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Introduction: Immigration 
and the Color Line in America

On November 4, 2008, the United States elected Barack Obama president,
elevating an African American to the country’s highest office for the first time.
Because Obama’s rise illustrates how far the United States has come from the
days when blacks were denied the right to vote, when schools and water foun-
tains were segregated, when it was illegal for blacks and whites to marry, and
when racial classification was reduced to an absolutist dichotomy of black and
white, it is fitting to ask: Does Barack Obama’s election signify substantial ero-
sion in the country’s long-standing black-white color line? Many scholars and
pundits assert that his victory indicates that the country has finally moved
beyond race and that the color line that has long divided blacks and whites has
largely disappeared. For example, Abigail and Stephan Thernstrom, in an 
op-ed piece titled “Is Race Out of the Race?” (Los Angeles Times, March 2, 2008),
argued that Obama’s enormous appeal among white voters reflects a dramati-
cally changed political climate in the United States and that Americans no longer
struggle under the burden of race. Other observers proclaimed in a similar vein,
that the Civil War had finally ended and that the United States has become a
“postracial” society, no longer bound by racial strictures (see Michael Eric Dyson,
“Race, Post Race,” Los Angeles Times, November 5, 2008, “Opinion”; Thomas
L. Friedman “Finishing Our Work,” New York Times, November 5, 2008,
op-ed; Adam Nagourney, “Obama Elected President as Racial Barrier Falls,”
New York Times, November 5, 2008, op-ed).

Undoubtedly, Obama’s ascendance to the presidency is a historic event of
great importance, one that has broken through barriers many thought would
never be breached. In light of W. E. B. Du Bois’s famous and pessimistic
prophecy over a century ago, “The problem of the twentieth-century will be
the problem of the color line—the relation of the darker to the lighter races of
men” (1903/1997, 45), few probably would have thought that shortly after



the end of the twentieth century the son of a white mother and a black father
would become the nation’s forty-fourth president. Rather, many would have
expected Du Bois’s racial realism to cause him to anticipate the drop in
President Obama’s public opinion ratings that occurred by Labor Day of his
first year in office (see Adam Nagourney, “Looking for Tea Leaves in Obama’s
Sliding Numbers,” New York Times, November 23, 2009). What, then, are
we to make of Obama’s presidency? What does it signify? Does his election
suggest that the color line in the United States is well on its way to being erad-
icated? Does the decline in Obama’s poll ratings hint merely that an excep-
tionally talented and appealing individual—one who just happens to be black
and who had the good fortune to follow one of the most unpopular occupants
of the White House in history—ran a great campaign and was elected presi-
dent of the United States but is now being judged on his performance accord-
ing to the standards applied to any president?

Given the crushing burden the black-white divide has imposed on African
Americans throughout American history, questions about the persistence and
disappearance of the color line inspire considerable scholarly interest and carry
enormous policy significance. These questions about the color line are hugely
important, too, because of the tectonic shift that took place in immigration in
the latter half of the twentieth century and the first decade of the twenty-first
that has brought millions of newcomers to the country (counting both the
foreign-born and their children) who are neither black nor white (Foner and
Fredrickson 2004; Bean and Stevens 2003). Almost sixty million such people,
largely Latinos and Asians, currently reside here (Bean et al. 2009). On which
side of the black-white color line do these new nonwhites fall? If there were
convincing reasons that the old black-white divide has largely disappeared,
then the question of where the new immigrant groups fall would be largely
moot, and the forces driving the color line’s dissolution would also probably
work to enhance the sociocultural and economic incorporation of the new
immigrant groups. Their successful integration would not constitute a signif-
icant societal or public policy challenge resulting from substantial discrimina-
tion against them. If, on the other hand, the historic black-white color line
continues to exist, then the question of which side of the divide Latino and
Asian immigrants fall on matters a great deal.

In this volume we examine today’s color lines through the intermarriage
and multiracial experiences of both blacks and the major new immigrant
groups. We look at these phenomena from a number of different angles. If our
inquiries lead us to conclude that Asian and Latino newcomers are positioned
on the black side of the line, then it is likely that their sizable numbers over
the past thirty years, together with their continuing high rates of current entry,
are probably exacerbating long-standing problems in U.S. race relations (Bean
et al. 2009). But if Asians and Hispanics (we use the terms Hispanic and Latino
interchangeably here) are falling largely on the white side of the line, it would
imply that successful incorporation among the new immigrants is not only
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possible but probably also actually occurring. Given this case, important ques-
tions arise as to how the nonwhite diversity brought about by immigration is
contributing to the weakening of boundaries between the new immigrants and
native whites, and whether Latinos and Asians are involved in these processes
in similar ways and to the same degree. Even more important, if growing diver-
sity seems to be loosening the ethnoracial boundaries that have constrained
the life chances of new immigrants, is this diversity, along with rising famil-
iarity among native-born Americans of an ever more multicultural country,
beginning also to erode the black-white divide?

In seeking answers to these questions, we pull together in this book four dif-
ferent kinds of information about the United States’ contemporary ethnoracial
situation. First, we rely on previous research and on comparative and historical
evidence to develop hypotheses about comparative differences in intermarriage
and multiracial identification within major U.S. ethnoracial groups examined
across time and place. In this regard we seek to follow the tradition of compar-
ative scholarship on immigration and race exemplified by George Fredrickson
(2000) and Nancy Foner (2005). Second, we present descriptive current statis-
tics from the 2000 U.S. census and the ongoing annual American Community
Survey (ACS) for the years 2007 and 2008 combined (which we subsequently
refer to as data for 2008)1 about recent trends in immigration, racial and eth-
nic self-identification, intermarriage, and ethnoracial diversity, illustrating in
the process what the important features of the ethnoracial composition of the
country are, how it has changed over time, and how and where the greatest
diversity is emerging. Third, we present extensive new in-depth qualitative data
on both intermarried couples with children and multiracial adults in California
derived from personal face-to-face interviews. These provide rich and detailed
insights about the experiences and meaning of intermarriage and multiracial
identification and the perceptions of racial boundaries among persons living in
the region of the country with the greatest ethnoracial diversity. Finally, we
carry out quantitative analyses of a large volume of representative 2000 census
and recent ACS data on states and cities to gauge not only the extent to which
recent immigration, intermarriage, and multiracial reporting weaken ethno-
racial divides but also the extent to which diversity itself erodes those bound-
aries still further (Foner 2005; Perlmann and Waters 2004).

