disappears in the neutral condition. How is it that racial  perceptions are 
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Figure 10.1  Estimated Bush thermometer and candidate responsiveness, by race and 
experimental condition. 
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divergent here even though the ad contains no racial imagery? Although 
our data only allow us to speculate, it is possible that in some cases politi-
cal rhetoric alone is sufficient to activate racial considerations if the issues 
raised are associated with race in the minds of the voters (Edsall and 
Edsall 1991; Gillian and Iyengar 2000; Valentino et al. 2002).

When the Bush ad contains “White cues” only, the implicit racial mes-
sage for White respondents seems almost unmistakable. Relative to the 
control group, Whites’ perceptions of candidate responsiveness to their 
group move 13 percentage points in the direction of George W. Bush. 
Blacks are scarcely affected at all, suggesting that the message conveyed 
in this condition is very much in keeping with what they assumed to be 
the case in the absence of any Bush ad. Interestingly, the 15-point racial 
gap present in the control condition reemerges in the “Black + White” 
condition, only in this condition it is Whites who are more convinced 
that Bush is more responsive to their group, relative to Gore. This stark 
turnaround suggests that African Americans are reacting to the Black as 
well as the White cues in this ad. That is, in the “Black + White” condi-
tion, and to a lesser extent the “neutral condition,” Blacks appear to view 
Bush as promoting White interests at the expense of Blacks. Perhaps as a 
reaction to the implicit suggestion of racial conflict, Blacks give Bush 
lower scores across the board on representing groups in society. 

In the lower-left-hand corner of Figure 10.1, we shift from an 
examination of racial groups to perceptions of an economic group. Our 
expectation is that when candidates convey an implicit, and traditional, 
partisan message on race, they may also solidify stereotypes about their 
responsiveness to other groups. In particular, we focus on business groups 
in this figure. In the control condition, racial differences in perceptions 
of candidate responsiveness are negligible. More substantial, and famil-
iar differences begin to emerge in the next two conditions, but these 
effects fall short of statistical significance. Once again, we find that the 
“Black + White” treatment produces the largest racial gap in perceptions, 
with Whites adopting the most favorable view of Bush whereas African 
Americans move strongly, and significantly, in the direction of Al Gore.

Finally, in the lower-right-hand corner of Figure 10.1, we move 
away from attitudes about social groups and instead focus on per-
ceptions of which candidate will best handle the economy. As in the 
previous figure, racial differences in the “neutral” and “Whites only” 
treatments do not differ, statistically, from the control group. However, 
in the “Black + White” condition the racial groups become significantly 
polarized around perceptions concerning who would best handle the 
economy. Clearly Blacks, who shift 15 percentage points in the direction 
of Al Gore, relative to the control, infer from the implicit racial messages 
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in this ad that George W. Bush would not only mismanage race relations, 
but also the national economy. So again, Blacks and not Whites seem to 
be punishing Bush for promoting the idea that Black and White group 
interests are in conflict. In short, implicit racial cues have implications 
beyond racial perceptions.

Conclusion

First and foremost, this chapter has shown that implicit racial cues 
embedded in standard political messages can affect both Black and White 
Americans. We found strong support for this proposition in the area of 
candidate support and with regard to perceptions of candidate respon-
siveness and policy traits. Assumptions that African Americans’ politi-
cal views are chronically influenced by racial considerations, and thus 
immune from the effects of racial framing, were shown to be inaccurate. 
In many cases, Blacks’ political judgments were not racially distinctive 
unless they were presented with the subtle racial messages contained in 
our ads. When such cues were present, the racial divide in political per-
ceptions increased substantially, at times rivaling the effects of partisan 
identification.

Although our results demonstrate convincingly that implicit racial 
appeals can influence African Americans, those who have argued that 
racial considerations are constantly salient among this group are not 
wholly wrong. Our analyses suggest that, in the case of the presidential 
vote choice and perceptions about candidate responsiveness to Black 
interests, implicit racial cues are not terribly persuasive. That is, the lion’s 
share of African Americans are already so predisposed to support the 
Democratic candidate, and are virtually monolithic in their belief that 
Republican candidates do not have their best interests at heart, that no 
political advertisement is likely to influence these views. The research 
presented in this chapter indicates that Blacks are not nearly so unani-
mous in terms of judgments about group leadership and more general 
measures of candidate approval. Here, they are susceptible to the persua-
sive power of implicit racial cues. 

In many ways, this research only scratches the surface on the issue of 
the ways in which African Americans are influenced by the racial content 
in various political frames. Our work shows that such cues can be effec-
tive, but there remain a number of unanswered questions in this nascent 
literature. For example, although we demonstrate significant persuasion 
effects in this chapter, it remains to be seen whether the racial attitudes of 
Blacks can be primed by particular racial appeals (implicit or explicit). If 
racial appeals can prime the racial attitudes of African Americans, then are 
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their in-group or out-group attitudes most likely to be activated (see for 
example White 2007 reprinted in this volume)? Further, are some Blacks 
more likely to be susceptible to these media effects and, if so, which ones? 
All of these questions need to be addressed in future research on the role 
of racial messages in campaign appeals. In the end, we believe that to fully 
understand the role of race in contemporary American politics, researchers 
need to consider not only the views of Whites, but also those of Blacks as 
well as an increasingly multiracial and multiethnic citizenry.



C h a p t e r  1 1

African-American 
Activists’ Perceptions 
of Racism and 
Empowerment
Kenneth Foster, Sr.

“Racism is an integral, permanent, and indestructible component of 
this society.”

Derrick Bell, Faces at the Bottom of the Well

Racism is a persistent reality that plagues all Americans. The fact 
that it has morphed into a more covert and insidious phenomenon has 
caused many to deny its persistence. African Americans are least likely 
to be able to engage in such denial. In fact, many take on roles of activ-
ists for human and civil rights as a response to racist discrimination. 
The primary goal of this study was to examine the relationship between 
African-American activists’ experiences with racism and their personal 
sense of empowerment. 

The author hypothesized that an individual’s perception of racism can 
foster a need for and sense of that individual’s attitudinal and behavioral 
empowerment. This hypothesis asserts that such individuals perceive rac-
ism as a pervasive threat to their psychological and physical well-being 
and that their empowering attitudes and behaviors are at least in part a 
response to this threat. This behavior can, therefore, be also viewed as a 
coping strategy. 

Research has demonstrated that racism—a stressor experienced by 
African Americans—is on the one hand negatively correlated with health 
behaviors and symptoms, and certain belief systems. On the other hand, 
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there exists empirical data demonstrating a positive relationship between 
prior experience with racism/racial prejudice and, among other out-
comes, Africentric awareness. This research project describes some of the 
conditions under which certain African Americans, as a reaction to rac-
ism, become empowered to engage in individual and/or collective action 
that benefits themselves and others.

Racism is the belief that race is a primary determinant of human worth 
or potential. Racist behavior can range from making verbal slurs, such 
as “nigger,” or denying people their basic freedoms, including access to 
and use of public resources, to inflicting physical harm, including death. 
African Americans have been the primary targets of racist discrimina-
tion, at least in the United States, since slavery. Historically, torture and 
lynching were common, sanctioned behaviors. The resulting psychologi-
cal effects continue to take a measurable, albeit debated, psychological 
toll. Although overt physical practices of racism have abated appreciably, 
blatant incidents continue to occur. For example, on June 7, 1998, in 
Jasper, Texas, James Byrd, an African American, was offered and accepted 
a ride by three White men1. He was then beaten, chained to the back 
of the truck and dragged several miles. Mr. Byrd’s torso, head and one 
arm were eventually recovered a mile apart along a road littered with his 
blood, tissue and bone. Three months later, a volunteer fire department, 
in a predominantly White New York neighborhood, sponsored a Labor 
Day parade that included a parody of the Jasper incident.

Outcomes and/or Effects of Racism

It is utterly exhausting being Black in America: physically, mentally, and 
emotionally . . . There is no respite or escape from your badge of color.

Marian Wright Edelman

The broader psychological question relating to the current study is: 
what impact does racism, whether subtle or overt, actually have on an 
individual’s subjective well-being? African Americans cannot escape the 
stressful effects of issues related to race. Whether highly assimilated 
or immersed in the double consciousness of being both African and 
American, Blacks feel the sting of up-front racism as well as the subtle, 
more common “microaggressions” either directly or indirectly on a regu-
lar basis (Du Bois 1903; Early 1994; Feagin and Sikes 1994; Foster 2004; 
Harris 2009). When asked if his diagnosis of AIDS posed the greatest life 
challenge to him, the late Arthur Ashe responded that there was a more 
formidable challenge: “Being black is. No question about it. Even now, it 
continues to feel like an extra weight tied around me” (Shuster 1993).
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Not only is there overwhelming evidence of the negative and often 
debilitating effects of racism on the mental and physical health of African 
Americans but the very systems that are supposed to provide ways to 
ameliorate these effects in some instances exacerbate the problem. These 
systemic inequalities contribute to a pervasiveness of distrust for such 
institutions by Blacks (Jones 1993; Nickerson, Helms, and Terrell 1994; 
Rubens 1996; Stevenson 1994; Terrell, Terrell, and Miller 1993; Whaley 
2004). While there is a continually growing corpus of literature illuminat-
ing the deleterious effects of racist discrimination on African Americans 
(e.g., Carter 2007; Clark and Clark 1947; Foster 2004; Franklin 1991; 
Landrine and Klonoff 1996b; Priest 1991; Steele 1997; Utsey 1998; 
Ward 1996), there is comparatively little evidence of outcomes that are 
psychologically empowering. 

Racism, like empowerment, manifests in various forms, depending 
on people, settings, goals, etc. At least one researcher (Jones 1997) posits 
that the complexity of racism is justification for viewing the phenomena 
in terms of racisms—a set of various, often overlapping constructs. He 
defines racism thus: 

Racism builds on the negative-attitude view of prejudice but includes three 
other important criteria: First, the basis of group characteristics was assumed 
to rest on biology—race was a biological concept. Second, racism has, as a 
necessary premise, the superiority of one’s own race. Third, racism ratio-
nalizes institutional and cultural practices that formalize the hierarchical 
domination of one racial group over another. Therefore, although racism 
shares certain aspects of prejudice, it takes on a decidedly broader and more 
complex meaning (11).

