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The second point of agreement is that whatever values are centrally
involved, individualism as standardly conceived is not one of them.
We read Sidanius, Bobo, and even (on occasion) Sears (see, e.g., Sears
1088) as agreeing on this,”® and we obviously coneur. We should like,
however, to make this point in a nonpartisan way. Kinder and Sears ob-
viously continue to believe that individualism is integrally implicated
in the politics of race. All that we should like to remark is that what
they mean by and take to be a sign of individualism is equally obvi-
ously not what others mean by it, and the burden is, therefore, on them
to establish by evidence that their usage is warranted. It does seem to
us that any fair reading of Sears’s and Kinder’s chapters will con-
clude that they have not yet met this burden.

The liberal understanding of race, first formulated by Gunnar Myr-
dal (1944), stood on the premise that the strongest weapon against ra-
cial diserimination and }nequalit)f was the American Creed. Sears and
Kinder have aimed to stand the liberal understanding on its head. Tt is
their claim that, so far from racism being at odds with American ideals,
itis inspired by “the finest and proudest of traditional American values”
(Sears 1988, 54). If they are right, rather than looking to the American
Creed for support in the effort to overcome racial inequality, it is the
very values at the heart of the American experience that must be ei-
ther transformed or transcended. In order for their revisionist claim
to be right, it must be the case that these values actually are a well-
spring for racism, new or old. But there is now agreement, by them as

well as by everyone else, on the pillars of the American Creed. On
the one side, individualism as it has customarily been understood and
assessed is not integrally related to racism, while, on the other, inegali-
tarianism is deeply implicated. Since it is equality, not elitism, that is
a defining element of the American Creed and since political tolera-
tion is a source of racial tolerance (for supporting evidence, see Snid-
erman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991, chap. 7), we think the liberal under-
standing of race better grounded than the revisionist.

THE AUTONOMOUS ROLE OF RACIAL PREJUDIGE IN SHAPING
PUBLIC OPINION ON ISSUES OF RACE

On every account, racial prejudice still colors the thinking of many
white Americans about the responsibility of government to assist black
Americans. But, considered as a factor operating in its own right, there
is a sharp difference of opinion over the extent of its continuing power.
We read all participants to the debate, with one very important excep-
tion, as agreeing that racial prejudice is no longer the paramount fac-

POLITICS OF RACGE 269

tor dominating the positions that white Americans take on issues of
race. Sidanius and his colleagues make this point here as elsewhere
(see Sidanius et al, this volume, p. 227). Bobo does the same, also here
as elsewhere (see Bobo this volume, tab. 5.2, model 4), And we have
done the same (Sniderman and Piazza 1993; Sniderman and Carmine;
1997a). It is perhaps worth noting that this conclusion follows fr(_)m‘
analyses using a number of measures of prejudice—including feeling
thermometers and negative stereotype indices calculated both abso-
lutely and relatively—and drawing on a large variety of survey
sources—including the NES surveys, the GSS, and the National Race
and Politics Survey. -

The one exceptiori; of course, is the symbolic racism researchers, 1t
is the distinctive contention of the new racism researchers that racism
is the paramount factor defining the choices that white Americans
make about matters of race. They have nailed their flag to this mast,
asserting that racism is “the primary ingredient in white opinion on
racial affairs” (Kinder and Sanders 1996, 301) and charging that those
who suggest otherwise “participate in the demotion of prejudice as an
explanation for political conflict” (p. 271) and are guilty of “whitewas}'l—
ing racism” (p. 269). Obviously, we do not agree, but our aim here-z is
not to register our disagreement, but to highlight its basis. Eve1ytl}1ng
hinges on the symbolic racism researchers’ unique measure of racism.
No other measure of racism—whether it makes use of indirect forms
of assessment stereotypes or feeling thermometers (scored relatively
or absolutely) or is conceived as affective, aversive, ambivalent, or
stereotypical or in any other way-—has even a remotely comparable
power to predict the racial policy preferences of white Americans. The
question, then, is why the connection between their unique measure
of racism and measures of racial policy preferences is uniquely close.
They would maintain that the closeness of the connection demon-
strates the continuing power of racism. We strongly believe that it is
instead a warning flag. We cannot see that it carries understanding
very far to explain opposition to welfare for blacks in terms of a belief
that those on welfare “can get along without it if they tried” (Kinder
and Sanders 1996, 107, tab. 5.1). An analogy we think js apt is pur-
porting to explain the vote for a presidential candidate on the basis of
a belief that he is the better person for the job. What is supposed to
be doing the job of explanation seems, to our eyes, to be djfﬁcult t.o
distinguish from what it is supposed to be explaining, We leave this
question to future research.
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THE ROLE OF GROUP INTERESTS