Adopting a multimethod research approach, we conducted analyses at both
the cultural and structural levels; using both qualitative and quantitative data.
This allowed us to achieve sharper focus and take better advantage of the
strengths of each level of analysis and kind of data to overcome weaknesses in
the other, and vice versa. For example, our main analytical lenses for examin-
ing today’s color lines and the ways immigration and diversity are shaping
them are intermarriage and multiracial identification. These experiences rep-
resent boundary-crossing phenomena, at least in the context of the United
States (Telles and Sue 2009; Bailey 2008, 2009), so they are both sociologi-
cally revealing and challenging to understand. Relying on both qualitative and
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quantitative evidence to study them helps avoid the shortcomings inherent in
using either approach alone. After drawing on existing research and compar-
ative and historical research to place our study in context, we began by com-
paring major ethnoracial groups, using large-scale census and survey data.
These data portray national-level structural changes in intermarriage and multi-
racial identification across groups and show which parts of the country exhibit
the greatest prevalence of such boundary-crossing phenomena.

But such results do not necessarily reflect the cultural dynamics behind or
the subjective meanings involved in intermarriage and multiraciality, espe-
cially in private as opposed to public spheres, where perceptions and expecta-
tions about racial boundaries are often most forcefully embraced (Patterson
2009). Consequently, we also conducted in-depth qualitative interviews
with multiracial individuals and interracial married couples with children in
California, the most populous and diverse state in the country, to obtain
deeper insight into the personal perceptions of the key pathbreaking phenom-
ena we wanted to examine. Doing so, however, involved “sampling on the
dependent variable.” That is, by delving into these phenomena only in the
most diverse state in the country, the information gathered provided only a
limited basis for inferring connections that exist generally between diversity
and ethnoracial boundary dissolution. Nor did such qualitative data provide
adequate grounds for assessing the structural origins of cross-group differences
in perceptions of and expectations about intermarriage and multiracial iden-
tification. Thus, to close our investigative circle, we concluded our inquiry
with quantitative analyses that estimate the strength of relationships among
variables measuring immigration, diversity, intermarriage, and multiracial
identification across a representative range of places to provide a firmer foun-
dation for drawing inferences about the implications of the country’s growing
diversity for color lines, including the black-white fault line.

The Comparative and Historical Context
When W. E. B. Du Bois predicted in 1903 that the problem of the twentieth-
century would be that of the color line, the United States was in the midst of
its rise to become the world’s leading industrial power. More than other ana-
lysts, Du Bois recognized that U.S. economic development would expose the
social fissures stemming from a rigid black-white fault line and make them
increasingly hard to ignore, especially as the country’s growing economic pros-
perity spread to a wider swath of whites but not to blacks. In his poignant
statement, “The problem of the twentieth-century will be the problem of the
color line,” he foresaw that slavery’s contradictions would become ever more
conspicuous and that its legacy—painfully apparent in the stain of Jim Crow
racial discrimination, rationalizations, and continuing stereotypes put forth
to justify resulting inequities—would long continue to plague the country
(Berlin 2003; Du Bois 1935). As penetrating as Du Bois’s insights were, he
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failed to account for another—and more often emphasized—defining theme
in American history: the opportunity and prosperity promised by immigra-
tion and symbolized in nineteenth-century America by the Statue of Liberty
and Ellis Island (Handlin 1951/1973). If slavery represented the scar of race
on America and the country’s failure, immigration exemplified hope and
the prospect of success. Such dreams turned into reality for many of
America’s nineteenth-century immigrant settlers, who fueled the expansion
of the westward frontier. In this they were aided by the Land Act of 1820
and the Morrill Act of 1858, which provided land and technical assistance
for America’s new arrivals (though not for ex-slaves and their descendents
(Nevins 1962).

As the western frontier began to close at the end of the nineteenth century
(Turner 1893, 1920; Klein 1997), the United States increasingly became an
industrial society in the early twentieth century, and it still saw itself in need
of newcomers, now to fulfill a growing demand for laborers to work in the 
burgeoning factories of its mushrooming cities. Immigrants once again provided
a solution. The new arrivals, like their predecessors in earlier waves, seized
the opportunity to construct, or (re)construct, themselves anew through geo-
graphic mobility, eagerly participating in the American tradition of seeking
opportunity and identity through starting over, rather than remaining in Europe
where they and their governments faced the challenge of trying to knit together
peoples torn apart by internecine conflict (Zolberg 2006). Nation building in
America, at least outside the South, involved new immigrant settlements and
work opportunities, guided by dreams that encouraged newcomers to embrace
the idea that they were part of a “nation of immigrants.”

By World War I, American immigration had thus served multiple pur-
poses: the early waves provided the country with settlers eager to begin new
lives in a land of opportunity; later waves, including those of Du Bois’s 
era, provided sorely needed muscle power for its workforce. But whereas
American immigration represented the optimistic side of the country’s past
and future, slavery and its aftermath tainted the fabric of national memory—a
blot many sought to eradicate through denial and romanticization (Blight
2001). Indeed, the desire to overlook the lingering contradictions of slav-
ery’s legacy became a reason to reinforce the country’s frequent emphasis on
its immigrant origins.

Immigration and race thus played strangely symbiotic roles in shaping the
founding mythology of America, evident in the fact that the two phenom-
ena were often divorced from each other in treatments of the country’s his-
tory (Glazer 1997). Well after the end of the Civil War, the country coped
with the inconsistent and seemingly irreconcilable motifs arising from immi-
gration and slavery (and by extension, race) by compartmentalizing depic-
tions of the immigrant and slave experiences, especially at an intellectual
level. Many historians tended to embed discussions of immigration in nar-
ratives about the frontier and industrialization, and others confined treat-
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ments of slavery only to the history of the South (Davis 1998). Race might
have been a historical problem, but scholars often seemed to view the issue
as a regional matter confined to the southern states, not one that afflicted
the country as a whole.