So it is that racism can be and is studied and discussed in its myriad 
forms, including institutional racism (Branch 2008; Jones 1997; Parham 
1993), scientific racism (Herrnstein and Murray 1994; Landrine 
and Klonoff 1996b; Rubens 1996; Stevenson 1994), and gendered or 
sexuality-based racism (Ali 2007; Leavitt 1998; Mays and Cochran 
1993; Stevenson 1994; West 1993). 

Many people today believe or at least advocate the notion that racism 
has become a relatively innocuous, individual-based issue and not the 
persistent, pervasive phenomenon that it once was. In addition, there are 
many African Americans, mostly middle class and neoconservative, who 
likewise perceive racism as being all but eradicated in the United States 
(Corcoran and Thompson 2004; Robinson 1995; Steele 1990). For exam-
ple, Robinson (1995) believes that racism is no longer an impediment 
to racial progress but that there now exists a counterproductive attitude 
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among discontented Black and White liberals, whiners and  naysayers to 
an ostensibly emerging fair, cooperative society. Relatedly, some scrutinize 
racist and/or perceived racist events, offering routinely alternative expla-
nations (e.g., Harris 2009; Schacht 2008), suggesting the onus perpetu-
ally is on the target or perceiver to “prove” the event to be racist. 

Some broad observations have been made about psychological responses 
to racism. For instance, Feagin and Sikes (1994) reported that:

Racial stress can stimulate important coping mechanisms. Individual 
reactions . . . may range from constructive adaptation to a breakdown of 
normal functioning. Significantly, many victims of discrimination have 
marshaled resources that were not previously obvious or strengths of 
which they were not aware (275).

Much of the “constructive adaptation” in which Blacks engage is defen-
sive in nature and strategies are geared toward survival rather than 
affirmative empowerment or activism. For instance, coping mechanisms 
include careful assessment, often resulting in less than direct confronta-
tion. Even direct confrontation, however, does not in and of itself con-
stitute an enduring activist posture. In turn, this study sought to address 
the following question: given the obvious psychological, emotional, and 
somatic toll of racism, under what conditions and to what extent might a 
positive outcome, such as empowerment or activism, result from a nega-
tive stressor, such as experiencing racial discrimination?

There are, of course, variations among African Americans in the ways 
in which they cope with racist events. As pointed out by Landrine and 
Klonoff (1996a), coping style and skills probably moderate the negative 
impact of such racist events. This probably occurs in much the same 
way that they moderate the impact of generic life events and hassles 
(Billings and Moos 1981). Similarly, social support (e.g. Cohen and 
Wills 1985) and personality traits such as hardiness (Kobasa 1979) are 
likely to moderate the negative impact of racist discrimination. For some, 
the response to racism may be a sense of powerlessness; for others, the 
response is an attendant empowering behavior. In fact, activism is often 
viewed as the only viable response to oppression. Researchers have begun 
to study the factors that mediate the relationship between racism and 
well-being. Looking at African-American coping responses, according 
to Moritsugu (personal communication, 1998), four notable themes 
emerge: Compassion, Perspective, Consideration of the end goals, and 
Flexibility.2 Gail Wyatt (personal communication, 1997) agreed with 
the importance of being flexible. Racism, she explained, demands a mul-
titude of responses that, as much as anything, depend on how you are 
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feeling that day: “You have to know how to cope, what kind of strategies 
you need on a daily basis. . . . If you think racism is going to punch you, 
then you have to know how to let some things alone so you can come 
back and punch it the next day.”

For many African Americans, the response to racism may be a sense 
of powerlessness, learned hopelessness (Seligman 1975), despair, and/or 
negative health behaviors and symptoms (Landrine and Klonoff 1996a). 
For some, their response includes participation in social groups or orga-
nizations that can help foster a sense of empowerment. The empirical 
question, however, remains: for whom and under what conditions does 
the latter occur? For the purposes of the current study, empowerment 
refers to “a process by which individuals of lesser power gain control 
over their lives and influence the organizational and societal structures in 
which they live” (Segal, Silverman, and Temkin 1995, 215–227). To this 
definition, however, it should be added that the goal is greater control 
over one’s life and positive influence on their environment. 

One researcher (Rappaport 1987) suggests that empowerment is the 
process toward which the primary energies of community psycholo-
gists, social workers, and others should be directed and through which 
most of the goals for social and individual change will be most appro-
priately accomplished. For instance, among many providers to mentally 
disabled clients, empowerment has become a program principle (Cohen 
1989) and this principle underlies group self-help designs, mechanisms, 
and consequences. Rappaport (1981) asserts further, as do others 
(Zimmerman 1990) that empowerment should not be treated simply 
as “some personality variable” that would neglect the construct’s social 
relationship.

One of the glaring gaps in the psychological literature—albeit less 
glaring within Black or Africentric psychology—is the paucity of research 
comparing and contrasting differences in worldview and cosmology 
based on culture, race, and/or ethnicity. Ogletree (1976) points out that 
Blacks in the United States may in fact be much more like non-Western 
groups in their worldview and orientation to correlates to empowerment, 
such as locus of control (Hsieh, Shybut, and Lotsof 1969). This sug-
gests alternative explanations for cultural aspects that are not sufficiently 
appreciated by Eurocentric social scientists. For example, an Africentric 
orientation, not unlike that of Native American and other indigenous 
peoples, posits a general philosophical assumption that humans do not, 
should not, and cannot control the forces of nature and that the collec-
tive, not the individual, holds social primacy (Azibo 1997; Brook and 
Pahl 2005; Cross 1991; Harris 1992; Morris 2000; Myrdal 1944; Nobles 
1989; Thompson and Spacapan 1991). 
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Undergirding empowerment is the construct of power. Power is also 
central to the concept of racism in that racism can be seen as a function 
of power. Empowerment is a process of developing power to “obtain 
resources on multiple levels to enable [people] to gain greater control 
over their environment” (Hasenfeld 1987, 478–479).

African-American women and men have a well-documented history 
of activism. History provides evidence that the formation of self-help, 
educational, economic, and political groups predates the arrival of the 
Mayflower (Aptheker 1983; Robinson 1995; Young 2007). Even during 
slavery, individuals and groups empowered themselves to resist those who 
would deny their dignity and humanity. Aptheker (1983), for example, 
documented some 281 slave revolts, and this did not take into account the 
resistance posed by human captives that occurred during the Mid-Atlantic 
Passage.3 Activism was and continues to be a behavior often viewed by the 
activist as not only possible but as a necessary response to social constraints. 
As pointed out by Weis, Fine, Shepard, and Foster (1998):

In the face of American society telling African Americans that they could not 
do certain things, not actualize the American Dream, an oppositional culture 
developed wherein Blacks were told within the community that they could do 
a great many things, irrespective of dominant ideology about Blacks (67).

The stories that parents share and the warnings that they impart about 
the pitfalls of growing up Black in a White-dominated society are crucial 
to individual development. This process, however, does not necessarily 
include the process of modeling advocacy geared toward challenging, 
limiting, or removing those pitfalls. 

Data and Methods

At this juncture, it seems important to do two things: 1) restate the main 
research questions/hypotheses; and 2) contextualize the study findings 
with some of the data. This qualitative research project collected data on 
and describes conditions—including racist discrimination—under which 
African Americans choose to engage in activist behavior. It was hypoth-
esized that such individuals perceive racism as a pervasive threat to their 
psychological and physical well-being and that their activist attitudes and 
behaviors are, at least in part, a response to this threat. 

A sample of 204 African-American activists (8 females, 12 males) were 
recruited from various locations in New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
Washington, D.C., and South Carolina. Each of these individuals was 
involved in one or more specific forms of social activism. In each case, the 
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decision to engage in activist behavior was made prior to being involved 
in their current professional activities, much of which involves what 
might easily be referred to as activism. 

A semistructured interview was used to collect data on individuals’ per-
ceptions of and experiences with racism and empowerment and their beliefs 
about how these factors impact their lives, either negatively or positively. 
Interviews were audio-taped and were an average of 45 minutes in length. 

About 75 per cent of the participants are middle class, with only one 
individual having an annual household income of less than $35,000. All 
but one were born and reared in the Southeastern United States or the 
Midwest. One participant was born and reared in Jamaica, West Indies.5 
Half of them are married, four are single, five divorced or separated, and 
one was a widow. Among those who are parents, they have an average 
of two children.6 All have attended college; seven have obtained a bach-
elor’s degree, and eight hold advanced degrees. Their average age at the 
time of the interviews was 48. The professions represented within this 
sample included: administrator, copy editor, clergy, radio broadcaster, 
community police officer, credit relations analyst, realtor, and a technical 
operations specialist. There was also a concentration of individuals situ-
ated within the field of education, including three directors of academic 
programs, a history professor, a director of an urban education research 
project, and a volunteer for an education legal defense group. 

Results

Defining Racism

Respondents defined racism in basically one, two, or a combination of 
three ways: 1) discrimination based on race; 2) the unequal distribution 
of social, economic, and political power in society; 3) a manifestation of 
ignorance characterized by strong dislike or hate. It should be noted that 
some participants offered multiple perspectives on the definition of rac-
ism. As a result, the number of individual perspectives was greater than 
the total number of participants. Possibly the most straightforward way 
to define racism was discrimination based on race. Half of the partici-
pants did just that. For example, Darryl,7 a former schoolteacher who 
now is an outspoken broadcast journalist for a noncommercial, progres-
sive radio station, offered this:

I would think that it’s the systematic denial of people’s basic rights, based on 
the color of this skin. And I say systematic because if someone just doesn’t 
like me, that just might be their preference. They don’t have to like me. But 
if they’re in a position to deny me my rights, then that’s the difference.
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Yvette, an operations specialist for a multinational corporation in Aiken, 
South Carolina, helped to spearhead a labor struggle that resulted in a 
class action suit brought by African-American employees at her plant. She 
defined racism as: “The dislike or hatred of another human being within 
a different race.” Ophelia, who is an executive director in  northern New 
Jersey, was equally succinct: “When people are denied access . . . for no 
other reason but race.” Lucien, a history professor, offered a multidimen-
sional definition:

I would look at it as a relationship with at least three different dimen-
sions. Those being individual racism, institutional or systemic racism, 
and internal racism. And what captures the essence of racism is the 
inequity that exists between the races and was perpetuated against 
individuals.