"Two of the contributors to this volume, Sidanius and Bobo, have ar-
gued that the positions of white Americans reflect in part group inter-
ests. We should like to explain, first, why the argument of Sidanius,
because it is operationally more developed, is empirically vulnerable,
while that of Bobo, precisely because it is underidentified, is protected
against empirical assessment. Then, since group interests seem to us
part of a rounded account of racial politics, we want to say a word
about the logical shape these interests must take.

To begin with the first point, Sidanius does what Bobo fails to do—
advance a direct indicator of whether, when a difference between the
issue positions of two groups is observed, the reason for the difference
is group interest. That, after all, is the job of the social dominance
measure—to assess the strength of the desire of some to enjoy the
benefits of dominance over others. Bobo, by contrast, takes the fact
that a difference remains in the positions of the two groups after a
number of plausibly relevant factors are taken into account to be his
measure of the impact of group interest. Sidanius’s procedure, of
course, is superior because it allows his claims to be falsifiable. By
way of supporting his conception that his measure of social dominance
measures what it is supposed to measure, Sidanius presents evidence
showing roughly that the more dominant the social position of a group,
the higher its score on the social dominance measure.® This carries
his argument forward, but not, however, very far. On exactly the same
logc, it should be the case that the more dominant the social position
of individuals within the socially dominant group is, the higher their
scores on the social dominance measure should be. For if it is true
that whites on average are better off than blacks, it also is true that
there is a great range of variation in dominance among whites. This
is true both when comparing individuals with one another and when
comparing one class with another. It follows, if Sidaniuss account is
correct, that (taken as individuals or as groups) the better off and bet-
ter educated whites are, the higher their scores on the social domi-
nance measure will be. We lack the data to decide ourselves the valid-
ity of this prediction, but it will take braver people than we to bet, as
Sidanius must, that the middle class (or the well-educated) will score
higher on his measure of social dominance than the underclass {or the
poorly educated). It is harder, just because Boho lacks a direct indica-
tor, to test the strength of his particular conception of a group interest
hypothesis. A more rigorous treatment seems preferable, not least be-
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cause this way of proceeding is particularly vulnerable to oscillations
of semantic characterization, with Bobo referring at one point to “the
powerfully robust racial difference in opinion that separates the views
of blacks and of Latinos from those of whites” and yet at another re-
marking on “quite real, but muted racial differences” (see Bobo, Pp:
160 and 149, respectively).
Taking the two together, the way in which both Bobo and Sidanius
conceive of a group interest analysis has an odd logical shape and
seems frankly preliminary. Consider their odd logical shape first. Hf)w
do differences in group position play into the politics of affirmative
action? According to Bobo, “[M]uch of the white opposition to affir-
mative action springs from a desire to maintain a privileged position
in the American racial hierarchy” (p. 145), or as he also puts it, whites
oppose affirmative action “because they perceive blacks as competi-
tive threats for valued social resources, status, and privileges” (pp.
142-43). Sidanius sees the matter the same way, asserting that “one’s
commitment to equality is likely to be related to the social status .Of
one’s group, with members of [higher status] groups being more resis-
tant to the redistribution of resources and less likely to endorse prin-
ciples of equality” (Sidanius, p. 196). Both their formulations are, it
would appear as a matter of principle, asymmetrical. It is whites who
do the resisting, in an effort to hold onto what they have, not blacks
or Hispanics who do the striving, in an effort to see that they are more
fairly treated and better off, though the one matches the facts as well
as the other. It has puzzled us why both Bobo and Sidanius have fa-
vored an asymmetrical formulation, accenting only the resisting of
whites and passing over the striving of minorities. Treating minox:it.ies
as passive must lead analytically to an overestimate of the opposition
of whites and normatively to a slighting of the agency of the minori-
ties.2! Searching for an answer, we have found a clue in the (to us, odd)
way that they characterize our approach. We are, Bobordeclares, pro-
ponents of the principled objection hypothesis. This is an eccentrically
truncated characterization. In our view, one of the principal factors
shaping Americans’ positions on issues of race is their political values
and ideology, and this, consistent with ordinary usage, is a way of
claiming both that those who are broadly conservative will favor a nar-
rower view of the obligations of government to the less-well-off and
that those who are broadly liberal will favor a more expansive one {for
the record, we should also note that the reasoning behind the use of the
term “principled” altogether eludes us). We think it essential to recog-
nize also the role of liberalism, and the only reason for their restricting
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attention to conservativism, as best we can see, is an unacknowledged
assumption in their argument: namely, that all that needs to be ex-
plained is opposition to affirmative action because in the absence of
ill-will or self-interest people would naturally support it. Perhaps we
may say that a justification for treating support for affirmative action
as the default condition is not obvious.

