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Foreword
Christopher Edley, Jr.

vii

The President’s Race Initiative was launched in June 1997 in the
belief that no challenge facing the nation as it enters the new cen-
tury is as critical and daunting as the challenge of color.  Around

the world and throughout human history, there have been countless trag-
edies born of our seemingly innate tendencies toward misunderstanding,
distrust, resentment, prejudice, hatred, and even violence—all triggered
by racial, ethnic, tribal, and religious differences.  It would be hubris to
believe that Americans have somehow escaped this human condition,
miraculously healed and henceforth immune from our own color-based
brand of tribalism.  We are unlikely in the next few years to face the
upheavals of ethnic cleansing familiar from the Balkans and Central Af-
rica, or the slow burn of ethnicity-based conflict and even terrorism we
have witnessed in Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Northern Ireland, Spain, Mexico,
and countless other places.  The growth of America’s diversity is breath-
taking.  However, unless we in the United States do better to confront and
bind our racial and ethnic divisions, the powerful legacy of racial caste
will shackle our progress and rend our communities.

Our secular catechism of equality and justice for all, authored at the
nation’s birth, was belied by practices at the time.  Yet these remain the
powerful ideals to which we aspire, at least in our nobler moments, and
without regard to political party or social status.  One could even argue
that the essence of being an American has much more to do with alle-
giance to our conceptions of justice and fairness than it does to profi-
ciency in a common language or devotion to some vague set of cultural
practices.  (Baseball? Apple pie? Some religion? Television?)  When Ameri-

Copyright 2004 © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Unless otherwise indicated, all materials in this PDF File purchased from the National Academies Press (NAP) are copyrighted
by the National Academy of Sciences. Distribution, posting, or copying is strictly prohibited without written permission of the NAP.
Tracking number: 1297912911910225

To purchase this content as a printed book or as a PDF file go to http://books.nap.edu/catalog/9599.html
We ship printed books within 1 business day; personal PDFs are available immediately.

http://books.nap.edu/catalog/9599.html


viii FOREWORD

cans express patriotic pride, we may mention our relative prosperity or
some iconic character trait such as self-reliance.  But more likely, we boast
about our civic institutions and, especially, civic values such as equality
and tolerance.

Racial caste in this land is more than twice as old as the nation itself.
It began with the campaigns of displacement, killing, and subjugation of
native peoples by European settlers, and then expanded to the chattel
slavery of imported Africans.  Because the roots of American prejudice
and racism are some 250 years deeper than the bedrock of our constitu-
tional ideals, it would be yet another form of hubris to believe that the
legacy can be undone in a mere generation or two, and the wounds healed.
Nonetheless, healing with unflagging determination is precisely what we
must be about.  The first step must be a better understanding of our
history and our present condition.  This is where the leaders of the social
sciences have an indispensable contribution to make.  The Race Initiative
asked the National Research Council of the National Academies to pro-
vide the nation with an authoritative assessment of where we are.  America
Becoming: Racial Trends and Their Consequences is the result.

America Becoming details demographic changes that have moved
America beyond Black and White into a complex multiethnic environ-
ment that we still do not understand.  Disparities, discrimination,
progress, and retrogression within this multilayered economic and social
environment demonstrate that the color question is pervasive in our lives,
and it is an explicit tension or at least subtext in countless policy debates.
These debates range from K-12 school improvement, to criminal justice,
to reinvention of the health care system.

The premise is that rational explication, based in research, can make a
difference in the pursuit of our ideals.  There is, unfortunately, substantial
evidence to the contrary when it comes to race and ethnicity.  The difficul-
ties are of many sorts.  These volumes amply illustrate that there is no
shortage of factual, methodological, and conceptual challenges in study-
ing “race”—itself a contingent social construct, rather than a fixed bio-
logical or anthropological one.  They also illustrate that the research en-
terprise, try as we might, is almost inextricably tied to our politics—to the
currents of public values, interests, and debates.  There are contestable
judgments implicit in the choice of data we decide to keep, the subjects
scholars choose to investigate (and that can attract funding), the questions
and variables researchers select, the interpretations and application of the
research findings, and so forth.  All of this means that research related to
race has been the victim of the public’s decreased interest in civil rights in
the past 25 years, and that even sound research results have often been
viewed through lenses shaped by political or ideological agendas.
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FOREWORD ix

In the complex agenda of color and ethnicity, it is vital that research-
ers contribute to a reengagement of both the public and the research
community, despite the difficulties and risks. In these papers, researchers
repeatedly identify important questions requiring further research.  The
greatest success of America Becoming will be in providing the impetus for
a reinvigoration of the social scientific commitment to the cause of racial
and ethnic justice: to answer and raise questions, to guide and critique
policy actors, to take stock, and, especially, to teach.

America Becoming will be instrumental in feeding thoughtful debate.
There is ample nourishment here, to be sure, and one can find in the
media and countless communities and institutions reason to hope that the
appetite for serious civic discourse on the matter of race is on the rise.  In
colleges and universities, to take one example, dialogues on race have
proliferated, and one must hope that a resurgence of sophisticated course
offerings in this field will be a signal achievement of this decade.  As we
prepare students to live and lead in increasingly diverse communities, it
is education malpractice if we fail to provide an understanding of where
America is and has been on these troubling matters.

Race is not rocket science; it is harder than rocket science.  Race de-
mands an intellectual investment equal to the task.  It also demands re-
lentlessness in research and teaching that will overwhelm the human
tendency to let our differences trigger the worst in our natures.
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Terminology Used in This Report

As many of the authors point out, the term “race” as used to cat-
egorize ethnic origins of human beings is a social construct and
has no biological basis.  Nevertheless, we have come to identify

certain terms and names with certain groups of people. The variety of
those terms was reflected in the various authors’ usage choices; often,
more than one term was used for the same group in the same paper.  For
the purposes of these volumes, we will use the terms as recommended by
the U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB) in 1999:  it coded race
into five single-race groups: White, Black, American Indian or Alaska
Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, and Other.  These terms are defined the
terms as follows:

American Indian or Alaska Native.  A person having origins in any of the
original peoples of North and South America (including Central America),
and who maintains tribal affiliation or community attachment.

Asian.  A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far
East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent including, for example,
Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine
Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Black or African American.  A person having origins in any of the black
racial groups of Africa. Terms such as “Haitian” or “Negro” can be used
in addition to “Black or African American.”

xxvii
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Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.  A person having origins in
any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific
Islands.

White. A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe,
the Middle East, or North Africa.

Hispanic or Latino.  With respect to ethnicity, is defined as:  Hispanic or
Latino.  A person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central
American, or other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race. The term
“Spanish origin” can be used in addition to “Hispanic or Latino.”  (Note:
A Hispanic person can be Black or White.)

Again, for the purposes of brevity and consistency, the terms used
throughout these volumes are those recommended by OMB—American
Indian or Alaska Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, Black, Hispanic, and
White. Where necessary to distinguish, non-Hispanic Black and non-His-
panic White are used.

SOURCE: Tabulation Working Group, Interagency Committee for the
Review of Standards for Data on Race and Ethnicity. 1999. Draft Provi-
sional Guidance on the Implementation of the 1997 Standards for the
Collection of Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity (3-5,65; February 17,
1999). Washington, D.C.:  Executive Office of the President, Office of Man-
agement and Budget.
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