But in the early twentieth century the changing national origins of immi-
grants began to undermine such convenient compartmentalizations. With the
arrival from 1900 to 1914 of America’s third wave of newcomers, from eastern
and southern Europe, agitated natives started to advocate the “Americanization”
of groups they viewed as non-Nordic and thus hopelessly unassimilable
(Gerstle 1999; Ignatiev 1995; Jacobson 1998; Roediger 1991). The new
arrivals scarcely resembled the western and northern European immigrants of
the country’s past. Moreover, they were Catholic, not Protestant, and they
largely settled in industrial cities outside the South. Thus, the tendency in this
period for foreigners to be viewed in reductionist terms that conflated national
origin and race (Zolberg 2006; Nightingale 2008) resulted in many non-
Southerners’ having to confront and cope with persons of “races” different from
their own, a dilemma previously faced to a lesser degree in the case of the Irish.
The attendant tensions contributed to the rise of nativism and the passage of
restrictive national-origins immigration legislation in 1921 (Higham 1963;
Brown, Bean, and Bachmeier 2009). But denials that racism existed and that
racial relations involving blacks were less than exemplary continued as national
problems through the Great Depression and World War II. It was not until the
1960s that substantial change finally began to occur (Bean and Bell-Rose 1999;
Fredrickson 2002). This period saw the emergence of geostrategic exigencies
from the Cold War that emphasized more equitable treatment of Asian-origin
groups, as well as claims for equal opportunity emanating from post–World
War II black veterans, both of which were developments that dramatized the
contradictions created in American society by racial discrimination and gener-
ated calls for change that were not easily denied (Morris 1984).

Such shifts led to the passage by the U.S. Congress of two landmark pieces of
legislation: the Civil Rights Act in 1964, making discrimination against blacks
illegal, and the Hart-Celler Act in 1965, abolishing national origin quotas as
bases for immigrant admissions (Bean and Stevens 2003; Reimers 1985/1992;
Skrentny 2002). Scholars such as Nathan Glazer (1997) thought the former
would quickly lead to the full incorporation of blacks into American society.
Supporters of the Hart-Celler Act generally did not expect it to generate much
new immigration; rather, they thought it simply would remove the embarrass-
ment of the country’s prior discriminatory admissions policies (Reimers 1998).
The two laws thus both contributed to the prospect of improved racial and eth-
nic relations in the United States. However, neither turned out as anticipated.
Blacks did not quickly become economically incorporated, and millions of new
Asian and Latino immigrants unexpectedly began to arrive to the country (Alba
and Nee 2003; Beau et al. 2009; Foner 2000; Lee 2002; Skrentny 2001a). Many
of them were considered nonwhite.
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Now, nearly half a century after the passage of these watershed pieces of leg-
islation, we are addressing two broad and interrelated questions: To what
extent has the country’s contemporary immigration redefined race in America?
Conversely, to what extent has the country’s prior experience with race influ-
enced its perception of today’s nonwhite immigrants? To be sure, the United
States is more racially and ethnically diverse now than at any other time since
the early 1920s, and overt racial discrimination is now illegal, but to what degree
have racial and ethnic relations, especially black-white relations, improved? If
race is declining in significance, as many have claimed, is it declining equally
for all nonwhite groups? Or is the cancer of racial discrimination that is the
legacy of slavery so potent that it has metastasized to include America’s non-
white immigrant newcomers?

Scholars line up on both sides of the issue. Some believe that the problem
of race is beginning to fade and contend that even the gulf between blacks and
whites is contracting. For example, Abigail and Stephan Thernstrom (1997),
emphasizing the progress that has occurred over the past four decades, have
suggested that the pernicious black-white color line is disappearing. In fact, in
an op-ed piece in the Los Angeles Times, the Thernstroms, in referring to
Barack Obama’s unprecedented popularity across racial lines, posed the
provocative question, “Is race out of the race?” Other observers and analysts
point to structural reasons for optimism about the country’s potential to
absorb both ethnoracial minorities and newcomers over the next few decades,
noting trends that portend the loss by the ethnoracial divide of its negative grip
on the nation. Richard Alba (2009) and Dowell Myers (2007), for example,
think the looming retirement of postwar baby boomers (the unusually large
cohorts of Americans born during the two decades after World War II) will
create enormous new job and housing possibilities for blacks and immigrants,
opportunities owing to the much smaller cohorts of whites coming behind
them not being large enough to replace them. As a result, Alba and Myers
argue, any vestiges of ethnoracial discrimination directed against nonwhites
will fade away.

But other analysts remain more pessimistic as to whether much change—
or any change—is taking place in ethnoracial divides, particularly in the
black-white divide. They point especially to persistent glaring disparities
between blacks and whites in educational attainment, income, and wealth
and residential segregation (Bobo 1997, 1999; Carter 2005; Charles 2001;
Conley 1999; Hacker 1992/1995; Massey and Denton 1993; Oliver and
Shapiro 1995). These social scientists underscore the enduring and conse-
quential effects of a color line that, they conclude, continues to separate
whites and blacks in the United States. Others take the argument further,
suggesting that the black-white chasm is deep and wide enough to apply also
to the new nonwhite immigrant groups, especially Mexicans, Puerto Ricans,
and other Latino groups (Itzigsohn 2009; Massey 2007). Still others note that
the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries have
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coincided with widening and deepening economic inequalities that threaten
the undoing of any progress resulting from cultural and demographic change
(Katz and Stern 2006).

The Present Focus and Approach
Apart from propounding conjectures like those just described, social scientists
have only begun to analyze the role the new immigration has played in shap-
ing contemporary ethnoracial issues. Unanswered questions abound. On which
side of the color line do the new immigrant groups fall? In the case of Mexican
immigrants, is their experience more like that of immigrant ethnic groups or
more like that of racial minority groups (Bean and Stevens 2003; Skerry 1993;
Telles and Ortiz 2008). Stated differently, do the incorporation experiences of
the mainly Asian and Latino new immigrants more closely parallel those of
earlier-arriving immigrant groups such as Italians—who were rather completely
incorporated by the end of the 1960s (Alba 1990, 2009)—or of African
Americans, who are still substantially poorly incorporated (Bean and Bell-Rose
1999)? Is immigration loosening ethnoracial boundaries by increasing diver-
sity, which in turn helps to foster mechanisms generating greater tolerance for
all ethnoracial minority groups? Or has the rapid growth of nonwhite groups
through immigration generally increased perceptions among majority whites
that their superordinate position is threatened, leading to intensification of
white efforts to maintain the divide between themselves and other groups?