The presentations of both Bobo and Sidanius also strike us as
frankly preliminary and, by comparison with earlier work, curiously
hollowed out.” Speaking in the spirit of people who believe that this
line of work is promising, we want to say that it probably is time to go
beyond observing that the political orientations of groups differ even
after taking account of plausibly relevant factors, It would certainly be
helpful to develop direct indicators of the clash of group interests, to
examine some of the diverse forms (e.g., economic versus cultural)
that these clashes may take, and to specify some of the conditions un-
der which group interests play a more important, or a less important,
role as an explanatory factor. .

There is a final point about the limits of group interests as a basis
for understanding the dynamics of racial politics. Recognizing that
groups may have different interests, concentrating on the cleavage be-
tween blacks and whites misses the heart of the politics of race. There
is a political contest over racial policy because white Americans them-
selves differ as to what should be done. If the cleavage over racial
politics were fundamentally racial, it would not be possible to assem-
ble a winning majority in behalf of policies to assist blacks, On the
contrary, just so far as a coalition is formed across racial lines, racial
policies are effectively contestable. The nub of the analytic problem,
it follows, is to understand why some whites favor and others oppose
an array of different policies to assist blacks, and if we read rightly the
evidence, particularly that of Sears and Kinder (see, e.g., Kinder and
Sears 1981}, the role of interests in accounting for differences among
whites is a comparatively minor one.

ISSUE PLURALISM

In his seminal work on mass belief systems, Philip Converse (1964)
crystallized the hypothesis of issue commonality, On their face, he ac-
knowledged, racial policies appeared diverse, some dealing with mat-
ters of education, others with the assurance of equal treatment under
the law, and still others with employment or subsidies for housing and
food. But this appearance of diversity, he suggested, was misleading,
In the minds of white Americans, these different issues hoiled down
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to different ways of asking the same question—how do you feel about
black Americans? Just so far as white Americans disliked them, they
would oppose policies designed to assist blacks across the board.
There are common elements to government policies to assist blacks
and accordingly an element of commonality in the responses of citi-
zens to them. In order to capture the lines of political division, how-
ever, and no less important, the sources underlying them, there is in-
creasing evidence of the need to attend to the diversity of racial
politics.

To call attention to the variety of racial politics, we introduced the
concept of issue plurﬂiism (see Sniderman et al. 1993}, It has seemed
to us for a while that the Conversian perspective yields a misleadingly
homogenized impression of the variety of clashes over racial policy,
as though the profound differences in what the government actually
proposes to do across the range of racial policies really are of no ac-
count to citizens. By contrast, we think that the actual terms of policy
choice may matter in at least three distinct ways: (1) in the political
balance of support and opposition for government programs, (2) in
the comparative balance of underlying factors encouraging support or
opposition, and (3) in the relative pliability or fixity of the positions
that citizens take (for supporting evidence on all three aspects, see
Sniderman and Piazza 1993}

The concept of issue pluralism is intended to underline the hypoth-
esis that the actual terms of the choices that citizens are asked to make
have something to do with the process by which they make these
choices. The hypothesis, if not the term, has gained general accep-
tance.