When asked whether Blacks can be perpetrators of racism, Belinda, who 
holds a Ph.D., found herself dissecting the construct as she spoke:

I don’t think . . . I know, at this point there are times when White folks 
want to act like there are racists among African Americans, we can’t be 
racists. We can be prejudiced. We can dislike people, but . . . you know . . . 
the majority population controls everything . . . how any of us think, act, 
or react. 

On the other hand, Katherine, a copy editor at a major national maga-
zine and part-time radio journalist offered this:

You know, it’s funny. No one has ever asked me that before and I don’t 
know if I’ve ever really thought about . . . what it actually is. Everybody 
says because we don’t have any power we can’t be racist. But, I think, in 
some ways we can. I think racism is the active dislike and when I say 
active, even if I’m not in a position of power there may be things that 
I can do to exclude them from my life. So I think . . . to define it you have 
to include the word exclusionary. 

One fourth of the participants in this study offered ignorance as integral 
to their definition of racism. Nissa, a researcher at a teacher’s college, who 
happens to be in an interracial marriage, sees racism as follows: 

When people put you down or have low expectations for you, call you 
names, make you invisible. And when you feel it you know it is racism 
(laugh). When somebody does it, they most likely don’t know what they 
just did but you feel it, you know it was just racism. You experience it on 
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an institutional level when people are oblivious to policy that they enact 
that doesn’t recognize how racism is pervasive. When teachers in this 
institution say, “Well, we posted the job but no Black applicants applied,” 
I would say it’s racist to not go out and look for people just like they go 
out and look for [White] people in a White preschool.” 

Ted is a 55-year-old executive director of a program that introduces 
young minorities to higher education. As a young undergraduate, he 
helped to organize migrant farm workers in a rural New York town. He 
recalls being confronted by police who wanted to know the names of his 
clients. Adamantly refusing to comply, he was taken to jail. Although 
released after a relatively short period of time, he was acutely aware of 
the potential danger he faced that night, on a dark rural road. He also 
defined racism as multifaceted:

I think there’s several levels . . . I see it as . . . really ignorance and 
intolerance taken to the next level. See, I think that people [exhibit] 
racial ignorance because they haven’t been exposed [to people of color] . . . 
don’t care to be exposed. Then I think there’s racial intolerance as a 
derivative of that. That you don’t, you don’t set yourself up to tolerate 
diversity or tolerate people of different races and different roles, or 
doing different things. But I think racism is also a conscious, asserted 
effort. . . . Then you take the ignorance, you take the intolerance and 
put it together and make an assertive effort to harm someone, either 
psychologically, physically, emotionally, career-wise, based totally on 
their race. 

Nate, an outspoken clergy, is chaplain at an AIDS hospice in Newark, 
New Jersey. He gave his definition of racism by way of describing a tragic 
situation that he was aware of. Such situations speak loudly to the extent 
of the emotions that sometimes come into play when race is a salient 
factor:

Well, let’s look at the family that just tries to move into a new neighbor-
hood . . . I knew a couple that went down to Atlanta. . . . And as they was 
driving around, they asked the question, where are the Black folk. . . . They 
[Whites] shot his family. 

Experiences with and Effects of Racism

It goes without saying that there are individual differences across persons. 
There also are, however, undeniable common threads. Nine participants 
reported racist experiences that occurred in the South, irrespective of 
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whether they were living there at the time. Sixteen reported having 
 experienced racism for the first time when they were children, on average 
10 to 12 years old. Earl, a community police officer, recalls growing up 
in Asbury Park, New Jersey:

There were things I felt, that I couldn’t put a handle on. Like when my 
mother took me crosstown to go shopping. The stares, the humbleness 
that my mother had to assert to certain people. Automatically, I felt it was 
their [White folks] world. . . . And watching my mother, and all that, I was 
wondering why she had to be so humble to these people. But the way they 
looked, the way they treated her when she was shopping. . . . I knew there 
was a difference. And I actually felt inferior.

The impact of such experiences is often dependent upon the age at which 
it occurred. In other words, some of these men and women were exposed 
to racism but were at the time too young to understand what had trans-
pired. For example, Ted recalls:

I remember this little White girl named Stella who was a friend in the 
second grade. . . . And I remember at some point I had to stop playing with 
Stella. But I never quite understood why. Later on in some conversation 
my mother brought it up, you know, that the family members on Stella’s 
side wanted the playing to stop. 

On the other hand, some were quite consciously and adversely affected, 
even at an early age. Some said that even though their seminal experience 
may not have been the point at which they decided to take a stand, it was 
nonetheless a defining moment. Carl, a history professor whose latest of 
three books offers an analysis of race and racism from a global perspec-
tive, said that the trauma of his earliest recollection of racism resulted in 
an aversion to traveling south again:

I was about four or five and I went on a visit to my grandparents, down 
in Alabama. We were forced to go in the back door of a little convenience 
store . . . people would drive by and call us nigger, and those were rather 
shocking [events] to me, being marked by our race. So I was traumatized. 
And I didn’t go back to the south for another 18 years. 

Racism as Motivation for Activism

The study hypothesized, that for African-American activists, racism 
is a stimulus to which their response includes an enduring empow-
ering posture manifest in their conscious activist behavior. In fact, 
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when asked if racism was a motivator for their positive strides in life 
in general and their activist work in particular, nearly all answered in 
the affirmative. Only one participant replied specifically that racism 
was not a motivating force. Some were more deliberating in their 
answers; others were quick to respond emphatically that their work is, 
in varying degrees, a direct response to racial injustice experienced by 
themselves and others. 

Ellen, the founding director of an Africentric, community-based 
organization, shared that her aunt told her that the way to deal with 
obstacles like racism was to outline a strategy of recognition, response, 
and goals. Her aunt’s words, she said, were that you must, “meet, greet 
and defeat it.” In fact, Ellen continues to meet, greet, and defeat the 
obstacles posed by racialized inequality. Her activist career dates back 
over three decades and includes serving as an interim secretary for 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Earl links his decision to become an activist to his experiences in the 
Air Force:

It [racism] was a motivator for me. A great motivator . . . I did a lot of 
reading . . . it helped me to understand much better the racism that I felt 
in the service, and the housing discrimination. I attempted to get an apart-
ment, after I finished serving this country . . . I was refused the apartment, 
knowing full well there were vacancies there. So I, I knew.

During his tenure as the only community officer in a predominantly 
Black community, Earl has been instrumental in diminishing racially 
skewed hiring practices on the police force for which he works. 

At the time of her interview, Yvette was embroiled in negotiating on 
behalf of her fellow workers, declining offers that would perhaps have 
benefited her individually. When asked if racism was a source of motiva-
tion in this and other activist behavior in which she has been involved, 
she responded:

Sure. It has motivated me to take a stand for what I believe in because 
my children are not going to have equal opportunities if I don’t. I am not 
afraid to speak up but I do it in a polite manner. I want my children to 
see me as a role model who is aware of her race and sometimes how I have 
to take a stand for what is right.

On the other hand, Rosalynn, an academic program director, seemed 
uncertain as to whether her work with young people was a direct response 
to racist discrimination.
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I don’t know if it’s . . . motivated me. I don’t know if I’d give it that 
much control in my life. I think what I do is not so much to show 
White people what we’re capable of doing, but more on the positive 
side to show our young Black kids what we’re capable of doing. So, I’m 
not going to go to the negative and let that beat me up. It’s more or less 
our young people need some role models. I don’t consider myself a role 
model, but they need to know that . . . Black people can get their Ph.D. 
My people can go to school. Because a lot of our kids now are giving 
up the notion of working hard. . . . They don’t see it; they don’t want to 
hear it. And a lot of it [is] because even in the school district in this city, 
which is mostly Black and Hispanic, most of the teachers are White. So 
nothing has changed.

In spite of an outlook that seems at once pessimistic and optimistic, her 
interview exemplifies that there is for some activists a reinterpretation, a 
personal renegotiation, if you will, of the typical paradigm of racism and 
oppression. So it is that individuals like Rosalynn have chosen to regard 
racism as clear and present but not an inherent danger. This may in fact 
be yet another common trajectory or approach to activism. On the other 
hand, Melinda, also a program director, felt no uncertainty about her 
work being a response to racism:

Oh yes, in terms of my choices of a profession and what I do, and where 
I live, yeah. I mean, my initial thought was to be a civil rights attorney 
or a defense attorney. And, in the process of doing that, I ended up need-
ing a job. I was working in Financial Aid, and learning that I could assist 
African Americans. I’ve been in this job ten years, you know . . . I mean, 
we were talking about African-American and Latino folks who think 
they can’t go to college, and come out of here, you know, with Associates 
Degrees, and know that they can be successful, [including] in four-year 
colleges. 

Among the few who did not believe that racism, per se, helped to foster 
any positive outcomes in their lives, such as their activism, there is a need 
for further analysis. For example, Ted responded that racism had been, 
among other things, a debilitating force, particularly during his high 
school years: 

No . . . it has not been a motivator. I think it has been an unreal weight, 
you know, because. . . the thing that became Blackest the quickest in 
Washington [D.C.], you see, was the public school systems. Because 
everybody . . . [had started] . . . moving the kids elsewhere. . . . But the other 
thing was, there was a lot of lack of resources. And . . . because of that there 
were some things that would have sent me in a different direction. 
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When probed a little further about his high school years, however, Ted 
revealed the following:

When I graduated from high school I decided I wanted to work with civil 
rights issues. I wrote to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. And 
I went down and worked with Hosea Williams for that summer. . . . And, so 
I had sort of developed this kind of working knowledge of what the power 
was . . . and then when I looked at the decisions being made I could see how 
they impact us. I sort of knew. You saw Black faces all around you--super-
intendents and all that kind of stuff. But you sort of knew that you weren’t 
getting stuff that Merlin, Virginia, suburban kids were getting.