We seek to answer such questions with considerable caution and humility,
for two reasons. First, perhaps no topic in American social science has com-
manded more attention—or at least more fervent attention—than the coun-
try’s ethnoracial issues. We realize that many of the arguments we introduce
here as possible answers to such questions have previously been advanced by
others, often in terms that are both eloquent and profound (see, for example,
Alba and Nee 2003; Cornell and Hartmann 1998; Foner and Fredrickson
2004; Foner 2006; Gans 1999; Gerstle 2001; Itzigsohn 2009; Jaynes 2000;
Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, and Waters 2002; Kasinitz et al. 2008; Lieberson 1980;
Massey 2007; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Telles and Ortiz 2008; Waldinger
1996; Waters 1999a). Here we draw and build on this rich body of work, seek-
ing to synthesize previous findings and to organize and present in one place
several new and relevant kinds of evidence. This offers the possibility of devel-
oping new insights by scrutinizing boundary-breaking behaviors and experi-
ences, allowing us to discern the existence and strength of ethnoracial divides
involving multiple, not just two, ethnoracial groups in early-twenty-first-
century America. It also helps clarify the roles that immigration and diversity
are playing in dissolving or maintaining such divides.

The second is that the concept of race itself is very problematical. As the dis-
tinguished historian Barbara Fields (1990, 2001, 2003) has so powerfully
reminded us, using the term “race” connotes a reality that does not exist and
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encourages the reification of the idea of race. This presumption of concreteness
appears to warrant attention on its own, quite apart from the power dynamics
and racism that perpetuate specific observed differences emerging from com-
parisons across official racial categories. Needless to say, we wish to emphasize
here that we do not view the concept of race in such reified terms. We neither
wish to convey the impression that we underestimate the negative consequences
that such usage can cause nor to say somewhat simply and ritualistically that we
view race as a “social construction.” Rather, we agree with Carl H. Nightingale
(2008), who puts the matter as follows: “A vast consensus has emerged among
scholars in many disciplines that color and race categories are continually rein-
vented within the context of social and political contestation, and that they have
no all-embracing meaning outside those contexts” (50). Thus, in this book we
avoid using the term “race” if possible, in an effort not to reinforce a perceived
but misleading concreteness regarding the concept. Instead we use the adjecti-
val form of the term, as in the phrase “racial status,” in an attempt to connote
the social, historical, and contextual contingency of racial categories. In some
instances, however, in writing about the way other individuals or organizations
use the term, we employ the single word “race,” as when we note the U.S.
Census Bureau’s own discussions of its methods for measuring “race.”

Our overarching research purpose, then, is to seek indications of the change
and persistence of ethnoracial divides in early-twenty-first-century America
and of the structural and cultural factors that bring about shifts, or maintain
the status quo. We do so by scrutinizing patterns of difference and change
in both quantitative and qualitative data, often examined across official racial
categories. We recognize the irony of this endeavor and its potential traps:
namely, that we are undertaking a search for evidence of increased or dimin-
ished ethnoracial significance in data organized by putative, rather essential-
ist, racial categories. Thus, when we argue that increased multiracial reporting
indicates that the power of absolutist racial status (as exemplified in black-
white categories) has declined and ethnoracial boundaries loosened, we remain
aware that were the salience of racial status to vanish altogether, it would not
even be possible to think and speak in multiracial terms. To state the matter
succinctly, there would be no mixed racial status without the existence of racial
status (Goldberg 1997; Telles and Sue 2009). For the moment we postpone
further discussion of such matters and their complexity, but we return to them
in the final chapter.

Racial Status and Immigration:
Beyond Black and White

As previously noted, many questions about racial status in the United States
have traditionally revolved around the axis of the black-white color line.
Reflecting this is the tendency for pundits and scholars to speak of one color
line: “the color line.” But today the country has moved far beyond this nexus,
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at least partly as a result of contemporary immigration (see Foner and Fredrickson
2004). As we have noted, the arrival of large numbers of new immigrants who
have been classified in the U.S. racial categorization scheme as nonwhite raises
several questions, two of which are initially important: Where do such persons
fall in regard to the black-white color line? Do such persons fall on neither the
black nor the white side of the traditional color line, but somewhere different
altogether?

The flood of new immigrants to the United States became possible with
the passage, in 1965, of the Hart-Celler Act, which eliminated national origin
quotas. Unlike earlier immigrants, the recent waves of immigrants originated
from non-European countries. During the 1980s and 1990s, over 80 percent of
immigrants came from Latin America, Asia, or the Caribbean, and only about
14 percent hailed from Europe or Canada (U.S. Immigration and Naturalization
Service 2002). The shift in national origins of immigrants to the United States
from Europe to Latin America, Asia, and the Caribbean is the single most dis-
tinctive aspect of the “new immigration” in the United States (Bean and Bell-
Rose 1999; Waldinger and Lee 2001; Zhou and Lee 2007). Today’s immigrant
newcomers have since made an indelible imprint on the nation’s racial-ethnic
landscape, transforming it from a largely black-white society at the end of World
War II to one now consisting of multiple new nonwhite ethnic groups (Alba and
Nee 2003; Bean and Stevens 2003; Sears et al. 2003). In 1970, Latinos and
Asians made up only 5 and 1 percent, respectively, of the nation’s population,
but by 2008 these percentages had risen to over 15 and 5 percent (from the 2007
and 2008 American Community Surveys [Ruggles et al. 2009]). America’s
Latino and Asian populations are continuing to grow, and according to the U.S.
Census Bureau projections, by the year 2050, they are likely to constitute about
30 and 9 percent of the U.S. population, respectively (Sam Roberts, “Minorities
Often a Majority of the Population Under 20,” New York Times, August 7,
2008, A15).