To point to the most striking example, the issue of affirmative action
has itself become nearly a poster issue for the notion of issue plur-
alism. In one of our studies, we carried out the Two Meaning Expe-
riment, demonstrating the profoundly different reattions of white
Americans depending on whether the issue of affirmative action is cast
in terms of giving preferential treatment or of making an extra effort
to assure equal treatment (Sniderman and Carmines 1997a, 23-27),
Schuman et al. report similar results from a similar experiment (1997,
9297-98), and the findings from the NES surveys solidly support the
results of both experiments.

To say that a point is widely agreed on is not to say it is entirely
uncontested. The whole premise of Bobo’s chapter in this very volume
is that it is sensible to speak of affirmative action without qualification.
This difference in approach is less troubling than it may at first seem



274 PAUL SNIDERMAN, GRETCHEN CROSBY, WILLIAM HOWELL

because Bobo's position is self-contradictory. Here he writes as though
it is appropriate to treat affirmative action without distinguishing
kinds of affirmative action; but elsewhere he and Schuman et al.
(1997, 298) declare that “[w]hen speaking of support for ‘affirmative
action,’ it is always important to specify exactly what kind of affirma-
tive action policy is intended.” More broadly, a belief—sometimes jus-
tified, sometimes not-—that preferential treatment or racial quotas are
in play transforms the clash over affirmative action—the evidence for
this now is indisputable. And it equally is indisputable that there is a
world of difference politically between an issue in which more than
eight in every ten whites line up on the side of assistance for blacks
and one in which one out of every two—or more—favor help for
blacks. What conceivably is to be gained analytically by pretending
that affirmative action is a foam rubber notion, embracing virtually
any and all policies—{rom job-training programs to explicit qiiota sys-
tems for admission to law schools—intended to assist blacks (in addi-
tion to Bobo this volume, see Steeh and Krysan 1996)? Without mean-
ing to be unkind, to overlook the rancor and turmeoil that distinctively
surround the politics of affirmative action—understood to involve
preferential treatment or racial quotas—is to be politically tone-deaf.

In trying to account for why citizens may or may not support a pro-
posal for government action, it is, we think, necessary to take account
of what they actually are being asked to support. Whatever your per-
sonal view of the merits of different racial policies, in a democratic
society it should be heartening that it makes a difference to citizens
what they are specifically asked to approve in the way of government
action. On the evidence at hand, it seems to us undeniable that the
actual'nature of the policy dealing with race-—and not merely the fact
that it deals with race—can affect the level of support for it, the
sources of support, and, finally, the relative fixity (or pliability) of the
positions that citizens take. Unchecked, however, the concept of issue
pluralism turns into an argument that the politics of every issue is dis-
tinctive, idiosyncratic. But there is a structure to the politics of race,
and to pick out its pattern of organization there is increasing agree-
ment that a theory of the politics of race requires a hypothesis of mul-
tiple agendas.

THE POLICY AGENDA HYPOTHESIS

What is a useful way to think about linkages across racial policy issues?
Just so far as the process of citizen choice is a function of the actual
terms of choice, it is natural to think in terms of issue agendas. Issues
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so conceived fall on a common agenda just so far as the alternatives
they pose~~what government proposes to do and how it proposes to
go about doing it-—are similar.

‘More specifically, we proposed that three distinguishable agendas
comprise the contemporary politics of race—the social welfare
agenda, the race-conscious agenda, and the equal treatment agendd
(see Sniderman and Piazza 1993). There is nothing magic about the
number three, and the structure of racial politics is not fixed forever.
On the contrary, so far as it is defined by the actual substance of public
policy, it surely will change over time. But given the will to disagree
about racial politics, the-agreement achieved on the agenda structure
of the politics of race; across data analysts and data sets, is impressive.
Drawing on the NES surveys, Kinder and Sanders present a three-
factor description of racial issues, corroborating not merely the gen-
eral shape, but also the specific details of our triple agenda hypothesis.
And drawing on the GSS in addition to the NES surveys, Schuman
and his colleagues, in the revised version of their work, now agree with
our suggestion of a triple agenda.