Defining Empowerment

When this group of activists grappled with defining the politically and 
emotionally charged concept of empowerment, they offered a variety of 
responses. While this was true for responses to questions asked before 
and after this one, the distinction lay in the fact that some of these 
men and women opted to put a different label on the term itself. This 
was consistent with the literature as well as a substantial amount of 
 anecdotal data indicating African Americans prefer more descriptive 
terms, such as resistance. 

Activism is a behavior often viewed by the activist as not only possible 
but a necessary response to social constraints. Angela Davis, speaking 
at the first national convention of the Black Radical Congress, said of 
her own experience that, “There wasn’t this epiphany, there wasn’t this 
moment” but that her behavior changed in a natural, progressive way. 
While many of the participants view their activist work as crucial, few 
if any openly refer to or see themselves as activists, per se. In fact, most 
would more readily view what they do on a daily basis as coping, as a 
means to an end or maintenance of their sense of well-being. So it is that 
there appears to be a circuitous connection between the constructs of 
coping, resistance, and empowerment. 

Ellen, the founding director of a community-based organization, 
believes that organizations like the NAACP have made major shifts in 
their focus and purpose. In speaking of activists of the 1960s and 1970s, 
she describes the shifts:

They’re no longer on the battlefield for civil rights or racism fighters. 
Basically they’re now part of the status quo. Hopefully they’re going 
through a process of regeneration. And maybe what they’re doing is 
important to get back in touch with what real needs are and what real 
people are but the caliber of leadership has really dropped. 
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She is, nonetheless, a card-carrying member of the NAACP. It is this 
apparent dichotomy that sheds light on the complex nature of many 
Black folks’ struggles to remain connected and help maintain some 
semblance of a base or structure within which they can work to foster 
social change. 

Conclusion

When the rallying cry, “Black is beautiful!” first reverberated on per-
colating college campuses and streets of urban America, it was seen by 
many as “the collective affirmation of Black identity (Speight, Vera, and 
Derrickson 1996, 37–52). More than an errant blip on the sociohistori-
cal radar screen, this era represented a major shift in how Black people 
viewed themselves. In spite of the heightened emotional tenor of this 
unique period, the assumption of a collective affirmation should not be 
misconstrued as an affirmation of a unitary Black identity. 

Racism in the United States persists as a problem that affects all 
Americans. Indeed Jones (1997) reminds us: 

Racism is a waste of human capital. . . . So, taking racism as a composite 
label for all forms of disadvantage, discrimination, and bias, it is a problem 
for its victims, and it is a problem for the entire society. . . . In short, the 
problem of racism was real (3).

It certainly is real to those who are denied a mortgage or a promotion or 
to those who have become accustomed to being followed in a store or the 
many whose relationship with the police is defined by being constantly 
under suspicion yet unable to get a timely response when they dial 911 
for help. 

There are a large number of people today, Whites and Blacks, who 
believe that racism is now a minor social aberration, a phenomenon 
reduced to little more than the sentiment or behavior of a few relegated 
to the fringes of our broader society. West (1993) asserts that, “This 
myopia stems from a sometimes unconscious belief that there are no 
psychic scars, that there was no history” (85). These beliefs render rac-
ism even more pernicious and problematic and exacerbate the search for 
an understanding of, or the ability to predict, the myriad psychological 
manifestations and ramifications. 

This study illuminates the fact that for some African Americans, 
racism was a motivating force, a catalyst in the process of deciding to 
become a social activist. The ways in which this was done—that is, 
the manifestation and mobilization of Black Power in the 1960s and 
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1970s—clearly differs from the majority of activist movements today. 
A major difference lies in the venue: the former period was  characterized 
by street-corner activism, knocking from door to door, usually in Black, 
working-class, or poor neighborhoods, that sought to challenge the 
dominant culture. In contrast, much of today’s activism is carried out 
within the confines of the dominant culture, that is, schools and other 
federally and municipally funded and controlled settings. There is none-
theless a current,  undeniable trend that portends a growing  resurgence of 
activist groups. These groups have been forming in efforts to access and 
assert the various forms of power that continue to be denied to African 
Americans (Clark, 1995; Saegert 1989). While these coalitions are in 
varying states of development, the common factor is that as people begin 
to participate, many find that they are not as powerless as originally per-
ceived. Racism clearly plays a significant role in how empowered some 
African Americans become. 

Most of the participants in this study are clearly middle-class African 
Americans, people who arguably do not personally share in all of the 
agonies of the underclass. This was significant in that most African 
Americans who believe that racism has abated appear to be members of 
the ostensibly privileged middle class. In addition, it might appear logical 
that those who Ellis Cose (1993) calls the privileged class would have less 
of a vested interest in the welfare of those who have not achieved similar 
levels of success.

Of all of America’s hot-button issues, racism is certainly one of 
the most challenging. This is perhaps because it calls into question the 
very way in which each of us experiences the world, in general, and our 
society, in particular. This study did not question whether people expe-
rience racism but how they experience it, and, equally important, why 
some people are able to thrive in the face of such adversity. And maybe 
the more important question is, or should be: why is more research not 
being done? As such, a primary goal of this study was to begin to lift 
up and unpack implicit and explicit hypotheses and theoretical insights 
about race and empowering behavior.

The role of psychology in the genesis and reification of scientific and 
other racisms is in fact integral to the persistence of institutional racism. 
In spite of the growing number of psychologists, many of them African 
Americans, who have chosen to challenge the historical hegemony, the 
discipline has historically been complicit in the formulation and expan-
sion of deficit theory that has placed Blacks at the bottom of the human 
social totem pole. 

Among the limitations to this study was the fact that it relies on 
self-report as the only source of data. As such, much of the data 



186 K e n n e t h  F o s t e r ,  S r .

 collected was reactive and responses were subject to biases including 
social  desirability and other interval validity threats. Nonetheless, the 
 qualitative  methodology afforded the interviewer an opportunity not 
possible in quantitative inquiry to engage, probe, gain clarification, and 
the like. Standardized instruments with fixed responses are insufficient 
for collecting such an array of complex data that will inform this study. 

Tatum (1992) discusses the need to use the university—including 
courses utilizing confrontational discourse—to address racism and break 
the oppressive cycle of considering discourse on racism to be taboo. 
This socially constructed taboo was a significant contributing factor to 
many people’s (mostly White) belief that racism has been relegated to an 
isolated, individual phenomenon. In addition, social analysis, in general, 
and psychological research, in particular, continues to place the focus of 
racism discourse on the discriminated, with little attention placed on the 
discriminators (Hardiman 1982; Parham 1993). 

Finally, several of the participants in the current research were work-
ing, as professionals and activists, within the arena of education. That 
there was this preponderance of such individuals in the study (i.e., this 
was a convenience sample) should not be misconstrued as implying 
any generalizable representation of the overall population of activists. 
Nonetheless, it was significant that these individuals chose academia as 
the venue within which they would choose to fight for social justice. 

The charge of social science is to explore and move in new direc-
tions for future research. These things we must do in order to further 
our insight on how people traverse their individual and collective lives 
and the role each has in society’s development and its simultaneously 
unfolding history. And so it is that continued investigations, especially 
longitudinal and intergenerational studies, will advance the theoreti-
cal and empirical discourse, help improve approaches to research, and 
contribute to increased social sensitivity and much needed social change. 
This change needs to have high on the agenda a push toward goals of 
transformation across the breadth of our broader society.
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Depressing the Vote: 
The Environmental 
Determinants of 
Turnout in African-
American Precincts in 
the 2000 Presidential 
Election
Ernest B. McGowen

For Democrats in the 505th precinct of Houston, Texas political 
information is no further than a trip to the mailbox or a walk around the 
block. Every few months, the precinct chair Scott Tillinghast and precinct 
election judge Stephanie Hrabar send out a joint newsletter entitled the 
“Precinct 505 Democrats Club.” The name itself presumes some collegial-
ity as if Democratic identification in this neighborhood has a social as well 
as political dimension. The newsletter normally has a national story, arti-
cles directed at the state and local party, and other information pertinent 
to the precinct including the next scheduled gathering. The 505th is far 
from a Democratic precinct; its nonpartisan city council representatives 
have Republican vote histories and the Republican state representative is 
going for his third term in November. To capsulate the issue, the descrip-
tion of the precinct convention comes with an inset in bold lettering:

While the process may sound complicated, in Pct 505 we usually have 
barely enough voters to fill all of the vacancies for delegates to the Senate 
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District 15 convention. Chances are that if you come to the convention 
and you want to be a delegate . . . you will be.1

These precinct voters are confronted with a depressing political envi-
ronment. Yet as part of a larger group, Harris County Democrats, their 
electoral prowess is known statewide. 

How does a politically isolated group maximize its political utility 
when its immediate environment depresses the actualization of its poli-
tical preferences? In other words, what is it that encourages Precinct 505 
voters to transcend the boundaries of their precinct to connect with 
the larger group of Harris County Democrats? These are the  questions 
I attempt to answer in this chapter. To do so, I focus on African-
American voters who live in predominately Black enclaves within larger, 
predominately Anglo areas. The last few decades have witnessed a rise in 
the residential mobility of African Americans. But although Blacks have 
been increasingly able to move from central cities to suburban areas, 
they remain quite segregated in predominantly Black suburban neighbor-
hoods (Alba and Logan 1993). As a result, the most salient political 
 identity for the average African American is race, regardless of income 
and education levels (Dawson 1994), despite earlier predictions to the 
contrary (see Wilson 1978). Thus, many suburban Blacks find themselves 
in a political situation similar to the one described in the opening para-
graphs. How does this affect them politically? Because of their high levels 
of group identity, suburban Blacks will have political preferences more 
similar to their urban counterparts than suburban Anglos, despite living 
in closer proximity to them. I argue that these Blacks, confronted with 
political environments viewed as dissonant with preferences, will forego 
the turnout decision for more salient forms of participation. When in the 
voting booth, these voters will also be more likely to vote for President 
and abandon the rest of the ballot, a phenomenon called roll-off. 