Like the declining significance of race, the topic of immigration sparks con-
siderable debate. Whereas European immigrants of America’s past have come
to symbolize the search for opportunity and hope, today’s non-European immi-
grants seem to generate anxiety in the minds of many Americans. At the core
of the concern is the question of difference—the degree to which nonwhite
immigrants and their descendants are becoming incorporated into the host
society. Some native-born white Americans seem to assume the “unassimilabil-
ity” of today’s nonwhite newcomers—over 30 percent of whom arrive from
Mexico, pointing to their non-European origins, their low education and job
skills, and their alleged unwillingness to assimilate and adopt mainstream cul-
tural values (Borjas 2001; Camarota and McArdle 2003; Huntington 2004).
Others remain apprehensive that a restructured economy has reduced eco-
nomic opportunities, which, together with national origin and racial-ethnic dis-
tinctiveness among the new immigrants, might make complete incorporation
difficult, if not impossible for today’s newcomers (Portes, Fernández-Kelly, and
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Haller 2005; Telles and Ortiz 2008). Yet other observers adopt an entirely
different view, and point to the remarkable progress that America’s new non-
white newcomers have made since their recent arrival. They maintain that
immigrants and their children not only are successfully incorporating eco-
nomically, linguistically, and socioculturally but also are achieving rates of
mobility comparable to if not better than those of the earlier European
arrivals (Alba and Nee 2003; Bean and Stevens 2003; Kasinitz et al. 2008;
Lee 2005; Smith 2003, 2006).

The difference in the two perspectives stems in part from divergent concep-
tualizations of racial status and dissimilar ideas about how racial boundaries
affect today’s newest nonwhite groups. Those who raise concerns alleging
the “unassimilability” of contemporary immigrants often point to their non-
European origins, suggesting that the experiences of today’s newcomers with
racial status and incorporation are more similar to those of blacks than to those
of earlier European immigrants (Lopez 2009). Given that black-white rela-
tions have arguably constituted the most intractable domestic difficulty in the
country (Jaynes and Williams 1989; Smelser, Wilson, and Mitchell 2001),
scholars who take a pessimistic view often conclude that a growing nonwhite
population and increasing racial and ethnic diversity can only lead to more
problems that will persist long into the future. By contrast, those who point
to positive signs of incorporation underscore that ethnoracial status may not
be as consequential for today’s Asian and Latino immigrants as it still is for
African Americans. Such scholars emphasize that racial boundaries have
stretched in the past to comprise European immigrants previously considered
nonwhite, such as the Irish, and are now being redrawn to include Asians and
Latinos. More important, they contend, treating all nonwhite groups as dis-
advantaged racialized minorities conflates the dissimilar experiences of African
Americans, whose ancestors were slaves and involuntary migrants to the coun-
try, with those of contemporary immigrants who have come voluntarily and
often bring with them high levels of human and social capital (Fields 2003).

The difference also reflects alternative although often complementary theo-
retical perspectives about racial and ethnic relations. According to the first
perspective, noted earlier, which derives from a black-white model of racial rela-
tions, throughout U.S. history power relations have played an overwhelmingly
strong role in influencing other relations between the two groups (Bonilla-Silva
2004a, 2004b; Omi and Winant 1994; Takaki 1979). This perspective thus
tends to perpetuate, or at least not explicitly undermine, essentialist views of
racial status (Telles and Sue 2009). It also often assumes that power relations
apply more or less equally to relations between whites and other groups today
and thus reinforces ideas that racial status is a given and is static. Furthermore
it implies that structural differences are relatively immutable because they can
change only as a result of profound shifts in power factors. It thus neglects the
roles that cohort and compositional dynamics, not to mention cultural dynam-
ics, can play in social change.
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In contrast with this immutability, a more boundary-oriented perspective is
increasingly used by other scholars who point to the potentially fluid, porous,
and ever-evolving nature of group boundaries (Alba 2009; Barth 1969; Cornell
and Hartman 2006; Foner 2000; Lamont and Molnar 2002; Lee and Bean
2004; Telles and Sue 2009; Waters 1990; Wimmer 2008). In this volume we
seek to a certain extent to adjudicate between the two views, the more static
power-relations framework in which racial status is seen as immutable and the
more flexible boundary-shifting paradigm. We strive to ascertain which per-
spective seems better to apply to racial-ethnic relations and color lines gener-
ally in the twenty-first-century United States, which has seen high volumes of
recent immigrants, and which view is a better fit for certain subgroups.

Racial and Ethnic Diversity in the 
United States in the Twenty-First Century

The incorporation of today’s nonwhite immigrants is occurring in a context
where contemporary immigration is not the only factor contributing to the tex-
ture of today’s ethnoracial diversity. The number of intermarriages—cross-group
marriages among whites, Latinos, Asians, Pacific Islanders, Native Americans,
and Arican Americans—has soared more than twenty-fold over a forty-year
period, from 150,000 marriages in 1960 to 3.1 million in 2000 (Jacoby 2001;
Lee and Edmonston 2005). Whereas less than 1 percent of married Americans
were intermarried in 1960 (Jacoby 2001), nearly a half century later, in 2008,
about 7.6 percent of married Americans had spouses of different races (Ruggles
et al. 2009). This increase actually is the opposite of what one would expect if
the only factor affecting intermarriage were the size of the minority group.
That is, the increases in the size of these nonwhite populations would lead one
to predict less intermarriage as the structural probability of finding by chance
alone a spouse from within one’s own racial-ethnic group rises (Kalmijn
1998). Even marriage between black and white Americans, the most histori-
cally stigmatized of interracial unions, has steadily increased over the past four
and a half decades: less than 2 percent of either black husbands or black wives
having white spouses in 1970 to over 7 percent of black married women hav-
ing white husbands and nearly 15 percent of black married men having white
wives in 2007 (Farley 2009).

We have also witnessed a resulting rise in the numbers of persons with
multiracial backgrounds who willingly identify themselves as such, another
trend that is signifying that the United States is moving beyond the absolutist
black-white demarcations of the past. The multiracial population became
especially visible when the 2000 census allowed Americans to mark more than
one race as a way to identify themselves in official census terms. In 2008, about
2.2 percent of Americans, or one in forty-five, listed themselves as multiracial
(Ruggles et al. 2009). Some analysts have suggested that by the year 2050, the
fraction could rise to as much as 20 percent, and by 2100, 33 percent, or one
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in three (Farley 2004; Lee and Edmonston 2005; Smith and Edmonston
1997). Some even suggest that we are in the midst of a multiracial baby boom
and are witnessing the hybridization of the American population. Some refer
to this process as the United States becoming “mestizo” (Gerstle 1999; Nash
1995). These tendencies touch ever more Americans, as shown by the multi-
racial kin networks of American families; even as early as 1990, one fifth of
all Americans indicated they had a close relative of a different racial or ethnic
background (Goldstein 1999).