We do not wish to suggest that the consensus is complete. Sidanius
and his colleagues, for example, strongly dissent (see pp. 228-29), and
there certainly are versions of the symbolic racism argument that can
be read as being at odds with the idea of multiple agendas. But there
seems to our eyes to be an encouraging measure of agreement not
only that it is useful, in order to take cognizance of the diversity of
racial politics, to recognize that there are multiple agendas, but also
that it is helpful, in order to identify the distinctive dynamics of con-
temporary racial politics, to think in terms of three distinguishable
agendas.

In speaking of the triple-agenda hypothesis as analytically useful,
we do not mean merely that it is taxonomically tidy. The right test of
classification schemes is whether, if they are imposed,sthe causes of
the behavior under examination or its consequences are illuminated.
Our core proposition is that the process of choice is a function in part
of the terms of choice. We want to illustrate accordingly how the idea
of multiple agendas helps expose the play of causal factors.

We take as our first example the contingency of the role of racial
prejudice. If it is true that the structure of choice defines the relevance
of explanatory factors for the process of choice, then the all-too-
familiar debate over whether the impact of prejudice in shaping the
political thinking of white Americans continues to be large is sterile.
On the one side, racial prejudice—assessed by any conventional
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method—is a minor factor driving opposition to affirmative action—
understood to entail either preferential treatment or racial quotas—
while there is an accumulation of evidence that it is a more powerful
force in fueling opposition to welfare.? The argument here is general,
by no means peculiar to prejudice. An instructively parallel example,
highlighting the interplay of policy agendas and values as explanatory
factors, has been offered by Kinder and Sanders. Focusing on egalitar-
ianism, they underline the contingency of its impact. On the one side,
equality looms large for issues on the equal treatment agenda, while
it “simply disappears from public opinion” for issues on the race-
conscious agenda (Kinder and Sanders 1996, 159).

The contingency of causal factors conditional on the terms of
choice seems to us an analytic theme emerging with increasing clarity
and potentially of uncommon importance in developing a genuinely
insightful account of political reasoning, and not only about issnes of
race.

DYNAMICS OF REASONING ABOUT RACIAL POLICY

In suggesting that the contemporary argument over race is, at its core,
a political argument, we are advancing three ideas for consideration.
The first is that the contours of the argument over racial policies are
given their fundamental shape by the institutions of the party system
and the ideological contours of the larger American political land-
scape. The second is that, so far as the actual terms of choice shape
the process of political choice for citizens, there is not simply one issue
of race appearing in different guises. There are different issues, and it
is a fundamental mistake to suppose that the politics of affirmative
action, for example, and the politics of social welfare are interchange-
able. The third is that the contemporary debate over race is very much
a matter of political argument. It is this third idea that we wish to con-
sider.

Even a few years ago the nearly exclusive concern in the politics
of race was with standing decisions on racial policy. These standing
decisions may be a product of early socialization, as Sears and Kinder
and their colleagues claimed, or of the positions of groups in society,
as Bobo and Sidanius and their colleagues claimed, or of the political
orientations of citizens, as we and our colleagues claimed. The point
that we wish to underline is that all of these accounts, ours as much
as anyone’s, so far as they gave an account of the positions that citizens
took on matters of race, concentrated on the fixed, the long-term, the
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seemingly immutable. By contrast, in calling attention to the role of
political argumentation, we mean to focus attention on the fact that
there is an inherent contingency to the politics of race.

To insist on the inherent contingency of the politics of race is not
to deny that long-term factors are at work. On the contrary, one of the
aims of our analysis of political arguments has been to show that citi-
zens respond to them in the light of their deeper-lying political orien-
tations. What we do believe our experiments on political argument
have helped to expose is the sense in which slack is a constitutive fea-
ture of the politics of race, Citizens can take quite different positions
on issues of race dependiiig on which arguments are made to them—
and how ably: indeed, this is so much so that the political balance
can be swung from one side of the issue to another by argument and
leadership (see Sniderman and Carmines 1997a, chap. 4).