To test my argument, I use aggregate data to compare the turnout 
rates and vote preference of predominately Black precincts in majority-
Anglo congressional districts (CD) to the turnout rates of Black precincts 
in majority-minority districts (MMD). I believe that voters in majority 
African-American precincts located in Anglo CDs will face a political 
environment of conflicting pressures each of which meters the turnout 
decision. On average, Anglo-dominated congressional districts have higher 
median incomes, home values, educational attainment, and occupational 
prestige than minority-majority congressional districts. We would expect, 
then, that African-American precincts located in these districts should 
also have a higher average socioeconomic status (SES) than their MMD 
counterparts and, by extension, higher aggregate turnout rates. I argue, 
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however, that the opposite is true. Despite a resource advantage, I contend 
that these voters will have a political marketplace that does not traverse 
in their most salient good—race. The average voter in this district will 
turn to more group conscious forms of participation or abstain altogether, 
resulting in lower aggregate turnout rates.

If we take a sociological view of participation, we see a conflicted 
voter. At its most direct, all avenues of participation are open and virtu-
ally costless due to higher levels of income and education. However, the 
African American in the majority–African-American precinct within 
the  majority-Anglo CD must also recognize her minority status and 
will approach the political process as an outgroup member. Candidate 
choice will be between two candidates who are neither descriptively nor 
substantively representative with respect to race. Consequently, turnout 
in the local congressional race must be based on secondarily salient char-
acteristics like income or party. Rather than expend resources to vote in 
an election that will yield minimum utility, I argue that it will be more 
rational for such voters to choose more salient forms of participation like 
volunteering to help the presidential candidate, working for a group-
based petition organization, or even donating money to the coethnic 
candidate in the nearby urban minority-majority district. 

Because this is an aggregate-level study, the opinions or motivations 
of individual voters within the precinct are immeasurable. This chapter, 
however, does not extrapolate its findings to the individual motivations 
of a voter in the precinct. Instead, it relies on a less rigorous assumption 
that the domination of a compact area, like a neighborhood or precinct, 
by a group of any salient characteristic will make them much more 
likely to form communal ties based around that characteristic. When 
this characteristic is phenotypic, community is easier to recognize and 
therefore more likely. Further, when the historic disenfranchisement and 
years of unabashed race-based conflict are added to the equation, com-
munity is almost certain. As a consequence, majority–African-American 
precincts in Anglo CDs will have like opinion and political attitudes 
with majority African-American precincts in MMD, even though their 
average SES differs.

Literature Review

Politically, residential segregation and the lineage of the 1965 Voting 
Rights Act produce a contemporary redistricting ethos firmly grounded 
in packing African Americans into minority-majority districts, where they 
have more opportunity to elect a coethnic representative (Swain 1993). 
As an unintended consequence, an African American living a moderate 
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geographical distance from the majority of her group members will have 
a much lower likelihood of the same descriptive representation.

Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995) and countless others have shown 
that as political resources like income and education increase, people 
participate more. Further, increases in these resources lower the costs 
attached to voting, even if the material benefit is minimal (Downs 1967). 
For high-resource African Americans, voting would be as costless as 
Verba, Schlozman, and Brady and others suggest. Their models, however, 
do not account for the explosion of benefit derived from salient activities 
like working for the nearest coethnic candidate or group-based organiza-
tions located in the cultural centers from which they are separated. There 
is a long lineage in the African-American politics literature describing 
the congruence of African-American opinion regardless of socioecono-
mic differences and how group consciousness (Miller et al 1981) or linked 
fate (Dawson 1994) make up for resource deficits amongst the less-
 affluent voters in the group. The history of discrimination and disenfran-
chisement experienced by Blacks is consistently shown to be the root of 
both the high-linked fate, and the perpetuation of indigenous institutions 
like the long-standing churches and petition organizations that were at 
the forefront of the struggle for civil rights. I argue that these separated 
African Americans will attach lower utilities to voting in a political envi-
ronment that does not address group salient goals and choose alternative 
forms of participation that reinforce group consciousness. Hence, while 
the turnout rates in presidential elections among these groups of Blacks 
will be on par with their White counterparts, their turnout in more local 
elections will be lower than suburban Whites and urban Blacks.

None of these ideas are inconsistent with the established participation 
literature, if you extrapolate from their theories. However, there has been 
little specific attention, especially in political science, paid to this growing 
group of democratic participants. The time-honored participation books 
like Voting (1954) and The American Voter (1960) and to some extent Voice 
and Equality (1995) or Invisible Politics (1985) have not adjusted their the-
ories for this burgeoning population that does not fit neatly into any box. 
The Columbia and Michigan schools did not examine this population at 
all. Additionally, the rational choice, resource, and network theorists do 
not fully delineate the role of alternative participatory acts. Finally, Black 
politics empiricists attempting to examine this group lack complete data.

As a result, existing theories cannot explain the participatory habits 
of suburban Blacks. The most well-known theory of African-American 
 participation is that when controlling for socioeconomic disparities, 
African American turnout is equal or higher than that for other groups 
(see Bobo and Gilliam 1990 for instance). This finding has long intrigued 
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scholars in the race and ethnicity and participation communities because 
it flies in the face of the general resource argument. In an effort to 
close the gap, scholars have inserted the concept of group consciousness 
(e.g. Chong and Rogers 2005). The theory follows that blacks, who have 
lower-than-average resources, engage in networks where political parti-
cipation is one of the most important group norms. These norms are 
reinforced by indigenous organizations and institutions that help lower 
participatory costs (Tate 1993; Calhoun-Brown 1996; Harris 1999). These 
studies can help explain why turnout is higher in areas where you would 
expect it to be lower but not why there would be depressed turnout in 
areas where extant theories would predict higher rates of participation. It 
is the aim of this project to extend both the race and ethnicity and general 
participation theories to the oft-overlooked African Americans in minor-
ity neighborhoods located in majority White congressional districts.

For my purposes, the participation discussion will be rooted in the ratio-
nal choice theories of voting made famous by Downs (1957) and Riker and 
Ordeshook (1968). At its most basic, a citizen will cast a vote in an elec-
tion if the benefit (material or psychological) from electing their preferred 
candidate multiplied by the chance that person will cast the tiebreaking 
vote for their candidate is greater than the costs associated with voting. This 
calculation has lead to the “paradox” of voting where benefits are usually 
collective in some form and the chances of casting a tiebreaking vote in a
500,000-person election are miniscule and therefore will never outweigh 
the costs. However, the reality of the situation is that people do vote—
hence, the paradox. Why do people engage in “irrational” behaviors? Most 
famously, Rikker and Ordeshook (followed by a long lineage) realized the 
calculation must be missing something, because people vote in uncontested 
elections and people abstain even under the most liberal registration require-
ments or voting schemes. Instead, they argue, voters are socialized toward 
participation as a civic virtue through schooling and the media and this civic 
virtue or duty is inserted into the model to make voting rational. 

My major concern with the calculus of voting and its lineage is that 
it is too voting-centered. The benefit of voting can be material or psy-
chological, but is contingent on the differential between the benefit from 
your preferred candidate winning minus the challenger winning. For 
an African American in an 80 percent Anglo-congressional district and 
65 percent African-American precinct, the chances of either candidate 
seriously addressing racial issues is negligible, so tangible benefits fall 
away. Psychologically, group reinforcement further lowers the potential 
benefits because one sees group members in the neighborhood but knows 
the most costless political expression, voting, will do nothing to help 
them as racial group members. In this instance, the probability of the 
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African-American voter participating in the election is lower than some-
one who feels better represented (even if only descriptively). Rational 
choice theorists would end the discussion there. Since voting is one of 
the least costly forms of participation and the perceived benefits do not 
outweigh the costs, there would be no need to look at their engagement 
in more costly forms of participation.

I argue that not doing so is a mistake. On the civic duty front, we 
should not expect an African American with high levels of income 
and education to have less civic duty than another voter ceteris paribas. 
However, we should expect high group identifiers to view the duty part 
differently. The duty will be less toward perpetuating the democracy and 
political culture and more toward advancing group aims. This is clear 
from years of surveys where most blacks score higher on group identifica-
tion questions than questions linked to nationalism or civic duty (see for 
instance Eidelson and Lyubansky in this volume). Consequently, Blacks 
in predominantly Anglo CDs will transfer their participation from voting 
to acts deemed more beneficial to the race.

The rationality of alternative participation by affluent African Americans 
in high-SES neighborhoods can be seen from the cost side of the equa-
tion. I have said many times that voting is one of the most costless politi-
cal behaviors. The very concept of precinct polling places is to cut the 
geographic distance one has to travel to vote. The spread of technology, 
including media Web sites and groups like the League of Women Voters, 
cut information costs beyond perennial candidate mobilization tactics. 
Institutions like early and straight-ticket voting all lessen the resource and 
information costs of voting, and though registration may be relatively 
difficult, once registered there is no recurring cost. Additionally, all of 
these “barriers” turn into mere anthills in the face of increasing income 
and education, which we find at higher levels in the very environments 
that are the target of this project. Alternative forms of participation (letter 
writing, donating money, volunteering time, etc.) come at higher resource 
costs than voting since at their least they receive less attention from elites 
and require the individual to expend more resources. 

If one engages in an activity that comes at a higher cost, we can assume 
that they derive a larger benefit from it or attach a higher utility to it. If 
the data show that these particular African Americans choose the alterna-
tive behaviors over voting (when compared to other African Americans 
or other groups), we can plausibly attribute this difference to the higher 
salience of those behaviors. 