Each of these phenomena—the new immigration, the rise in intermarriage,
and the growing multiracial population—reflects the increasing racial and
ethnic diversity in the United States. At first glance, such trends seem to por-
tend improving race relations in the country; not only do relatively more
mixed-race marital unions occur now than in the past, but also the offspring
of such unions are now able officially to acknowledge their multiracial back-
grounds if they choose. Old strictures appear to be melting away, foreshad-
owing the possible birth of a new era of tolerance and universalism, or what
David Hollinger (1995) refers to as a “postethnic America”—one in which
racial and ethnic boundaries are more porous and the color line is disappear-
ing altogether. Viewed against this backdrop, Obama’s election would seem
to confirm that we have become a “postracial” society in which racial ascrip-
tion and ethnic heritage are no longer barriers to mobility in America’s
opportunity structure.

However, before accepting this conclusion we need to examine evidence
carefully and comparatively across whites, Asians, Latinos, and African
Americans to see whether intermarriage and multiraciality carry similar signif-
icance for the members of different racial and ethnic groups. Both inter-
marriage and multiraciality are important indicators of the breakdown of
the social and cultural boundaries separating whites and nonwhite groups such
as Asians, Latinos, and blacks. It is most important to ascertain whether the
Asian-white and Latino-white boundaries are similar in nature and intensity
to the black-white boundary. If not, what does this suggest about claims
concerning recent improvements in race relations? Because Asians and Latinos
are neither black nor white, the black-white historical model in the United
States may not be a useful guide to predict their incorporation outcomes.
Hence, it remains to be seen whether today’s newest immigrant groups are
closely tracking the footsteps of their European immigrant predecessors, 
or whether Asians and Latinos are becoming racialized minorities whose
experiences are more akin to those of African Americans.

Central Question, Evidence, and Argument
If the problem of the twentieth century was that of the black-white divide,
the question of the twenty-first century is whether color lines still exist, and
which groups fall on which side of any such divides. We tackle this question
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comparatively by reviewing the prior work of others and by introducing two
kinds of new data:

1. Population information from official government sources, including changes
in the approach of the U.S. census to issues of race, and responses to cen-
sus questions concerning racial and ethnic categories

2. In-depth subjective interview data from our own studies of the ways
Californians experience and view racial status and divides, including per-
ceptions of intermarriage and multiracial identification.

In the first category is information that is demographic-compositional and
enables us to examine, across places and time, population-based measures of
diversity and the prevalence of events such as intermarriage and multiracial iden-
tification. The second type of information is cultural-perceptual and enables us
to assess experiences with and subjective views about these phenomena.

Both kinds of evidence are important. While indications of difference or
change in demographic composition may reflect both social-structural behav-
ioral and subjective-perceptual cultural change, compositional differences or
change alone may not necessarily reflect or induce more deep-seated and
underlying sociocultural shifts. This point is illustrated later by an example
involving intermarriage. Moreover, compositional and sociocultural forces
may often reflect changes that operate in opposing directions and thus offset
each other to varying degrees. If one is greater than the other, first-order empir-
ical observations may lead to the inference that the one associated with the
stronger force is the only one at work, since evidence of the operation of the
weaker force becomes masked under such conditions.

Intermarriage provides a good example of this sort of dilemma. Sociologists
often proclaim that intermarriage is the litmus test of assimilation, its existence
providing particular indication of strong acculturation (Gilbertson, Fitzpatrick,
and Yang 1996; Gordon 1964; Kalmijn 1993, 1998; Lee and Bean 2004; Lee
and Fernandez 1998; Lieberson and Waters 1988; Moran 2001; Perlmann and
Waters 2004; Qian and Lichter 2007; Rosenfeld 2002). However, if a minor-
ity group is growing in numbers enough to increase its relative group size (a
compositional change), the probability of exogamy for an individual in the
group decreases (that is, the probability of in-group marriage increases) by dint
of this factor alone. This can happen even when broad acceptance of inter-
marriage (a cultural shift) and actual intermarriage (a social-structural shift) are
rising at the same time. This may be the situation prevailing today with con-
temporary inter-ethnoracial marriage. Among Asians and Latinos, immigra-
tion has so rapidly added numbers to their overall population sizes that the
probability of endogamy for individuals in these groups has increased consid-
erably just because of gains in the sizes of the groups. Thus, examination of
population-based trends does not necessarily indicate whether cultural atti-
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tudes toward intermarriage are becoming more favorable, as we might expect
if substantial sociocultural change were occurring. This is one reason why inter-
marriage can sometimes constitute a misleading indicator of integration (Song
2009). As a result, the research strategy we adopt here in the cases of both inter-
marriage and multiracial identification is to conduct both population-based
and sociocultural analyses and to rely on evidence from both quantitative and
qualitative research approaches.

Both kinds of data provide necessary and complementary information for
addressing the central question at hand. Studying one without the other risks
obtaining an incomplete or inaccurate portrait of how and why color lines may
be different now than what they were a century ago. By joining the two
approaches, we can better gauge whether today’s black-white color line is
disappearing altogether, shifting into some alternative form such as a white-
nonwhite or black-nonblack divide, or possibly becoming transformed into a
more complex tri-racial divide. To ascertain the placement of color lines at the
quantitative level, we examine information on group differences in trends
in immigration, diversity, intermarriage, and multiracial identification. To
gauge color-line placements at the qualitative level, we provide in-depth portraits
of experiences and the subjective meanings and significance of racial status, racial
divides, intermarriage, and multiracial identification. Of particular value is the
qualitative data in regard to intermarriage, because several of the immigrant
groups under consideration are growing in relative size, a change that tends to
move their own group rates of intermarriage in the opposite direction from
any loosening of cultural boundaries between ethnoracial groups.