A FINAL COMMENT ON FATALISM

Itis a reproach, from time to time, that in arriving at a conclusion
that racism no longer plays a paramount role in molding the political
thinking of white Americans about issues of race we are undercutting
the campaign to achieve, finally and meaningfully, racial equality. For
our part, we have always replied that our aim has been to understand
things as they are, however they in fact are. But insofar as there is a
connection between scholarship and politics, we would like to close

“with one ohservation.

The other approaches, by neglecting politics, wind up as arguments
for fatalism. This is easiest to see in the social dominance perspective.
It consists in a claim that in every society subordinate groups are op-
pressed by superordinate ones. The argument, so far as we can make
out, is unclear on whether the bases for inequality—apart from gen-
der (Sidanius and Pratto refer to “the iron law of andrancy” [1993a,
174])—are the same in every society or not; on whether there is one or
more superordinate groups; on the conditions under which inequality
tends to be maximized or minimized. Instead, the social dominance
theory consists in the assertion that some groups are subordinate to
others in every society, modern, medieval, or ancient, capitalist or
communist, democratic or dictatorial. It is not obvious what to do with
a social science cast in such unconditional terms—putatively true al-
ways and everywhere—except to observe that, if it is true, it implies
that the effort to combat inequality is futile. We accept that Sidanius
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and his colleagues wish inequality to be reduced. Our point is that
they cannot get out of their theory an account of the conditions or
mechanisms of change.

Traveling on a different track, the symbolic racism argument arrives
at a similar destination. Sears and Kinder claim that racism regained
its dominance after the mid-1960s. Consider the implications of this
claim. After World War 1T, America underwent a series of profound
transformations, The economic boom brought unprecedented pros-
perity. The expansion of the school system at all levels carried with it
an unparalleled revolution of educational opportunity, and all that fol-
lows in its train for the value of tolerance, political, religious, and ra-
cial; the ascension of the new mass media; the urbanization of Amer-
ica; the mobility, geographical and social, of the postwar years; and, of
course, the extraordinary drama of the civil rights movement. If all of
these together produced only a temporary loosening of the hold of
racismn, then the conclusion that follows is that no degree of change
conceivable in a democratic society can break its hold. By contrast,
in our studies (see Sniderman and Carmines 1997, chap. 4), we see
evidence that a winning coalition can be assembled in behalf of poli-
cies to assist those who are poor, very much including blacks, by taking
advantage of arguments that appeal to liberal political values that
reach beyond race. It is not the least irony of the symbolic racism
approach that, by insisting on the seemingly ineradicable domination
of racism, it may squelch the very possibility of combating racial in-
equality and intolerance.

The fatalism bred into the bones of the social dominance and the
symbolic racism arguments follows from a limit common to both. Nei-
ther has a way, drawing on its own resources, to give an account of the
dynamics of racial politics. This, we would suggest, is a contribution
that a political theory of the politics of race is best positioned to make.

APPENDIX: TABLE 8.1 COMPONENTS

DEPENDENT VARIABLE

The symbolic racism measure was constructed following Kinder and
Sanders (1996). This index consists of six NES variables in 1986
(V565-V568, V579, V580) and four NES variables in 1992 (V6126—
V6129). See figure 8.1 for the question wording. The index was re-
scaled 01, with 1 indicating high symbolic racism.
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INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Antiblack affect (1986 NES only} refers to the respondents rating of
blacks on a feeling thermometer (V149), rescaled 0-1, with 1 as least
favorable feelings. The GSS measure of prejudice (1992 NES only) is
an index of three questions (“Would you rate blacks as hard working
or lazy?” “As unintelligent or intelligent?” “As violent or peaceful?),
These were rescaled 0-1, with 1 as most prejudiced,

Individualism (1986 NES only) is the standard six-variable Feld-
man index (V508-V513). Respondents were asked to agree or disagree
on a five-point scale with'the following statements: “People who don’t
get ahead have only themselves to blame”; “Hard work offers little
guarantee of success”; “If people work hard they usually get what they
want”; “Most people who don't get ahead probably work as hard as
those who do”; “Anyone willing to work hard has good chance of suc-
ceeding”; “Even if people try hard they often cannot reach their
goals.” The index was rescaled 0-1, with 1 indicating most individual-
istic,