A simple illustration may aid the point. Geographic distance has long 
been associated with costs in both the participation and social network 
literatures. Specifically, proximity is seen as one of the major cost cutters of 
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political behavior; citizens register when they get drivers licenses, and social 
groups at work and home are the main movers of opinion. If one is headed 
to a grocery store and bypasses the store at the end of the block for one 
15 miles away, the farther store must have something the other does not. 
All things being equal, we would expect a person to choose the closer store. 
Whatever extra item or service offered at the far store, rationality says it must 
be worth the extra cost in terms of time, gasoline, or even the potential to 
get in a car accident. Since both stores offer food, the type of food at the 
far store must be valued more than the closer store as the consumer must 
incur higher costs to attain it. The same can be said for a suburban African 
American living a drivable distance from a historic African-American 
central city community. Their immediate neighborhood has a church and 
restaurants, the local community has volunteer organizations, and the con-
gressional district has candidates for office soliciting support through votes, 
time, and money. If their participatory choices take them away from the 
nearest church or campaign, and instead they devote more time, gasoline, 
and cognitive resources toward activities in the central city neighborhood 
we can assume that they value their racial identification more than other 
demographics that they have in common with other non-Black neighbors. 
In short, if you value your racial group contacts above your income or 
 education group contacts then that group must be the most salient. 

Motivated by my assumptions, this study will test three hypotheses:

H1:  Majority African-American precincts in majority Anglo-
 congressional districts will have lower turnout rates because the 
local races do not speak to their issues. 

H2:  Majority African-American precincts in majority Anglo-
 congressional districts will have higher roll-off rates. The presi-
dential election will discuss salient issues producing a psychic 
benefit from that vote, but issues in the local race will be deemed 
nonsalient and a certain proportion of voters will abandon the 
rest of their ballot.

H3:  As the proportion of African Americans in a precinct rises, their 
proportion of voting for Gore will become more similar regardless 
of congressional district racial heterogeneity or demographics.

Data and Design

The data come from the Federal Election Project by David Lublin of 
American University and Stephen Voss from the University of Kentucky. 
The authors traveled to all 435 congressional districts in the country 
compiling precinct-level vote shares and racial population information 
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for the 2000 Presidential election between George W. Bush and Al Gore. 
In addition to presidential vote counts, the data include congressional, 
senate, state legislative, and in some cases school board, vote tallies as well 
as racial information for both the total and voting age population. 

The present study will employ a multilevel model with individual 
precincts aggregated to the congressional district level. Data on the 
congressional districts come from the 2000 Census and were compiled 
via the University of Michigan library Web site. They include popula-
tion, household, income, education, age, and mobility information for 
districts in Texas, Georgia, North Carolina, Illinois, and Michigan. After 
cleaning inconsistencies in the datasets, Texas had 7,674 precincts and 
30 congressional districts; Georgia had 2,626 precincts and 11 CDs; 
North Carolina had 2,051 precincts and 12 districts; Illinois had 10,339 
precincts and 20 congressional districts; and Michigan had 1,541 pre-
cincts and 16 congressional districts. A total of 23,376 precincts and 89 
congressional districts were available for analysis. Campaign spending 
data come from the Federal Election Commission records of receipts and 
disbursements as of October 10, 2000.

The theoretical model will be estimated via a hierarchical linear mod-
eling technique. This procedure is well-suited to questions where larger 
environments influence smaller or nested jurisdictions. The basic idea 
is that every precinct in the five state samples is not created equal but 
there are some similarities between precincts in the same congressional 
district. If we assume these precincts are more similar to each other than 
they are to precincts in other congressional districts, we can model this 
variability. The multilevel model uses maximum likelihood to estimate 
separate error terms for each level of the model. The result is analysis 
of effects between the dependent variable and covariates at level 1 (the 
precinct) and estimates of how level 2 (congressional district) variables 
affect the relationship between the first-level variables.

I ran two separate models, one for turnout and one for roll-off, each 
with the same independent variables:

Level-1 Model 

Turnout/Roll-off =  �0 + �1*(Black VAP%) + �2*(Gore%) 
+ �3*(Anglo CD%) + r

Level-2 Model

�0 =  �00 + �01*(Single mom) + �02*(Unemployment) 
+ �03*(Income) + �04*(Public assistance) + �05*(Home value) 
+ �06*(Spending ratio) + u0
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�1 =  �10 + �11*(Single mom) + �12*(Income) + �13*(Home value) 
+ �14*(Spending ratio) + �15*(Majority Anglo CD) + u1

�2 = �20

�3 =  �30 + �31*(White collar) + �32*(Income) + �33*(Home value) 
+ �34*(Spending ratio) + u2

For the turnout model, all three slopes vary randomly so magnitudes and 
intercepts were estimated. In the roll-off model, only the slope for the level 1 
intercept varies randomly. All other slopes were assumed to have the same 
magnitude but different intercepts. As stated earlier, the dependent variables 
are turnout and roll off for each model respectively. Turnout is compiled as 
the combined totals for Bush and Gore divided by the total voting age pop-
ulation of the precinct. Roll-off is calculated as the difference between presi-
dential votes cast and congressional votes. Positive numbers indicate more 
people voting in the presidential race than the congressional contest. Single 
mom is the number of female-headed households with no male present and 
children under 18. Unemployment is the percent unemployed. White collar 
is a compilation of jobs deemed white collar from occupation questions on 
the census. Income is the number of voters with incomes between $100,000 
and $150,000. Public assistance is the number of individuals on government 
subsidies. Household value is the number of households in the district valued 
at more than $100,000. Spending ratio is compiled as winner’s disburse-
ments divided by loser’s disbursements. Higher numbers indicate larger 
gaps in spending between candidates. Anglo CD% is a four level categorical 
variable ranging from 1 (0–18.75 percent African Americans in the district) 
to 4 (56.25–75 percent African Americans in the district). Black VAP% 
is the proportion of the  voting-age population that is African American. 
Gore% is Gore’s vote share divided by the combined total of Gore and 
Bush votes. Alternative measures for median income and education were 
also used but were exchanged in the final models due to high correlations. 
Note that all of the variables are  congressional-level variables except Black 
VAP%, Anglo CD%, and Gore %, which are precinct-level variables.

Results

A look at the descriptive statistics shows the small number of majority 
African-American precincts and majority-minority congressional districts 
in these five states (that were selected by virtue of their large and compact 
African-American populations). Of the more than 23,000 precincts, only 
4,000 can be classified as majority African American. Even the word 
majority is a misnomer because a threshold of 40 percent was actually 
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the cut-point.2 Of these 4,000 precincts, only 684 were located in a 
congressional district that was majority Anglo. Of the 89 congressional 
districts, only 11 can be considered minority opportunity districts for 
African Americans.3 This extreme unbalance caused some models to fail 
to converge, most likely because there was too large a gap between the 
information in the control (Anglo-dominated precincts) and the actual 
population to be estimated (684 vs. 20,000). That said, preliminary 
descriptive evidence does confirm most of my hypotheses.

To show the relationship between Gore support, turnout, roll-off, pre-
cinct Black population, and district homogeneity, scatterplots (not shown) 
were run of samples from the entire dataset and individual states. The full 
sample had 2,376 precincts, the samples for Texas and Illinois also were 
10 percent at 767 and 1033, respectively. The samples for Georgia, North 
Carolina, and Michigan were set at 500. As expected, support for Gore 
approached 100 percent as the African-American proportion in a precinct 
increased. The intercept for African-American population in heavily 
Anglo districts was higher than more heterogeneous districts but the slope 
was also much steeper. When the African-American population in a pre-
cinct reached about 80 percent support for Gore is the same no matter 
the racial make-up of the district, lending credence to the hypothesis of 
congruent opinion and the assumption that majority African-American 
precinct turnout can be seen as an expression of collective preferences. 
The relationship between Gore support and racial make-up was also parsed 
for each state in the dataset, with the results holding. 

The relationship between turnout and black precinct population for 
each type of congressional district was also analyzed. In line with my 
hypothesis, majority African-American precincts in Anglo CDs had lower 
turnout, and the relationship was even negative in some states. Majority 
African-American congressional districts had stronger relationships bet-
ween precinct composition and turnout, presumably because mobiliza-
tion becomes more rational for congressional and presidential candidates 
and targeted messages have less chance of falling on unreceptive ears. 
The ballot roll-off measure showed the same relationship, just in differ-
ent directions because of the variable’s composition. Here, an increase in 
Black precinct population for the Anglo districts increases ballot roll-off as 
would be expected if the local race was nonsalient. For minority- majority 
districts, where voters are specifically mobilized for the congressperson 
and material and psychic ties are stronger than between the voter and 
the presidential candidate, we see less roll-off. The relationships held in 
turnout and roll-off relationships for each of the five states.