We focus on intermarriage because it signals declining racial and ethnic
prejudice and fading group boundaries and is one of the final stages of a minor-
ity group’s incorporation into a majority group’s host culture; we study multi-
racial identification because seeing and identifying oneself in multiracial terms
reflects a jettisoning of the exclusive and absolutist bases of racial categoriza-
tion that have long marked racial identification in the United States. Both
interracial marriage and multiracial identification thus speak volumes about
the current meaning of racial status in American society; in particular, they
signal where racial group boundaries are fading most rapidly and where they
continue to endure. Therefore, examining the trends and patterns in both the
quantitative and qualitative data will help determine where the color line is
being drawn in the twenty-first century.

We also focus on whether and to what degree ethnoracial diversity in general
relates to indicators of ethnoracial boundary loosening such as intermarriage and
multiracial reporting. Robert D. Putnam (2007) has recently argued that such
diversity seems to exert a negative effect on social capital and thus, by exten-
sion, on trust and social cohesion as well. He conjectures that neighborhood
ethnoracial diversity results in people’s “hunkering down” in their homes, a ten-
dency that, if it does exist, would imply that greater diversity strengthens rather
than weakens ethnoracial boundaries. In contrast, Robert J. Sampson (2009)
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generally finds positive effects of immigration-related diversity on neighbor-
hood social life. The research findings we present later in this book suggest that
ethnoracial diversity leads to more intermarriage and more multiracial report-
ing, thus potentially encouraging less discrimination against minorities and
more opening up of opportunities for them, a result more consistent with
the findings of Sampson’s research. Of course, larger ethnoracial groups may
simply mean more persons are available for intermarriage. This can occur even
as the probability of endogamy declines due to rising relative minority group
size. In other words, larger absolute numbers of intermarriages can occur even
though the rate for a given group may decline. This could then lead to larger
numbers of children with multiracial backgrounds, which could increase
multiracial reporting. However, beyond this, we present results that also sug-
gest that diversity per se exerts positive effects on boundary loosening that go
beyond just its compositional impacts.

David Hollinger (1995) claims that multiracial Americans are performing
a historic role at the moment by helping to move the United States in a
“postethnic” direction, and Herbert Gans (1999) views multiracial identifica-
tion as a harbinger of progress in race relations because it reflects the dimin-
ishing significance of the current racial categorical regime. Gans predicts, further,
that today’s racial labels may become increasingly less relevant in each gener-
ation until they disappear into obscurity. Richard Alba and Victor Nee (2003)
also recognize the salience of intermarriage and multiracial identification,
and posit that the disappearance of “racial distinctions” between Asians and
Latinos and whites will depend largely on how the children of Asian and
Latino intermarriages view themselves and are viewed by others in such terms,
as well as on the opening up of opportunities for upward social mobility for
these groups (Alba 2009). Taken together, trends in intermarriage, patterns of
multiracial identification, and the ways the members of various groups feel
about these phenomena reflect the permeability and rigidity of racial and eth-
nic boundaries. Hence, intermarriage and multiracial identification become
the analytical lenses through which we observe the strength and placement of
changes in America’s color line.

The findings from our analyses of both quantitative and qualitative data
suggest that group boundaries are fading more rapidly for Latinos and even
more rapidly for Asians than for blacks, signaling that today’s new nonwhite
immigrants are not incorporating as racialized minorities whose experiences
and situations are more akin to those of blacks than of whites. Our research
suggests that Asians and perhaps to a lesser degree Latinos are more closely fol-
lowing the pattern of European immigrants, which places them closer to
whites at this point in time than to blacks. Thus, a new black-nonblack color
line appears to be emerging that places the new nonwhite immigrants on the
nonblack side of the line and continues to separate African Americans from all
other groups. Hence, although the color line may be fading and becoming
more flexible in certain respects, the new color line continues to relegate many
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blacks to positions of disadvantage, just like the traditional black-white line,
pointing to the persistence of a pattern of black exceptionalism in the United
States. Paradoxically, the new diversity blurs some color lines more than others,
leaving the old line more repositioned than eradicated.

Acknowledging the existence of a contemporary color line dividing black
and nonblack Americans does not mean we suggest that “nonblack” is a homo-
geneous category synonymous with “white.” In fact, we propose that there are
many shades of nonblack, making this category more nuanced and complex
than the category often defined as white. Perhaps because whiteness as a cate-
gory has expanded in the past to incorporate new immigrant groups, some may
presume that it now is stretching again to envelope at least many Asians and
Latinos. Some observers seeing the patterns of interracial marriage and multi-
racial identification might argue that Asians and Latinos are indeed the next
in line to become “white,” with multiracial Asian-whites and Latino-whites
at the head of the queue. However, such an interpretation fails to consider that
“whiteness” may no longer retain its previous meaning and significance. Hence,
although Asians and Latinos may be nonblack, this does not necessarily mean
that they are becoming white. This suggests that the old black-white divide will
not reemerge but that a new category, nonblack, is emerging.

The Structure of This Book
This book is divided into three parts. In part I we outline four alternative the-
oretical perspectives concerning the origins and nature of today’s color line(s);
review the history of the various ways the U.S. government, through its major
population statistical agency, the Census Bureau, has sought to determine the
racial status of the population in order to fulfill its constitutional and legal man-
dates to provide data for political apportionment and other official government
functions; and draw on 1990 and 2000 census data and on 2007 and 2008
American Community Survey data (Ruggles et al. 2009) to describe national
and place-based trends in immigration, nonwhite population growth, diversity,
intermarriage, and multiracial reporting. We also document the shifts in the
ethnoracial demography of the United States in recent decades, especially the
arrival after 1965 of a new wave of immigrants from non-European countries
that has dramatically altered the ethnoracial landscape of the country and ush-
ered in a new era of diversity.

Modifications in census definitions, increases in immigration, and group dif-
ferences in population trends provide clear indications of change in this respect,
but such shifts do not provide a complete picture of the cultural and attitudi-
nal changes that may have accompanied them. Hence, in part II, in four largely
qualitative chapters, we present data on more deeply rooted subjective and per-
ceptual accounts of the ways persons experience and view intermarriage and
multiracial identification. In part III we examine large representative data sets
for places (cities and states) in order to develop assessments of the strength of
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relationships among size of minority group, ethnoracial diversity, inter-
marriage, and multiracial identification. We conclude by discussing what all of
the results imply about the placement of today’s color line(s).