Table 12.1 shows the results from the hierarchical linear models. Again, 
each model has the same independent variables. Because the roll-off model 



Table 12.1  Predictors of turnout and roll-off

Fixed effects Explanatory variable Turnout model Roll-off model

Intercept (�0) Intercept (�00) 0.483*
(0.01)

410.564
(254.04)

Single mom (�01) −0.000*
(0.00)

−0.037
(0.07)

Unemployment (�02) 0.015
(0.01)

32.862
(314.13)

Income (�03) 0.000*
(0.00)

0.052
(0.03)

Public assistance (�04) 0.000
(0.00)

.35*
(.17)

Home values (�05) 0.000*
(0.00)

.006
(0.02)

Spending ratio (�06) −0.092
(0.05)*

−197.254
(1634.30)

Black VAP% (�1) Intercept (�10) −0.408*
(0.06)

−258.064*
(114.55)

Single mom (�11) 0.000
(0.00)

0.026*
(0.01)

Income (�12) 0.000*
(0.00)

−0.001
(0.01)

Home values (�13) 0.000*
(0.00)

−0.028*
(0.01)

Spending ratio (�14) 0.456
(0.29)

−260
(390)

Majority Anglo CD (�15) −0.426*
(0.13)

−20
(160)

Gore% (�2) Intercept (�20) −0.406*
(0.03)

−27.586
(64.90)

Anglo CD% (�3) Intercept (�30) 0.140*
(0.02)

87.374*
(35.41)

White collar (�31) −0.000*
(0.00)

−0.001
(0.00)

Income (�32) 0.000*
(0.00)

0.007
(0.01)

Home values (�33) −0.000*
(0.00)

0.010*
(0.00)

Spending ratio (�34) −0.133
(0.08)

46.606
(146.48)

Random effects Standard deviation
Intercept (u0j) 0.07 2393.50

Black VAP% (u1j) 0.55
Anglo CD (u2j) 0.14

Level 1 residuals (eij) 0.13 1074.49
Likelihood 13738 −196169.5
Level 1 N
Level 2 N

23,376
89

23,376
89

Note: Coefficients are maximum likelihood estimates. Standard errors appear in parentheses below 
coefficients. Starred coefficients are significant at the p < .05 level.
Source: Federal Election Project.
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holds certain slope directions constant, it has fewer  estimated parameters. 
The turnout model confirmed most of my hypotheses. The reliabilities for 
each of the slopes were high, well over 75  percent. This means that the 
variance of the estimated slopes between CDs is relatively small. Results 
for the turnout model were calculated with robust standard errors. The 
beta coefficients show us the results from the level 1 model. �1 shows a 
negative relationship between African-American VAP and turnout, as 
would be expected with most majority African-American precincts com-
ing from low resource areas. Gore support is negative (�2), probably due 
to a lack of competitiveness in highly Democratic districts and majority 
African-American turnout in Anglo CDs (�3) is positive, which seems 
to confirm the relationship between more resources and higher turnout 
found in the literature. 

The second level results confirm the descriptive evidence and support 
my hypotheses. For the negative slope between African-American VAP 
and turnout (�1), we see tentative evidence about the effect of Anglo 
CD on Black population as increases in Black population in Anglo CDs 
(�15) make the relationship more negative, showing a depressing effect 
of Anglo political environment on turnout. If the story were all about 
resources we would expect the Anglo CD control to make the relation-
ship more positive. �13 shows that higher home values increases turnout 
in African-American precincts and in an illusion to the roll-off model, 
more spending in African-American precincts increases turnout but is 
not statistically significant. 

The pattern continues for African-American population in an Anglo 
CD (�3). Higher spending gaps have a negative relationship, lessening 
the relationship between African-American proportion and turnout in 
Anglo CDs. As expected, more white-collar workers and higher home 
values also have negative relationships with turnout. These variables 
come as direct confirmation of the hypothesis that voters in majority 
African-American precincts in Anglo CDs will have lower turnout rates 
because the congressional races are less salient. Even as the number of 
white collar jobs or home values rises—situations that are expected 
to take average demographics and therefore political discourse away 
from racialized issues—voters in these precincts are turned off from 
the process and find other things to do. Individual-level surveys would 
be the best way to decipher whether these voters are choosing alterna-
tive avenues of participation or abstaining. But for now, we can at least 
see that higher resource levels in this case do not necessarily translate into 
higher turnout rates.

Interestingly, there may be cursory confirmation of a nonracial sal-
ience to the congressional race as the number of high-wage earners rises. 
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This variable is assumed to work the same way as home value and white-
collar workers, driving political discourse to nonracial and therefore 
nonsalient areas. The high-income earners’ strengthening of the turn-
out-Anglo CD relationship shows certain types of political dynamics or 
certain demographics do increase the salience of local races. 

The roll-off model also confirms the descriptive and turnout  analysis. 
Unfortunately, robust standard errors could not be computed for this 
model despite the nonrandom specification of the level 1 independent 
variable slopes. As expected, the intercept for Black VAP (�1) was 
negative, meaning majority African-American precincts are less likely to 
roll-off the ballot compared to all others. Amongst all majority African-
American precincts, we also see from �13 that more high home values 
lessen roll-off as well. With most high African-American proportion 
precincts being in minority-majority congressional districts, we can 
expect this effect to describe how an increase in income for all Blacks 
makes them more likely to vote for the congressional representative. 
Yet, �33 shows us that for majority African-American precincts in Anglo 
CDs (�3) higher home values produce more roll-off. Again, this pro-
vides tentative evidence (yet confirmatory of the scatter plots described 
earlier) that African-American precincts in Anglo congressional districts 
are less enthusiastic about their congressional contest compared to all 
other precincts. The intercept for all majority African-American pre-
cincts in Anglo congressional districts (�30) is also positive indicating 
less salient and likely less receptiveness to campaign information from 
the local race overall.

Conclusion

The results seem to confirm all of my hypotheses. We have seen  evidence 
that majority African-American precincts have similar opinions regardless 
of congressional district racial composition. With these racial composi-
tion districts also mirroring SES differences between districts, we can say 
that this opinion congruence occurs regardless of income or education 
levels in these precincts. These similarities would lead one to expect 
commiserate rates and stimuli to turnout for the precincts in each type 
of congressional district as well. This is not the case. Since the major 
difference between the two groups of majority Black precincts examined 
in this project was the political and electoral environments surrounding 
the precincts, we can attribute these turnout and roll-off differences to 
political environment. When voters with like opinion show different 
behaviors based on environment, it is safe to assume environment is what 
turns these voters off. The primary reasoning for this lack of enthusiasm 
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is the (almost definitional) non-salience of campaign issues in majority 
Anglo districts. 

Future research should test the results at the individual level. The 
validity of the current study is constrained by the use of aggregate data. 
While neighborhood effects are obvious motivators of political behavior, 
they clearly cannot tell the whole story. Nevertheless, I fully believe the 
relationship will hold at the individual level and will further illuminate 
the interaction between individual motivations and environmental 
dynamics, especially for minority communities. However, one must not 
discount the collective effects of group norms, mobilization, or racial 
threat perception, especially in the study of aggregative behaviors like 
elections.



Notes

Introduction

1. For the purpose of these analyses, the discussion of race is confined to 
racial and ethnic politics within the United States and does not include 
articles or chapters about ethnic conflict in other parts of the world.

Chapter 1

1. We would be remiss if we did not also acknowledge the handful of 
 psychologists housed in political science departments who have also con-
tributed greatly to contemporary political psychology. This list includes 
but is not limited to Kathleen McGraw at The Ohio State University, 
Donald Kinder at the University of Michigan, Richard Lau at Rutgers 
University, and Jon Krosnick at Stanford University.

Chapter 3

1. We use “Black” and “African American” interchangeably throughout 
the article to refer to a socially constructed racial group or identity and 
 recognize that this group, like all other racial groups in the United States, 
is ethnically heterogeneous.

2. Interestingly, while those subscribing to the color-blind approach may 
be well intentioned, there is growing evidence that even individuals 
who explicitly disavow prejudice may unconsciously hold negative atti-
tudes and stereotypes about members of an outgroup (for a review, see 
Greenwald and Banaji 1995). Not surprisingly, there is also considerable 
evidence that a color-blind approach actually leads to a perpetuation of 
group inequalities (for a review, see Brewer and Brown 1998).

3. This subsample of Black Americans was used in a previously published 
study about Black double consciousness (Lyubansky and Eidelson 
2005).

4. Of the Black participants, 29 percent were male and 71 percent were female; 
for the White sample, 47 percent were male and 53 percent were female. The 
average ages of the Black and White samples were 40.53 years (SD = 12.49)
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and 39.71 years (SD = 12.38) respectively. The  distribution on highest 
educational level attained for the Black participants was 18 percent gradu-
ate work, 17 percent college degree, 35 percent some  college, 29 percent 
high school, and 1 percent no formal education; for the White sample these 
percentages were 24 percent graduate work, 24 percent college degree, 26 
percent some college, and 26 percent high school. Family income distribu-
tion for the Black sample was 27 percent less than $30,000, 52  percent 
between $30,000-$75,000, and 21 percent greater than $75,000; the 
corresponding percentages for the White sample was 15 percent less than 
$30,000, 48  percent between $30,000 and $75,000, and 37 percent greater 
than $75,000. 

Chapter 4

1. These datasets were made available through the Roper Center for Public 
Opinion Research.

2. Only in the 1950s and 1960s was voter turnout (as percent of voting age 
population) higher than 56 percent.

Chapter 5

1. See: Associated Press “NAACP: Bush ‘playing race card’ with Social 
Security and Fagan,” Amy. “NAACP Fights Bush Social Security Plan.” 
Washington Post April 12, 2006.

2. Priming as a mental process refers to the activation of particular associa-
tions in memory when making political evaluations (Price and Tewksbury 
1997).

3. These numbers represent valid cases not individuals who completed only 
a portion of the experiment. 

4. Subjects in the control condition read a story about the computer 
industry’s efforts to gradually phase out 3¼-inch floppy disks in desk-
top computers. All subjects read two filler stories: one that dealt with 
advances in mp3 technology and another that discussed the injuries 
children face on playgrounds. These stories were exactly the same across 
all conditions.

5. To insure that differences in the distribution of students in each condi-
tion do not account for the differences in the results, I include a measure 
of student status as a control variable. Dummy variables for the baseline 
effects of each condition are also included in the model.

6. One alternative hypothesis might be that the accessibility of racial 
considerations is mediating the effects of racial frames for African 
Americans. Utilizing a procedure identical to that used by Valentino, 
Hutchings, and White (2001), I found no support for the idea that 
racial accessibility mediates the effect of the frames. These results are 
available upon request.
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Chapter 6

1. The scant evidence supporting the notion that Black women exhibit a 
distinctive and separate consciousness that influences their political ori-
entations is more a function of the relatively few studies devoted to the 
subject matter than the lack of findings among extant research (Gay and 
Tate 1998; Simien and Clawson 2004). 

2. In these analyses as well as the analyses of the other two data sources, 
only Blacks and Whites are included in the sample because of the small 
number of respondents from other racial/ethnic groups. Likewise, we 
confine our examination to comparisons of Black and White candidates 
because of the difficulty associated with identifying and obtaining data 
for the relatively few elections featuring a female candidate who is also a 
racial/ethnic minority. Moreover, the complex (and sometimes divergent) 
intragroup histories of Latinos, Asian Americans, and Native Americans 
in the United States make it difficult to form theoretically grounded 
 predictions of when, why, and how gender and racial/ethnic conscious-
ness intersect.

3. This information was obtained from the Joint Center for Political and 
Economic Studies.

4. We restrict our analyses to only those cases in which the respondent 
voted in an election featuring a Black female candidate running for office, 
excluding those respondents that did not vote for a Black female candidate 
because they did not have that option.

5. Arguably, the description of the fictitious nonpartisan mayoral election 
might have been sending partisan cues. If this was the case, our results 
would be affected in a number of ways. For instance, the high levels 
of support exhibited by Blacks may be a result of their partisanship 
rather than their race. Likewise, the disproportionate number of White 
Democrats (44 percent, compared to about 30 percent in national ran-
dom samples) in the experimental sample may be inflating the rate of 
support for Johnson among Whites. Note, however, that the differences 
between Blacks and Whites remain, even when controlling for party 
identification. 

6. Two other candidates, G. B. Osborne and Trudy Kitchin, received less 
than 1 percent of the vote. Osborne, a Nigerian-American male, funded 
his own campaign. Kitchin, who also funded her own campaign, is a 
White female Republican and local political activist.

7. All of the marginal effects described in this paragraph were calculated by 
holding age, ideology, party identification, and income at their means and 
south and college constant at their modes.

8. All of the marginal effects described in this paragraph were calculated by 
holding age, ideology, party identification, and income at their means and 
south, college, Black, female, midterm election, incumbent, party match, 
held previous office, Black male opponent, and White female opponent 
constant at their modes.
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 9. A liberal significance test (p < .10 in a one-tailed test) indicates that there 
is a significant difference between Black women and Black men, as well 
as Black women and White women in their probability of voting for a 
Black female House candidate.

10. Support for this claim can be found in Conover’s (1984) examination 
of group identification and political perceptions. In this study, Conover 
examines which considerations different groups bring to bear when 
evaluating candidates and parties. Her results suggest that individuals’ 
perceptions of the political world are guided by a combination of objec-
tive group membership and psychological attachment to that group. 
Specifically, Conover found that using group-relevant criteria to evaluate 
candidates and parties is bolstered when the individual identifies with 
that group. However, objective group membership explains quite a bit 
of the decision to use group-relevant considerations.

Chapter 7

 1. As suggested by Greenwald et al. (2003), trial response latencies less 
than 400 ms or greater than 10,000 ms were thrown out; in addition, 
participant response times that were less than 300 ms on more than 
10 percent of the trials were excluded. Response artifacts threaten 
validity (i.e., random responding) and extremely slow mean response 
latencies may be due to biased responding, inattention, or some 
other response artifact (Greenwald et al. 1998). Participants were also 
excluded if they did not complete the study or if they left any part of 
the racial identity, demographic, or political questions unanswered.

Chapter 9

 1. Loosely translated, the adjective “idios” describes a citizen who, through 
neglect or lack of training, is neither knowledgeable about nor skilled in 
the affairs of the state. 

 2. Like Bennett’s (1986) Political Apathy Index, this composite measure 
gets an alpha reliability rating of 0.66. The data points before 1960 are 
for campaign interest only because the general interest item had yet to 
appear in the ANES.

 3. All tests for significance are based on the p < .05 level.
 4. The idea that societies have political atmospheres is an old one. Political 

socialization scholars often speak of the “social climate” when describing 
the intangible factors that guide the thoughts and actions of youths (see 
Giordano 2003 for a review). Lippmann (1922) uncovers a  philosophical 
tradition dating back at least to the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1762)—particularly, his discussion of the General Will—positing the 
existence of diffuse and overarching sentiments that are both the prod-
uct and the basis of public opinion. Economists evoke a similar idea 
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when they refer to the phantom, macrolevel market processes that influence 
consumer preferences; this is what Adam Smith (1776) proposed when he 
spoke of “the invisible hand.” Social movement scholars (e.g., McAdam 
1982; Tarrow 1994) speak of “waves” or “cycles” of protest when they 
describe the rise and fall of conflict within a social system. More relevant 
to the study of race, Hanes Walton Jr. (1997) refers to the “political 
context variable” when he discusses the powerful but oftentimes-invisible 
effect of the racial environment on Black political behavior.

5. Debates over the exact dates aside, scholars often count the Civil Rights 
Movement as the ten or so years that started with the Brown decision in 
1954 and culminated with the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

6. The Twenty-Fourth Amendment abolished the poll tax used in Southern 
states to discourage Black voters; civil rights organizations like C.O.R.E. 
(Congress of Racial Equality) and S.N.C.C (Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee) took part in large voter-mobilization efforts 
during “Freedom Summer,” and President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the 
Civil Rights Act, one of the most extensive pieces of antidiscrimination 
legislation since the Reconstruction.

Chapter 10

1. Mendelberg makes a distinction between “implicit” appeals--which rely 
on visual references to race and perhaps various code words—and “explicit 
appeals”—which specifically link particular policies to Black Americans.

2. Valentino et al. (2002) provide support for Mendelberg’s claim that 
implicit racial messages can activate racial attitudes and that they do so 
on an unconscious level. Subsequent work by Hutchings and Valentino 
(2003), however, shows that explicit racial appeals can also succeed in 
priming racial attitudes.

3. Moreover, our earlier work in this area focuses exclusively on explicit, 
rather than implicit racial appeals.

4. We focus on attitudes concerning various social groups, as explained in 
more detail in the next section, because such perceptions represent one of 
the primary ways in which most citizens understand politics (Campbell, 
Converse, Miller, and Stokes 1960; Conover 1984; Converse 1964; 
Nelson and Kinder 1996).

5. The field period for the survey began on April 8 and ended on August 
1st. Interviews were administered by a combination of trained graduate 
students and professional interviewers.

6. The sound track for the videos was played out loud over the laptops’ 
speakers. The questions directly following the advertisements dealt with 
factual information contained in the ads and some relatively sensitive 
questions about social groups (e.g. racial and gender) in society. This por-
tion of the survey was designed to be self-administered so that the respon-
dent would be more likely to provide candid answers to these potentially 
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controversial questions. After answering a series of questions, the laptop 
was returned to the interviewer, who asked the questions in the final 
portion of the survey.

 7. The response rate was calculated based on the American Association for 
Public Opinion Research’s Response Rate 1 (RR1). Ineligible respon-
dents were excluded either because the selected housing unit did not 
exist (n=72) or the occupant was under 18 years of age or a non-U.S. 
citizen (n=12).

 8. The sample included 77 Blacks and 225 Whites.
 9. The product ads were: Duralast Batteries, Staples Office Supplies, and 

Wallside Windows, in that order. In the treatment conditions, those who 
viewed the political spot did not see the Staples commercial.

10. For example, in this ad we show medical workers dressed in uniforms 
that completely obscure their racial characteristics. 

11. We found similar effects when examining the effects of such cues on the 
gender gap (Hutchings et al. 2004).

12. The vote choice item is derived from two questions that ask respondents, 
first, which candidate they supported in the upcoming presidential contest 
and, second, how strongly they supported their candidate (e.g. “strong” 
or “not strong”). Combining these two measures results in a 5-point scale 
ranging from strong support for Al Gore to strong support for George 
W. Bush. Respondents who were unsure of their  preference, or who 
selected a third-party candidate were coded to the middle  category. This 
variable has been rescaled to range from 0–1. The feeling thermometer 
item ranges from 0, representing “cold” or more negative evaluations, to 
100, representing more “warm” or more favorable impressions.

13. The control condition represents the excluded category. The analyses 
also include measures for party identification, education, gender, and 
race of interviewer to control for possible imbalances of these variables 
across conditions.

14. These groups seem to be obvious choices as two of the most salient 
cleavages in modern American politics involve race and economic issues 
(Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes 1960; Carmines and Stimson 
1989; Edsall and Edsall 1991). The questions on candidate responsiveness 
were worded as follows: “Now we would like to know which presidential 
candidate you think would do a better job representing the interests of 
particular groups in society. First let’s take [Whites, or Blacks, or business 
groups]. Do you think George W. Bush or Al Gore would do a better 
job representing the interests of [Whites, or Blacks, or business groups]?” 
After indicating a preference for one of the two candidates, respondents 
were then asked if they believed this candidate would do “much better,” 
or “somewhat better” than his opponent. The question on the economy 
followed a similar format. All responses were recoded to a 0–1 scale. 

15. Again, all other variables in the model are held constant at their mean or 
median.



 N o t e s  207

Chapter 11

1. Shortly after their arrest, it was determined that the suspects were active 
members in a White supremacist organization.

2. While the respondents in his study were certainly enraged by racist acts, 
they were not all angry at the perpetrators. They chalked up the offensive 
behavior to the person’s background, considering them to be the victims 
of miseducation or lack of experience. 

3. The film Amistad served to portray an event that was replicated many 
other times.

4. Because of technical problems, the data set has only 18 complete tran-
scripts. Certain portions of the remaining three were not able to be heard 
or were too unclear to reproduce either manually or electronically.

5. This self-identification was not unusual, but clearly the participant could 
have identified himself as Caribbean American, Jamaican American, or 
some other reference.

6. None of the participants who were single reported having any children.
7. Names have been changed to protect the participants’ identities. 

Chapter 12

1. Unbeknownst to them, the convention would turn into the hottest ticket 
in town with the historic slugfest between Barack Obama and Hillary 
Clinton. 

2. When drawing MMD, the 40 percent threshold is seen as enough for a 
homogeneous minority to elect a candidate of choice. As such, these dis-
tricts are sometimes called minority opportunity districts. Scholars, most 
notably Canon et al. (1996), confirm that 40 percent is indeed a suitable 
plurality.

3. This does miss those districts that are minority-majority when African 
American and Latino populations are combined. Attaching a dummy 
variable to these districts would be difficult because it would also capture 
districts with very large Latino populations and few African Americans, a 
situation that is comparable but of a different dynamic than this study.
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