We here present the contents of each chapter in greater detail. In chapter 2
we note that reaching more definitive conclusions about the placement of and
factors contributing to shifting color lines requires additional evidence that
taps historical changes in legal strictures regarding racial status and cultural
differences in subjective feelings and orientations about intermarriage and
multiraciality. This is made necessary by the fact that certain structural
changes may not always reflect greater tolerance toward racial-ethnic minori-
ties, as one might initially think. As a guide for interpreting such data, we
introduce four theoretical models of where contemporary U.S. color lines
might now be drawn.

Chapter 3 describes in detail how the U.S. census has measured race since
its first inception in 1790 to its latest and perhaps most path-breaking shift in
matters of racial identity, whereby Americans may identify themselves by
marking more than one racial category. This decision is epochal because the
option to “mark one or more races” gives official status and recognition to
Americans who see themselves as persons of mixed-race backgrounds—an
acknowledgement that speaks volumes about how far the country has come
since the days when the “one-drop rule” of hypodescent (whereby a person
with “one drop” of African American blood was considered black) carried the
force of legal legitimacy. Because census practices have often mirrored the cen-
trality of racial status in the country, by examining how the census has mea-
sured race throughout its history we gain an enlightened perspective about the
changing nature of America’s color line.

In chapter 4, we use analyses of census data to chart the recent growth of
racial and ethnic groups in the United States and to assess the extent to which
recent changes are due to contemporary immigration. Looking at trends
in immigration, we show how newcomers from Latin America and Asia are
changing the racial and ethnic terrain of the country, making some cities and
states extraordinarily diverse. By more “diverse” we mean areas where larger
and greater numbers of racial and ethnic minority groups come to constitute
larger proportions of state or metropolitan-area populations. We illustrate
which parts of the country have been most affected by the rapidly expanding
new racial and ethnic diversity, and also show how this diversity represents a
departure from the traditional diversity of black and white.

In chapter 5 we attempt to assess cultural shifts by documenting recent
trends in intermarriage and examining their significance by means of in-depth
interview data from interracial couples. More specifically, we examine how inter-
racial couples construct definitions of racial status, how their understanding
of racial categories affects whom they consider suitable marriage partners, and
whether they believe that intermarriage facilitates incorporation. Although
social scientists agree that intermarriage is an indicator of incorporation, they
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have not fully examined whether the incorporative power of intermarriage
works similarly across groups.

In chapter 6 we examine how interracial couples choose to identify their
children and how their choices in turn affect patterns of incorporation.
Historically, the legacy of the “one-drop rule” of hypodescent has determined
the racial identification of children born to black-white unions. It is unclear
whether the children born to Asian-white and Latino-white unions are sub-
ject to the same constraining principle. In part this is because the racial iden-
tification of multiracial Asian and Latino children did not become salient until
fairly recently, and in part it is because Asians and Latinos are neither white
nor black, and so the children of Asian-white and Latino-white unions lack a
historical precedent that governs their identification. It is not yet apparent
whether their identities will be closely circumscribed, as has historically been
the case for multiracial black children, or whether their identities will be more
flexible, fluid, and even largely chosen for symbolic reasons, by which we mean
selected on a discretionary and volitional basis, like those of European white
ethnics, as opposed to endured because they are ascribed by others, like those
of African Americans.

In chapter 7 we continue the line of inquiry about cultural differences by
raising the question of who is multiracial—or, more specifically, who chooses
to claim a multiracial identification? We first unpack interesting patterns that
emerge from the 2000 census and more recent American Community Survey
(ACS) data, and then delve into the mechanisms and processes that lead some
groups to report higher rates of multiracial identification than others. Given
that the one-drop rule of hypodescent is no longer legally enforced and that
all Americans may now officially claim a multiracial background, we investi-
gate why some groups are less likely to report multiracial identifications than
others. In other words, in lieu of the legal invocation of the one-drop rule, we
examine what cultural and institutional mechanisms may now be in place that
keep the rate of multiracial reporting lower in some groups than others. The
findings underscore the critical point that the incorporative power of racial
mixing differs by group, with members of some groups feeling less able to
freely claim a multiracial identification.

In chapter 8 we assess what the patterns of intermarriage and multiracial iden-
tification indicate about group boundaries more generally. Boundary work has
been a fundamental part of the immigrant incorporation experience (Alba 1985,
1990; Gans 1999; Gerstle 1999; Ignatiev 1995; Jacobson 1998; Lamont 2000;
Perlmann and Waldinger 1997; Waters 1990). Previously, nonwhite European
ethnics achieved “whiteness” by crossing over the color line, leading to the even-
tual shift in the boundary separating whites and nonwhites. Today, so complete
is their incorporation that the boundaries among white ethnics are no longer
regarded as racial differences but rather as ethnic differences that are symbolic,
situational, and optional. Whereas white Americans may enjoy “ethnic” options,
nonwhites often carry the burden of their racial labels, but it is unclear where
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multiracial Americans fit along the continuum of volitional and ascribed iden-
tities. Are their identities more symbolic and situational, as they are for white
ethnics, or are they more constrained and consequential, as they are for racial-
ized minorities such as African Americans? We close the chapter by assessing
what the empirical patterns we observe suggest about the fluidity of boundaries
for America’s nonwhite groups more generally.

In chapter 9 we analyze how racial and ethnic diversity is geographically
linked in the aggregate to patterns of multiracial identification across places,
and we analyze how the size of specific minority racial and ethnic groups in
certain places directly relates to multiracial reporting in those areas, and indi-
rectly relates to such reporting through diversity and through intermarriage.
Given the historical specificity of black-white relations in the United States,
larger black populations may affect intergroup relations differently than do
larger Asian and Latino populations. We conclude by discussing what such
differences suggest about intergroup relations and changing color lines from
such a quantitative perspective.

In chapter 10 we offer a synthesis of our findings and draw out implications
of our research for the future of race and ethnic relations. We also suggest what
we believe are some fruitful directions for further research.
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